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 Promethium, Kikai System, Core Region 
 
    Promethium had undergone many transformations. A hundred thousand years ago, it was one of the largest foundries of the First Republic, sending a million tons of refined steel, titanium, magnesium, and heavy metals to factory worlds every week. Fifty thousand years ago, the largest asteroids were mined out, much of that industry was relocated, and Promethium became the home of a thriving belter society. They searched the tiny rocks and played-out larger dwarf planets for rare earths and other riches.  
 
    Twenty-five thousand years ago, as war raged across the galaxy, the abandoned living facilities and remaining industry were pressed into service as secret research installations. It was there that all manner of weapons and improvements were created under the watchful eye of the giant blue-white star of Kikai, a star doomed to die just like the thriving industry that had consumed its planetary children.  
 
    The war ended, as all things do eventually. Few survived in the colony of Promethium. It held far too many scientists and technicians for the modest agriculture under its domes. With the destruction of the SI, which had run everything from the life support to the myriad skiffs that whisked around the system, the dying was slow and horrible. As the SI controlled the stargates as well, there was no escape. Those who remained were reduced to nearly animalistic savagery. It was inevitable that a cult would spring up in the ashes.  
 
    Sato looked up from the slate he was examining. Kikai was shining in blue-white brilliance through the massive dome that had protected residents of Promethium for a hundred millennia. “No surprise at all,” he said aloud. 
 
    “What did you say, Great Sato?”  
 
    He glanced up at the being who’d spoken—one of the dedicants who constantly followed him like puppy dogs. Ironically, this one might have once been a Zuul. It was difficult to be certain. 
 
    “Nothing important,” he said and handed the slate to him. Her? Hard to tell. “Inform K’fo that the next water shipment is still nine weeks away, and I said to make do until then.” If there was anything Kikai lacked, it was water. It had gone into the industry of days gone by. Now it was more common to find a rich nickel-iron asteroid than a water-laden comet. 
 
    The former Zuul bowed at least three times before heading quickly off in the long, loping gait the minimal gravity of Promethium taught you to use. Sure, things had been a real mess here when he’d first arrived years ago; he just wasn’t sure if what had grown up around him was any better. At least they weren’t cutting off body parts in worship to a dead SI, so there was that.  
 
    With the dedicant gone on a convenient mission, he was alone in his labs and offices. Sato found himself staring at the distant but brilliant point of blue-green light. Kikai, like all such stars, was both young and incredibly huge. It had so much fuel, it was, in essence, killing itself. It was already running low on hydrogen and was prone to flares. He’d had to beef up Promethium’s shields and set dedicated satellites orbiting closer to the star, so the facilities didn’t get a radiation bath every time there was a flare.  
 
    “Another fifty to a hundred thousand years, and you’re dead,” he said to the star. It seemed to flicker in response to him proclaiming its fate. “Don’t be mad at me, nothing I can do about it.” He considered it ironic that Promethium had survived so many downturns over the eons. Eventually it would be destroyed when Kikai went supernova. Nothing would change that. A star that big could very well produce a black hole. Only time would tell.  
 
    <I have completed the calculations you requested,> the SI of this first ship interrupted his quiet musings.  
 
    What do you have, Vestoon? 
 
    The SI was more powerful by far than Sato’s own mesh. Salvaged from 2nd level hyperspace after his run-in with Minerva, Vestoon was another artifact of the Great Galactic War, just like the SI known as Ghost, the Winged Hussars’ guardian angel. He doubted there were many of them around—except for the ones that ran most of the guilds, of course.  
 
    <Analysis of hyperspatial data provided by the ships arriving and departing confirms your initial observations.> 
 
    Well, that’s the most ominous fucking thing I’ve ever heard, he thought in reply to the privileged comms. Can you project an outcome? 
 
    <Without extensive samples, that is impossible.> 
 
    I figured you’d say that.  
 
    <However, a complete collapse of hyperspatial fabric is not out of the question.> 
 
    I take back what I said; that’s even more ominous. He considered for a moment. Okay, cease all operations and experiments. 
 
    <And the eleven ships undergoing final fitting?> 
 
    Yeah, that. Well, complete work, but don’t test them… yet. 
 
    <As you instruct.> 
 
    Sato nodded and looked up at the star, which had stopped flickering, and sighed. That damned tech had been a double-edged sword from day one. 
 
    Hours later, when Sato was alone, a Tri-V image of Vestoon—the ship, not the SI—rotating above his workstation, he was finally disturbed again.  
 
    “I just saw the order.”  
 
    He turned to see an Æsir standing in the doorway. There were dozens of former members of the cult of “Machineness” on Promethium he’d bestowed with Æsir. However, this one was unique. It was the first he’d created.  
 
    “What’s up, Rick?” he asked. Rick Culper had been killed years ago while fighting with the Winged Hussars. Blown up, actually. However, when he’d gotten his pinplants from the Wrogul named Nemo, the alien had kept Rick’s DNA. He’d done so for a good reason, wanting to help Rick recover his memories from a traumatic brain injury prior to service with the Hussars. That explained why Nemo had made a copy, but not the dozen copies he’d ended up with. Sato had taken the most intact version of Rick and given him the specialized armor. It had necessitated considerable modification of the “man” into “machine,” something the former cultists on Promethium appreciated more than Rick had.  
 
    “I just heard the order to stand down operations.” 
 
    “Yes, I gave the order.”  
 
    “Can you explain?” Rick asked, moving silently to stand next to him. The helmet opened to reveal the man inside, looking at the slowly turning ship.  
 
    “You up on hyperspatial physics?”  
 
    “Ha, no.” 
 
    Sato nodded. “Suffice it to say, it’s necessary.” He stared at the model ship, his eyes narrowing. “Now let’s see about a more direct solution. I think it’s a good idea to find some help smarter than me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware anyone was smarter than you.” 
 
    “Maybe not many Humans, but there’s always someone smarter. See if Kliss is busy and ask if she’d like to be reunited with her people. I think we might need to take a little trip.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 EMS Pegasus, Weigh Station Abyss, Obiya 199 System, Crapti Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “What a dump,” Lieutenant Commander Sofeeka said as she looked at the station on the big CIC Tri-V. “You ever been here before, Captain?”  
 
    “Yes,” Captain Alexis Cromwell said. “Several times.” She examined the station—if you could call it that. It was one of the rare deep-space stations, situated around a nominal star on the very edge of the void between the Jesc Arm of the galaxy and the Tolo Arm. The tiny white dwarf gave off barely more light than Sol did when viewed from Neptune, and they were only thirty million kilometers away from it.  
 
    The station was a single thick ring. She could almost imagine it was rusty, though of course, rust couldn’t form in space. It was rusty on the inside, she knew from personal experience. It looked like the hub had finally seized up, which meant no zero-G section anymore.  
 
    “Last time I was here was just before the dark times began.”  
 
    Several of the command officers nodded. The Winged Hussars’ involvement in what was now known as the Omega War began with the Mercenary Guild trying to hunt each of the Four Horsemen down and kill or subjugate them. Under the leadership of General Peepo, they’d elected to try and kill the Hussars. It hadn’t worked out in her favor. The Winged Hussars had entered the Omega War powerful and prepared for the conflict. Good thing, too, because they’d barely survived. 
 
    The last time Alexis was here, Pegasus had been pursuing pirates. They’d finally caught them, a crew of SleSha in a stolen cruiser only playing at being pirates. She’d dealt with them, turned the pirated ship over to the Peacemaker Enforcer, and headed home.  
 
    Later, after the trip home had turned into a fight for their lives, she’d realized the contract was probably designed to lead Pegasus into a trap. The series of events that followed had led to the most lost ships in Winged Hussars’ history to that date, and dead friends and family. She only wished it had been the most losses she’d faced. It wasn’t. 
 
    “Why is this place even here?” Lieutenant Freep asked. The helmsman, a member of the recently uplifted SalSha race, looked amazingly like a terrestrial otter. He was also incorrigibly curious and sometimes talked constantly. He’d now spent more than five years as the helmsman, though she knew he wouldn’t be helmsman much longer.  
 
    “Hyperspatial physics,” explained Lieutenant Nikki Hill, the ship’s chief engineer. “The fewer stars around, the shorter the distance you can travel through hyperspace. This system is at the edge of a nearly empty region between two arms of the galaxy. You can jump from here to the Tolo Arm and save yourself a jump, or maybe two.” 
 
    “Oh,” Freep said. “It’s always strange to remember the way hyperspace works. Like hopping from pasa leaf to pasa leaf to avoid a grahp!”  
 
    “Sure,” Hill said. Several of the officers exchanged looks. They knew from past experience that a grahp was a massive predator that often attacked the pre-uplifted Salusians.  
 
    “Regardless of why it’s here,” Alexis said, “we’ve been hired to provide security for a few weeks while the station undergoes repairs. It has decent defenses, but those defenses rely on station rotation.” She gestured at the Tri-V. “Since the engineers have had to cancel the rotation in order to fix it…” 
 
    “They’ll be sitting ducks,” Sofeeka pointed out. The elSha had formerly sat the position of TacCom, or tactical commander, though she’d recently been promoted to Alexis’ XO, just before leaving on this cruise. The TacCom position hadn’t yet been filled.  
 
    Alexis grinned, knowing full well why it hadn’t been filled. “Sofeeka, report the situation.”  
 
    Her XO blinked as he accessed pinplants to assemble data. “Situation in the system is stable. The rest of the squadron reports battle ready, and none of the other fourteen ships report any issues that could reduce combat effectiveness. Weigh Station Abyss states they’re just waiting on some support ships to arrive for their contracted engineering company to begin repairs.” 
 
    “Very well, secure from ready stations.” She turned to her helmsman. “Lieutenant Freep?”  
 
    “Yes, Captain?”  
 
    “How’s your assistant’s training coming along?”  
 
    “Ensign Musa has passed all his assessments,” Freep reported. “I’d say he’s ready to move up to command watch.” 
 
    Alexis gave a little nod that made Freep cock his head suspiciously. “Excellent. Attention on deck.” All the command crew locked their stations and turned to face her. Freep blinked in confusion as the CIC went quiet. “Lieutenant Freep, you’ve now served aboard EMS Pegasus for seven years, correct?”  
 
    “Yes, Captain,” he said as he turned to face her. With Pegasus coasting toward the station, they were in zero-G. He’d hooked a dexterous foot though the strap on his helm station without a second’s thought. Concern etched the light brown fur on his face.  
 
    “I admit to some reservations about giving you this post. Pegasus is not only the flagship of the Winged Hussars, she’s family to me. I spent a lot of my formative years on this ship, as my twins are right now. Serving aboard this ship is something many in our company never have the opportunity to do. Your race is quite new, only having been uplifted a few short years before you came to us. A few said you weren’t up to such responsibility, that SalSha were an irreverent race and not up to mature challenges.” She loaded the word mature with extra weight. Freep visibly swallowed.  
 
    “I watched you struggle, as any young crew member would, especially as you’d fought and watched many of your friends die while piloting bombers. Yet, you never let it stop you; in fact, you bore the responsibility better than most, which is why I pinned your lieutenant’s bar on you after only two years of service.  
 
    “Well, another five years has proven just how right I was. Lieutenant Freep, I hereby transfer you to the position of TacCom on EMS Pegasus.” She smiled and leaned forward to offer the alien her hand. “Congratulations.”  
 
    “Huzzah!” the rest of the CIC cheered.  
 
    Freep was so surprised, it took a second for him to realize he’d just been promoted. TacCom was an extremely important job. “Thank you, Captain Cromwell. I’m honored!”  
 
    “Call your relief, and take your new post,” Alexis said and nodded toward the TacCom station, which had been empty since they’d left New Warsaw.  
 
    Grinning from ear to ear, Freep sent a message with his pinplants and, as regulations required in a hostile system, waited for his relief. Ensign Obina Musa floated in just moments later. Of course, he’d been aware before the ceremony. Alexis had already been certain the young Nigerian would be up to the task of chief helmsman of Pegasus, or she wouldn’t have moved Freep. The truth was, the ship could do without a TacCom more easily than without a helmsman. The tactical commander was a combat controller of sorts, a job Ghost could handle just as readily.  
 
    “Ensign Musa, you’re appointed as chief helmsman of Pegasus,” Alexis said.  
 
    Musa’s bright teeth beamed in a face almost as dark as space. She’d gotten dozens of recruits from the African continent over the last few years. Jim Cartwright’s efforts as Minister of War to push up candidates from the continent through improved educational opportunities were paying dividends after less than a decade.  
 
    “Thank you, mum,” Musa said. Ironically, his accent held quite a bit of the old English influence from its colonial days centuries past, more than Alexis Cromwell’s own voice, despite her great grandmother literally coming from England. He turned to Freep. “You are relieved.” He added a wink for his former department head.  
 
    “I stand relieved,” Freep said and, using his race’s natural grace in freefall, inherited from their aquatic origins, flowed across the CIC to the TacCom position near the defensive station. The grin faded slightly as he realized how much he was now responsible for. 
 
    Sofeeka floated over and put a friendly hand on Freep’s shoulder. “You’ll do great, or I wouldn’t have recommended you for the job.” He leaned a little closer and whispered, “More than a few former Pegasus TacComs now have capital ships of their own.”  
 
    Freep’s eyes shot wide, and the grin returned. “I’ll do my best,” he said.  
 
    “We all know you will,” Alexis said as everyone resumed control of their stations. “Ensign Musa, please trim our course for approach to the station.”  
 
    “Yes, mum,” he replied. “Braking maneuver to begin in thirty-nine minutes.”  
 
    <Your kind have so many ceremonies.> 
 
    Alexis gave a mental grunt. She’d been certain her longtime companion had been listening in. Of course we do, she sent back through her pinplants. The synthetic intelligence, or SI, known as Ghost, had been a part of the ancient warship Pegasus since it had been built, well over twenty thousand years ago. Despite its age, Ghost constantly struggled to understand interactions between the various biological intelligences it dealt with.  
 
    Alexis left the CIC for her ready room to relax, but as soon as she opened the connecting armored door, it revealed two screaming six-year-old kids in pitched battle. Thanks for warning me, she thought to Ghost as she dodged a memento given to her by a Maki commander decades ago. The entire ready room was a constellation of floating, spinning, and ricocheting flotsam, more akin to the aftermath of an orbital collision than her quiet retreat.  
 
    <It is difficult to tell when your offspring are misbehaving and when they are not.> 
 
    Alexis was forced to admit the SI wasn’t wrong. “Hey!” she snapped as the door rotated closed. Armin, her white-haired, pale gray-eyed son looked up from behind her desk and smiled innocently. Meanwhile, Katrina, her black-haired and light blue-eyed daughter, shot daggers at the interruption, taking a full moment to realize it was her mother stopping the battle. Alexis thought she’d named the girl too well; she took after her aunt, Alexis’ twin sister, who’d died years before the little girl had been born. “How about a general ceasefire?”  
 
    “She started it,” Armin said, pointing at Katrina.  
 
    The girl responded with a snarled curse and let fly with a slate, the first thing she could lay hands on. Normally throwing something in zero-G was challenging, to say the least. Every action to impart momentum onto something had an opposite effect on the one throwing that something. But the twins had spent more time in freefall than in gravity. Katrina had hooked a foot around one of the many handholds that were everywhere on the Egleesius-class battlecruiser, and had done it without thinking, even bracing instinctively in the best way to counter the torque her throw would induce.  
 
    Alexis responded just as automatically, giving a little push off the ready room’s armored door, and intercepted the missile. Just as its launch had imparted a momentum penalty on Katrina, Alexis’ catching it imparted that momentum to her own trajectory, inducing yaw to her flight path. Alexis pushed her legs out to full extension, slowing the yaw enough that when she reached the end of her flightpath, her feet were against the wall. She bent her knees, cancelling her forward momentum, and lightly pushed against a bookshelf for the yaw, then gently pushed down. The end effect landed her in the ready room office chair, the entire action looking like a choreographed ballet maneuver. The twins might have spent the better part of six years in freefall, but Alexis had spent the better part of forty years.  
 
    She looked at Katrina. “Your preemptive retaliatory strike lends credence to your brother’s assertion. Explain?”  
 
    Katrina’s dark eyebrows knitted as she considered her mother’s words. No six-year-old could completely parse the statement Alexis had just made, not even hers, but like her own mother, Alexis never spoke down to her children. Little Humans learned much faster than many believed, and given the chance to pick things up at their own pace, often interpreted words for which they’ve never been given definitions or understandings. After thinking it through, the young one had a response. 
 
    “He,” Katrina began, jabbing a finger at Armin, who was still strategically behind her desk, and thus out of the clear field of fire, “said I can never be you because my hair is black!” 
 
    “For this, you started a war?”  
 
    “It’s Oogar poop!” she cried.  
 
    Alexis suppressed a snort of laughter.  
 
    “Well, it is!” 
 
    “You’re correct. Armin was, once again, goading you.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t goad me!” 
 
    “She’s a bad shot, too!” Armin said, a tinkle of laughter in his chiding.  
 
    Katrina snarled and flailed about for a projectile.  
 
    “You throw one more thing, young lady, and I’ll ship you off to your dad on Capital for a month.” 
 
    Katrina’s eyes went wide in surprise. “No!” 
 
    “Yes,” Alexis said. She turned to look at Armin, who looked like the proverbial Depik who’d just swallowed the NapSha. “And you’re going with her.”  
 
    “What?” Armin spluttered. “I didn’t start throwing things!” 
 
    “No, you just provoked her. Tell me, if I provoke a fight with a bunch of ships and get Pegasus shot to pieces, does that mean it isn’t my fault?”  
 
    “Won’t happen,” Armin said assuredly. “Pegasus would kick their butts!” He pumped a fist in the air, holding onto her desk to keep his position.  
 
    “Yeah,” his sister agreed in solidarity with Pegasus. Sibling rivalries were one thing, but you didn’t mess with the family ship. 
 
    “Oh, I assure you, Pegasus can lose a fight. It’s just another ship.” Both twins looked dubious. “I’ll tell you what.” She cast her eyes around the carnage. “Clean up my ready room, and I won’t put you on report.”  
 
    “But, Mom!” they both cried exactly the same.  
 
    “Don’t ‘but, Mom’ me. Clean up this mess. Now.” They set to the task she’d given them, Armin more reluctantly. 
 
    “She started it,” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
    Alexis snagged a slate out of the air and checked it. Filing it in a sleeve in her desk, she grabbed the next one floating by. On the third check, she found the one she was looking for—the contract for their current operation. She’d already memorized the particulars, so she only pretended to study it while the twins first grumbled and whined about the task, then turned it into a sort of game, then morphed it into a competition.  
 
    Fifteen minutes after starting, they were chasing each other over the last piece of flying debris, an empty tea mug—which Alexis snagged herself. Both twins instantly cried foul and declared themselves the winner.  
 
    “It wasn’t a competition,” she said tiredly and used her pinplants to send a summons. A minute later, Gina appeared. She’d been the kids’ nanny since they were toddlers. “Can you please take these hellions back to my staterooms?”  
 
    “Of course, ma’am,” Gina said, her eyes narrowing at the kids, who were acting like they’d been cherubs all afternoon. Once she’d corralled both of them, Alexa whispered to the woman.  
 
    “There’s some chance of action over the next week. Please be sure they remain in the shielded zones?”  
 
    “Of course, ma’am.”  
 
    “What?” Armin asked.  
 
    “Is there going to be a fight?”  
 
    “Ears like a deep-space sensor,” Alexis said, shaking her head. “Yes, there might be, and you’ll spend that fight in the safe zone of our stateroom. Go,” she said and pointed at the door. It might have been an easy job to get the kids out until they knew there might be action. Yeah, they were her and Nigel’s kids, all right.  
 
    As the CIC armored door opened, Armin nearly got away. “If you two don’t stop fighting, I swear I’ll put you on a courier back to New Warsaw,” Alexis added. 
 
    They both looked back at her, their eyes full of disappointment. That gave Gina the chance she needed to obtain good handholds on the pair. “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Alexis said, then she added to the twins, “I’ll be back at the 1800 bell. You better be ready for bed.”  
 
    “Yes, Mom,” they echoed, and a moment later, they were shepherded out of the CIC and past the CASPer-suited marine guards. Several of the CIC crew watched the event with smiles and winked at each other. The twins were a source of great amusement, and a massive morale boost. The crew of Pegasus loved their captain and of course her two children. After all, they were the future of the Winged Hussars.  
 
    “Captain Cromwell, the station liaisons are on their way over.” 
 
    Alexis nodded and holstered the slate. Time to get to work. 
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 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility, Oopka System, Centaur Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    Keejo reviewed the data one final time. It wasn’t as if she’d gone over it a hundred times, or even a thousand times already. Corona B’s computers had run the calculations for her and come to the same conclusions. Everything worked out; Project Phantom was ready for another go.  
 
    “Will you stop obsessing?”  
 
    Keejo rotated a single eye to her partner. Chit might or might not have been looking back; both his little eyestalks were always in motion. The other two meters of his length and dozens of legs trailed around the control room.  
 
    “I don’t like to try to crack one of the universe’s mysteries without at least being sure we’re revealing the right mystery.”  
 
    “We’ll reveal something; doesn’t matter if it’s exactly what we’re looking for,” Chit replied.  
 
    Keejo turned her eyes back to the readouts. Jeha were so damned literal. They didn’t have any other mode. Not surprising for a massive, intelligent millipede. Many wondered if their race had any emotions at all. Keejo’s own race, the elSha, on the other hand, ran hot and cold. Well, mostly cold. Reptiles and insects working together. What an interesting galaxy, she thought. 
 
    “I can admire your enthusiasm,” Keejo said. “We’ve already lost one ship, and Wathayat is paying the bills for Corona B. If we don’t find something they can use…”  
 
    “Something worth a pile of credits, you mean?”  
 
    “Yes, that’s what I mean,” Keejo said.  
 
    “Science is worth any cost.” 
 
    Keejo gave a little laugh. “Spoken like a former Himitsu in the Science Guild.”  
 
    Chit regarded his partner for a moment, then took out one of the several slates he habitually carried and began making entries. With both pinplants and a dozen hands, the Jeha could enter information and correlate results as fast as some computers—just not as fast as the special ones they’d been lent.  
 
    The two had been joint directors of the research funded by Wathayat for five years—Keejo for her engineering knowledge and Chit for his own specialty, hyperspatial physics. They’d gone from helping other projects, to leading their own team, to being in charge of the entire division. Then, when another highly classified division finished practical tests to provide the first working models, they’d been given staff and control of Corona B, which turned out to be the crucial missing piece of Chit’s research. 
 
    “Horizon Two reports ready,” a technician said.  
 
    “Are we go or not?” Chit asked. It was rare to see an impatient Jeha. 
 
    Keejo stared at her slate for a long moment. There were still so many permutations, and the first attempt’s failure. Then again, certainty wasn’t always possible in theoretical science when first applied to a real-world application. “Sure, let’s go.”  
 
    “Excellent,” Chit said. The Jeha skittered up the ladder to the observation deck in a way only an insectoid could do. 
 
    “Where you going?” Keejo asked.  
 
    “To watch, of course!” Chit called back down the hatch.  
 
    Keejo shook her head then realized she might as well join her research partner, so she did.  
 
    The dome was in the center of their ring-shaped station, so it was in zero G. She took no notice of the difference, having spent half her life weightless. The elSha were well adapted to extended time in freefall. Horizon Two, the second of three research ships assigned to Corona B, floated a few hundred meters away. It was already moving.  
 
    “Audio up here,” Chit said down the ladder.  
 
    The ship’s transmissions came over the speakers in the observation dome. Everyone looked up at the ship as the station rotated around.  
 
    “…are at full power.” Just as Keejo caught view of the ship, it accelerated away. 
 
    “Roger, Horizon Two, we show you on trajectory. ETA to jump point, five minutes.” 
 
    “Confirmed, Corona B. Systems are on automatic.”  
 
    Keejo watched with both eyes as Horizon Two accelerated on ion drive.  
 
    The Oopka system was the perfect place for their research. In a galaxy with a hundred and fifty billion stars, its hyperspatial characteristics were one in a billion. Of course, the Cartography Guild probably recorded all hundred and fifty or so, but the danger of the nature of their research coming to light kept Wathayat from doing a deeper search.  
 
    The star was tiny, a dwarf red star, the smallest they could find. The planet Corona B orbited was equally small, and the only one in the solar system. The planet was less than a million kilometers from the star, its year lasting eleven hours. Its orbit around the star was close enough that the station needed starship shields to protect its crew from radiation. The advantage was that the planet’s Lagrange points were close enough to the world for their experiments to be quantifiably measured and observed without need of additional ships. A quiet little off-the-grid experiment with titanic potential. 
 
    “Practically a perfect laboratory,” Chit had said when he’d shown the data to her. He was right, because the stargate was off the grid, lost to the galaxy at large. The miniscule stargate was functional, but not part of the Cartography Guild’s network. They wouldn’t have to worry about unwanted spies. The truth was, the hardest part of the experiments had been getting the stargate operational.  
 
    Their two research ships were just as unusual as the system. To Keejo’s knowledge, they were the smallest hyperspace-capable starships in existence, each just thirty meters long and massing under fifteen hundred tons. In fact, nothing else so small in the galaxy was hyperspace capable because it should have been impossible. It took an incredible amount of energy to keep them in hyperspace, thanks to the inverse square law related to ship size. Had Horizon Two been equipped with a standard hyperspace drive, it would have needed a 250-terawatt fusion powerplant. The plant was available, used in battleships, and nearly as big as the entire ship. Instead of fusion as main power, these ships carried a power source other Wathayat teams, even more secret than the existence of Keejo and Chit’s, had worked on.  
 
    In fact, the Snitch-class research vessels, as the designers had christened them, were packed full of new technologies, and very, very old ones. The conflict between the Mercenary Guild and the Humans, which had been a disaster for the mercs, was turning out to be a boon to scientific advancement. The Mercenary Guild’s temporary moratorium on all new contracts a few years ago had really upset the grub cart. Industrial espionage, always a great fear in the Union, had all but disappeared. Keejo was sure every corporation, syndicate, and guild was rushing forward with all manner of research considered too risky only years ago.  
 
    The list of new technology on the Snitch-class included powerplant, power distribution, shields, FTL drive systems, and of course, its pilot. 
 
    “Less than one minute to jump point.”  
 
    “Horizon Two to Corona B, I confirm your data. Powerplant to 75 percent output.” 
 
    “It sounds almost alive,” Chit noted.  
 
    “I wonder how long research has been sitting on them?” Keejo asked.  
 
    “Some time, I believe,” Chit answered, the translator carrying a sense of humor. 
 
    “We’re showing you generating 1.5 petawatts, Horizon Two,” the techs said.  
 
    “Concur,” Horizon Two replied.  
 
    So much power, Keejo thought as she split her eyes between the steadily shrinking ship and the telemetry. Despite a huge F11 shroud on the new powerplant, they were still getting a large amount of gamma ray flux. That could be a long-term problem, Keejo thought. She was a little nervous about the pilot. They were breaking a big law, using it. Then again, so was the power supply. There was no other way to test the ship right now without it. She shrugged. What the Science Guild doesn’t know won’t kill them. Chit had seen the plans for the powerplant and memorized them long ago, a gift for Wathayat that got him in the door. 
 
    Chit and Keejo floated in the zero gravity of the inner ring hub and waited. A Tri-V showed the ship via a drone following it. Horizon Two was far too small to see now. Data on the Tri-V said it was twenty thousand kilometers distant, and now coasting at 60 kps. The countdown reached the last ten seconds, and the techs below called them out.  
 
    “Ten… nine… eight… seven…” 
 
    “Shunts deployed,” the pilot said. 
 
    “Six… five… four…” 
 
    “Grid is stable, hyperspatial calculations are complete.” 
 
    “Three… two….” 
 
    “Power linked to shunts.” 
 
    “One… initiate!” 
 
    A silvery-blue flash on the Tri-V, and Horizon Two was gone, propelled into another dimension by her onboard hyperspace shunts.  
 
    “Tachyon flux nominal,” a technician reported. “The gamma ray flux was—” He paused and shook his head. “Energetic?” 
 
    Keejo blinked nictitating membranes over her eyes as the station’s shields opaqued in response to the radiation storm. “We better be done here in a year or so. When those radiation bursts reach the next closest star system, people will come looking for the neutron star that made them.” 
 
    “It’s not that powerful,” Chit said. “Even so, they’d be lethal to any unshielded non-exotic lifeform within a light second.” 
 
    “We’ll have to work on that,” Keejo said, then shook her head. Wow. The powerplant had a two-meter-thick F11 jacket around it, and they still nearly got cooked a light second away! 
 
    “Final telemetry showed power usage at 95 percent.” 
 
    “Close,” Keejo said to her partner.  
 
    “Good enough,” Chit replied. “We’ll try to squeeze another 100 terawatts from the reactor after this test. The design team said it should be able to reach 2 petawatts.” 
 
    He’s so sure it’ll work this time. Even after Horizon One didn’t return from its test run. They still didn’t know why. Chit insisted it wasn’t the underlying physics. He’d made his point well enough to the Wathayat representatives for them to agree to commit the second of the three prototypes. The syndicate had profited billions of credits from the F11 shortage a few years ago. The involvement of Canavar in that little endeavor wasn’t something talked about in the ranks, not even among the black-ops scientists like their team. The ones who got billions of credits and didn’t have to answer questions for years. Still, all those credits allowed them to expand into drive technologies, which had led them to where they were now.  
 
    “The clock is running,” a tech said. “Estimate five minutes until emergence.” 
 
    “This is the hard part,” Keejo said.  
 
    “Don’t despair,” Chit said. “Everything’s going perfectly.” 
 
    “As it did last time,” Keejo reminded her partner. Chit didn’t respond, but just waited with his patented insectile patience. Keejo flicked her tail from side to side, hoping it worked this time. The higher ups in the syndicate hierarchy were unlikely to authorize the use of another prototype without some proof they’d succeeded. Any proof. Rumor had it the powerplants cost half a billion credits alone.  
 
    The clock reached zero without any sign of Horizon Two. If Keejo had sweat glands, she’d have been using them. She noted a couple of Chit’s pointy legs were twitching. So, you do get nervous. Good, it’s not just me. The clock began counting up. It had reach ten minutes when the techs finally yelled. 
 
    “We have telemetry!” 
 
    The Tri-V showed the drones in the emergence zone zooming around, trying to find the tiny ship. It shouldn’t have been difficult. The flight plan called for Horizon Two to deploy multi-frequency strobes. They didn’t find anything.  
 
    “Radio direction finding on the telemetry!” Chit yelled down to the control room.  
 
    “Checking… got it.”  
 
    The Tri-V showed a map of the solar system. Horizon Two was 89 million kilometers distant.  
 
    “No wonder telemetry reception was five minutes late,” Keejo said. “It’s way off course.” She shook her head. It’s just not acting like it should! “Not even close to the emergence point. Entropy!” 
 
    “Radio contact with the pilot,” the techs said.  
 
    “Corona B, this is Horizon Two. The mission was successful.”  
 
    Below them, the control room exploded into cheers. Chit nodded his antenna and turned his eyestalks to Keejo. “We did it.”  
 
    “You knew we would,” Keejo said, patting her Jeha partner on his carapace.  
 
    “I did. The math works.” 
 
    “And you’ve been to 2nd level hyperspace before.” 
 
    “While with the Winged Hussars, yes.” 
 
    Chit had never gone into detail on his time with the Human mercenary unit or how he’d managed to return from 2nd level hyperspace without the power now at their disposal. “We have a lot of problems to surmount,” Keejo said.  
 
    “Agreed,” the Jeha replied. “Even though the powerplant makes enough power, we have to find a way to shield it. The antimatter annihilation process creates far too much radiation for a crew to possibly survive the trip.” He tapped at a slate. “Best estimate is ten meters of F11 jacket, minimum.” 
 
    “I have some ideas,” Keejo said. “We licked the deep-space anti-neutron collector issue; the gamma rays are just a side effect, if a deadly one. The AI pilot Wathayat provided us at least avoided the biological problem for this stage of development.” Keejo looked out toward the distant emergence point, still far closer than another system’s emergence point would have been. The unique nature of the Oopka system.  
 
    Because of hyperspace physics, an emergence point would stabilize naturally opposite the Lagrange point where you set up a stargate. In Oopka, there was only one world, and its unusually close orbit around the tiny red dwarf meant its Lagrange points were mere thousands of kilometers apart, instead of millions. It was always possible to enter hyperspace just to travel to an emergence point in the same system, though there was no reason to do so. That relatively tiny distance, in interstellar terms, still took the exact same amount of time as it would to a star system many thousands of light years distant; a hundred and seventy hours.  
 
    Horizon Two had just made that trip in minutes, which should have been impossible, except it had done it by accessing another level of hyperspace, where the time dilation didn’t take place. That was the point of Chit’s research. What it did take was power—vast amounts of power—in order to access 2nd level without first going through 1st level.  
 
    “We’ve solved the first two problems,” Keejo said. “Only a few more to go.”  
 
    “Then let’s get started,” Chit agreed. “We’ve added a new issue, with the ship arriving in the wrong place.” 
 
    “But it’s here, unlike the first try. We need to celebrate!” Keejo said.  
 
    “You celebrate,” Chit said. “I want to begin analysis of the ship’s data as soon as it’s close enough for meaningful comms. We need to know why it was so far off course.”  
 
    “It’ll take the ship hours to get here at reduced power,” Keejo said. It had used most of its antimatter stores for the jump. “Come on, have a drink, or a grub, or whatever. We did it!”  
 
    Chit’s eyestalks regarded her for a time, then waved back and forth, his race’s equivalent of a shrug. “Sure, why not. A celebration is in order.”  
 
    Keejo licked her eyes in satisfaction. Despite her insistence on a celebration, she was doing her own thinking. Had they just created a new way to move quickly across the galaxy, or made war infinitely more deadly? Time for that later.  
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 EMS Pegasus, Weigh Station Abyss, Obiya 199 System 
 
    Alexis watched the small, obsolete cruiser come apart at the seams like a badly-assembled toy. She shook her head at the waste.  
 
    “Splash six,” TacCom said, Freep grinning and nodding his head. “Remaining element is extending their velocity toward the stargate. Orders to highguard?”  
 
    “If the enemy doesn’t engage, let them go,” she ordered.  
 
    Freep gave her a curious look before relaying the orders.  
 
    “No more taste for battle?” Sofeeka asked, only half seriously.  
 
    “No more taste for slaughter,” she countered. This was the third action in as many weeks and had ended just the same as the other two. The enemy never got within effective weapons range. In the first engagement, a single ship-killer missile had managed to penetrate the screen of six Kingdom-class escort frigates and hit EMS Lieutenant Colonel Ezekiel Hargrave. The Zeke’s overpowered shields had shrugged off the single missile with no damage.  
 
    Based on Sato’s designs from years ago, the new Hero-class, of which Zeke was the second in her class, was a battlecruiser not only designed to replace the aging Steed-class, but to exceed them. Meant to stand toe-to-toe with enemy ships, it was a true match for the ancient Egleesius-class ships like Pegasus. It should be, since the two classes were alike in many ways.  
 
    “They weren’t expecting the Hussars,” said the SitCom, Mary Bainbridge.  
 
    “They never are,” Freep agreed to many nods around the bridge.  
 
    Still only three weeks into his stint on the bridge, the new helmsman, Ensign Musa, listened to the interplay without participating. Alexis hadn’t decided whether that was because he was new, intimidated, or unsure of all the aliens. Psychological profiling prior to hiring on Earth said he wasn’t a xenophobe, or he’d never have been hired, but nearly half the roster of the Hussars was comprised of various aliens. It was a bit much to get used to. 
 
    “Ensign Musa,” she said. The man jumped slightly, restrained by his seat straps.  
 
    “Mum?”  
 
    “This last group, what was their likely composition, racially?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t know, mum. It’s not my place to assume.”  
 
    Alexis grinned slightly.  
 
    “Captain, I have an assessment ready,” Freep said.  
 
    She raised a hand. “In due time, Lieutenant. Ensign Musa, I wouldn’t have asked for your assessment if I didn’t want it.”  
 
    “Mum,” he said without looking up from his controls.  
 
    Records indicated he’d had his ’plants installed on Earth before leaving. It was required that all Winged Hussars’ personnel, outside of non-Home-based clerical, have at least a basic set of pinplants. So he’d had his a little over two years. Like many on Earth, he’d been far too poor to afford even a superficial set of ’plants before signing with the Hussars. It would be a while still before he could seamlessly use them to operate his station and carry on a conversation without looking.  
 
    After he’d considered for a moment, Musa spoke. “The ships were a mixed lot. Most started as Izlian, of course. They’re all heavily modified and old. That last cruiser was probably a kludge.”  
 
    “Good assumption,” she said. “Please, continue.” 
 
    “Well, their gunnery was sufficient, but their command lacked the thoughtfulness to take advantage of it, or their ships’ best abilities. I’d say it was a Cochkala-led operation; they’re indiscrete, and this is the sort of nominally profitable smash-and-grab they’d be into.” 
 
    “Nice,” Alexis said. To the side, Sofeeka nodded. “Good analysis.”  
 
    “There’s more,” he said, and Alexis raised an eyebrow. “The pilots were certainly NapSha.”  
 
    “They don’t work well with others,” Bainbridge said.  
 
    “This time they did,” Freep agreed. “Their piloting techniques are taught at the Hussar Academy.” The SalSha looked at Musa and gave him a slight nod of respect. The man smiled back, careful that his commander couldn’t see.  
 
    “Well done,” Alexis said. She’d known, of course; she’d helped write the training protocols to recognize different races’ piloting techniques. “TacCom, secure the ship from battle stations. SitCom, reposition the fleet to regroup at the station.”  
 
    Her command crew began the work of bringing the fleet back together. Space combat was mostly moving ships into the best positions and speeds to maximize the effectiveness of their weapons and defenses. Long the best kept secret of the Winged Hussars as a space navy had been their embrace of a multifaceted doctrine of engagement. “Pick your fight,” was a saying her mother had shared with her before Alexis was old enough to have a clue what it meant.  
 
    She’d fought hundreds of battles, big and small, and won most of them. Especially against superior adversaries, it was paramount that you didn’t let them decide how you fought. The second part of her success was her willingness to embrace unconventional tactics. She’d used everything from asteroids to obsolete ships as weapons, to great success. Most galactics swore by well-used and poorly written books on tactics, many written by the foolish, or the losers, and some by those who’d never battled but only watched great battles take place from a distance. 
 
    The final component of her success was technology. Tech varied so widely in the galaxy that the term Union Standard was a universally laugh-inducing phrase. The Hussars had begun their existence by finding Pegasus, a ship that had last fought in the GGW, or the Great Galactic War, twenty thousand years ago. Alexis’ great grandfather had found it abandoned in a backwater star system, and inside was Ghost, an even older synthetic intelligence that had operated warships for millennia.  
 
    She’d long thought Ghost unique, the last survivor of a lost technology. Her ancestors had believed such was the case. There was no evidence of all-powerful computer brains running the galaxy. Of course, what evidence would there be, except for the one running Pegasus? Ghost had provided countless technological advantages, not the least of which was New Warsaw, a system full of resources and advanced technology lost for millennia. They’d had a lot of secrets.  
 
    Most of those secrets were out now. It had only been a matter of time. In the build-up to Peepo’s occupation of Earth and the Omega War, Alexis had won desperate battle after desperate battle. Even her staunchest detractors were forced to admit it wasn’t luck or incompetence by her enemies. Well, a lot of the latter. Both her tactical acumen and the Hussars’ technical prowess had moved to the forefront. Then the knowledge of where New Warsaw was got out. She probably had her former second-in-command, Paka—who’d turned out to be Peepo’s sister—to blame. The Veetanho had been a deep sleeper agent in the Hussars and tried to kill Alexis at her most vulnerable.  
 
    Live and learn, she thought as the fleet came back together, matched velocities, and fell toward Weigh Station Abyss.  
 
    “The fleet’s in order and on course,” Sofeeka said quietly, so the details registered to her commander without breaking her reverie.  
 
    Seeing Alexis Cromwell floating in the doorway to her ready room, a foot hooked under a strap, hands folded behind her back, and a distant look on her face, was a common thing in the CIC of Pegasus. Her white ponytail slowly drifted up over her head. She moved it back with a slight shift of her head. “Very well,” she said.  
 
    <There is something interesting.> 
 
    Oh, that’s never good. 
 
    <Are you saying I am an ill omen?> 
 
    She chuckled out loud and shook her head. Ever since Ghost had begun collecting captured SI, his speech had been improving. He understood more metaphors and used them. It wasn’t the first time she’d wondered what he’d been doing with his captive brethren. 
 
    <They are not my brethren. Since none of them are Type 4, like me, it would be more like you comparing yourself to a chimpanzee, or maybe a squirrel, just because you are both mammals.> 
 
    Some of my best friends are squirrels, she thought with a grin. You said something was interesting; I assume it wasn’t my thoughts. 
 
    <While I do often find them interesting, not this time. Ensign Musa has been doing some analysis…> 
 
    Alexis listened to Ghost explain, then grunted. “Ensign Musa?” Again, the young officer jumped in his seat.  
 
    “Captain?”  
 
    “Interesting data you’re assembling. File LP:333.5λ?” 
 
    Musa’s head spun around, his eyes wide in surprise. She could see a slight sheen of sweat on his mahogany-shaded skin. “H-how…?” was all he got out.  
 
    “You’ll soon learn,” Sofeeka said, glancing around at her fellow, more-experienced command officers, “the commander of the Winged Hussars always knows.” 
 
    “Everything,” Freep said with his own grin. Yoop, their Luth sensor tech, watched, bubbles floating up inside the clear helmet she wore. Alone among the races of the command crew, hers wasn’t a member of the Galactic Union. If fact, she was one of only a handful of survivors.  
 
    “You aren’t in trouble,” Alexis said softly. “Just tell me why you’re correlating sensor logs from the entire fleet?” 
 
    “When I was assigned helm command, I began running checks on all my systems.” 
 
    “You didn’t trust Lieutenant Freep to do a good job?”  
 
    “I trust him explicitly,” Musa said, “but it’s my station now. Going over everything is my duty.”  
 
    Alexis nodded and gave a little smile. “Properly done, Ensign. However, you didn’t stop at your station. Why?”  
 
    “I found an out-of-normal reading, Captain.” Freep turned and glanced at Musa. “It wasn’t anything wrong. It was just strange.” 
 
    “Explain,” Alexis said.  
 
    “Fleet arrival here had a deviation of 0.118 seconds off nominal between ships.”  
 
    Everyone except Alexis mumbled; heads were shaking, and a couple of people laughed. She held up a hand. “Let him continue.” Only Freep had a curious look on his face.  
 
    “The deviation wasn’t consistent between ships. The Zeke was 0.115, Walker was 0.119. Tyne, Coventry, Bristol, and Belfast were all 0.112. Praga Północ and Kalisz were 0.111, and Stupsk was 0.120, which was the most.” 
 
    It was Lieutenant Afeeko, the long term DCC, or damage control coordinator, who was the first to notice her expression. He glanced at the engineer and asked, “The deviations are all within 0.01 second?”  
 
    “Correct,” Musa replied.  
 
    “What about other ships’ reports?” engineer Hill asked. “Is it correlated?” 
 
    “To four decimals.”  
 
    “How does it read against past performance?”  
 
    “Out of line by three orders of magnitude.”  
 
    Alexis gave an audible grunt. Traveling through hyperspace was imprecise in many ways, but time wasn’t one of them. It was a hundred and seventy standard hours to your destination, within a picosecond, no matter how far, or how many ships.  
 
    And this isn’t possible? 
 
    <Possible?> Ghost asked. <Yes, it is possible, but not probable. The only thing known to have caused deviations on that order are unintentional trajectories over stellar medium with only negligible density to support travel through 1st level hyperspace. It must be understood, those flight paths were so close to the boundary of disaster as to be almost incalculable.> 
 
    “Ensign Musa, thank you for this. Please work with SitCon and prepare a message to New Warsaw to investigate. Tell them I want Patrick Leonard and his Geek Squad to look into it and send all the data along. Further, all ships are to record and further instances of deviation.”  
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Excellent work.” Musa beamed. Alexis caught Freep’s eye and gave him a nod. The SalSha had made a good choice for his successor, and it boded well for his future as a command officer himself, maybe of his own ship someday. Who knew? “Sofeeka, you have command. I’m going to see if my children have escaped containment.”  
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 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility, Oopka System 
 
    “Analysis is flawed.” 
 
    Keejo looked up from the slate, more figures running through her second and third implant groups. It took a second to realize it was the AI dubbed Theta speaking. She looked at the little monolith sitting on her desk, the home of the AI. “What?” 
 
    “Analysis of the data is flawed,” it repeated.  
 
    Keejo ordered her pinplants to hold the data stream and looked at the ceramic monolith. Nobody had thought it would somehow be impressive to put the AI in such a case; it just happened to be the exact same package as the normal starship’s hyperspace computer. Theta’s case also happened to have a glowing blue light on top, and about a hundred more interfaces than a standard hyperspace computer. Okay, so the blue light that flashed in time with its voice was kinda cool. “Explain. I’ve been going over the data for a month, and there’s no mistake; it all recorded perfectly.” 
 
    “I did not suggest it was recorded incorrectly,” Theta replied. “I said the analysis is flawed. Biologicals are analyzing the data, attempting to verify why the drive is not functioning through hyperspace as estimated. The problem is, it does not utilize hyperspace.”  
 
    Keejo sighed and licked both eyes, an elSha mannerism similar to a Human rubbing the bridge of his nose with his fingers. “Theta, you piloted Horizon Two through a jump. How can the data be mistaken?”  
 
    “I have been reviewing the data myself, as I have nothing else to do right now. I have also been comparing other hyperspace logs from ships attached to the station.”  
 
    “I didn’t give you permission to do that,” Keejo said suspiciously.  
 
    “You did not say I could not do it.” 
 
    Hadn’t she? Keejo thought about the AI and its function within the research facility. Like most of the other components involved in Project Phantom, the team hadn’t made the AI. Seven of them had been delivered by a Wathayat courier before Phantom began formal work, just like the hyperspace shunts, power distribution system, and the all-important antimatter powerplant. Keejo had assumed each of these components was produced by their own project, just as secret, and just as compartmentalized as Phantom. Maybe I should have read the user’s guide first. 
 
    “New file,” she told the AI. 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    “The AI designated Theta shall, from this moment on, not access any systems outside this laboratory without first consulting with senior staff. Acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    “What was that all about?” asked an interminable length of insectoid entering the lab, propelled by countless legs.  
 
    “Our AI here doesn’t seem to have come with many behavioral restrictions installed,” Keejo said, tapping the blue light on the AI’s chassis. She explained what had happened.  
 
    “Interesting, but what about its concerns?”  
 
    “It’s an AI; who knows how they think?”  
 
    Chit did something quite un-Jeha like; he seemed to consider what he was going to say. A Jeha who took time to think about what they were going to say was a unique Jeha indeed. “I know something about them.” 
 
    Keejo’s mouth dropped open, and she fixed both turreted eyes on her partner. They weren’t exactly personal friends. The pair had met when they’d first started working for Wathayat in one of their many research labs. They both spoke the language of science, including their own personal specialties, so naturally, they worked well together. Chit’s own literalness and no-nonsense nature complemented Keejo’s desire to work alone. She could tell Chit to go away because she was busy, and Chit would leave without comment, no harm, no foul.  
 
    When Chit had pitched the program to Keejo, it was of immediate interest. They’d been research partners for years, and Phantom was chock full of forbidden technology. Despite that, Keejo hadn’t expected her partner to have any knowledge of AI.  
 
    AI was one of those technologies that was quietly outlawed. Nobody understood why, or really wanted to know. More than a few laboratories had quietly disappeared after going down the wrong research road. Gone with no knowledge of what had happened to the research, or the researchers. At least the law against antimatter made sense, sort of. It was an incredibly effective weapon, after all. If you could make an antimatter powerplant, the same principle could easily be converted to a bomb with world-cracking potential.  
 
    “What do you know?” Keejo asked. “About AI?”  
 
    “They’re as complicated as any other sapient,” Chit said. “There are also many different kinds.” A single claw reached out and touched the little blue light-topped monolith. “We know even less about this than we do the principle behind the drive we’re researching.”  
 
    “You’re the one who knew about the drive,” Keejo reminded him.  
 
    “I knew of the drive, not about it. What we’ve been doing here the last year is putting the research back together from the scant information I had from my time in the Science Guild.” Once more, Chit was clearly thinking about what to say. “I also saw it working once.”  
 
    “What?” Keejo cursed a blue streak. All during it, Chit curled around a seat impassively. Trying to provoke an emotional reaction from a Jeha was like tempting an Oogar into a hug. It was possible, though you should be careful about what you wished for. “You said all you had was partial files.” 
 
    “I had a great deal less than partial files. I had a partial file, singular, and observations of the drive in action.” He pointed at Theta. “I’ve been correlating the data as well, and I’m here because I’ve come to the same conclusion as our digital friend here.”  
 
    “And what is your conclusion?”  
 
    “The reason we lost Horizon One. We now have evidence Horizon Two never travelled through hyperspace as we know it, especially 2nd level hyperspace.” He turned his head toward the AI. “Theta, what was the time duration of your transition from drive initiation point to arrival point?”  
 
    “It was less than a picosecond,” the AI reported. 
 
    “We put that down as a disruption of the AI’s programming,”  
 
    “You put it down as a disruption of the AI programming,” Chit replied. “The other ship computers worked fine until it disappeared. Theta here is a rather different creature than a regular computer. If they worked fine, it worked fine.” 
 
    “Then what are you saying? There’s no doubt it disappeared and reappeared more than a light-minute away.” 
 
    “I’m saying, whatever Horizon Two traveled through, however it made that short jump, it was most definitely not hyperspace. Theta’s noting no passage of time is in direct opposition to our observations.” Keejo stared at him, uncomprehending. “It also means Horizon One isn’t lost somewhere in 2nd level hyperspace.” 
 
    “Then where is it?”  
 
    “I have no idea.”  
 
    “I may be able to help,” Theta said. All eyes turned to the AI. 
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 Private Vessel Vestoon, Heliopause, Sol System, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm 
 
    <I repeat, using the Discontinuity Drive with the instability is—> 
 
    “Duly noted, Vestoon,” Sato said and massaged his temples. The spaghettification effect you felt when the drive was used had to be the worst feeling he’d ever imagined. Many people complained that being “unmade” when entering normal hyperspace was the worst sensation imaginable. They were wrong. Dead wrong. A trip from the Core Region to Earth in a nanosecond was probably worth it. Probably. 
 
    “Have you fixed our location?”  
 
    “Working on it,” Vestoon said, deciding since Sato was speaking aloud, it would as well. The SI that ran the ship always sounded like God coming from the speakers, which was disconcerting; thus he preferred to use pinplants. His spaghettified brain was best left on idle for a few minutes.  
 
    “Still out of sorts from the jumps?” Rick asked, floating in from aft. Vestoon’s bridge wasn’t really big enough for two people. Just as well that Rick was more like two-thirds of a person. The squat, compact Æsir armor gave him great power, at a cost.  
 
    “I still don’t know why it doesn’t bother you,” Sato admitted.  
 
    “Probably the same reason it doesn’t bother the Sky Knights, either; we’re not really Human anymore. The Mesh has something to do with it, too.” 
 
    “Not too much,” Sato said and tapped his throbbing temple. “I have it, too, you know.” Rick’s arms made a movement. It would have been a shrug, except the Æsir didn’t really have shoulders.  
 
    “Position fixed,” Vestoon said finally. “We are 133 AU, or 1,103 light minutes from Jupiter. Calculating DD jump.” Sato moaned. “We can use normal drive.” 
 
    “And it would take thirty-nine months,” Sato replied. His own Mesh had performed the calculations instantly. “No, we’ll use the damned DD drive.” 
 
    Rick chuckled and patted his mentor’s shoulder. Gently, because they were in zero-G, and Sato didn’t have microminiature thrusters built into his skin. “Have faith; at least this will be the last for a while. Maybe we’ll be able to use normal hyperspace on the way back.” 
 
    “Only if we’re successful.” 
 
    “Jump calculated,” Vestoon said.  
 
    “Execute,” Sato told it, and was spaghettified before the words had completely left his mouth. “Gah!” he cried out as they snapped back. “That fucking sucks.” 
 
    “You Humans are strange,” Fliss called from the central area of the ship aft. “The sensation is quite amazing.”  
 
    Sato rolled his eyes. Not even the dazzling view of Jupiter filling the entire cockpit window helped the now much-worse headache. He floated aft, where Fliss rested in the central area. Vestoon had three cabins in the rear area, which had formerly been a cargo hold. The problem was, Fliss couldn’t fit through any of the interior doors except for the main gangway, which was a good thing, or she couldn’t have come aboard at all.  
 
    “We’re here,” he said to her and used his Mesh to activate the large Tri-V. Jupiter in all its glory filled the center of the space. Fliss’ dark eyes examined it. Sato didn’t know enough about her race to know whether she was excited or not.  
 
    “They are here?”  
 
    “Yes,” Sato said. “Somewhere.”  
 
    “May I see the sensor logs?”  
 
    Sato nodded and had Vestoon share the logs with Fliss through her pinplants. Rick watched it all floating off to the side, his helmet open, so his curiosity was clearly visible. 
 
    “You think it will work?”  
 
    “I have no idea,” Sato admitted. “I just know I need help with this.”  
 
    “There it is,” Fliss said, surprising both men.  
 
    Sato turned away from Rick and looked at the Tri-V, which Fliss had shifted from a general view of the gas giant to a section of the sky below the great eye, and it zoomed in. Sato couldn’t see anything, even when the image was overlaid with multiple additional spectra, such as infrared, ultraviolet, and x-ray.  
 
    “Help us out, Fliss,” he said.  
 
    The image moved closer, then slightly to the side. A strange view appeared, filled with thousands of little arrows. 
 
    “Gas flow within the atmosphere?”  
 
    “Correct,” she said. “A gas giant is a complicated model; however, this zone of the planet has more stratified dynamics due to the giant vortex storm four thousand kilometers planetary north. This is how it should look.” The view was overlaid with a similar map. Sure enough, there were subtle differences.  
 
    “That’s not within the sample error?” he asked.  
 
    “No, it is 11 percent outside the sample margin, and is within five kilometers of the length of scanning range down into the atmosphere. This suggests—” 
 
    “A tether?” Rick said.  
 
    Sato looked at him in surprise. Rick smirked. “I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “I never said you were.” 
 
    “I believe it is a probe, or even a mining pump.” 
 
    “Holy crap!” Sato blurted. “They’re mining F11!”  
 
    “Interesting supposition,” Fliss said, then nodded her head. “This makes the most sense. F11’s primary source tends to be the cores of former gas giants that have had their atmosphere stripped by a supernova. This suggests the F11 was there all along. I am excited to see how they pulled this off.” 
 
    “Vestoon, hail the location where the station must be. All frequencies, tight-beam.” 
 
    “Ready,” the AI replied.  
 
    “Attention, Aku habitat.” 
 
    A minute passed without reply, so he hailed them again, with the same results.  
 
    “Maybe it’s the wrong location,” Rick suggested.  
 
    “We are getting a radio reflection,” Vestoon reported. “It is almost invisible, and in fact, after the first transmission, it has disappeared. However they are cloaking themselves, it has adapted to the broadcast.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Sato said, glancing at Fliss, who merely waited. A thought occurred to him. “You try,” he said to her. She nodded and spoke in her native language.  
 
    “I am Fliss, and I have come to find you.” 
 
    “This is Chiss,” came the instant reply. “We did not know you were still alive!” 
 
    “I live, and it is thanks to the Humans I am with. May we come aboard?”  
 
    The pause was surprisingly long, and made Sato wonder what they were thinking about. He knew there were precious few Aku surviving. He’d think the decision was a no-brainer. Then Chiss spoke again.  
 
    “Is Savior Jim Cartwright with you?” 
 
    “No, it is the Human Sato who brings me.” The pause again stretched. “I will guarantee they are trustworthy. They are good Humans.”  
 
    “Very well,” Chiss finally responded.  
 
    “A tight-beam lasercomm has initiated,” Vestoon said.  
 
    “Follow the beacon carefully,” Chiss advised. “There are only four females among us, Fliss. We are all excited to see you again. Welcome home.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Weigh Station Abyss, Obiya 199 System 
 
    With both twins asleep, and the ship docked for replenishment, Alexis had a few minutes of glorious solitude to herself. Armin and Katrina had, only hours ago, managed to get themselves into the hydroponics lab and decided a pitched “snowball” fight was in order, only with tomatoes. The mess was bad, and the damage to the sensitive hydroponics system was worse. The crew counted on fresh vegetables from the lab to make an extended cruise more hospitable, especially the Humans. A fresh tomato on a salad was a taste of Earth.  
 
    If the crew didn’t love the twins so much, Alexis would have tanned both their little butts. As it was, they’d gotten a serious punishment—combat rations for dinner. Since Cookie had provided freshly made strawberry ice cream for the crew, the kids’ howls of protest at having to eat reheated beef stroganoff and expired chocolate-flavored wafers for dinner was something to behold.  
 
    “Maybe next time, you’ll think of something other than yourselves and then not suffer the punishment.” They’d tried to blame each other. “Shut up!” Alexis had snapped, making both their eyes widen. “You were both covered in tomato juice, and you both had them to hand. High time you stop making excuses for your deplorable behavior.” She’d kissed them on their freshly washed foreheads. “Good night. I love you both.” 
 
    They’d mumbled a reply as Alexis closed the door to the nursery. Gina was in Alexis’ suite, wringing a washcloth and looking upset. “No need to say anything,” she told the woman.  
 
    “I just can’t keep up with them,” Gina admitted.  
 
    “Nor could our nanny when Katrina and I were their age,” she said, indicating the nursery. “Get some rest. We’re just about done here and should be heading home in a few days.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Gina said with a sigh and left.  
 
    Sometimes Alexis wished she’d assigned a uniformed member of the Hussars to watch the twins. She was well within her rights, even before she’d done away with the family control. To her, it had felt like an abuse of power, so she’d hired Gina and paid the woman’s salary herself. Now, nearly seven years later, there wasn’t much to regret. But Gina wasn’t a crewman, and she’d never know the ship’s numerous hiding spaces. The size of the twins also worked in their favor. 
 
    None of the crew had seen the twins on the gangways leading to the hydroponics bay, which meant the little hellions had discovered the ventilation system. It had only been a matter of time. The shafts were much larger than on any Human-designed ships, because they were meant to accommodate multi-role bots, an artifact of the Dusman designers millennia ago.  
 
    Despite Pegasus having gone through a dozen refits over the years, it had never been practical to do anything about the shafts. She’d once had a plan for Sato to reverse-engineer the bots and make some of their own, but there was never time, and it hadn’t been important enough. Simpler to let the crew do the work. It was karma of a sort. She and her sister had once used those same shafts, to great effect, and had continued to do so until they were nearly ten years old.  
 
    “Another four years of this,” she said aloud and sighed as she glided into her chair. It wasn’t like having the kids had been her idea.  
 
    <You were the one who hosted them,> Ghost decided to interject.  
 
    They aren’t parasites, and it wasn’t like I had a choice, she thought glumly.  
 
    <Nigel did not force you.> 
 
    Who asked you? she thought peevishly. Ghost decided to remain silent.  
 
    The desk in her private quarters was about the only bit of indulgence she engaged in, partly because it had been a wedding gift from Nigel. A Tri-V projector in one corner showed the best shot from their wedding in Chabahar four years ago. In the end, the whole affair had proven to be such a clusterfuck to plan, so they’d simply gone to Earth, and with little fanfare, got married. It was still a media circus. And the aliens, oh my god, the aliens.  
 
    The Tri-V was a living picture, of course, both 3D as well as a snippet in time of people moving, waving, and elbowing for position. Jim Cartwright was in the back, with his own recently married wife, Ziva, both drunk as sailors, and with a trio of massive, purple, ursine Oogar as their guests. She’d later heard the Oogar were a band if you could believe that one! 
 
    Alexis gave a little chuckle as she picked up a slate. Even with the drama, her marriage to Nigel Shirazi was a special moment for her. The ring on her hand contained a full carat red diamond, as well. Her man had wonderful taste. Of course, she’d given him a band made from Astatine-222, so turnabout was fair play. Both rings held incredibly rare elements and cost a fortune. What sense in being part of the legendary Four Horsemen if you couldn’t swagger occasionally? 
 
    She was just considering bed herself when she got a message through her pinplants.  
 
    <Captain?> It was Freep, currently sitting the evening command shift.  
 
    <What’s up, Lieutenant?> 
 
    <Emergence point squadron reports a ship has just entered the system.> 
 
    <I didn’t get an alert,> she said.  
 
    <No, it is a combat ship, but it has not shown signs of aggression.> 
 
    <What is it?> 
 
    <A Pakatol-class heavy cruiser.> 
 
    <Izlian,> Alexis said. <All by itself?> 
 
    <Yes. The ship’s commander has requested a meeting with you.> 
 
    She checked the ship’s clock and performed a quick calculation. At average acceleration, it would take the ship nine hours to reach the station. She could still get some sleep. <Grant them permission to approach the station. Have the emergence point squadron assign an escort. Nothing overdone—the last time we encountered the Izlians, they said we’re all buddies now. Send word when the ship is an hour out.> 
 
    <Understood,> Freep said and severed comms.  
 
    Alexis undressed and slid into her bunk, which was configured for freefall as a hammock. Despite being tired, it took her some time to get to sleep, and she only slept fretfully. She couldn’t help but think Izlians just popping up wasn’t a good thing.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Seven hours later, she was showered and in a fresh uniform as the Izlian cruiser rode its plasma torch into a parking orbit near Abyss Station. As she’d waited, she’d been watching the temporary construction docks being taken down and engineering crews reloading their ships. The contract was mere hours from being over. Overall, an easy way to make some credits and show the flag outside New Warsaw.  
 
    “Looks new,” Freep noted, watching the Tri-V projection just like everyone else. There were precious few windows on an Egleesius-class, and of course none in the CIC. It was built dead center of the cylindrical hull on Deck 16, which itself was the exact center, nose-to-tail. That helped ensure the command crew would experience the least amount of Gs during most maneuvers.  
 
    Alexis nodded as she stared at the ship, its image now sprouting a series of dialogue bubbles highlighting features. The Pakatol-class was old, like twenty thousand years or more old. They’d seen service during the GGW—as had the Egleesius, of course. The difference was, nobody had built a new Egleesius in that long, while the Izlians continued to doggedly pump out Pakatol even today. As long as there are customers, why not? Alexis estimated a third of the warships in service were either custom-built Izlian designs, or the same ones they’d made for eons. This one did indeed look new, making her shake her head.  
 
    The other ship slowed, stern facing them and ion engines glowing blue-green. As it came to a stop abreast of Pegasus, Alexis addressed Shefoo, her long time Buma comms officer. “Connect us, please.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Shefoo said, fluffing her feathers as she operated her gear. In a moment, the alien captain’s voice came over the PA. As usual when talking to an Izlian, the voice was pure, computer-generated synthetic. You couldn’t actually talk face to face with an Izlian, as they communicated with radiation pulses powerful enough to cook a Human in their skin.  
 
    “This is Captain Omicron-Fourth-Squared of the Izlian cruiser 100544, do I address the Human commander of the Winged Hussars known as Alexis Cromwell?”  
 
    Several in the CIC glanced at each other at the strange way the Izlians spoke before Alexis replied.  
 
    “This is Commander Cromwell, commanding the Winged Hussars and captain of Pegasus.” 
 
    “Alexis Cromwell?” the modulated voice persisted.  
 
    “Literal, aren’t they?” Ensign Musa wondered aloud.  
 
    “Not quite as much as a Jeha,” Sofeeka said.  
 
    “Yes, this is Alexis Cromwell. What can we do for you, Omicron-Fourth-Squared?”  
 
    “I have an official request from the Izlian leadership.”  
 
    It was Alexis’ turn to look amazed. During the last major conflict, the Izlians had all but admitted that she’d beaten them up and taken their lunch money. There had been noises that suggested they wanted to learn from her, which was nothing short of amazing, as before Humans came along, their race had been the one publishing the established naval combat doctrines.  
 
    “I’m listening,” she replied simply.  
 
    “The representative of leadership wishes to come over to speak with you directly.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Captain Omicron-Fourth-Squared, we can’t create a safe atmosphere for Izlian physiology.” She was surprised they could do it themselves.  
 
    “I’ve seen images of them,” Freep said. “What kind of atmosphere does a floating gasbag live in?”  
 
    It was the engineering officer, Lieutenant Nikki Hill, who responded. “Oh, it’s mostly helium with hydrogen, nitrogen, and a fair amount of methane. Almost forgot sulfuric acid. People I’ve talked to think they’re somehow metabolizing the methane.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound too bad,” the SalSha replied. “The acid would make it complicated to be in a suit…” 
 
    “It isn’t bad,” Hill agreed, “except it’s all at about a million pascals of pressure and 80 Kelvin.” A low whistle went around the room.  
 
    “Almost as cold as liquid nitrogen,” Freep said.  
 
    “Super high-pressure liquid nitrogen, with acid,” Hill elaborated. 
 
    “The atmosphere won’t be a concern,” Captain Omicron-Forth-Squared said.  
 
    Alexis chewed her lower lip. She knew Izlian ships could make spaces for non-exotics like Humans, a space where they could survive, and they could do it easier than Humans could make a space for them. She couldn’t get past thinking that the Izlians secretly had it in for them. After all, she had killed their legendary Admiral Omega with an asteroid.  
 
    If they were going to hunt me down, I doubt they’d do so in a cruiser. Ghost, anything? 
 
    <The ship does not appear to be concealing any surprises,> the SI replied in her mind.  
 
    She’d done them a solid a few years ago, when her Geek Squad had figured out why their hyperspace computers were glitching out and killing them. This seemed a calculated risk worth taking.  
 
    “Captain, you have permission to send over your representative. Contact our traffic control for docking procedures.” The alien cut comms without acknowledging, which was basically their standard procedure. She turned to her XO. “Lieutenant Commander, arrange a diplomatic reception committee, Class A uniforms.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Sofeeka said and began making the arrangements.  
 
    Alexis floated out of the CIC to her personal quarters. The twins were attending a class with Gina. A few of the crewmen with the correct training would often hold classes for them as well. Though only six years old, both were well above normal for their age, already working on advanced math and studying history.  
 
    She quickly dressed in her Class-A command uniform with its gold piping and high collar. Alexis didn’t bother with a hat; the Izlians wouldn’t know anything about hats. It was probably silly, thinking they’d recognize a ceremony when they saw one.  
 
    <Unlikely,> Ghost said. 
 
    Alexis shrugged as she belted on her sidearm and floated out into the hallway. As dictated by Hussars’ doctrine after the Omega War, whenever any non-Hussars personnel visited, a pair of marines accompanied her. She was surprised to note it was none other than Major Matt Williams, in command of Pegasus’ marines, and with him a senior staff sergeant.  
 
    “Major,” she said, nodding. Men, especially marines, always looked dapper in the black jumpsuit Hussars’ uniform, with the red piping on legs and arms to denote a marine. He wore his issue cap, and wires led down from his pinplants to his duty belt, which no doubt carried all manner of lethalness. “I wasn’t expecting the marine commander.” 
 
    “I decided to take the duty,” he said. He nodded toward the other marine. “You know Staff Sergeant Tate?”  
 
    “I met her when she transferred aboard,” Alexis said. “You served on Byczyna under Captain Chigasoolu, didn’t you?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Tate said, her dark eyes twinkling at having her record remembered by someone as lofty as the Hussars’ CO.  
 
    “You like it better on a battlewagon or here on Pegasus?” 
 
    “Those battleships are a maze,” she admitted. “Took me a month just to reliably find the head without my pinplants. I was also on The Earl for a few weeks during commissioning, helping with drills.” 
 
    “How do you like the Hero-class?”  
 
    “I have to admit, they’re better laid out than the Egleesius,” she admitted.  
 
    Alexis nodded. “That’s true. The Heroes are largely copies of the Egleesius, but these ships were built to Dusman specifications. I’m sure the corridors felt spacious to them. Remind me some time at mess, and I’ll share some images dating back to when she was first discovered. Believe it or not, we did a lot to make her more comfortable for us monkeys.” 
 
    The two marines fell in with her as she made her way to a ramp. The lifts still operated in freefall, but the hangar deck was only down two levels. It would be just as fast to use the ramps as to wait for one of the lifts. They arrived at the docking bay in only a minute.  
 
    The bay was broken up into four sections around the hull, with the central core providing flight control and airlock umbilical. The entire bay could be decompressed or split into quarters via a clear acrylic barrier to allow partial atmospheric operations. It was a versatile design, which was original to the ship, and she’d kept it in the new Hero-class. She watched from the interior section as the Izlian shuttle approached.  
 
    Like almost all their craft, it was spherical, with additional spheres for fuel and other volatiles. There were only a few Izlian ships designed to land in an atmosphere, and those tended to lean toward brute force over aerodynamics. Flattening their spheres was an almost grudging admission to physics. She guessed diving into a gas giant, you didn’t worry about wings too much.  
 
    “Visiting vessel secured,” said Ensign Lana Eastman, the deck officer. “Equalize atmosphere. All crew, exercise caution around the Izlian vessel. It’s under extreme pressure, and its atmosphere is lethal to Humans.”  
 
    Alexis nodded as she watched space-suited Hussars secure the Izlian ship to the deck and the bay doors slide closed. The quarter-deck, where the shuttle sat, was isolated from the rest of the deck, which continued normal operations.  
 
    “Deck is pressurized, Captain,” Ensign Eastman said a few minutes later. “Don’t get too close to that thing,” she admonished. 
 
    “I’ll be careful, Ensign,” she said as the lock doors both cycled open. As usual, the air in the hangar was as bitterly cold as a meat locker, enough to take her breath away. Unlike a regular duty uniform, her dress version couldn’t be adapted as an emergency spacesuit. She felt every degree as her skin prickled and things got hard. Glad I wore a bra, she thought as she held onto a handhold just out into the bay.  
 
    The guide wires rose from the deck, a metal pole every few meters with a high-visibility white line strung between them. They were to aid people moving about in freefall, especially when the bay was pressurized and there was no reason to wear spacesuit maneuvering packs. Once they were up, she snatched one and pulled herself toward the alien craft. 
 
    She was flanked by her XO, Sofeeka, TacCom, Freep, Marine Commander Williams, and Staff Sergeant Tate. The auxiliary lock near the outside wall was open now, as well. Two marines in Mk 8 CASPers floated out. She knew better than to question Williams’ decision. Besides, it was procedure with an alien-controlled shuttle in the bay.  
 
    Alexis reached the Izlian shuttle, then realized she had no idea where the lock was. There appeared to be no openings anywhere. She’d never been this close to one of their shuttles, only those they sold to other races, which were much more conventional in their design. Almost in answer to her unspoken question, one of the spheres making up the shuttle became partially translucent.  
 
    She was a little surprised it wasn’t the biggest ball making up the craft, but rather a smaller one to one side. The cockpit? Inside, she could see an Izlian floating in the center. With a start, she realized she wasn’t looking through a window of glass, or plastic. There was no distortion she could see. Forcefield? 
 
    <There are no forcefields known to exist that could create such an environment,> Ghost said. <Sensors only pick up extreme cold and slight levels of ionizing radiation, indicative of a fusion torch.> 
 
    The Izlian, most closely resembling a Portuguese Man-o-War, gave no sign of looking at her or changing its orientation. Which only made sense, as nobody knew if they had eyes as other lifeforms considered them. Several drifting tentacles moved over and touched a control panel. Instantly, the same modulated voice she’d heard on the bridge came over a speaker hidden somewhere on the hull. 
 
    “Commander Alexis Cromwell?”  
 
    Alexis stood straighter. “I’m Commander Cromwell,” she said. “This is my executive officer, Lieutenant Commander Sofeeka, my TacCom, Freep, Marine Commander Williams, and Staff Sergeant Tate. Welcome aboard EMS Pegasus.” 
 
    “I am Omega-First, and I represent Izlians. I have never been inside an Egleesius-class battlecruiser.” Tentacles dangling from the gasbag-like central body seemed to wave about. “The Dusman elected not to have us build their ships-of-the-line.” 
 
    I can’t imagine why, she thought. Pegasus was a nearly two-hundred-meter-long, slightly tapered cylinder, her decks oriented to allow operation under thrust. Three fusion torches were placed on her stern, and her nose held a 40-terawatt particle accelerator spinal-mounted behind an armored door. The weapon was far more powerful than anything normally found on a battlecruiser. She’d never completely understood what the Dusman had intended when they’d designed the Egleesius, only that they obviously didn’t like to retreat, as most of her armament was oriented for forward fire.  
 
    “Maybe I’ll have time to show you around, though I’m not sure how we’d accommodate that. Do you wish to discuss the reason for your visit now, or—” 
 
    Alexis was cut short as the bay’s lights blinked twice and shifted to a light red tint. The voice of her SitCon, Lieutenant Bainbridge, came over the squawk-box. “Attention all personnel, set Condition One. Battle stations.” 
 
    “Shit!” she snarled, and forgetting she was in freefall, she yanked on the handhold she’d been holding and almost launched herself like a missile across the bay. She only just caught the rope with her other hand and raced hand-over-hand down the line toward the lock.  
 
    “What about the Izlian?” Ensign Eastman asked from the bay control complex amid the controlled mayhem as his crews rushed to secure all the landing bay doors. Going into a battle with big holes in the side of your ship exposing internals was not a good idea.  
 
    Alexis arrested her momentum and glanced back. Three of the four armored landing bay doors were already sliding back into place. She quickly assessed how long it would take to put Omega-First overboard and shook her head. “Keep it mag-locked to the deck and secure for combat. He’s a passenger until the alert has passed. Major Williams?” 
 
    “Captain?”  
 
    “Keep a full squad ready here on the off chance our guest is involved.” The man nodded and took out his commlink. Alexis used her own to contact her DCC, Afeeko. “Do what you can to secure the stations adjacent to landing bay three against a detonation there.”  
 
    “Guest berthing on 20 is essentially empty,” the elSha replied. “I can’t do much about shuttle storage on 22, though. It would endanger more people, trying to move them down to 23 if something happened.” 
 
    “Understood, just evacuate both decks. Either it’ll be enough to minimize loss of life, or our Izlian friend has brought a nuclear weapon—in which case, it won’t matter.” As more information flowed into her pinplants, she hurried toward CIC. A fleet had come out of hyperspace, and it would be another six hours until Abyss could defend itself. The Winged Hussars were responsible, and she wasn’t about to back away from a fight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility, Oopka System 
 
    “Simulation complete,” Theta said.  
 
    “Comparing data,” Iota and Kappa said simultaneously.  
 
    Keejo watched the three blue flashing obelisks with a growing feeling of disquiet. She’d been working with the Wathayat-manufactured AI for a year now and had begun to consider them more as hired experts, or even fellow scientists. At the least, skilled test pilots. Of course, they’d only ever had one at a time. When they’d moved into the station and taken delivery of the first Snitch-class, they’d taken Eta out of the case, turned it on, and begun getting the machine ready to fly. From that point on, it had assisted development until that first test flight. 
 
    Of course, Eta and Horizon One had never come back. When Horizon Two was delivered, Theta was taken out of the box and brought online. When that flight worked, but not properly, and Chit admitted their new hyperspace drive wasn’t exactly a hyperspace drive, their research went back to square one. They had yottabytes of data from the successful flight, and Chit’s descriptions of the drive function. Now all they had to do was figure out what was really happening. More computer power was needed.  
 
    “I really wish you’d just come clean when we started this project,” Keejo said to her Jeha partner.  
 
    “Wathayat would never have handed over this kind of funding for a drive that didn’t utilize existing physics,” the alien replied.  
 
    He’s got a point, Keejo silently admitted. “But what good is an idea without any sort of practical research to go on?” 
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” Chit said.  
 
    “Yes, but how?” 
 
    “That’s what the AI are trying to understand.” 
 
    “It’s like using an earth-moving machine to dump a million cubic meters of garbage into a black box and expecting a functioning computer to come out the other side,” Keejo complained.  
 
    “That’s not an effective analogy.”  
 
    Keejo sighed and licked her eyes. The literalness of a Jeha could become tiresome. “Just correlating tons of data isn’t likely to end in a satisfactory result.”  
 
    “Oh, I understand now. There’s no reason to think three AI working together won’t give us useful results.” 
 
    “Two didn’t.”  
 
    They’d unpacked Iota to help Theta, but nothing came out if it. Keejo had come in yesterday to find Chit had added Kappa to the operation. He’d also done it without consulting her. “But why a third AI?” 
 
    “We have two more in reserve.” 
 
    Keejo slowly licked both eyes. “That wasn’t my point,” she said with a sigh. “Throwing more AIs at the problem isn’t necessarily the sol—” 
 
    “We have an analytical hypothesis,” Theta said, its blue light pulsing in an almost pleasant pattern.  
 
    Keejo and Chit stared at each other, large, reptilian eyes regarding eyestalks.  
 
    “Sorry, what were you saying?” Chit asked.  
 
    Keejo would have thought that was sarcasm if she hadn’t known Jeha were incapable of using it intentionally. “What did you find?” she asked the AI instead of responding to him.  
 
    “GalNet reference,” the AI began, and then a long string of digits for the exact location of the GalNet article. Chit entered it immediately, and the lab Tri-V came alive with a standard view of a hyperspacial field as it was generated by a ship. It went through a short demonstration of how the fields interacted to hold the ship in hyperspace. “Based on figures from Horizon Two, we were able to verify that it was not in hyperspace, nor could it have been.” 
 
    “Explain,” Chit said.  
 
    “Hyperspacial fields are measured by a figure known as an AQEF, an Astatine-Quantum-Entanglement Field measurement. That is not an accurate description, but apparently has been used for recorded history. An AQEF of 1.0 is the minimum required to keep a ship within hyperspace and avoid accidental precipitation out of it. Interestingly, the GalNet makes no mention of 2nd Level Hyperspace.” 
 
    “There are reasons the powers in charge don’t want anyone to know about it,” Chit said.  
 
    “Could you explain?” Theta asked.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    The AI paused. It’s little blue light flashed, and the other two AI’s lights pulsed in response. An AI conversation? Keejo wondered.  
 
    Then Theta continued, “Design dictates an AQEF of 1.5 prior to a jump, and safeties within the hyperspace computer and generator will abort a jump if the field is insufficient. All of this takes place seamlessly within the hyperspace computer and generator. Most starship operators likely are not aware of it, as the computer would simply say a jump is not possible and provide a diagnosis of the problem.” 
 
    Chit bobbed his antennae in agreement. “This is all true, but how does it equate with the certainty of Horizon Two not entering hyperspace?” 
 
    “Because immediately after the drive activated, the AQEF dropped to 0.77. Sensor logs suggest it was disrupted, something impossible in regular hyperspace travel, as the physics involved are complementary to a hyperspacial field, not disrupting.” 
 
    “Is that it?” Keejo asked.  
 
    “No,” the AI responded. “With this information, we undertook a search of the GalNet for any reference to FTL drives that used known hyperspatial physics, but that do not match the norms of established physics. The search took a total of eleven minutes, with redundant cross references.”  
 
    “Of the entire GalNet?” Keejo asked.  
 
    “Of the node installed in Corona B,” Theta clarified. “There are yottabytes more data not kept in this node, but we were not looking for exhaustive details, just references.” 
 
    “How many did you find?” Chit asked. 
 
    “Hold on,” Keejo said, holding up a hand. “Other forms of FTL that don’t use the same rules?” 
 
    “Yes,” Theta said.  
 
    “How many?”  
 
    “The GalNet is heavily redacted in this area, as with others. However, in our search, we found 229 mentions of FTL travel that did not appear, at least in the basic reference, to match known hyperspace travel.” 
 
    “Dump all that onto a datachip.” 
 
    “Aren’t we getting off the subject?” Chit asked.  
 
    Keejo didn’t hear her partner; her head was spinning. How was it possible that more than two hundred different forms of FTL travel might exist when their kind had been the only one in use for over twenty millennia? It didn’t seem to make any sense whatsoever. Unless none of them work, a voice in the back of her mind said. If elSha were known for a strictly racial trait, it was skepticism.  
 
    The AI ejected a datachip, which Keejo snatched like it was a million-credit chip, eyeing it with intense interest.  
 
    “Now, can we get back to the important subject?”  
 
    Keejo held up the chip. “This isn’t important?” 
 
    “That’s a datachip.” 
 
    She really wanted to lick her eyes. “The data on this chip, 239 alternate FTL drives?”  
 
    “The AI said 229,” Chit corrected. The AI blinked in agreement.  
 
    Keejo waved a hand at the Jeha, who went back to the original line of inquiry. She’d check it out later. 
 
    “Proceed with your conjecture,” Chit said to Theta. 
 
    “When we searched for matches to similar methods, we found only one. It was labeled the ‘discontinuity drive.’” 
 
    “When a stargate operates, or you use shunts, it creates a hyperspatial discontinuity,” Chit said.  
 
    “It isn’t specifically a hyperspatial discontinuity,” Theta corrected. “It is simply a spot of dimensional discontinuity. From what little we could ascertain from the GalNet, it appears that the term discontinuity originates with the discontinuity drive.” 
 
    “Is that drive the predecessor of the hyperspace we use now?”  
 
    “Uncertain,” Theta said, “but we confirmed the term predates.” 
 
    “How did you determine this earlier version of FTL might be involved?”  
 
    “From camera recordings.”  
 
    “The only cameras were in the interior,” Keejo said distractedly; she’d interfaced her pinplants with the datachip and was going over the massive list of supposed technological achievements thousands of years old.  
 
    “Incorrect,” Theta said. “There are two engineering cameras mounted externally. One monitors the main hyperspace waveform access point.” The room’s Tri-V came alive and showed the needle-like Snitch-class probe. A spot was highlighted on the ventral side, near the rear and powerplant. “The other monitors the main sensor array.” This time the location was dorsal, just behind the cockpit, which didn’t have any windows anyway, as the Snitch was never intended to hold a living pilot.  
 
    Keejo glanced at Chit, who gave a Jeha shrug. Neither of them had designed the ship, so how could they know every detail of it? Naturally an AI would. “I assume they were both recording?” she asked.  
 
    “All cameras were recording,” Theta assured them. Keejo pointed at the Tri-V, which split in half, showing both cameras as Horizon Two accelerated away from the station weeks ago. Keejo almost suggested they jump ahead, then elected to remain silent. One image showed open space, with no visible features, and the other showed Corona Station quickly falling away until it was only a point of light in Oopka’s dim star.  
 
    Another window opened, this one showing elapsed mission time and marking key events. Keejo grinned; the AI had anticipated her thoughts. Then the grin faded. The AI anticipated my thoughts?  
 
    The timer reached zero. Telemetry showed the considerable power from the ship’s tiny antimatter reactor channeled into the hyperspace generator and… the camera went blank for a moment, flickered several times, then came back. The ship had arrived back in normal space again.  
 
    “Well, that was anticlimactic,” she said, both eyes now on the camera views, the interesting file temporarily forgotten.  
 
    “How did this provide any sort of confirmation for you?” Chit asked.  
 
    “There were only thirty-two total frames recorded during transition. An energy flux ruined most of them. We were able to clear nine of them.” The images appeared, labeled by camera. Images seven and nine were the two that took Keejo’s breath away. The forward image showed the front of the ship looking as if it were being stretched out, made from clay or something. The rearward image showed the hull expanding beyond the view of the camera.  
 
    “The brief entry on the discontinuity drive mentioned the term ‘spaghettification,’” Theta said. “We deemed this corroboration.”  
 
    “What have we found?” Keejo wondered aloud.  
 
    “Something very old,” Chit said, his pincers clicking excitedly, “and probably very valuable.”  
 
    Keejo nodded in agreement. The three AI’s little blue lights blinked in strange rhythms as they talked amongst themselves. Could an AI get excited? She had no idea. 
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 EMS Pegasus, Weigh Station Abyss, Obiya 199 System 
 
    “Emergence point cluster is under attack,” Lieutenant Bainbridge said as soon as Alexis floated into the CIC. The massive, armored door rotated closed behind her, and the semicircular CIC lights changed to red. They were locked in, and the ship was ready to fight.  
 
    “Do we have numbers yet?” she asked as she caught her command couch and pulled a single strap around her waist.  
 
    “A total of forty-two drive plumes after emergence,” Bainbridge said.  
 
    “Still working on class and tonnage,” Freep added. “At least a couple are battlecruisers or bigger.”  
 
    “Just lost another emergence point drone,” Yoop said, shaking his domed head, making bubbles slosh around. “I’m going blind fast.” 
 
    “Should I have the picket squadron close to oppose?” Freep asked.  
 
    “Negative,” Alexis responded immediately. “Hold off; there’s too much throw weight. Move some of the drones outward, away from our pickets. Make them work for it.”  
 
    “Yes, Captain,” the Luth sensor tech said and began working, still shaking her head in frustration. If there was anything a sensor tech didn’t like, it was going blind in a fight.  
 
    In the center of the CIC, the big tactical Tri-V was trying to build a fleet assessment. It was sloppy and incomplete this early. Alexis already didn’t like the numbers. She had a sizeable squadron with her: 22 total ships, and 21 of them warships. What she didn’t have was a carrier. This contract was defensive, and the station was considered difficult to assault; her position was nearly ideal. It hadn’t seemed to call for a massive drone presence.  
 
    Sure, all Hussars ships carried at least a small drone contingent. The sum she had with her was less than a single carrier would have held, and unlike the carriers, she didn’t have the capability to make more. Pegasus had three squadrons of drones, but one of the ways they’d saved space on the new Hero-class was by only basing two squadrons on them. The old Steed had a single squadron, the cruisers five drones each, while frigates only carried three multi-role drones. Shit.  
 
    “Bainbridge, order the squadron to power up,” she said. “Get us away from the station. Shefoo, inform the station of the situation and see if they can get into a defensive condition ahead of schedule.” 
 
    Shefoo shook her head. “Negative, Captain. Station informs me they cannot accelerate their timetable. The techs are only just starting on the magnetic stators.”  
 
    “Figures,” Alexis growled. On the Tri-V, the seventeen ships of her own squadron began to form up as she felt Pegasus come alive. Her hull began to thrum as her three fusion plants pushed plasma out the torches, the ship’s main source of propulsion. In seconds, she was no longer floating, but pressed into her seat under a comfortable 1G of thrust. The ancient battlecruiser could maintain that thrust for fifteen hundred hours if need be. That was enough delta-V to reach a decent fraction of C, assuming they never wanted to slow down.  
 
    Speed was important in space combat in many ways. It got you closer to the enemy—not necessarily a good thing. It could also get you away from the enemy. The faster you were going, the less time you spent in your enemy’s kill box. That also meant the less time you had them in your kill box, unless you were on a parallel course.  
 
    The bigger restriction in most space battles was how many Gs your crew could tolerate, which was usually less than the ship was capable of handling. In the Galactic Union, ten G was widely considered the outside limit. In reality, six G sustained was closer to the truth. In fact, G-tolerance was one of the few advantages Izlians had over vertebrate species.  
 
    Rumor had it they could tolerate more than 20 Gs without losing consciousness, however that state worked for such an exotic lifeform. It was confusing to Alexis, since the Izlians preferred bigger ships. If she had such a level of tolerance at her disposal, she’d mostly field frigates and dance the enemy to death. Pegasus was capable of 23 Gs at maximum burn. Most of her crew would be dead in less than a minute at that power level. But for a few seconds, applied at just the right moment, it was a game changer.  
 
    Yoop was keeping up a steady stream of obscenities in her own language, only a fraction of which could be translated.  
 
    “Ensign Yoop, I need some numbers.” 
 
    “Incomplete,” she said simply.  
 
    “Then give me your best guess.”  
 
    The Luth glanced back at Alexis, who knew this was a sticking point for her chief sensor tech. The Luth didn’t appear to be as literal as the Jeha, or as inflexible as a MinSha, but they were still incredibly unwilling to guess.  
 
    “Feeding what I’ve got to TacCom,” she said finally.  
 
    Alexis frowned slightly. The move was a bit of a copout. She’d have to think about that later. Freep didn’t hesitate to give his commander a quick assessment.  
 
    “There are forty-four ships. Two have only made minor course corrections and are coasting.” 
 
    <Those are transports attempting to stay unnoticed,> Ghost said.  
 
    “They’re almost certainly transports staying low emissions to avoid detection,” Freep added to his assessment.  
 
    Alexis gave the tiniest of smiles. “Continue.”  
 
    “Fleet composition is four battlecruisers, two cruisers, three light cruisers, twenty-one escort frigates, and twelve frigates. The various frigates aren’t certain—the readings on a few suggest laser frigates. Most of the drive profiles match Maki, which would align with laser frigates.”  
 
    <An excellent assessment.> 
 
    I agree. “Well done, Lieutenant,” she said.  
 
    “That’s quite the throw weight,” Sofeeka said.  
 
    “Double us in number,” Alexis said, “and more like three times in weight.” She nodded. Not an ideal situation to be in. She shrugged. Not the first time she’d been behind on the numbers, and not nearly the furthest behind. She’d faced battleships with less than was currently at her disposal. “Let’s see what these characters want. Lieutenant Shefoo?” The Buma officer nodded, and Alexis said, “Aggressor fleet, this is EMS Pegasus Actual, Commander Alexis Cromwell of the Winged Hussars Human mercenary company.” The delay was almost a minute, accounting for light speed lag. 
 
    “I am Tsakyl, primus of Clan Offut. You must give us what we demand.” 
 
    Subtle, she thought.  
 
    “Lost another drone,” Yoop said.  
 
    “Well, if you would kindly stop splashing my expensive drones, we can have a reasonable conversation.”  
 
    Delay was less than a minute, meaning the furry little bastard hadn’t started making his demands before hearing her second transmission. “You will hand over Ch’t’kl’tk and all its research, and do it immediately, or be destroyed.”  
 
    Alexis had faced a lot of enemies in her years commanding the Hussars, fighting over everything from money to real estate, and even over ideas. She didn’t think anyone had ever demanded she hand over a crewmember, especially one who didn’t work for her anymore. “Look, Tsakyl, Ch’t’kl’tk doesn’t work for the Winged Hussars anymore.”  
 
    “You have my ultimatum,” the Maki said and terminated the transmission.  
 
    “Who’s Ch’t’kl’tk?” Lieutenant Hill asked.  
 
    “Ironic you should ask,” Alexis said. “Ch’t’kl’tk, known simply as Lieutenant Long, was your predecessor as chief engineer. A Jeha, as you might guess by the nickname.” Hill grinned at the inside joke of a millipede-like race called “Long.” “He served with us for half a century. Then a few years ago, he left. No excuse or explanation of what he was going to do.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Hill asked.  
 
    “Gave him is accumulated bonus pay and had an intel cutter take him wherever he wanted to go. They dropped him on Karma, which was kind of a surprise, since it was in the opposite direction from their nearest colony in the Peco Arm.” 
 
    “Hardly a peep since,” Freep confirmed. “I talked with Long’s friends and fellow Jeha, Thing 1 and Thing 2, in the Geek Squad. They’re not related, but there aren’t many Jeha in the Hussars. He said he’d keep in touch, but aside from one communication, nary a word.”  
 
    Alexis’ eyebrows knitted. “He sent them a message? I didn’t know that.”  
 
    Freep shrugged, and her frown deepened.  
 
    “Orders, Commander?” Bainbridge asked.  
 
    “Fleet to speed,” she said. “Let’s get away from the station, since this apparently has nothing to do with them. Deploy drones in defensive formation Alpha-2.”  
 
    “What about high guard?” Bainbridge asked.  
 
    She had five ships there, including one of her new Hero-class battlecruisers, Lieutenant Colonel Dan Walker, along with a Crown-class cruiser, Ohama, and three frigates, old and new. The frigates wouldn’t make much of a difference. Having Walker with her, though, was a different story. She had three battlecruisers in her own formation, Pegasus, another Hero-class, Lieutenant Colonel Ezekiel Hargrave, and Affirmed, an old Steed-class.  
 
    <They have a lot more frigates.> 
 
    Screening ships gave you the advantage against waves of missiles, the luxury of being able to close without fear of being picked off at longer range by ship-killers. Then we have to neutralize the advantage, she replied. “Inform high guard to hold and stand by,” she told Bainbridge, who nodded in reply. “Contact Tea Horse Road, order them to take their emergence point element, accelerate toward the stargate, and rendezvous with the high guard squadron. We don’t need to be in the middle of this and having to protect our supply ship at the same time.” While we’re driving, do you have copies of the message Chit sent to his fellow Jeha in the Geek Squad? 
 
    <Yes. I had to cross-index comms to Geek Squad to find it. The message was a request for a copy of sensor logs during the battle of Morgoth.> 
 
    Morgoth? she thought. The battle with the Science Guild? God, I hope he’s not making one of the Mobius Guns. The huge asteroid with spinning near-light-speed projectile launchers had been an unwelcome surprise by the SI head of the Science Guild, Minerva, a weapon with near infinite firepower potential. All evidence suggested Sato had taken it out, and likely died in the effort.  
 
    <The sensor logs were readings taken at two different times. Shortly before Sato’s arrival, and immediately afterward. They were routine data-logging by my sensors.> 
 
    Alexis chewed her lower lip as she thought. What in entropy could he have wanted with something as innocuous as that?  
 
    <I do not know,> Ghost admitted, <which is why I did not share the communication. I considered it private between the Jeha, and the request did not violate security protocols.>  
 
    It was a reasonable assumption, even for the SI. Regardless, now she was thinking hard. The Maki showing up looking for Ch’t’kl’tk was far too big of a coincidence. The fact that it was also a coincidence that could cost the lives of her family and all the Hussars there didn’t help one bit. Do some of your SI shit and try to figure this out. 
 
    <I have been analyzing since Freep mentioned the message. I will advise if I find anything.> 
 
    I see. Why did you say you had to cross-index to find the message? 
 
    <Former Engineer Ch’t’kl’tk—Long, if you will—is now going by the nom de guerre of Chit, perhaps to make dealing with other races easier. I do not know for sure, either. I believe, based on the message addresses, he is working for the Wathayat Syndicate.> 
 
    She nodded and watched as her fleet accelerated toward engagement. With that many syllables, it was no surprise he used an alias. He’d never complained when she’d taken to calling him Long, since both his body and name were indeed that. With nothing more to occupy her mind, she turned it to coming up with a winning tactic.  
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 Aku Jupiter Base, Sol System 
 
    Sato let Vestoon fly itself. The truth was he was only a passable pilot, while the SI could probably dock them to a burning shuttle as it spun into a singularity. Even with all that processing power, his knuckles were white from holding the armrests on his pilot’s seat as they fell through Jupiter’s stormy upper atmosphere. 
 
    They got closer and closer to the destination the laser was leading them to, and he’d begun to wonder if they were leading him to disaster, when there was suddenly a huge ship in front of them. It wasn’t really a ship anymore, but you could see it had been one once. A battlecruiser, unless Sato wasn’t reading it properly. It was simply holding there in the atmosphere, making him more and more curious. How? Clearly Vestoon heard his thought. 
 
    “The hyperspace shunts just registered a slight waveform echo, and there is no longer any gravity.” 
 
    Sato didn’t know what to say; he just gawked as the ship maneuvered in and easily docked with the strange station.  
 
    “At this altitude, we should be experiencing at least 3G constant,” Vestoon told them.  
 
    “Fascinating!” Fliss said. “Did the SI say there was a waveform detected in the hyperspace shunts?”  
 
    “Yes,” Sato confirmed.  
 
    Fliss gave a single nod and fell silent. Sato knew that meant she’d been given an interesting thing to think about.  
 
    “What’s the plan?” Rick asked, floating toward the airlock.  
 
    “The Aku are a special case,” Sato explained. “They were almost extinct, being used as slaves in high-radiation operations because of their natural tolerance, and the KzSha were eating them.” 
 
    “Seriously?”  
 
    “Yup. They’re kinda crazy in a lot of ways. Believe it or not, becoming servitors to the Dusman has been a help to them. No more piracy or slavery, at least that I’ve heard of.”  
 
    “So the Aku were just quietly living on their world until they were enslaved?” 
 
    “It’s probably not that simple. After we rescued Fliss, I started studying them and doing research on our archival GalNet. There’s nothing about them, even though the planet they were found on had extensive records. It was listed as unoccupied. I’m fairly certain they’re an uplifted species, and by the Kahraman. Their internal biology is all about mental capacity. The shell is protecting a massive brain.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about this before?” Rick wondered.  
 
    Sato shrugged. “They deserve their own story without everybody butting in. I couldn’t unlearn what I knew. However, since we’re here, I think you need to know. I trust you to keep it to yourself.” 
 
    “Of course,” Rick said. “The Kahraman made them as, what, biological computers?”  
 
    “Remember, at some point near the end of the Great Galactic War, all the SI were destroyed. Well, most of them. Maybe the Aku were a contingency plan.”  
 
    Rick nodded as the airlock beeped to indicate the atmosphere on the other side was safe to breathe. Sato had been putting on a light suit of combat armor while they talked, mostly in case the atmosphere on the other side was questionable. He sealed the helmet. “Ready?”  
 
    Rick’s helmet visor slid down, covering his face. He looked more like a Dusman konar now, except with a defined head. He tapped on Fliss’ shell. “Coming?” 
 
    “Yes,” Fliss said, and her legs popped out of the shell to deftly push her toward the lock.  
 
    Sato let her go first. These were her people, after all. Their race was definitely subterranean; you could see that by the way their limbs were designed. They were long and powerful, though the front set had more differentiated finger-like protrusions than the rear. Even so, he’d seen Fliss use them interchangeably. With four limbs, she moved through zero-G extremely quickly and smoothly.  
 
    Rick and Sato both had attitude jets, allowing them to follow. Fliss maneuvered like she’d been in the base before, and in moments, she arrived at a large open area with dozens of Aku. Sato stopped at the entrance and watched the reunion. All the Aku moved in to touch her head with theirs. The space was filled with the harmonic grunting sounds of their voices, though his translator rendered none of it into English or Japanese for him. Though he didn’t know what the sounds meant, he was sure it was good.  
 
    Eventually, one of the Aku detached itself from the group and floated toward him. “Welcome. I am Chiss; we spoke on the radio. How did you know to find us here? This place is supposed to be secret.”  
 
    Sato grinned slightly. “I have a friend on Earth who also knows Jim Cartwright.” 
 
    “Savior!”  
 
    “Sure,” Sato said, a little taken aback. “Well, this mutual friend works for a secret organization, and they’ve gotten wind of your presence on Jupiter, but no more than that. It was enough, and with Fliss’ help, we found you.” 
 
    “To reunite us?” Sato hesitated. “I see. You have an alternative motivation.” 
 
    “Ulterior,” Sato corrected, realizing Chiss was speaking English. “I have an issue I believe you can help with. Your people are the most brilliant scientists in the galaxy. That isn’t easy for me to admit.” 
 
    “We are children to this galaxy,” Chiss replied immediately. “Our knowledge is but a drop of water in the oceans of a water world.”  
 
    “That’s far from the truth, Chiss,” Sato said. “I’m a scientist with great knowledge. I’ve studied all types of science, and once had access to the Science Guild’s databases. Knowledge lost eons ago, and yet you have already understood things I’ve never seen. This base is one.” 
 
    “A form of sub-space flicker?” Fliss asked as she floated over to join them.  
 
    “Precisely,” Chiss replied. “How did you understand?”  
 
    “As we passed through the field, there was a slight hyperspace waveform induced in our ship’s hyperspace shunts. Considering there is no gravity here, yet we are clearly not in 2nd level hyperspace, it is all that makes sense.”  
 
    “You see?” Sato asked and gestured at Fliss. “She understood in moments what I have no idea about, with the same data and all my learning.” The two Aku didn’t reply, and Sato wondered if they could blush.  
 
    “We like to learn,” Chiss said simply.  
 
    Humble, too, Sato thought.  
 
    “You wish us to help with something?”  
 
    Sato noted a reluctance to the question. “I do. But will you?” 
 
    “It depends on what you want of us,” Chiss said. “I have made a vow to someone to ensure our knowledge will never fall into the wrong hands; that we never become weapons. I have already bent that vow in order to stop a great violence, which I consider a worthwhile decision.” 
 
    Sato blinked as he considered the implications. He was only aware of one “great violence,” as Chiss called it. For a moment a few years ago, the Kahraman had nearly invaded, restarting an ancient war everyone thought long over. The Kahraman and the Dusman had battled for centuries, nearly destroying the galaxy. How exactly the war had ended he’d never found out, even with all the resources of the Science Guild.  
 
    That SI had been involved, he knew. There were once billions of them, trillions, maybe more. Mesh in everyone’s heads, a product of SI, one or more in every starship, one in your house, ones in apartments, more in cities, more in starports for traffic control. They were everywhere, and evidence of them was still to be found. Yet very few existed now except the ancient ones running the guilds, Ghost, and maybe a few more. Survivors of those from before the war, or involved in the end of the war? He didn’t know. Maybe nobody did.  
 
    The Dusman had disappeared, only to return not too long ago. The Kahraman had been thought extinct but had actually been banished to the fourth arm of the galaxy, imprisoned by a complicated network of stargates set to interdict. Nothing could get past them, though the Kahraman never really gave up. They’d fought a low-level war for thousands of years, testing, probing, and occasionally winning. The Mercenary Guild had fought that war behind the scenes, recruiting races to fight for them, sometimes involuntarily. The Humans had almost been one of them. 
 
    A few years ago, the Kahraman suddenly broke out, and a massive battle was underway, when suddenly every hyperspace computer in both fleets was destroyed. The war ended before it had truly begun. No sign of the Kahraman had been seen since, Sato knew that much from his sources. But they hadn’t given up in twenty thousand years, and they wouldn’t now, no matter how great their losses had been. All this he’d learned from sources in the Mercenary Guild. 
 
    “You destroyed all the hyperspace computers,” he said, staring at the Aku leader, “didn’t you?” Chiss looked away, suddenly curious about a bit of the wall. “How did you do that?”  
 
    “I made a vow,” Chiss said. “It was to save lives.”  
 
    Sato almost asked him how many thousands had probably suffocated on the war fleets as consumables ran out. Without hyperspace computers, they were stranded. All except a few ships piloted by a race almost nobody knew about. He wondered if they were aware of the BotSha.  
 
    “I understand,” he said instead. “The request I have for you will save lives, possibly billions of lives.”  
 
    Chiss’ tiny black eyes bored into him, as if the alien could pull the truth out of Sato, making him wonder if they were more than just powerful brains with legs. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the discontinuity drive?”  
 
    “No, tell me about it.” 
 
    Sato sighed and began transferring files.  
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 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility, Oopka System 
 
    Keejo looked at the Tri-V display and shook her head, wishing for the millionth time that Chit had simply pitched the idea of this drive from the start. Sure, the Jeha had a point that Wathayat would have been reluctant to throw a few billion credits at nothing more than an idea—an idea for a drive that had never been proven, at that. Well, we’ve proven it now, she thought. 
 
    “The power curve is surprising,” Chit said as he examined the Tri-V as well. Over the last month, they’d all but rebuilt Horizon Two. The antimatter powerplant was still installed, of course. AI-run mathematical models suggested the discontinuity drive needed serious power, regardless of the final configuration. Static tests also showed they’d been using it poorly, which explained the crazy stray energy readings. It was as if the drive was an old-fashioned internal combustion engine, and instead of just running gas into the cylinders, you poured it all over the engine for good measure.  
 
    “I’m still struggling with those images,” she said. “Are they really accurate?” Keejo glanced at her partner. “Maybe we should run another top-down test before we completely take this ship apart on a whim?” 
 
    It was a question she’d asked a dozen times, and every time, Chit more or less blew it off. But they were about to start chopping out hyperspace shunts, which were carefully installed in the hull with filagree etchings of Astatine-222. Once removed, it would be really difficult to replace them. Difficult enough that it might make more sense to wait until Horizon Three arrived in another six months. That’s assuming Wathayat sent the third, after losing the first, and chopping up the second.  
 
    “Can I show you something to assuage your fears?” Chit asked.  
 
    “Something I haven’t seen yet? Maybe.” 
 
    Chit clicked a couple of little pincers, considering. What are you hiding? she wondered. Finally, her Jeha partner spoke.  
 
    “Look at this,” he said. One of the lab’s many Tri-Vs came alive, accessed by his pinplants. A blur of routing information flowed; Keejo caught just enough to be sure it was coming from Chit’s implants. The view flashed to some kind of camera. She’d never seen this type of display. There was a time index on the bottom, the date several years ago, and some kind of reticle. A gun camera? she wondered. The no nonsense of the image said it must be military.  
 
    The view spun and centered on a spot, then quickly zoomed in. She was amazed at the precision. The object had to have been light seconds away, minimum, yet the camera locked onto it in less than a second. The ship wasn’t large, and not a design she’d seen before. Cylindrical, like most ships, but with a somewhat aerodynamic design. Half free trader, half warship? The scale made her think it was small, maybe a frigate, or even a corvette? It wasn’t the ship that dominated her attention, though, it was something behind it.  
 
    Behind and to one side of the ship was an asteroid. Something about it made her pause. Something familiar. Then something happened fast. Out of the side of the asteroid, they could see something flashed. Something fast. It was only in one or two frames of the recording. She wouldn’t have noticed at all if it hadn’t vaporized some of the asteroid in its passing and sent a tongue of plasma kilometers into space. The pieces fell into place. 
 
    “That was the Mobius Gun,” she said, pointing. Chit’s head bobbed, eyestalks unmoving, but antennae straight back. Probably every scientist in the galaxy had heard about it. The weapon someone had made in Morgoth, an unthinkable weapon containing a set of wheels spinning at nearly the speed of light, rotating in opposite directions, nestled inside one another. The edge held projectiles that could be released and aimed somehow. A kinetic weapon traveling at a high fraction of the speed of light, each one with enough energy to destroy a battleship!  
 
    “When was this image taken—” she started to ask, then the image crackled and turned to pure white. There was little doubt what had happened; the superweapon had exploded. That much was known, as well. The Humans, fighting an enemy in the Morgoth system, had fought and defeated the Mobius Gun. The ship must have been part of the battle, but it had paid for the fight with its life. “So the ship was destroyed; so what?”  
 
    If she didn’t know better, she’d think Chit was grinning. He ran the image back and then forward, slowly. The ship was sitting there and then it… stretched like spaghetti!  
 
    “Holy shit!” she chirped, both eyes pointing at Chit. “The discontinuity drive!” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “This is where you got the idea?”  
 
    “Where it was confirmed it exists. And…” He used his pinplants again, and the Tri-V was full of sensor data. The flash of the Mobius Gun exploding with inconceivable force was at the end of the logs, as was other data. “See this?” He used a claw and pointed.  
 
    “Is that gravimetric?” 
 
    “It is. Do not ask me why it is there; I cannot explain.” 
 
    “The ship you were on?” He nodded. “The Human mercenary ship, Pegasus.” It wasn’t a question, but he nodded anyway.  
 
    “I requested this data from a former coworker, and they sent it to me. Like I told you, this is not only possible, I have seen it work. But that gravimetric data is the lynchpin. When the AI began to realize it wasn’t hyperspace, something fell into place. The hyperspace shunts are not creating a discontinuity to enter hyperspace—it does not travel through hyperspace. They are creating a discontinuity with a gravimetric wave as a side effect!”  
 
    “Nobody has ever recreated gravity,” Keejo said with the certainty of a child reciting a legend. The data highlighting a gravimetric spike flashed on the Tri-V. “Yeah, you’ve got a point.” She examined the recording several times. “What do you know about the ship?” 
 
    “It belongs to the former head of technological development for the Winged Hussars, a Human named Taiki Sato.” 
 
    “Never heard of him.” 
 
    “He shares a history with me; we were both members of the Science Guild at one point.” 
 
    “I’m seeing a coincidence here, with you knowing about this tech, and this Sato having a ship that operates on it.” 
 
    “I read about this technology while I was with the Science Guild many years ago. However, it was heavily redacted, and there was no proof it operated. That all changed the day I saw that ship operate a drive I had read about in an ancient article. Afterward, it became a matter of reproducing what I knew was possible.”  
 
    “Do the Winged Hussars—the Humans—have this technology?” 
 
    “No,” Chit said immediately. “As I told you back at Wathayat, they learned how to transit to 2nd level hyperspace and back, thus moving nearly as quickly as this drive. 2nd level hyperspace is incredibly dangerous.” 
 
    “The weird aliens that live there?” Keejo asked. Chit’s head bobbed in agreement. “So how do these images support what we’re doing to Horizon Two?” 
 
    “I had the images already. Not long after I departed, I asked my former colleagues there to send me the sensor logs. The data I got from those recordings had a great many details once it was collated and examined. Some of it didn’t come together until our first successful test.”  
 
    They had yottabytes of data from that test, true enough. It was only luck that the ship’s network of hyperspace shunts all had waveform monitors installed, part of the team who’d built the ships exercising diligence in producing a testbed. Normal ships only had monitors on the main feed from the hyperspace generator to the shunts, if the ship had them. Ships not so equipped had sensors on the waveform generator, used to verify that the AQEF was at least 1.0.  
 
    “It doesn’t make sense that the shunts, designed to push a ship into hyperspace, also generate a gravimetric wave. Someone would have noticed it eons ago.” 
 
    “The gravity wave from a normal hyperspace discontinuity is tiny,” Theta pointed out, “unmeasurable. Now that one was noticed on the test ship, it could be detected.” 
 
    “But it is there?” Chit asked.  
 
    “It is. There is reference to it in the GalNet, noted as a phenomenon. Researchers were never able to verify whether it was an actual gravity wave or a result of the discontinuity itself affecting the function of the sensor. Our experiment has served as a validation of theory. You could publish a paper and likely become famous.” 
 
    Chit nodded. “After we are arrested for you and everything else we have created. The tachyon flux from every hyperspace transit is the only way you can detect a ship arriving from long distances. That could be causing the sensor issue, as well.”  
 
    “Nobody ever shoved a petawatt through a hyperspace shunt,” Keejo said.  
 
    “Why would they?” Chit said in agreement. “Looking at these readings, the crazy gamma flux makes sense. There is degradation on some of the shunts.” 
 
    “You’re sure we only need two shunts?” Keejo persisted.  
 
    Chit showed more images, and this time it was an obvious enhancement of the ship in Morgoth, greatly enhanced to the point that some aspects of the ship were portrayed by only a few pixels. Hyperspace shunts needed to be extended from the hull to project their field. They were easy to spot. A ship the size of what that appeared to be should have a dozen shunts, easy. Chit flipped the image to one he’d analyzed. There were only two shunts. It was possible to have more on a not-visible side, sure, but it seemed unlikely.  
 
    Another series of analyses slid by on the Tri-V. Power handling capabilities for the shunts along with normal Astatine-222 layering. Keejo caught the problem before the analysis finished.  
 
    “The Astatine is too thin,” she said. Chit immediately nodded and added more data. “You’ve been testing?”  
 
    “At lower power thresholds,” Chit said. “An Astatine layer only two microns thick over a superconductor, and I pushed a megawatt through it.” Yet another graph.  
 
    “That’s quite a gamma flux,” she said, “and it explains why the ship was dangerous to be within a light second of when you fired up the drive.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What about the shunts?”  
 
    “I took one apart.”  
 
    Keejo cringed. Not only were shunts hard to find, they ran upwards of ten million credits each, manufactured by the Engineering Guild from their carefully hoarded sources of Astatine. A pirate would risk his life to jack a ship equipped with them just for the shunts alone. A ten-thousand-ton cargo ship would need at least twenty of them, and they could be stripped in minutes.  
 
    “I hesitate to ask why.”  
 
    “Because they have ten times as much Astatine-222 as a hyperspace node.” 
 
    The nodes were needed to travel into hyperspace. They were tiny and almost invisible on a starship hull. Shunts were mounted on top of nodes and were extended if the ship wanted to make a jump without using a stargate.  
 
    “So all that flux was from the hyperspace traces?” 
 
    “No, a lot of it was from the shunts, too.” Like before, more images appeared, showing Chit’s dissection of a shunt.  
 
    “Do you ever sleep?”  
 
    “Not like your race does,” Chit explained and pointed. “Notice the discoloration?”  
 
    The Astatine coating the shunt’s waveform generator was a reddish hue. Keejo nodded, and the image changed. Now it was tinted with green.  
 
    “The Astatine is partially degraded. My summation was that it is insufficient for the power needed. We will need more powerful shunts.”  
 
    “Where do we get the Astatine?”  
 
    “By stripping all the shunts we have, and the ones that will arrive next week on Horizon Three.” 
 
    “Shit.” She shook her head at the cost. Wathayat development heads would lose their minds if they knew. It would be so much easier if they could request a few kilos of Astatine-222, at only a hundred million a kilo.  
 
    “For now, we need to start testing to establish a baseline for when Astatine starts emitting gamma rays.” 
 
    “Low power will have to suffice,” she reminded her partner. “We’re almost out of antimatter, and we won’t get any more until the transport arrives.” Chit nodded and went back to work, leaving Keejo to wonder if she should just call it quits and leave on the transport. The deeper they went into this new drive, the more she wondered about Chit, both his motivation and the way he effortlessly kept details from her until there was no choice but to reveal them.  
 
    She remembered the data chip on her workstation with hundreds of other FTL drive references and again wondered, Why does this crazy thing work at all with the same technology? 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Weigh Station Abyss, Obiya 199 System 
 
    “They’ve assumed a direct assault formation,” Freep announced, his eyes tightly closed as data flowed into his pinplants.  
 
    Here’s where we see if my intuition pays off, Alexis thought. The SalSha, recently uplifted from a river otter-like species known as the Salusians, were both high-G tolerant and natural 3D tacticians. In most of them, this manifested as fearless bomber pilots. Freep had done his stint in an Avenger bomber. After all his friends had ended up dead, he’d had enough of that life, but he still wanted to fly. He’d gone through the Capital Ship Training Program, and then the Winged Hussars’ Command School, where he promptly broke the bell curve.  
 
    After he’d spent a little time in a few of the Hussars’ smaller escort craft, Alexis had realized the young ensign’s talents were going to waste and transferred him to Pegasus. Now, seven years later, after careful mentoring and maturing of the impetuous SalSha instincts, she hoped to see her plans finally bear fruit.  
 
    “What’s the response?” Alexis asked her new TacCom. 
 
    “Maki are heavy top-down tactical in their doctrine,” Freep said. “They don’t prize individual command initiative.” He turned his furred face toward her. “I recommend a decapitation attack.”  
 
    “Not considered acceptable by the Mercenary Guild,” she pointed out.  
 
    “You’re targeting the ship, not the commander,” Freep said, his eyes glinting. “It’s unfortunate that you might take out the commander as well. Fog of war, Captain.”  
 
    A tiny smile crossed her face. The fruit was good, if bitter. Freep had faced death often enough to appreciate the elegance of a quick victory. There was no guarantee the Maki would panic, or even lose cohesion if their commander was splashed, but he was right about their top-down leadership. More than likely the three highest-ranking members of the company were on the ship with the commander.  
 
    “Have we identified where Commander Tsakyl is?” she asked her team.  
 
    Shefoo spoke up. “The transmission came from the Petal-class battlecruiser Shining Dawn.” 
 
    “Could it have been rebroadcast?”  
 
    Shefoo shook her feathered head and shrugged uncertainly. “I honestly don’t think the Maki are that sophisticated,” Sofeeka said. “They tend to rely on numerical superiority and direct assault. They think they’ve got us beaten before the first shot is fired.”  
 
    “I agree,” Alexis said. Her smile was evident now. Her command crew was turning into a well-regulated machine, and that was how she liked it. “Freep, plot a solution to get us a shot at Shining Dawn.”  
 
    The SalSha TacCom spent a few minutes working before he finally spoke up. “I recommend formation Psi-3, backed up by Beta-1 for the drone formation.”  
 
    She nodded as she ran it through her mind’s eye. It was an interesting tactic, one many enemies wouldn’t fall for. Of course, the Maki were a strange case. They resembled terrestrial lemurs, though considerably bigger, and with bifurcated tails. They also seemed to suffer from what Humans called “small man syndrome.” Their small stature gave them a large chip on their shoulders, and that colored their tactics.  
 
    “Execute as planned, except drones to Beta-3.” 
 
    “We’ll probably lose all the drones,” Freep said.  
 
    “I wrote the tactical doctrine,” Alexis reminded him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain.” 
 
    “Don’t be, your job is to question my decisions, if necessary.” She gestured out into space. “As part of that plan, you have to succeed.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Freep said and issued orders.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Range to enemy vanguard, three light seconds and closing,” Yoop announced.  
 
    “They’re coming straight on,” Bainbridge said. “All ships report ready.” 
 
    “Initial missile launch,” Freep said. “They’ve begun drone launch as well.”  
 
    “Based on their numbers, they only have a third of the drones we have,” Sofeeka said.  
 
    “Stick with the plan,” Alexis said.  
 
    Five minutes later, the Hussars’ drones dove through the Maki drone formation, arrowing toward the enemy fleet. They ignored the missile swarm, as well.  
 
    “Now we find out if our distinguished Commander Tsakyl has bothered to study how we fight.”  
 
    “You’d think they’d all been reading up on us for years now,” Shefoo said.  
 
    “One problem with that,” Bainbridge said. Heads turned to look at her. “We don’t leave a lot of survivors.”  
 
    Freep gave a little grunt and nodded, his whiskers twitching with amusement. It was a rather undisputable fact. Nobody knew how many ship captains had met their ends at the hands of the Winged Hussars in years past. If anything, the age of Alexis Cromwell had significantly upped the casualty count.  
 
    “Our drones have cleared their drones,” Yoop said.  
 
    “What’s their response?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “Looks like we lost twelve drones,” Freep said, “between those destroyed and damaged. Zero enemy casualties.”  
 
    Alexis nodded as their drones opened the distance from the enemy drones. None of the command crew could tell she was seething on the inside. Waste of good assets. 
 
    <It is a valid tactic,> Ghost commented.  
 
    Yeah? What’s our chance of success? 
 
    <Do you mean victory, or survival?> 
 
    Both. 
 
    <A 22 percent chance of victory, a 69 percent chance of survival.> 
 
    Better odds than I’ve had in the past. Better by a long shot. Ghost didn’t seem to have anything to add, so she waited and worried. Finally, the drones reached the Maki ship formation.  
 
    “Drones are engaging,” Freep said. The big central Tri-V expanded to cover the encounter. The Maki were arrayed with escort frigates at the front of their formation, shaped roughly like a shield. They were close to each other, close enough to allow their multiphase shields to overlap.  
 
    Classic, she thought. Almost at exactly the second the Maki screen began firing lasers, the Hussars’ drones split into an intricate formation and accelerated toward the outside edge of the Maki’s defensive fire envelope. Hussars’ Raven-class drones were a serious step above the run-of-the-mill drone in the Union. They were faster, more capable, and able to be retooled into many different roles. The Maki would have no way of knowing how these were configured, only that they were fast. Damned fast.  
 
    The maneuverability of drones was the reason starfighters were only sparingly used. The most G-tolerant races could handle 20 Gs or so. Average drones could pull 70 Gs or more. Hussars’ drones like these were equipped were capable of 150 Gs.  
 
    “You think they look surprised?” Bainbridge asked Freep, as their stations were adjacent in the CIC.  
 
    “Hard to say from out here,” the SalSha TacCom replied, but his eyes sparkled in amusement.  
 
    The enemy screen had two choices. Either let the drones penetrate to the interior of their larger capital ship formation and do their worst, or move the carefully formed escorts outward to engage and eliminate the drones. In a split second, the Maki screening frigates moved out of formation and assaulted the dodging drones.  
 
    The Hussars’ drones didn’t try to push through, despite superior turning and acceleration. Instead, they fled further outward. That didn’t alter the darting drones’ fates by more than a few minutes. Eventually they were all eliminated, and the Maki had lost nothing more than position and fuel.  
 
    “Well, that was just sad,” Sofeeka said. 
 
    “And expensive,” Bainbridge added. “On my order, prepare the fleet to maneuver.” All went quiet in the CIC. Ensign Musa tensed at his controls, and Bainbridge spoke to the fleet. “Execute.”  
 
    Like a flock of birds, sixteen Winged Hussars’ ships spun on their central axes and fired fusion torches, performing a skew-turn at almost 9 Gs.  
 
    “I… hate… this… shit,” Engineer Hill growled from her acceleration couch. Like everyone else, she was using her pinplants to control vital functions and monitor responsibilities.  
 
    “It’s not so bad,” Freep said with a shrug. He could handle quite a bit more, at least for a short time. At 10Gs, he was good for several minutes. The Humans on Pegasus and all the other ships weren’t as lucky. Many were already blacking out or were struggling just to breathe.  
 
    “Turn complete,” Musa gasped as the gravities fell off.  
 
    “Afeeko, report condition on the ship, and medical as well,” Alexis ordered.  
 
    “Minor damage on Deck 15,” the elSha DCC said. “Water leak. My people are on it. Medical reports seven injuries, none serious.”  
 
    Alexis nodded. No matter how many drills or how many times ships performed high-G maneuvers, people still made mistakes. Dropping a wrench at 10 Gs had enough force to break a foot. Reaching for a control could snap a wrist. Falling from an acceleration couch could be lethal.  
 
    “Enemy response?” she asked Freep.  
 
    “Nothing yet—wait, they’re accelerating toward us.” 
 
    “What about their formation?” she demanded.  
 
    He glanced at Yoop, who responded.  
 
    “Looks like they’ve dressed their formation.” 
 
    “Good call so far,” Alexis told Freep.  
 
    Their skew turn had redirected them toward the stargate, and the appearance that they were trying to run. Many adversaries would flee after such an abysmal drone assault. Meanwhile, the missiles the Maki had launched were entering engagement range.  
 
    “Twenty seconds to enemy missile terminal phase,” Freep said.  
 
    “Keep our frigates in advance,” she said. “Regards to Captain Yoshuka on Sleipnir and Captain O’Neil on Zeke, and have them engage the incoming missiles. Hold Affirmed and Jastrzebiec’s fire in reserve. Pegasus to engage as well.” 
 
    Pegasus’ clusters of ring-lasers around her center and rear pumped carefully aimed pulses of laser energy, quickly joined by the Hero-class Zeke, Steed-class Sleipnir, and the two cruisers, as well.  
 
    Don’t make it look too good, Alexis said to Ghost. The SI responded by nudging some of the defensive fire, resulting in several missiles slipping through, but never more than one per ship. The pumped fusion warheads detonated against the cruiser and battlecruisers’ shields with brilliant flashes of absorbed power.  
 
    “No damage to any ships,” Freep reported. “Shield effectiveness slightly reduced. Affirmed reports one of their generators needs recycling.” 
 
    “What ship is that?” Bainbridge asked, pointing to their formation. Hussars’ formations were always, by design, tight and orderly, which increased their ability to cover for each other in the event of damage. Nobody had noticed a ship just aft of their formation until they’d done their sudden skew turn. Even though it kept up with the maneuver with ease, it hadn’t known about it, so its position was now outside the protective cordon as the last wave of Maki missiles approached.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” Bainbridge said. “That’s 100544, the Izlian Pakatol-class!” 
 
    “The fuck, XO? It’s been tagging along the whole time?” She turned and glared at Yoop.  
 
    “I messed up,” the sensor tech admitted. “I flagged it friendly when we rendezvoused with 100544, and lost track of it when we broke away from the station.”  
 
    Alexis wanted to yell at Yoop for such a short-sighted move, but how could she, in all honesty? The Izlian ship had done a pretty good job of maintaining a place in their formation, after all.  
 
    “Shefoo, contact Captain Omicron-Fourth-Squared and tell him—” 
 
    “Captain,” Freep interrupted, “the Izlian ship is engaging the inbound missiles.”  
 
    She pointed at Shefoo, who opened a channel. “Captain Omicron-Fourth-Squared, cease fire and accelerate ahead of our cruisers immediately!” 
 
    “There is no concern, Captain Alexis Cromwell; we noted the fire your ships have taken and will aid you in repelling this wave of missiles.”  
 
    “We don’t need aid,” Alexis said quickly. 
 
    “They’ve splashed five of the wave,” Freep said, “and the rest are altering target.”  
 
    “You’re out of position for us to cover you,” Alexis said. “You must accelerate so we can cover you.” Ghost, help them? 
 
    <I can do little from this angle without risking collateral damage to our own ships; they are both maneuvering for more effective targeting and dodging.> 
 
    “Perhaps this tactic was an error,” the Izlian captain said just as four ship-killers slammed into his vessel. The first two knocked down the shields. It was only a light cruiser, with shielding less than the Hussars’ own new Poczet-class. With its shields down, the next two detonated against her hull. 100544 was turned into an iridescent cloud of spinning debris in a fraction of a second.  
 
    “Well, shit,” Sofeeka said. “I’m sure the Izlians will blame us for this.” 
 
    “Probably,” Alexis agreed. “I’ll explain it to Omega-First after we’re out of this.” 
 
    “They ate up most of that last wave of missiles,” Freep said with a shrug.  
 
    “Probably one of the most useful Izlian tactics I’ve seen to date,” Alexis said under her breath. “More missiles from the Maki?”  
 
    “Negative,” Yoop reported. “I think they must have shot their magazines.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Alexis said.  
 
    “They’re pouring it on,” Freep said. “Their acceleration is 5 Gs. Estimate weapons range in five minutes.” The Maki were well known to be more G-tolerant than Humans, and a sustained 5G for them was no problem. 
 
    Alexis merely nodded. “Maintain 1G standard toward the stargate.” With considerably more acceleration, the Maki gained rapidly on the Hussars. Their formation was like a spread out spiderweb, with their frigates in front separated by less than a kilometer each. Not far, but further than they’d been before the drone attack.  
 
    Can we make that? she asked Ghost.  
 
    <The closer the better,> was the reply.  
 
    Roger that. “Prepare for enemy fire. Bring the cruisers in as close as we can so they can screen.” 
 
    “They won’t hold long against the Petal-class battlecruisers.” 
 
    “Have Zeke join the formation. Ask Captain O’Neil to keep his ace in the hole until there’s no choice.” 
 
    “He acknowledges,” Bainbridge said.  
 
    The minutes ticked by until the Maki frigates decided they were close enough and gigawatt-scale lasers lashed out at the fleeing Hussars. Their fire was at long range and missed the cruisers. Two shots did hit the battlecruisers, though with only 1 to 5 gigawatts, the lasers were completely ineffective.  
 
    “Waste of energy,” Freep said.  
 
    “They’re overeager,” Bainbridge agreed.  
 
    Alexis nodded. Freep glanced back at her nervously. She wasn’t too worried; his plan seemed to be working. They had her numbers by nearly triple. Add to that, they’d splashed a cruiser, which they were sure to believe was one of hers (despite it clearly being an Izlian design, not Hussars), and they were sure to be whooping it up on the Shining Dawn.  
 
    “Their capital ships will have main weapons range in one minute,” Freep said.  
 
    “Bainbridge, request Captain O’Neil let Zeke fall back slightly. Time to dangle the fish.” 
 
    Captain O’Neil’s voice came over the CIC speakers. “Captain Cromwell, tell me I can use my ace?”  
 
    “Only after you’re in the enemy’s fire basket, Captain O’Neil.”  
 
    “Zeke is a pretty new ship; you’re asking me to take a real risk.” 
 
    “Yes, I am.”  
 
    There was a short pause. “Very well, sir. Zeke is proud to take the lead.”  
 
    Alexis grinned. Ezekiel Hargrave, whom the ship was named after, had been the XO for Cartwright’s Cavaliers. Their motto was “Lead the Charge.” That was on the ship’s name plate in her CIC, as well. 
 
    Zeke slowed by just a fraction of a G, enough in less than a minute to put her just behind the formation. Not as far behind as the Izlian ship had been, yet enough to be outside the shield-doubling effects of the two cruisers and other battlecruisers. The moment the Maki were within range, she became an immediate target of interest.  
 
    The first laser to hit her shields was a 5-gigawatt from one of the escorts, which it absorbed easily. The next was a 150-gigawatt from a Petal-class battlecruiser. That overloaded her rear shields. O’Neil rotated the ship’s interleaved multiphase shield cluster to bring the other one online. Two more shots passed close by. One went between Pegasus and Sleipnir, and the other hit Pegasus’ rear shield. Freep immediately rotated their shields, just as Zeke had.  
 
    Over the next few seconds, a rain of fire came in. Everything from the powerful 150-gigawatt main batteries of the Petals to 50- and 100-gigawatts from the Branch and Stem-class cruisers. Zeke took three more shots, each time managing to have a shield recycled in time to avoid being shieldless. It got closer and closer as more of the enemy targeted Zeke.  
 
    “Here we go,” Alexis said. “Sleipnir, stand by.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” Captain Yoshuka replied. Even though he was Maki, as well, Alexis knew it didn’t bother him a bit. The Hussars were a family, his clan. The Maki had more faith in their clans than in their race.  
 
    A 100-gigawatt laser tagged Zeke, and her last shield failed.  
 
    “Now,” Alexis ordered.  
 
    Instantly, three more lasers homed in on Zeke. It was a clear kill shot, except they all bounced off with bright flashes of white light. Zeke, like all the new Hero-classes, was equipped with the Hussars’ ace in the hole, a deflector shield. The deflector was useless against a nuke or a conventional missile, but they could deflect seemingly any directed energy weapon. Tests in New Warsaw found they could handle the main guns from the Pegasus.  
 
    “Execute!” Alexis barked as the shots bounced.  
 
    The Maki, clearly confused over how their kill had survived, fired on her again and again. They didn’t notice Pegasus, Sleipnir, Affirmed, and Jastrzebiec cease forward thrust and flip end over end. In moments, they were facing rear, carefully lining up their shots. They relied on fire guidance from Pegasus, which in turn was controlled by the deadly accurate calculations of a twenty-thousand-year-old synthetic intelligence named Ghost. Over the millennia, Ghost had become quite good at its job.  
 
    All four ships unleashed their main weapons on the same target. Pegasus, with her signature 40-terawatt spinal-mounted particle accelerator gun, and Sleipnir with two forward-mounted 5-terawatt particle accelerators. Affirmed added its single 1-terawatt spinal-mounted particle accelerator, and Jastrzebiec its newer 2-terawatt version of the same weapon. All told, 53 terawatts of particle energy sliced into Shining Dawn dead center on her forward shields.  
 
    The Petal-class battlecruisers weren’t the sleek cylinders of the Hussars’ designs, they were closer to egg-shaped. It took less than a terawatt of energy to obliterate the forward shields. Had it been five separate shots, the ship’s TacCom could conceivably have rotated shields and weathered the brunt of the assault—except for Pegasus, of course. Either way, the five beams hitting essentially at the same instant carved through the egg-shaped battlecruiser like butter, their beams converging roughly near the engine compartment far aft, and diverging out five exits.  
 
    Shining Dawn looked briefly like it had been lit by five searchlights, before two of its three fusion powerplants lost containment, and the former flagship of Clan Offut turned into energy and slag.  
 
    “We probably could have taken two of the Petals,” Freep said.  
 
    “Yeah, but the effect wouldn’t be the same,” Alexis said. “Order all battlecruisers to switch to deflectors. Shefoo?”  
 
    “Channel’s open,” the Buma replied.  
 
    “Surviving ships of Offut, you have ten seconds to stand down.” 
 
    Two more 100-gigawatt lasers flashed in the time it took her to say it. One bounced off Zeke, and the other off Pegasus. At the same time, Zeke was flipping into position, ready to add her own main gun. It was identical to Pegasus’, 40 terawatts of battlecruiser-killing goodness.  
 
    “Target the next two Petals,” she ordered. “Zeke and Pegasus, split fire. Transmit. You now have five seconds.” 
 
    “Target acquired,” Captain O’Neil transmitted. “We’ve got two burned-out shield generators. Please, please, please don’t give up.” 
 
    “They’ve ceased fire,” Freep said, letting out an otter-like laugh.  
 
    “Well done,” she told her TacCom. Well done.  
 
    “Damn,” O’Neil said, then laughed. 
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 Aku Jupiter Base, Sol System 
 
    Sato floated off to the side with Rick and watched as the mass of Aku floated in the center. One of those old, random memories he sometimes saw rose to the surface. He was young, no more than five years old, with his mother in Japan. They were walking down a busy street when they passed a pet shop. In the window was a big fishbowl, only half full of water. A log floated on the water, and on the log were dozens of turtles.  
 
    The state of his mind after escaping the Science Guild programming that had made him a Proctor made him wonder if it was even a true memory. The evil he’d done for decades at the behest of Minerva, the SI that ran the Science Guild, made him routinely wish none of it was true. In a way, he was trying to atone for some of that guilt. Pay Nemo the Wrogul back for freeing him even when Sato was trying to harm them. That was why he’d begun developing the discontinuity drive. The benefits to the galaxy could have been astounding. Now he feared he’d unleashed a new evil. 
 
    The Aku huddle seemed to be breaking up, and Sato waited for a pronouncement. It turned out the pause was just so one of their number could quickly assemble an instrument, then return to the huddle.  
 
    He was beginning to nod off when they suddenly broke up, and most went their own way. Two floated over to him. He was certain one was Fliss, being familiar with her shell pattern. Comparing her to the other Aku with her, he also noted the armor plates over her eyes were much less pronounced. Perhaps a sexual difference. 
 
    “Chiss?” he guessed.  
 
    “Correct. We have completed our analysis of your data. I am our people’s most proficient expert with hyperspace, and I was excited to see the data Fliss brought us. However, I admit, it now scares me.” 
 
    Oh, that’s not good, he thought. “Can you explain why? My SI says—” 
 
    “What?” Chiss suddenly interrupted him.  
 
    “My SI?”  
 
    Chiss’ long neck arched around to look at Fliss. “Why did you not say this Human has a synthetic intelligence?”  
 
    “We went immediately into analysis huddle,” she said. “I have been living with Sato Human for years now and interacting with the SI named Vestoon. It is a type 4, which operates the ship we arrived in. Sato salvaged it from 2nd level hyperspace before we met. I understand that is also where he discovered this drive technology.” 
 
    “Correct,” Sato said. “The ship was equipped with the drive, and I’ve reverse-engineered it.” 
 
    “The only SI we are aware of are malevolent beings,” Chiss said suspiciously.  
 
    “The guild SI, yes. As far as I know, they’re all malevolent beings, at least from our point of view. I’m certain they believe their motivations are perfectly fine.” 
 
    “Savior expressed concern for us if the SI were to learn of our existence.” 
 
    Sato considered that for a moment. Savior was their name for Jim Cartwright. While his interactions with the leader had been minimal, he believed Jim to be a moral person. The only caveat was his love for the Dusman. Operating their giant warbots, the Raknar, for the Dusman suggested he was at least partially biased toward their cause. And the more Sato learned about the Dusman, the more he wondered just how pure the race was in the Great Galactic War.  
 
    “I can understand his concern,” Sato said. “However, I don’t know if he’s aware, but there are a few SI who aren’t malevolent. Like any tool, an SI can be used for good or evil. The ones running the guilds, in my opinion, were designed for evil. It might be an accident that they’re in charge, or someone did it on purpose.”  
 
    “Your logic is sound,” Chiss said with only a minimal pause. “Please proceed with your earlier line of discussion.” 
 
    “My SI detected that standard hyperspace travel seemed to be experiencing a fluctuation in duration. The normal locked hundred and seventy-hour period had begun to deviate. First by seconds, then by minutes. It then realized there was a correlation between the beginning of the fluctuations and when I began using the drive more and more often. The curve or secondary effects haven’t matched perfectly, which is confusing. I ceased use for several weeks, but the side effects increased. Regardless, Vestoon says the end result could be a complete collapse of the hyperspatial barrier between 1st and 2nd level.” 
 
    “The SI is incorrect.” 
 
    <Excuse me?> 
 
    Quiet, Vestoon, let the walking brains have their say. The SI remained silent, but Sato knew it wouldn’t be for long.  
 
    “What do you believe will happen?”  
 
    “The discontinuity drive is creating tension between the hyperspace barriers. The more it is used, the stronger the tension. The eventual effect will be a reset, not a break. It is impossible to permanently break the barriers.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Rick said.  
 
    “As far as our universe goes, it is not. Likely nobody will notice, not even craft traveling in hyperspace at the time.”  
 
    Rick gave a thumbs up to Sato, but Sato knew better. Such an event couldn’t happen without consequences.  
 
    “And then?” he asked Chiss.  
 
    “The reason hyperspace travel works is because there are quantum entanglements between stars. It was once referred to by your old scientists as dark matter but that was just giving an unexplainable phenomenon a name. They lacked the technology to understand the nature of the universe, the underlying mechanics that ties all matter together.” He suddenly stopped and shook his head. “The point being, those entanglements will be shaken, you could call them moved. For that realm of reality, the movement will be slight, however, the mathematical equations utilized by hyperspace travel will be reset.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Sato said. “You won’t be able to go where you want to go.” 
 
    “Correct. The end result will be scrambled addresses. The drives will work just fine, but you’ll end up in seemingly random locations. The computers will have to relearn addresses. I will admit, we utilized a form of this to stop the fleets trying to battle. Feedback was sent out, and while attempting to correct, their hyperspace computers were destroyed.”  
 
    “Sucks to be them,” Rick said under his breath.  
 
    “I guess that puts paid to the discontinuity drive,” Sato said. “It doesn’t make sense why a ship was equipped with such a drive if it’s dangerous. Vestoon was equipped with both a discontinuity drive and a regular hyperspace drive.” 
 
    “It is our belief that the discontinuity drive was designed for extreme long-range travel. The further you use it, the less the damage. It is difficult to estimate range versus damage, but we estimate if you use it for distances in excess of a hundred thousand light years, it will result in no buildup of tension.” 
 
    “Isn’t that how far across our galaxy is?” Rick asked. 
 
    “It is,” Sato agreed. “The drive was meant to travel between galaxies?” 
 
    “So it would seem,” Fliss said.  
 
    Sato sighed. Maybe that explained why he’d found Vestoon in 2nd level hyperspace; it had been part of an incident like Chiss explained. If the event happened again, all travel in the galaxy would be disrupted. It could take years before normal travel routes were restored. Hundreds of worlds depended on regular trade simply to survive. Yeah, billions could die. Of course, it could be a devastating weapon, too. Then he considered his own data.  
 
    “The disruption to hyperspace travel, the distortion we noted?” 
 
    “Yes?” Chiss asked.  
 
    “It should grow linearly?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely.”  
 
    Sato nodded and pulled up the data with his Mesh, then added his own ship’s construction and experimental runs. The curve didn’t match. “What about this?”  
 
    Chiss and Fliss examined the data for a moment. He imagined their powerful brains doing in moments what his own augmented mind would need weeks to do, even with outside computer assistance. 
 
    “The conclusion is obvious,” Chiss said. Fliss nodded. “There is someone else experimenting with the drive. However, it appears they are using either a poorly calibrated drive, or are attempting to invent it themselves. That results in a vastly quicker escalation of the tension. Your own refined version is making delicate cuts in the barriers; they are chopping it with a blunt blade.” 
 
    Sato was silent as his mind raced. What was the probability of someone stumbling across the physics to create the discontinuity drive independently? Damned low, very damned low. So, logic suggested it had to be someone who’d seen it, at least enough to form a theory. Someone who might also have the knowledge to access a power source strong enough to provide the petawatts needed to generate the discontinuity.  
 
    It wasn’t hard to think of the event. It had to have been the battle with Minerva and its Mobius Gun. And the only ship there with the potential to have seen it was Pegasus and Ghost. Damnit, he cursed. But there’s no way Alexis would have okayed such a development. She’s way too conservative. But I wasn’t the only gifted genius with the Winged Hussars. Maybe the most so, but not the only one. 
 
    In all his years working for them, he’d only known one mind that had rivaled his own in engineering and hyperspatial physics.  
 
    “Damnit, Ch’t’kl’tk,” he said. “You persistent, unyielding, unreasonable insect!”  
 
    Both the Aku cocked their heads in bemusement at Sato’s unexpected outburst. Rick responded differently. “Wasn’t that the engineer on Pegasus? Some of my memory from serving on the ship is a bit faded.” No surprise, since he’d died while fighting on Pegasus, only to be cloned and brought back by an equally stubborn and curious Wrogul named Nemo. 
 
    “Yes, that’s him,” Sato agreed. “The Jeha are among the best engineers in the galaxy. Like our Aku friends here, they have brains bigger than ours, and they live longer than us, as well. When we whacked the Mobius Gun, Pegasus had a decent view of Vestoon as we jumped away. That’s the only point you can really observe the DD phenomenon. Arrival is more subtle, and unless you’re looking right at the space where the ship will appear…” 
 
    “I see. So, you think Ch’t’kl’tk went off and developed the DD by himself?”  
 
    “I doubt it was by himself,” Sato said. “He’s good, but he isn’t that good. Which means he’s involved others, possibly a corporation or syndicate. Shit, this is bad. We have to get back to Promethium and formulate a plan.” He turned back to the Aku. “Chiss, Fliss, I can’t thank you enough for helping me.” 
 
    “We are indebted to you for bringing back another of our people,” Chiss said, bobbing his head. “If you ever need help again, you are welcome here.” 
 
    Sato cut the pleasantries as short as he could while still praising them for their help, and all the assistance Fliss had been. She was sad that she’d helped work out the discontinuity drive, since it had turned out to be detrimental, so he reminded her that she’d been working for him. She and Chiss promised to work on the idea some more and send any information they learned to Promethium.  
 
    It had been less than eight hours since they’d boarded the Aku station when Sato and Rick floated back aboard Vestoon. “Prepare to detach,” he ordered the ship. “Get clear, powered ascent. As soon as we’re outside the instability zone they’ve created to hide the station, engage the DD and take us straight to Promethium.” 
 
    “But the instability,” Vestoon complained. “Surely after what the Aku have discovered, it is even more important to cease all operations.” The SI seemed to have at least gotten over being overshadowed by the Aku. 
 
    “Duly noted. This might be the last time we use it. It’s more important that we get home so I can try and put the shit back in the Equiri.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” the SI asked. Rick just chuckled, obviously getting the metaphor.  
 
    “Just get us out of here.”  
 
    Vestoon undocked, flipping around and accelerating upward. There was no sensation of acceleration. Now this tech I need to investigate, he thought, only to be slammed back into his couch as they left the vicinity of the Aku station.  
 
    “Pretty spiffy,” Rick said. “I wonder if it works the other way?”  
 
    “We’ll think about that after we’ve fixed the current deadly tech innovation,” Sato said. He was about to ask when they were jumping when he was spaghettified. “I’m never getting used to that.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    “If Wathayat’s brass knew we’re cannibalizing Horizon Three for parts, they’d be pissed,” Keejo said as she watched the bot take a horribly expensive hyperspace shunt off Horizon Three, hand if off to another bot, which in turn took it apart. The results of the sabotage of a single hyperspace shunt would be fifty grams of Astatine-222, one of the rarest elements in the universe.  
 
    “What they do not know will not hurt them,” Chit replied, a saying Keejo thought she’d heard a Human say before. 
 
    The transport looked like the last one, months earlier, even if it had been a different name. The Reesh-class transport Askapa looked nondescript. Manufactured by Jeha, it was crewed by a mixed lot of a dozen species with an elSha captain. Keejo didn’t meet any of them, only the cargo master and dozens of loader boats quickly moving materiel at Corona B’s zero-G loading dock. 
 
    She had no idea whether the crew was part of Wathayat or not. Askapa could carry twenty-one thousand tons of cargo, of which 299 tons was consigned to them. Paperwork described it all as machine parts and consumables, and some of it was. It was also packed so nearly any observation would show exactly what the paperwork said. You’d have to empty every case to find anything unusual. 
 
    Inside a heavily insulated case was a cylinder of F11. Nothing unusual about that; Corona B’s fusion plant used F11 like any other one. There were also several small cases of radioactive materials, including plutonium and radon. They didn’t need either. Instead, they served as concealment for another container that had its own power supply. The power ran a magnetic containment unit holding five hundred grams of antimatter, specifically anti-hydrogen. Five times as much as their first shipment, and probably the most illegal stuff in the galaxy. Keejo almost screamed when the bots unloading it just tossed it across in zero-G to be caught by another bot. 
 
    The last part of the shipment was hooked to the hull, manifested as “Unique Shuttle.” It was Horizon Three. Of course, it looked like a strange shuttle without a cockpit. Since its antimatter reactor was uncharged, it appeared dead. Nothing to get suspicious about. As soon as Askapa departed through the tiny Oopka stargate, the fun began.  
 
    “Besides,” Chit added, “if we succeed, Wathayat will not care if we cannibalize a thousand ships.” The Jeha engineer/scientist was using a cleanbox system to carefully extract every microgram of Astatine-222. The traces weren’t worth salvaging; there wasn’t much Astatine in them. If they scraped the hull for all they could recover—which wouldn’t be effective in zero G—they might get twenty grams. Thirty? Each shunt had fifty grams, and it was much easier to recover.  
 
    Chit had spent much of the time waiting for the supply ship modifying a few of the bots for laying new filagree from the hyperspace generator to the two super-shunts already constructed from the nine salvaged off Horizon Two. Horizon Three’s sacrifice should give them enough Astatine-222 to create the leads to those shunts. The tests confirmed if they could make those leads at least 2.2 millimeters thick, the gamma ray flux should be minimized to the point that the ship’s hull would be enough shielding for a crew.  
 
    Another long day completed, Keejo stared at her workbench and shook her head. “The Engineering Guild does like its secrets.” The bench was covered in ruined test components. The Astatine had somehow been alloyed so any attempt to weld it resulted in a near-catastrophic collapse of the metal’s matrix. The leads from the hyperspace generator to the hull would need to be reused, maybe wound into a bundle to carry the much bigger power load. No way they could make new lines.  
 
    “All the guilds like their secrets,” Chit said, “some much more than others.” 
 
    “Meaning the Science Guild?” Chit made a scritching/clicking sound that Keejo’s translator said was a grunt of accession. “If we get this working, do you think there’s even more risk?”  
 
    “I do not think, I know it is risky,” Chit said. “The history of the Galactic Union is writ large with stories of groundbreaking research ending up with high body counts.” 
 
    They reached the mess hall together. Keejo opened a cooler and pulled out a pack of quick-frozen grubs, just delivered by Askapa. As she put it in to thaw to a nice, warm temperature, she stared at Chit. The Jeha were renowned for their inability to show any social niceties or tact. He’d just managed to exceed her expectations. He saw the way she was staring at him and paused from preparing his own meal, some sort of liquified animal protein.  
 
    “You cannot say that surprises you?” he said.  
 
    “No,” she admitted. “I guess I’m just annoyed that you’d remind me we could die for what we’re doing.”  
 
    “Wathayat knew the risks quite well, which is why they made these research stations. This is Corona B, it is safe to assume there is a Corona A, and no reason not to assume a Corona C. We do not know what they are working on, only that it must be equally dangerous, or they would not have spent untold millions to bring old stargates online in otherwise useless systems. We do not even know if they still exist, their secrets were discovered and lost with all hands.”  
 
    The literalness was bad enough, but that the Jeha was always right made it much worse. She decided changing the subject was better. “Are you certain we’ll get enough?”  
 
    Chit wasn’t bothered by changing subjects. He hadn’t been trying to get Keejo’s khabar; he was just being a Jeha. “As long as the plating bot can manage a uniform coating with a single pass. We will not have enough for multiple passes.” 
 
     Keejo nodded and tasted her meal. Fresher, but still frozen. She missed feeling them wiggle before crunching the soft flesh and feeling the juicy pop. Suddenly she stopped. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Chit asked, using his pincers to slurp. 
 
    “I just had a thought. The inverse square law, what if it doesn’t apply to this drive?”  
 
    “That does not make sense.” 
 
    “Nothing about this drive makes sense, and it isn’t transiting hyperspace.” She pointed out the mess hall’s view port. The wreck of Horizon Three floated there, its hull visibly scarred from the shunts being removed none-too gently. Bots were busy dismounting the antimatter powerplant. Waste not, want not. It only had a tiny fusion plant, the same design as all the Snitch-class, for short-range propulsion. The antimatter drive had yet to be adapted to any sort of torch propulsion—it really wasn’t suited. Thought had been given to an EM drive variation. They already existed but consumed far too much energy to be practical on big ships. Well, now they had all the energy they wanted, leaving only the issue of how much noble gas the ion drive would consume.  
 
    “We could salvage the hyperspace generator from Horizon Three?” she suggested. 
 
    Chit examined his nearly empty food pouch, then shook his head. “No. Those are like the computers, impossible to break into.” 
 
    “Damn,” Keejo said. Of course, he was right. The Engineering Guild made the hyperspace components impossible to mess with. They were very well designed. For eons, rogue scientists had tried to break into them, dreams of infinite wealth in their minds if they could only decipher the technology. The systems were so well designed that any attempt to get into them resulted in their guts melting into slag. Many ships carried a spare, because combat damage could easily trigger the box’s self-destruct.  
 
    The problem would be the leads. It would take so much entropy-cursed Astatine! They finished their meal and retired for the night.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, Chit finished salvaging Astatine-222 from Horizon Three’s shunts, leaving only the ones removed from Horizon Two. He didn’t start with them yet; instead, the two concentrated on coming up with a way to transmit the waveform and power with what they had. Another day later, their ideas dissolved in a small pile of discolored superconducting Astatine-222-alloyed wires.  
 
    Keejo cursed after the latest failure. “Everyone concentrated on trying to crack the black boxes, why didn’t any try and figure out the damned wire alloy?”  
 
    Chit was making musing clicks and shook his antennae. “You can buy this wire on the salvage market. It’s not cheap, but it tends to last forever, since you only push a few terawatts through it.” The Jeha was using a Tri-V and his pinplants to run down lists of options; none of them looked remotely possible.  
 
    “It’s only ten or twelve meters,” Keejo snarled and tossed a ruined piece of cable. “The old stuff works…” 
 
    “And it will fail,” Chit said. “We have no idea how many uses. Imagine what would happen if they failed under the load of a petawatt of power? Regardless, we have to do some more tests ASAP to even prove out our theories.”  
 
    Keejo made a face, forced to remember that all their current work was based on a theory. Entropy, she silently cursed. If they were wrong, they might not need to worry about the judgment of the Science Guild; Wathayat might send a merc company to kill them. How many millions of credits worth of equipment had they used up? She didn’t even know how much the Snitch-class ships cost. Two hundred million? Five hundred? The antimatter plant probably represented that much, and that was without considering the R&D to produce the unique design of the ship, and bribes probably paid to whoever had built them to keep their mouths closed.  
 
    As Chit idly ran options, Keejo used one of the many Tri-Vs to call up an engineer’s schematic of the vital components. It all started at the antimatter powerplant, and there was the hyperspace computer, linked to the hyperspace wave generator, then the lines going out to the two shunts, one on either side of the hull. With a mental flick, she made everything except those components disappear, leaving it disembodied, the ship gone. It reminded her a bit of a vertebrate’s nervous system.  
 
    The powerplant was the heart, the hyperspace computer the brain, the generator the brainstem, the lines to the shunts the spinal cord, and the shunts themselves feet or hands. Too bad it wasn’t a shorter race so the spinal cord could be shorter. “Ten or twelve damned meters.” 
 
    Chit made a clicking sound that translated as a noncommittal grunt, but something was teasing the back of her mind. Like a thunderclap, it hit.  
 
    “We’re not going into hyperspace, right?” 
 
    “Obviously,” Chit said, both eye stalks on his screens. 
 
    “Then why do the shunts have to be outside the hull?”  
 
    Both his eyestalks jerked over to stare at her. It was kind of nice, getting the better of a Jeha for a change.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Weigh Station Abyss, Obiya 199 System 
 
    Alexis watched the Maki fleet head into the stargate. The danger had been the last few minutes as they approached. Her picket squadron was tiny by comparison. After all, the Maki had only lost a single ship. In the end, Freep was correct. Minus their top leadership, the Maki were like a declawed Depik. They’d meekly reformed their fleet and departed without a word.  
 
    “Tell me who sent you,” she’d requested over comms a few minutes earlier. There had been no response.  
 
    “The last ship just cleared the gate,” commed Captain Janet Verner of Dan Walker, the Hero-class in command of the high guard squadron.  
 
    “Acknowledged, Captain,” Alexis replied. “Glad they didn’t get wild on you.” 
 
    “Me, too; they had us dead-to-rights if they tried.”  
 
    “Hold position. We’ll be done reforming and headed your way in a few hours.” She was watching Abyss slowly begin to rotate again. Their contract was fulfilled. First, I need to talk to our passenger. 
 
    “Standing by,” Verner said.  
 
    “Lieutenant Bainbridge, please pull us into order and prepare us to get under way for the stargate. Lieutenant Shefoo, contact the station and inform them we hold the contract completed. I’ll be talking to our now long-term guest.” 
 
    As they were underway, she could walk from the CIC. Pegasus operated best at 1G; that was the way the Dusman had designed her. Even though she now knew what the Dusman looked like, and they appeared to be just as happy in freefall as in gravity, this was the way they’d built their ships. She wasn’t going to complain, as Humans didn’t tolerate extended freefall all that well. They lost bone density at an alarming rate without constant exercise or nanite treatment. 
 
    When she arrived on Deck 21 where the hangar was, she found a security detail guarding the Izlian shuttle. Despite the maneuvering during battle, the circular craft didn’t appear to have moved at all.  
 
     How do you think it will take the news? 
 
    <Even in the old days, I had no contact with Izlians. They were mostly known as ship builders and producers of some rare elements. They’ve always been among the most exotic of races.> 
 
    She sighed as she walked into the hangar toward the ship. The side of the spheroid passenger section was just as transparent as before. The guide poles and ropes were retracted now, as she could simply walk across the deck. Two Winged Hussars troopers in their shining black CASPers stood on either side, blood red lines painted down the outside of their arms and legs, just like on Hussars’ marine uniforms. They didn’t respond to her arrival. Her Hussars weren’t into the snap to and salute thing. Never knew when you’d send yourself spinning with that sort of move in space.  
 
    She stopped next to the shuttle and looked inside. The interior was a milky, swirling mist with hints of yellow. For a moment, Alexis thought her Izlian guest had somehow escaped and was floating around the ship before she remembered it would probably die faster than she would inside that shuttle. The ethereal shape of the Izlian floated out of the depths toward her.  
 
    “Commander Alexis Cromwell, you left suddenly,” the mechanical voice spoke.  
 
    “We were attacked by a Maki fleet,” she explained. “The ship you came in, 100544, was destroyed.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “We’re sorry. It was unavoidable.” Alexis explained what happened. Omega-First listened without comment until she was finished.  
 
    “That is the failing of our race,” the alien said, “and the reason I am here.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I have been assigned by our leaders to learn from you, Alexis Cromwell. Teach me.” 
 
    “Uhm…” she stammered, staring. She looked at the nearest marine CASPer, which didn’t respond. Of course, if she were an NCO with this duty, she’d keep quiet, as well.  
 
    “Teach you?” 
 
    “That is the request.”  
 
    “Do you want me to set up a classroom and educate you on fleet tactics?” 
 
    “That is one way to do it, however, a more logical course would be for me to accompany you into battle and learn through observation.”  
 
    She gestured expansively at the shuttle, which was easily ten meters across. “This thing is bigger than my entire CIC. How do you expect me to accommodate your race? The atmosphere you need is deadly to my lifeforms.” 
 
    “This has been anticipated.” 
 
    She was about to ask what good that was when the Izlian retreated from view, and part of the shuttle began to detach. She had a moment of panic at the thought of the crazy Izlian opening a door, and her being spewed with liquid nitrogen and dying horribly. She took a step back as both CASPers came alive and took a step forward.  
 
    Alexis held up a hand to still them. If the Izlian had meant to do her harm, it’d had plenty of opportunities. Their race wasn’t known as plotters, more for direct response to stimulus. That was part of what made them such terrible strategists. When they actually made a tactical plan, they were usually so amazed at themselves, they left no room for individual commanders’ interpretation. No plan ever survived contact with the enemy. 
 
    What she’d thought was a propellant tank or another component of the shuttle was actually some sort of Izlian EVA suit. Half of it was the same strange transparent “glass” she thought was more like a forcefield, even if such things didn’t directly exist.  
 
    After it had turned transparent, it detached from the shuttle. Eight legs materialized, sliding out of hidden retention points, no more than a centimeter thick, and as gossamer as spun glass. Like the rest of the Izlian equipment, its other components were likewise enclosed in balls—bubbles of steel or some other alloy. Inside, Omega-First floated passively. It seemed to take no action to control the spider-walker as it took a couple of graceful steps. It didn’t walk so much as it seemed to dance across the floor to stop near her.  
 
    “I can operate within this encounter device for up to ninety-six hours at a time. Afterward, I will need to return to the shuttle to recharge and to feed. Please try to ensure the shuttle is not damaged; that would endanger my survival.” 
 
    “I’ll have it moved to the shuttle storage hangar below; is that okay?” 
 
    “It should suffice. There is no need to attempt to secure it; it can secure itself once they have moved it to a safe space.” 
 
    “Impressive technology,” Alexis mumbled. Omega-First didn’t comment. “Does it matter where you…” She didn’t know what to say. Sleep? Stay? “Do you require a cabin?”  
 
    “Only a place to stay while you sleep or see to personal necessities. I understand you Humans have many physical frailties that require attention often to avoid expiration.” 
 
    He’s a fine one to talk, Alexis grumbled internally. She took a deep breath and let it out. “I’ll assign you a cabin near mine. You’ll be given authorization to accompany me.” She considered how to avoid the Izlian studying the CIC, then realized his race had probably designed a lot of the technology there and mentally shrugged. “You’ll follow the instructions any of my senior officers give you in my absence.” She listed off the names.  
 
    “I have met two of those Humans, the XO and TacCom.” 
 
    “Correct, and you’ll meet the others as soon as I go to the CIC. We’re in the process of preparing to depart the Obiya system.” 
 
    “Are you going to cross the Crapti Rift to return to the Tolo Arm?”  
 
    “That’s the intent. Does it matter that you’re traveling further from Izlian-controlled space?”  
 
    “It does not. I am to accompany you until I have mastered all you know.” 
 
    This time, Alexis was pretty sure she heard a snort from inside one of the CASPers. She reminded herself that this situation would require a department head meeting. Everyone on Pegasus was used to running into aliens during their daily duties, but a crystalline spider carrying a Portuguese Man-o-War might be a new one. There probably weren’t a hundred Humans who’d ever laid physical eyes on an Izlian.  
 
    “Follow me, please,” she instructed, and the spider-like machine gave a little bow. She grinned slightly and walked toward the central docking bay hub. Ensign Eastman was waiting there, eyeing the Izlian dubiously. It looked far too large to fit through the door. As it squeezed its legs in and moved gracefully through, Alexis remembered a similar scene. She’d once had a Tortantula marine, Oort, who’d moved through doors exactly the same way. The Izlian’s walker was about the size of a Tortantula, too.  
 
    “Ensign, see that Omega-First’s shuttle is carefully lowered to the maintenance deck. Place it in an area away from other craft. It’ll apparently secure itself.” 
 
    “Carefully move the Izlian shuttle, aye, place it somewhere by itself, it will secure autonomously, aye.”  
 
    She nodded and led the Izlian out of the control area, toward the ramp leading up to Deck 20. She’d already contacted a purser, who was arranging an empty officer’s billet just down the hall from hers on Deck 19. As they passed through Deck 20, a trio of Hussars with the green stripe of technical/medical/logistics on their uniforms stood aside and came to attention. They openly gawked when they saw the Izlian following her.  
 
    Its walker made little tink, tink, tink sounds as it walked, once striking sparks from the deck as it turned at the top of a ramp. She’d just noticed the front of the walker, where the Izlian was visible, radiated cold and showed a sheen of condensation.  
 
    “This machine you ride in,” she said, making conversation as they walked.  
 
    “My encounter device?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve never seen another Izlian using one. They must not be common, or I’d think your kind would use them more often.” 
 
    “They are actually quite common. However, my people choose not to go amidst other races. We find biologicals busy, noisy, and confusing.” A man had been hurrying down the ramp when he’d spotted them, and he almost went head over heels, trying to stop and get out of the way at the same time. The pure white of the stripe on his overalls placed him within weapons. “Humans in particular seem at a loss when confronting us.”  
 
    “We have a word for races such as yours,” she explained. 
 
    “Exotic,” Omega-First said, surprising her. “Yes, we know. Our order of life would seem exotic to your carbon-based life. Your thin, brutally hot atmosphere is just as exotic to us. It was many thousands of years into our history of spaceflight before we realized such life as yours could even be considered life.” 
 
    She thought she should be offended by that, but why should she? If an anthill suddenly started asking to be invited to your picnic, wouldn’t you be surprised? More than a century ago, likely a lot of Human scientists were shocked to find out about exotic races, and just how exotic they could get. In the grand scheme of things, the Izlians were only middle-of-the-road for exotics.  
 
    “Can I inquire how your encounter device works? The glass itself is fascinating.” 
 
    “I am afraid most of its function would not equate to your science,” Omega-First said. 
 
    Okay, now I’m offended. 
 
    “However, the viewing port is made of nitrogen glass.”  
 
    She blinked and nearly tripped on the next up-ramp step. “Wait, nitrogen gas only lasts for seconds in our atmosphere. I saw it in a science experiment in school as a child. You put liquid nitrogen in a vacuum, and the boiling action causes it to freeze, but soon after, the molecules try to align, and the whole thing shatters.”  
 
    The Izlian translator gave a dry mechanical chuckle. “We have a method of locking the matrix so it is nearly indestructible.” A dangling tentacle suddenly lashed out and rapped the glass. It made a deep thump sound. “The process is somewhat akin to making what your scientists called a ‘Prince Rupert Drop.’”  
 
    <Fascinating,> Ghost said. <The industrial applications of this technology could have far-reaching implications. Nitrogen is the sixth most common element in the universe. Please inquire of Omega-First if they employ a trace of oganesson-294 to encourage the matrix to solidify before it discorporates?> 
 
    “Am I to assume you use oganesson-294 to encourage the matrix to solidify and not discorporate?”  
 
    This time it was the Izlian spider’s turn to miss a step. It was almost imperceptible, and if Alexis hadn’t been watching, she’d never have seen it. The Izlian inside had turned slightly, so a strange, shortened clump of dangling legs were more-or-less pointed at her. She felt like she was being scrutinized.  
 
    “I see I have underestimated your scientific acumen, Commander Alexis Cromwell. Of course, our race has been underestimating Humans in general since we first encountered you, which is why I am here. Yes, you are correct, artificially created oganesson-294 is stabilized with a proton beam…”  
 
    The alien went on at some length, describing the industrial process used to make the nitrogen glass. She listened, as she knew Ghost was taking notes, but didn’t respond again until they reached the crossing of Deck 19. There stood a young midshipman, her uniform marked with the green stripe of her department. As the woman spotted them, she stood a little straighter, her eyes slightly wide as she took in the Izlian in its spider-like machine.  
 
    “Captain,” she said. “Chief Purser has assigned cabin 19-2C to our guest.” 
 
    Alexis nodded. That was a senior staff cabin, nearly as large as hers. Since the Izlian had said they only needed room and no facilities, it should be more than ample. She guessed it could have been billeted in a closet, for all the difference it made. She pointed to the cabin designation in gold on the door. “This will be your cabin while you’re on Pegasus.” 
 
    One of the spider legs reached out and deftly opened the door, then it compressed its legs and went inside, where it stood in the center.  
 
    “Will it suffice?”  
 
    “Perfectly adequate,” Omega-First said.  
 
    “MOM!” came an outraged call she recognized as Armin. From the door of her cabin, two down, Gina was doing her best to restrain the struggling twins.  
 
    “You said you’d talk about the fight when it was over!” Katrina added to the cacophony.  
 
    “That’s your interpretation of what I said,” Alexis told them, walking down the hall. “And what did I tell you about disobeying your nanny?”  
 
    “You said to obey Gina,” they both said.  
 
    “Are you doing that now?” 
 
    They shook their heads but looked mutinous.  
 
    “Go back to your room until I’m—” 
 
    “What’s that?” Armin yelped, pointing over her shoulder.  
 
    Omega-First had emerged from the room and approached Alexis from behind. She could see it pointing the short tentacles she guessed were eyes of some kind at the twins.  
 
    “We don’t point,” she said. “This is Omega-First; it’s an Izlian.”  
 
    “I thought they all got blown up,” Katrina said with all the tact of a six-year-old.  
 
    Alexis groaned inwardly. “Go to your room. I’ll explain later.” 
 
    “But—” they both started to say. 
 
    “Now!” she barked, losing a little of her patented patience. The children fled, and she cursed herself for getting mad at the kids in front of Omega-First. They were just curious. 
 
    “Were those Humans?”  
 
    It took her a second to understand the question. “Yes, they’re my children.” 
 
    Omega-First was silent long enough to make her wonder if it had simply moved on from the subject, then it spoke again.  
 
    “You used a possessive and a term, children. That translates as incomplete beings you own?”  
 
    She couldn’t help it; she laughed.  
 
    “Amusement?” 
 
    “Only because of your translation. I reproduced, and they are my children, young Humans who haven’t reached maturity.”  
 
    “Oh,” Omega-First said. “I believe I understand. How many days until they are matured?”  
 
    Alexis really tried not to laugh, instead doing the math. “Assuming standard maturation age, between five and six thousand days.”  
 
    “That does not seem possible.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My understanding is, your species lives less than forty thousand days.” 
 
    “A fair estimate, though a few exceed that number.”  
 
    “Your offspring take 15 percent of their lifespan to mature?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I thought I misunderstood,” the Izlian said.  
 
    “They take closer to 20 percent to mature. While they may reach a level of maturity within six thousand days, considerable mental maturing and education can take another five thousand days. Did you think I reproduced the children today? They’re six years, or over two thousand days old already, with another four thousand to go before they reach a level of independence.”  
 
    “I am afraid I do not understand your biology.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual. How do Izlians reproduce?”  
 
    “Why, by binary fission, of course.”  
 
    Of course, she thought. So, they just spit out an adult? Basically splitting in two? That was… convenient, she guessed. “Is the… what do you call them, new Izlian?”  
 
    “We call it a fissile.” 
 
    “Is the fissile just a copy?”  
 
    “Completely. All memories, experiences, etcetera.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound very conducive to genetic diversity.” 
 
    “We do not have genes as you know them. But for diversity, we exchange materials throughout our lives with other adults, especially if it is superior materials.” 
 
    Selective breeding, she thought. Then the Izlian’s name hit her. “Wait, Omega-First?” 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Who did you fission from?”  
 
    “Admiral Omega. I am his first and only fissile.”  
 
    “I killed your father.” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, yes.”  
 
    <This is awkward.> 
 
    Indeed, she thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Promethium, Kikai System 
 
    Of course, nothing had changed at his home. He hadn’t expected much to have changed in less than a day. As he recovered from being spaghettified, he caught sight of the manufactory now sitting idle and ground his teeth. So many good plans, dashed. 
 
    Vestoon swept under the massive ruby dome and docked at the lock reserved for him with typical precision, and after a couple minutes to verify integrity, they were exiting out into the asteroid colony. It always had a slight musty smell, but compared to many spaceships or space stations, it wasn’t bad. If you lived in space long enough, you usually stopped noticing. It was only because the Aku base had smelled so good—something he’d only just realized—that he noticed. Even if the turtle-like aliens never invented anything else, if they could sell whatever pulled that trick off, they’d make billions.  
 
    As they entered Promethium, he turned to Rick. “Send for Boosh, I have a mission.” 
 
    “Oh, this will be interesting,” Rick said and left. He met Sato back in his office a short time later with the second highest-ranking Sky Knight, Boosh. Once, long ago, Boosh had been an Oogar. The only way you could tell now was his speech. He was an Æsir, like Rick, only quite a bit bigger. What few biological parts the Sky Knights had left were encased in the advanced armor. 
 
    It might have been better to put some of them down, considering the mental state of the former cultists when Sato had found them, but making them all Æsir had been part of the deal, so he’d followed through with it. 
 
    “Yes, Great Sato?” Boosh asked. For some reason, Boosh’s Oogar almost came through Sato’s translator with a slight Russian accent.  
 
    “I have a mission for you.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “Take a squad and Ashfoon. Find Alexis Cromwell. I have intel showing her on a contract in the Obiya in two weeks. I’ll give you my intel codes so you can track them if necessary. Avoid using the special drive as much as possible, is that understood?”  
 
    “Yes, Great Sato. Will make travel slower, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, but follow my orders.” Boosh bowed, and Sato scowled. “It’s essential that you get Alexis Cromwell to come here. It’s of great importance. That doesn’t mean you can kidnap her, though. Explain to her that I said it’s essential, you understand?”  
 
    “Yes, Great Sato. Come here, Cromer, essential.”  
 
    Sato chewed his lower lip, beginning to doubt this course of action.  
 
    “Maybe I should do this,” Rick said.  
 
    “I do this job, Great Sato. I do it good.”  
 
    “I need you with me, Rick,” Sato said. Then he considered some key points of action that could help things along.  
 
    He used his pinplants to make a few pages of notes, then sent it to Boosh’s pinplants. “Here are instructions on the best way to handle this. She’ll want to know why, but I dare not give details until she’s here. But this is life or death. Boosh, can I trust you?”  
 
    “I will do this or die.”  
 
    “Jesus,” Rick hissed.  
 
    “Dying is not required, Boosh. Just deliver the message. Be assertive, but don’t demand. Alexis Cromwell is a Horseman and wouldn’t take demands very well.”  
 
    “Okay,” Boosh said, bowed, and left.  
 
    Rick and Sato both watched him go in silence.  
 
    “I’m probably going to regret that,” Sato said quietly. 
 
    “Oh, without a doubt,” Rick said.  
 
    “Thanks.” When Rick left, he was finally alone, and Sato considered some sleep. It had been a ridiculously long day. Instead, he downloaded all the data Chiss had given him onto his personal network of computers. He immediately missed Fliss. How was it possible for a group of biologicals to generate exabytes of data in only a couple hours? He wondered if perhaps the Aku linked together psychically. That sort of ability was rare, but not unknown. The Dusman apparently could do it, or at least some of them.  
 
    He was about to give up for the day when he caught something. Maybe they hadn’t intended to include it, but it was a way of directionally detecting a discontinuity drive! The problem was, you had to be close to pick up the disturbance. Did that pertain to the less-than-perfect ones Ch’t’kl’tk was causing havoc with? Chiss had included the construction method for building the device. “Why not?” he asked his empty office and sent the build order to the manufactory.  
 
    He went off to get some sleep, feeling a little more positive about the situation. Despite his optimistic feelings, his sleep was plagued by nightmares of planets with billions of people starving because hyperspace travel had been ruined, and all of them blaming him.  
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 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    They didn’t bother removing the remaining two shunts on the hull of Horizon Two; they merely disconnected them. The leads to the two special shunts Chit had created were more like struts constructed of pure Astatine-222 and a superconducting strip. With no need to span a long distance or adhere it to the hull, it proved to be amazingly simple. It proved more difficult to fabricate the mounts for the shunts to keep them closer to the hyperspace generator than the feeds from the generator.  
 
    “How much did it take?” Keejo asked as the bots began putting it all together. 
 
    “Astatine?” Chit asked. “Less than two hundred grams, and that is making them twice as large as we estimated to carry the wave.”  
 
    They could have made them much bigger, but eventually settled on a 100 percent safety margin.  
 
    “So, what do we do with half a kilo of leftover Astatine-222?” she asked, more in amusement than seriousness.  
 
    “Keep it for further modifications.”  
 
    She nodded, but she’d been thinking how valuable it would be as an emergency fund. If things went sideways, a few containers each holding a hundred grams of Astatine would be as valuable as a cache of red diamonds.  
 
    “We’re flight ready,” Chit said as the bot finished its work.  
 
    “Let’s get Theta updated and prepare for flight,” Keejo agreed. 
 
    As soon as Keejo had her revelation, everything about their process had changed. Chit had spent a week examining the feasibility of attaching the shunts directly to a hyperspace generator, which had turned out to be quite feasible.  
 
    Keejo helped him set up a series of small-scale experiments, much like how they’d determined increased thickness of Astatine reduced the gamma ray emissions. Using this, Chit did test after test after test.  
 
    The basic function of a hyperspace node was to create a field around the ship, a quantum instability that allowed the vehicle to stay in 1st level hyperspace. The field only extended a few meters from the hull. Ships had been severely damaged by compromised fields, pieces of their hull torn away and gone forever. That was unusual, though. Most often, the loss of a few nodes resulted in more and more power to the remaining ones until the field failed. Regular nodes couldn’t handle the sort of energy a shunt could.  
 
    “The field effect seems to radiate like a plane of ecliptic,” Chit said, observing the computer waveforms. Analyzing a hyperspacial field was difficult, so much so the equipment was hard to acquire and expensive. Yet another high price paid to establish their facility. “But I cannot tell if this will hold up as we push the power.” 
 
    “I think it’s time we move to the next test,” Keejo said.  
 
    “We have reached the end of modeling,” Theta said. “No more meaningful data can be gathered.” 
 
    Keejo didn’t like admitting they were right. It was unavoidable, though. “If we lose Horizon Two…” she started. 
 
    “We have the materiel for Horizon Three,” Chit finished. “All disassembly operations have been halted, and its antimatter plant is still in place, as well. I say we proceed to another test; do you concur?” 
 
    “Concur,” she said. “Techs, prepare Horizon Two for flight.” The dozens of technicians employed by the station went to work. Most had little understanding of just how illegal the experiments being done were, nor did they care. Wathayat paid in hard credits, and every supply ship rotated staff.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Corona B, Horizon Two.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Chit replied over the station radio. Like the first flights, they were in the observation blister in the zero-G center of the station.  
 
    “The board is green, powerplant output to fifty percent generating one petawatt.” 
 
    “We concur,” a technician replied.  
 
    “Good telemetry,” another technician called out.  
 
    “You have a go,” Keejo said.  
 
    “Roger that,” Theta replied, snug inside the operating compartment of the now heavily modified Snitch-class ship. “Coordinates entered into computer, initiating in ten seconds.” 
 
    “Observation drones report on station,” the sensors tech said. Six of the station’s drones were arrayed around the emergence point, beaming constant, if delayed, telemetry.  
 
    Theta completed its count. “… three… two… one… initiate—” The communication was clipped as if the radio was turned off. The command center below was as quiet as the grave.  
 
    Keejo was watching in the direction of the tiny ship. No silvery blue flash, no corresponding opaquing of the station shields. Holy shit, we did it! 
 
    “Radiation readings?” Chit demanded, echoing her thoughts.  
 
    “Checking…” came from below. “Checking… nothing.” 
 
    “Not even a neutrino flux?” Chit asked.  
 
    “Negative, there was a slight blip in the infrared, but that’s about it.”  
 
    “Pending update from the drones,” another said. Like the last time, minutes passed. Enough minutes to verify the ship hadn’t arrived at the emergence point as it should have. Eventually, they regained comms.  
 
    “Corona B, Horizon Two, jump successful. Off target, nearly the same coordinates as last test.” 
 
    The techs were celebrating, but Keejo wasn’t. Damn it, we still don’t have it. 
 
    “Roger, Horizon Two, we have your telemetry,” the comms tech said. Another gave details of readings matching what they’d received.  
 
    “Incredible success,” Chit said, antennae waving at his partner.  
 
    “It came out in exactly the same spot,” Keejo said, despondent and defeated.  
 
    “That’s a consistent, if wrong, result. However, everything is optimal. Sensor readings are an exact match of the ones I have from Morgoth. We fixed the power problem, too; it jumped on fifty percent of the output. Interior radiation was minimal, as well. Keejo, think about it; we got everything right except the destination. Out of a hundred goals, we’re just missing the last one.” 
 
    “Maybe the hardest,” Keejo mumbled, unwilling to be consoled.  
 
    “Perhaps, but it is solid progress. When Theta brings the ship back, we will start working on that last step.” 
 
    Keejo nodded. In her mind, she couldn’t help thinking they’d only licked the easiest of the problems, with the worst yet to come. 
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 EMS Pegasus, Weigh Station Abyss, Obiya 199 System 
 
    The staff meeting that morning was interesting. Omega-First’s encounter device walked into the CIC behind her, and all eyes were drawn to it. Freep’s mouth fell open in a full-on gawk, with the rest of the reactions ranging from disbelief to surprise.  
 
    She spoke up before chatter took over. “Team, this is Omega-First, who came aboard shortly before the battle. A couple of you have met him. Officially, he’s here as an observer, sent by the Izlian leadership. Since the ship that brought him came to an unfortunate end, he’ll be with us until we can arrange to get him a ride home.”  
 
    Alexis had offered to send Omega-First home shortly after realizing exactly who’d been his fission-father (or whatever they called it). The difficulty she felt in tutoring the “child” of an Izlian general she’d personally killed in ship-to-ship combat was more than a little disturbing. To her. Omega-First apparently felt no such qualms.  
 
    “My fission originator obviously made crucial mistakes. The data we have from the battle against you in which he died suggested massive numerical superiority.” 
 
    “He had a huge advantage in throw weight,” she admitted, then had to explain what the term meant. Every bit of the conversation furthered the feelings of her inability to coach these obstinate, ancient aliens. Offering to send him home on a cruiser, complete with escort, as a way of apologizing for the loss of the ship they’d sent him on had resulted in a simple refusal.  
 
    “I do not believe my request is out of order,” Omega-First said. “When we capitulated to you in our last battle, we agreed to learn from you. This offer was accepted.”  
 
    “I didn’t accept an offer to educate you, I accepted your defeat.” 
 
    “A distinction I do not recognize.”  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Commander,” Sofeeka spoke up.  
 
    “Yes, XO?”  
 
    “Are you saying we’re now educating the Izlians in our tactics?’  
 
    “Not necessarily our specific tactics,” she explained. “More like general Winged Hussars’ combat doctrine.” 
 
    “I fail to see the distinction, Commander.”  
 
    Alexis felt a headache growing. Her XO’s words were far too close to Omega-First’s. “A number of aliens have already written papers on our tactical doctrine,” she pointed out. “It’s not like our combat tactics are a secret.” 
 
    “Especially since you tend to make them up on the spot,” Freep said.  
 
    Alexis grinned from ear to ear and pointed at Freep. “Case in point.”  
 
    “Then what does the Izlian expect to learn?” Mary Bainbridge asked. As SitCon, tactics weren’t as much of a specialty to her as organization and coordination. That wasn’t to say she wasn’t schooled in tactics; she was. In fact, she excelled enough to be in line for her first command. The only downside of the Hussars going from dozens of ships to hundreds was Pegasus becoming a formal grooming command for new captains. The only thing Alexis hadn’t decided was if Mary would go to a frigate, or a cruiser.  
 
    “Omega-First hopes to experience our tactical doctrine firsthand, understand it better, and thus be able to take it home to his people.” 
 
    “Once more, how does that aid us?” Freep voiced a lot of their questions. 
 
    Before she could speak, Omega-First did.  
 
    “The Izlians have signed a pact of non-aggression against the Winged Hussars, and all its people and assets.” 
 
    “In essence, they’re our allies now,” Alexis explained. “They already owed us a big one for explaining how they were losing ships years ago—that their hyperspace computers were flawed. They’d already agreed among themselves that maintaining us as an adversary was… unwise.” Several of her older commanding officers exchanged knowing looks. “So they unfroze Omega-First, here. You see, their race reproduces through binary fission. This Izlian is an exact copy of Admiral Omega, some months before his demise.”  
 
    “You mean before you splattered him with an asteroid?” Afeeko said with as much of a sneer as an elSha could manage. Among the senior staff, he’d been on her command crew the longest. He’d seen the most enemies destroyed, and in particular, how they all underestimated Alexis Cromwell and paid a heavy toll. He’d seen those tactical doctrine “books,” and knew they were mostly garbage. It was hard to write a comprehensive treatise on an enemy who doesn’t leave many adversaries alive to tell the tale.  
 
    “So you’re the child of Admiral Omega?” Afeeko asked the Izlian.  
 
    “We use the term fissile, since I am identical to Admiral Omega at the moment I was created.”  
 
    “Tough for you; he was a pretty shitty commander.”  
 
    Alexis cringed. Afeeko had no love for the Izlians, obviously. He’d had to clean up a lot of damage, and had lost many personnel from fighting them over the years.  
 
    “If I am to understand, your statement is that Admiral Omega was a substandard commander—” 
 
    “I said he was shitty, but substandard is in the ballpark.”  
 
    Alexis gave her DCC the stare of death, which rolled right off his scales. If the elSha’s eyes were laser beams, the Izlian would have combusted.    
 
    <This is not going well.> 
 
    Do you think? 
 
    “As I was going to say, your assessment is largely correct. However, Izlians as a combat element in the galaxy fared quite well before the Winged Hussars came along such a short time ago. I only ask you to remember, we are not a mercenary race such as yourself. We only fight when it suits us, not so much for profit.” 
 
    “You seemed more than happy to take Peepo’s credits,” Afeeko snarled.  
 
    “Okay, that’s enough,” Alexis said finally.  
 
    “It is okay, Commander,” Omega-First said. “I will address that. We had been working with the Mercenary Guild for many centuries, mostly building ships, and also mostly for the secret Kahraman defensive fleet. It was a profitable venture.” 
 
    “I bet it was,” Alexis said.  
 
    “Indeed. However, we did not crew these ships; we simply sold them in bulk to the Mercenary Guild as our contribution to the war.” 
 
    “They tried enslaving us for our contribution,” Alexis pointed out.  
 
    “I prefer our medium of exchange,” Omega-First said.  
 
    “Oh, he’s a keeper,” Mary Bainbridge said, shaking her head. “What do we have to do to accommodate the admiral’s kid?”  
 
    “Just let him observe,” she said. “I’ve been assured he won’t interfere in any way. However, I also got one extra bit.” She leaned over and pointed to the glass of the encounter device. “The material science of that glass.”  
 
    “Oh?” Nikki Hill asked, leaning closer. As an engineer, she was naturally interested. “What is it?”  
 
    “Stabilized nitrogen glass.”  
 
    Nikki’s eyes bugged slightly. “I… didn’t know that was possible.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” she admitted, “but apparently it has an amazing number of applications.” 
 
    “Especially if it can be formed and deformed on demand?” Nikki asked, eyeing the Izlian.  
 
    “Easily,” Omega-First said. “The mechanism to control the barrier takes up little space, and once stabilized, the barrier is capable of withstanding heat and extreme cold, obviously. The thickness can be varied in order to withstand great pressure.” He thumped a tentacle against the barrier. “As you realize, our normal range of pressure is hundreds of your atmospheres.” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Nikki said. Afeeko merely stared at the Izlian without comment.  
 
    “Okay, now we talk about where we go from here.” Alexis used her pinplants to bring up the big Tri-V built into her ready room. “We’re here, just on the edge of the Crapti Rift, a jump of 295 light years, the maximum extent of the void we can cross in a single jump. Obviously, we’ve gotten embroiled in something our former chief engineer—Lieutenant Commander Ch’t’kl’tk, whom we knew as Long and now goes by Chit—got himself into. What that is, we don’t exactly know. All we do know is, it’s important enough for someone to hire an entire Maki strike fleet to come looking for him. 
 
    “I believe simply crossing the rift here, as we originally planned in order to transition back to the Tolo Arm, is now a mistake. We don’t know where the Maki fleet went after abandoning their assault. If they’ve gone to X’aga or Kiish—both just close enough in the core region of the Tolo Arm to reach—the odds of a surprise waiting for us are too high. Instead, we’ll head coreward here in the Jesc Arm, jumping to Kash-Kah in the Centaur Region.” 
 
    “You fear the Maki?” 
 
    Alexis turned to look at the Izlian, annoyed at being interrupted in her planning session. Of course, she should have realized the alien wouldn’t simply hang out and listen.  
 
    “We’re not afraid of the Maki,” she explained. “However, it’s foolish to fight a superior force if it’s easier to avoid.” 
 
    “That route takes you far out of your way.”  
 
    “Yes, it does,” she admitted. “I’ll trade lives for a longer trip and call it a win.”  
 
    “Study of your tactics indicate you often take major risks.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. But when?”  
 
    Omega-First was quiet for a moment before responding. “You take your greatest risks when it appears you have no other option.” 
 
    “It can learn,” Freep said.  
 
    Alexis shot the SalSha a look. Omega-First either didn’t take offense at the dig or didn’t realize it was a backhanded compliment at best. Either way, it didn’t have anything more to add to the conversation.  
 
    “Do we know why they’re after our former engineer?” Bainbridge asked.  
 
    Alexis shook her head. “I have someone working on it, but there isn’t much to go on, with the exception of the fact that Chit’s become a serious high-value target. It cost millions of credits to hire the Maki, and will cost millions more for whoever wrote the contract if a loss-clause was included.”  
 
    “Anything significant in Kash-Kah?” Sofeeka asked.  
 
    “Nothing that I’m aware of, XO,” Alexis said. “It’s a small-scale mining world. There used to be some occasional raids against their interests. The natives, a race known as the Duplato, are kinda like sloths. Non-violent, so they prefer to hire mercs if they need them. The last significant contract I could find was Cartwright’s on garrison duty years ago.” She glanced at her slate. “Actually, that was Jim’s first contract as CO.” She grunted, remembering meeting him in a bar on Karma so long ago. He’d seemed so innocent and young back then. Seeing him smile with his wife and the Tri-Vs of his children at her wedding was nice. 
 
    A few around the conference table showed some interest. Cartwright’s Cavaliers had only just survived oblivion after losing its commander, Thaddeus Cartwright. Thaddeus was the previous commander, Jim Cartwright’s father. Jim had been too young to take over, so his mother had run it for him. Unfortunately, she didn’t have her husband’s business acumen. Add to that, Peepo had begun her move against the Horsemen, starting with Cartwright’s, and it all went badly. If young Jim hadn’t been as up to the task as he’d proved to be, the fabled Four Horsemen would now be three.  
 
    “We could hop to Karma,” Sofeeka pointed out. “We’re not far.”  
 
    “I’m fairly certain the Maki taskforce mustered from there,” Alexis said. “If someone has the coin to hire one group like that…” 
 
    “They have the money for another,” her elSha XO finished and nodded.  
 
    “I even briefly considered splitting us up into three small squadrons and taking three routes. The problem with that is, we need the throw weight. That Maki fleet was the biggest mustered combat element I’ve seen since the Guild Wars ended, except for some of the Dusman out there.” 
 
    “And nobody knows what they’re up to besides looking for allies,” Shefoo said.  
 
    “I think you’re right,” Sofeeka said. “We’re safer together.”  
 
    Alexis nodded. “Ensign Musa, prepare for departure to the Kash-Kah system. Lieutenant Bainbridge, inform the fleet.” She stood. “Dismissed.”  
 
    Her senior staff exited her ready room, leaving her alone with the Izlian, who naturally had his own take on the situation.  
 
    “We do not have a structure such as yours.” 
 
    “Meaning my officers?”  
 
    “Correct. The captain is in charge of the ship, and every other Izlian is assigned a job and executes what the captain requires without question or input.” 
 
    “That explains a lot.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Izlians are known to follow strict tactical doctrine.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “That extension of doctrine causes your lack of flexibility.”  
 
    “That is your opinion?”  
 
    “That is my experience,” Alexis corrected. “You weren’t conscious when Omega was killed?”  
 
    “No, I was placed in stasis shortly after fission. Some of our number rarely fission, if ever. They are repositories of knowledge, allowed to continue gathering more experiences and knowhow until it is considered the right time to harvest that knowledge. Multiple fission usually follows, creating many copies to benefit from the knowledge.” 
 
    Or further the damage of bad decisions, she thought. Did you know this was how Izlians operate? she thought, knowing Ghost was listening.  
 
    <Little is or was known about the Izlians. Their exotic nature made any discovery difficult, and their isolationism further complicates it. The Dusman only dealt with them through intermediaries and weren’t fond of exotics, as the Kahraman were also supposedly exotics. For that matter, nothing about their origins as a species is known. They participated in the First Republic actively, though on their own terms. That much I retain in my oldest records.> 
 
    She sat without speaking, absorbing her longtime companion’s statements. Who were the Izlians, really? Then a thought drifted to the surface. Is it possible they’re the Kharaman? 
 
    <No,> Ghost replied immediately.  
 
    Would you tell me if they were? 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    Well, that’s some comfort, at least. She decided it wasn’t the time to go down that rabbit hole.  
 
    “Since you weren’t conscious, and there were few survivors, you’re probably unaware of just how thoroughly I defeated your fissile. I was utterly outmatched, as in battleships against my squadron. Omega had been hired to neutralize me, though I wasn’t aware of the fact at the time.” 
 
    “It was extended under our anti-Kahraman campaign. Peepo compelled us to act directly, something we do not like to do.” 
 
    “Because you don’t like to fight?”  
 
    “We are averse to dying.”  
 
    “Aren’t all sapient species?” 
 
    “Not all are, but beside the point, we are not adverse out of some fear. After all, once we have fissioned, we are effectively immortal. The loss of one of us is a great loss of unharvested experiences, skills, and memories.”  
 
    The Izlian floated sedately in its tank of super-chilled atmosphere. Occasionally a tentacle would move, or it would change orientation. There was no real indication she was listening to the creature she saw.  
 
    <It is speaking, I can directly detect the speech. It is a modulated form of gamma ray flux and beta pulses.> 
 
    Like talking to a nuclear bomb. 
 
    <Not that energetic. It aims the pulses at a mechanism within the sphere but cannot stop some leakage. I have monitored the emissions long enough, and listened to the translated version, so that I can reliably translate directly. As time goes by, I am getting better.> 
 
    If you detect any differences between the speech and translation, let me know? 
 
    <Naturally.> 
 
    “You want to learn. Okay, just a second.” She went to her desk, where a datachip was ejecting. She’d been programming it as she moved. Alexis held it out to the spider-like bot.  
 
    “What is it?” Omega-First asked.  
 
    “This is the battle were Omega died, from our POV. From our first detection of your fleet until its defeat. I want you to review this, then we’ll talk.” A tiny gossamer claw extended and delicately took the chip. “Please do so in your room.” 
 
    “As you wish.” The machine turned to leave.  
 
    “You should know one thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’ve never given anyone a recording like that. I do it as a gesture of good faith and out of respect for Omega.” 
 
    “I did not think you held any respect for our tactical skill.” 
 
    “I don’t. Even so, he faced me in battle. As a being who’d lived so many thousands of years, he knew what the risks were, and he paid the price. Study it, and we’ll talk when you’re ready.” 
 
    Omega-First left without further comment.  
 
    <I note you edited out my handywork.> 
 
    While it’s likely a lot of the galaxy knows about you by now, I don’t wish to further their knowledge, Alexis thought. Besides, it just occurred to me; Omega was alive during the war, so his kid might well be able to tell us things nobody else alive could. I’m hoping that data will act like a drink to a reluctant spy. Maybe I’ll get some answers.  
 
    Like Omega-First, Ghost didn’t have anything to add. A few hours later, the fleet passed through the stargate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    “I think it’s the range.” 
 
    Chit had been passing through the computer lab and stopped when Keejo spoke. They hadn’t needed the lab until they’d started tackling the hard numbers of what in entropy was wrong with making the drive work the way any drive should work.  
 
    Chit’s latest concern was whether the shunts had been made with enough Astatine-222. He’d run an analysis after every test flight, including swapping out a new set to compare results. Keejo had decided it was a dead end of research on the problem.  
 
    “What do you mean?” the Jeha asked, eyestalks turning to examine the lines of calculations running across the Tri-V in front of Keejo. All three AI were plugged into the computer array she’d set up to work the problem, a nearly inconceivable amount of computing power.  
 
    “Well,” Keejo said, gesturing at the endless calculations, “the stats seem to indicate we get the best results on the longer jumps.” 
 
    “That made no sense at all.” They’d made a further leap shortly after the first test following Keejo’s realization that the shunts didn’t have to be on the outside of the hull. The ship wasn’t traveling through hyperspace, so there was no need to target an emergence point. The hyperspace computer wasn’t cooperating at all.  
 
    Keejo licked her eyes and sent the calculations off screen to bring up a graphic. They’d used the drive eleven times over the last two weeks. Each arrival location was marked in a representation of the system centered on Corona B, connected by a straight line. “Notice all the ones closer to the origination jump point are scattered further away?” 
 
    “It looks random to me.”  
 
    I’m going to get calluses on my eyes. She pulled up the same information in data format, tagging statistical aberrations.  
 
    One of Chit’s hands pointed. “You mean that?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said with a sigh.  
 
    “It is only a deviation of two points.”  
 
    “That’s the only deviation I can find. After many jumps, we’re no closer to being accurate. So, maybe it’s the distance? The further we go, the more accurate it is?” To her surprise, Chit didn’t say she was crazy, but instead stared at the data for a time.  
 
    “Are you suggesting a long-range jump to another system?” he asked.  
 
    “No,” she responded immediately. “It’s too risky.” The loss of Horizon One months ago loomed large in her memory. Since the ship had disappeared, never to return, they had no telemetry and could only guess at what went wrong. The ship had protocols to prevent it from responding to any ship encountering it, and if an attempt to board was made, it was to use its residual antimatter to self-destruct. If it had somehow jumped to another system, it was either marooned, drifting aimlessly, or had self-destructed.  
 
    She assumed he was using his pinplants to examine the calculations in detail, so she saved him some time. “The AIs have already run a couple thousand simulations, and they believe there’s enough data to back my theory.”  
 
    “I thought you did not trust the AIs?” 
 
    Keejo bit down hard on the irony of being hoisted on her own petard. She’d said many times she didn’t put too much stock in the artificial intelligence computers, but this was different, right? All they were doing was running simulations faster than stand-alone computers could be fed them.  
 
    “I’m not asking you to base all our work on a few simulations, simply to consider running a live test based on a lead they’ve helped test out. They didn’t think of it; I did.” That wasn’t an outright lie. Iota had found the first deviation, then the other two had found more. That had led her to run down the possibilities.  
 
    “How far do you want to try? The ship is no longer equipped with a standard hyperspace drive. If there is an error, and it ends up a light year away…” 
 
    “There have been no errors of that magnitude…” 
 
    “Excluding Horizon One, possibly,” Chit said.  
 
    She made a face but nodded. “Agreed. However, it’s never gone more than a light second outside the parameter. We can calculate the ship’s range under standard drive and go for half that range.” 
 
    “It is not an unreasonable idea,” Chit admitted. “Continue your calculations, and I will give it further thought.” 
 
    Keejo figured that was the best she could expect from the literal Jeha. He never took chances and never jumped to conclusions. Their Wathayat backers had put them equally in charge of Project Phantom, likely because without her pushing it forward, they’d still be trying to figure out what they were doing. For that matter, they kind of were still trying to figure it out.  
 
    She chewed the parameters and set up a sample course anyway. Why not? If Chit made up his dispersed brain, she’d be one step ahead of the game. Satisfied, she went back to working on the jump. Only Chit didn’t have time to get back to her. The next afternoon, a rare event occurred.  
 
    “Ship at the emergence point!” came over the station PA.  
 
    Keejo had just been eating her customary morning meal of rehydrated S’loop worms—the fresh ones ran out weeks ago, and resupply was overdue. Her first thought was, they’d finally gotten a resupply dump from Wathayat. About damned time, too. The last time we saw them was when Horizon Three was delivered. 
 
    She gulped the remainder of her lifeless meal and headed for Operations, meeting Chit just as he slithered down a companionway into Ops as well. “Hoping for some fresh grubs?” 
 
    “Station fusion plant is low on F11, too,” he said.  
 
    “We still have the antimatter plant set aside.” 
 
    “This is true.”  
 
    The team also retained almost half the antimatter from the last shipment. Being able to operate the discontinuity drive at half the powerplant’s potential had greatly reduced consumption of the illegal power source. They both entered Operations as the comms tech was getting a message. “It’s not a supply ship,” the tech said unhappily. “Secure comms packet for the directors.” 
 
    Keejo looked at Chit, who was already looking at her. They hadn’t gotten a specific courier visit since Project Phantom officially began; messages came with regular supply runs and were always procedural in nature, mostly about staff changes and such, along with supply status and request replies.  
 
    “Send the message to us directly,” Chit ordered.  
 
    It didn’t matter where the comms tech sent the message, without the encryption keys in Chit and Keejo’s pinplants, it would take even the AIs months to crack the messages. Keejo guessed Wathayat was probably using another AI to encode the messages in the first place. It only took his pinplants a second to decode the message. “Oh, no,” she said.  
 
    “This appears bad,” Chit agreed.  
 
    Nobody in the Operations Center said anything; they were all staring at the two directors. Keejo got a direct message from her partner via their pinplant secure comms. His instructions were simple and brutal. She snapped her jaws closed and nodded, fear rushing through her.  
 
    “What’s going on?” one of the Ops Center techs asked. Chit and Keejo turned as one and headed out.  
 
    “Maintain your stations,” Chit said as he slithered down the curved hallway.  
 
    In their private office, they both decrypted the message individually. Chit spoke first.  
 
    “Instructions for increased security?” 
 
    “Same,” she agreed. “Next supply shipment delayed indefinitely. We better have supply give us an assessment of how long we can hold out.” 
 
    “Agreed. Something must have happened,” Chit said. “Maybe another Corona was discovered?”  
 
    Ultimately, neither understood. They explained it to the staff as a notice of delayed shipments, something to do with a ship being lost or damaged. It was a pretty bad lie, but luckily the crew didn’t have a conspiratorial mind among them. Despite everything, the undertone on the station was subtly changed. It was subconscious, of course, yet it was there. The vast majority of the crew had no idea what sort of laws they were breaking.  
 
    One maintenance tech heard from a cook that the station was working on biological weapons. No, you’re wrong, I heard from that elSha in maintenance, the one who worked out in the black, that it was an FTL communications system. No, way off, it’s a doomsday weapon. A few knew the truth; they had to if they were sensor or power techs. They also knew how to keep their mouthparts shut, or they wouldn’t have been part of Project Phantom.  
 
    Two days later, the triumvirate of AIs finished the latest series of simulations and concurred with Keejo’s theory. Accuracy could well be improved with range. Horizon Two was once against readied for a test flight. As preparations were being made, Keejo noticed workorders she hadn’t generated. Modifications to Horizon Three. 
 
    “What have you got the welders doing to Horizon Three?” she asked later that day.  
 
    “Little side project,” Chit said. Was there an undertone of amusement in the Jeha’s voice? Impossible.  
 
    “There’s another order to reinstall the powerplant, as well. You worried Horizon Two isn’t coming back?”  
 
    “That is always a possibility.” 
 
    Keejo’s eyes glared at her partner as he skittered off to do something else. That afternoon was the twelfth flight since they’d made their last changes. It went off just like the others, with the ship arriving at the wrong point. However, it was the right distance.  
 
    “Another incremental breakthrough,” Keejo said, shaking her head as Horizon Two began its return trip from five light seconds away, a trip that would take days.  
 
    “We are just missing a piece of the equation,” Chit said with more confidence than she’d ever heard from him. “We will get it, I guarantee.”  
 
    Once again, she was suspicious of her partner and wished she knew more about what he was thinking. Maybe it would reduce her fear that an axe was suspended over her neck.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part 2 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kash-Kah System, Centaur Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “Emergence in one minute,” Ensign Musa announced as the clock ticked down.  
 
    The 170 hours of hyperspace transition had passed uneventfully. Pegasus underwent all maintenance possible while in that other universe. Corridors were cleaned, malfunctions addressed, and drills performed. After 24 hours, Alexis had ordered Pegasus under spin, and the gravity decks, oblong-shaped protrusions amidships, extended so crew could enjoy pseudo-gravity. A week was a long time for most races to spend in freefall. At a nominal two rotations a minute, the gravity decks extended five meters from the hull and provided a comfortable 0.5Gs. They were used for meals, exercise, movies, games, and general relaxation.  
 
    The only surprising thing was what didn’t happen. Omega-First never requested her presence. Security reported he went to his ship every three days, as he said was necessary, and immediately returned to the guest quarters.  
 
    As emergence neared, she’d sent an assistant purser to check. Omega-First’s encounter device was in the center of the cabin, legs folded under it, sitting quietly, and showing no signs of response. Alexis surmised it had sufficient consumables. Since there appeared to be nothing wrong, she’d left it alone to do whatever the Izlians did when not losing battles.  
 
    She dearly wished her own children were as easy to deal with. Two days ago, the little darlings had gotten into a fight over dinner. Apparently, a dessert had been lost in a wager of some kind. She didn’t know or care how. Whatever the reasoning, Katrina had stabbed Armin in the hand with her fork as her brother had reached to retrieve the piece of pecan pie.  
 
    After a trip to sick bay and two small stitches, all was well, except Armin was obviously plotting revenge. She didn’t recall ever stabbing her sister, but those memories were now approaching a half century. Who knew what they’d done to each other in the throes of siblinghood? They say time heals all wounds. If her twin sister, Katrina, had survived, perhaps they would have been the best of friends.  
 
    She hoped Armin and Katrina would grow up to at least tolerate each other. At the tender age of six years old, she wasn’t so sure. Katrina had a vicious side; she liked to fight. Armin didn’t shy away from a conflict, though he seldom appeared to be the one to initiate hostilities. They were grounded in her quarters, and as far as she was concerned, would remain as such until they got back to New Warsaw. 
 
    Musa spoke up again. “Arrival in 3… 2… 1…” But nothing happened. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Mary Bainbridge blurted as all eyes turned to the Tri-V clock, which now showed 170:00:01 and continued to count up.  
 
    “Uhm…” Alexis said. There was a sudden falling sensation, despite their already being in freefall, and Pegasus was finally in normal space again. The final number on the clock read 170:00:11. They’d arrived out of hyperspace eleven seconds later than they should have. Just over two months ago, when they’d arrived in Obiya, Musa had noted a deviation in their arrival time by varying fractions of a second. That had been considered significant enough, but eleven seconds? 
 
    “The fleet is still checking in,” Bainbridge said, her attention glued to the status board. Seven ships still missing. Five… two… one…” Then the seconds began to stretch. 
 
    “Who’s missing?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s Newcastle,” she said.  
 
    Alexis nodded. One of their new Kingdom-class escort frigates. Newcastle-upon-Tyne had only been commissioned nine months ago. The Kingdom-class was far more capable than their older counterparts, the Legend-class. The Legend had been loosely based on a Maki design and was underpowered for an escort frigate. The new ones were bigger, faster, and better armed. They could also swap out weapons for modular mission loads. In a stripped-down configuration, they were replacing the outclassed Sleeper-class intelligence cutters.  
 
    Lieutenant Allison Kosmalski was just 29 years old when Alexis gave her the command braids that went with EMS Newcastle-upon-Tyne. The other 54 crew were a blur of names and faces. Some she knew; many she didn’t. It didn’t matter, Alexis felt every loss like a knife in her soul. Damnit, Ghost, what the fuck is going on? 
 
    <I still lack sufficient datapoints to suggest a premise. However, it is unlikely the missing ship was destroyed or precipitated to 2nd level hyperspace.> 
 
    Many of the Hussars’ ships now had the ability to travel to and from 2nd level hyperspace, however, only the new Poczet-class cruisers and above were equipped with hyperspace shunts, necessary to jump back to normal space. As if Ghost saying it was the required summoning, the last of their fleet arrived. Newcastle appeared exactly where it was expected to be, though behind the formation. The clock now read 170:02:55. Astounding! 
 
    Before she had time to heave a proper sigh of relief, Shefoo called out, “We’re being commed.” 
 
    “Multiple contacts in the emergence zone!” Yoop yelled. “Marking fourteen targets.” 
 
    “Fleet to alert,” Alexis said. “Comms, let’s hear it.”  
 
    “New vessel, identify immediately.”  
 
    Alexis made a face and decided to roll with it. After all, whoever they were, they’d been there first. “This is Commander Alexis Cromwell of the Human mercenary company Winged Hussars. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking to?”  
 
    “Ske’ka Pofa, Guardian Squadron 5.” 
 
    “Dusman,” she said.  
 
    “You are correct, Commander Cromwell.”  
 
    “Ships are all Dusman,” Yoop confirmed. “An Ogleesius-class battlecruiser is broadcasting. They have a couple cruisers, some sort of assault ship, and escorts.”  
 
    “Why are you in Kash-Kah?” Pofa asked.  
 
    “We’re passing through, Ske’ka,” she replied, hoping she remembered right that Ske’ka was the rank. They’d all gotten an update years ago from Jim Cartwright providing various service ranks of the Dusman, as he was the closest of the Horsemen to them. Ske’ka was supposed to be a squadron commander, so she assumed she must be correct. “I didn’t know Kash-Kah was one of your systems, and apologies for not offering courtesies. We also were recently accosted by a Maki fleet in the Obiya System.” 
 
    “I had intel of their being in the vicinity,” Pofa replied. “I hope you didn’t suffer any losses.” 
 
    “No, but they did.”  
 
    The Dusman chuckled. They might only be the size of a small monkey, but the Dusman loved a good fight. The more of them there were, the more they loved it. “Kash-Kah has been a Dusman system for a very long time. It has strategic importance. In fact, it was one of only six systems where Dusman remained after we retreated from the galaxy long ago.” 
 
    Alexis filed that information away, planning to pass it along to Sansar Enkh. As commander of the Golden Horde, Sansar’s part of the Four Horsemen specialized in defense and intelligence gathering, probably the closest to a secret police Earth possessed.  
 
    “Can we offer you any assistance?” Pofa asked. “We have standing orders to assist any of the Human Horsemen if they need it.” 
 
    “We’re curious if you’ve experienced any…” She searched for the right words. “Any deviations in hyperspace travel?”  
 
    “As a matter of fact, we have. A courier arrived nine days ago and stated their transit took an extra six seconds. We’re still trying to verify the details. We don’t have any Nee with us. Any scientists, as you’d call them.” 
 
    “I can confirm my entire fleet experienced longer than normal transits, from an extra eleven seconds for my ship, to two minutes, fifty-five seconds for the last to arrive.” 
 
    “Are you certain of that, Ske’ii? I mean, a detailed formation with as many ships as you have with you can be challenging.” 
 
    Alexis reviewed the ranks and scowled. “I’m quite certain, Ske’ka. Our formation entering hyperspace was perfect. Oh, and as commander of the entire Winged Hussars’ military, over two hundred starships, my rank would more appropriately be Ske’tor.” 
 
    “My apologies, Ske’tor,” Pofa said. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.” 
 
    “The hell he didn’t,” Sofeeka said sotto voce.  
 
    “None taken,” Alexis said. “We’re going to take a slow course to the stargate before proceeding, with your permission, of course.”  
 
    “We’re not here to hinder commerce or traffic, merely to guard our interests in the system. Safe trip, Ske’tor Cromwell.” Comms cut immediately.  
 
    “Touchy little bastards,” Bainbridge said. Heads bobbed around the CIC.  
 
    “I’m still not used to former twenty-thousand-year-old legends rolling around the galaxy, stirring up old prejudices,” Shefoo said.  
 
    Alexis wasn’t surprised at her attitude. The Buma were an old race, tracing themselves back to before the GGW. The Buma were highly placed in several guilds, most importantly the Trade Guild. The guilds had come about in the power vacuum after the Dusman and Kahraman had pretty much flattened the entire galaxy in their last war. She wasn’t too excited to see them come back, either, even with the Kahraman trying to force entry from their long exile in the fourth galactic arm.  
 
    As the fleet dressed its formation and headed away from the emergence point, Alexis couldn’t help wondering. If the Dusman have been here all along, maybe the Kahraman are, too? And if so, what had the Mercenary Guild been secretly fighting all these eons? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Transit time to the stargate in Kash-Kah would take a little over six hours. They’d been three months without a resupply. Alexis wasn’t interested in asking the Dusman for anything, so they took the slow boat. Hussars’ ships were always constructed and supplied with the capacity for extended cruises. Three months was about the limit, though. 
 
    They routinely cross-loaded supplies during downtimes to make sure they were all on the same replenishment schedules. The latest report she’d read from the fleet purser said three weeks until some items went on the short list, and five weeks before it impacted combat readiness. If nothing went sideways, they’d be back in New Warsaw inside three weeks. Closer than she liked. 
 
    Alexis grabbed a shower then had lunch with the twins. They were surly and uncommunicative, blaming her for their grounding. Worse, she’d told security about it as well, so if they so much as set foot outside her suite, they’d get pinched. She offered to play some games with them, which Katrina instantly refused. Armin looked resentful but went along with the strike, so she returned to duty.  
 
    The CIC was quiet while the ship was in cruise. On her orders, a low alert condition was maintained. She simply didn’t trust the Dusman to keep their hands off. It had something to do with them sneaking a commando team on her ship years ago. Jim might not mind having a Dusman watch him use the loo, but she did. 
 
    “I have command,” Alexis announced as she bounced into the Combat Information Center. Pegasus was thrusting at a third of a G, just enough to make for easy operations as they flew between emergence point and stargate while conserving fuel. 
 
    “You have command,” Sofeeka agreed. Her elSha XO released the single strap she’d had over her in the command couch and hopped aside.  
 
    Despite the low-G, Alexis sank into the padded couch with a sigh, immediately using the little slate built into the chair’s arm to order tea.  
 
     Sofeeka took her customary second-in-command chair adjacent and slightly behind Alexis and examined her commander. “Kids?”  
 
    “That obvious?” A young girl, no more than fifteen, in black coveralls and green stripe, arrived with tea. The girl had the double narrow stripes of an academy student. The Winged Hussars’ Naval Academy had grown to more than five thousand students and a thousand staff. They’d eventually lose a lot of those graduates to other merc units and traders. A lot would stay.  
 
    The next biggest Human naval merc unit had eleven ships, to the Hussars’ more than two hundred. Staying greatly increased your chance of getting a command someday. Of the hundreds of captains in the Hussars’ navy, 90 percent had begun service with the Winged Hussars. All the capital ship commanders had; that was a requirement for major command.  
 
    “Any issues?” Alexis asked as she sipped her tea.  
 
    “Nothing,” her XO said. “Another ship arrived in the emergence zone an hour ago. After it was challenged by the Dusman, it set course for the stargate. Not worth mentioning, except it’s under high acceleration.” 
 
    “How much?”  
 
    “Averaging seven Gs.”  
 
    Alexis stopped mid-sip. Only a few races could manage that for more than a minute or two, and one of them was sitting in her guest quarters mulling over battle footage from a decade ago. “Not Izlian, are they?”  
 
    “No, the ship doesn’t match any recognition charts,” Yoop said. An image of it appeared on the Tri-V.  
 
    Alexis nodded and took a sip. It still wasn’t anything exceptional. There were millions of starships plying the routes between systems. Most weren’t of any particularly recognizable class of ship, and many more were so heavily modified from their original design as to be unrecognizable. More than a few were scratch builds from spare parts and junk. Half the Pushtal junk heaps she’d run into over the years were the latter category.  
 
    Something about it tickled the back of her mind. She’d seen so, so many ships over the years. She guessed anything could seem familiar by now. “Keep an eye on it,” she said, then began downloading reports.  
 
    While underway, a Winged Hussars’ fleet ran on reaction mass and reports. Each ship produced a dozen standard-day reports. If they were in battle, they produced a battle assessment. Then the ship itself would produce an end-of-day report, which was forwarded to the squadron/fleet flag vessel, whose XO then reviewed the reports and generated summaries for the commodore in charge of the element.  
 
    Sofeeka’s reports were always exceptional, or she wouldn’t still be her XO. Even so, Alexis never let things go without keeping an eye on them. She routinely read through a couple other captains’ reports. She also knew every byte of data went through Ghost, who would let her know anything he thought she might need to know. However, he’d missed more than a few things over the years, because he was a synthetic intelligence, after all, and not a Human or other sophont.  
 
    She’d done a deeper dive into the report from Sleipnir. The older Steed-class battlecruiser had a young crew because of its similarities to the new Hero-class. It was the first cruise after a three-quarter crew rotation, and Captain Yoshuka was struggling with interpersonal conflicts. It was hard to cram 275 people in a hundred and sixty-meter-long metal tube without conflict, but her only Maki captain was struggling. Something about a love triangle between two marines and a hot young weapons ensign.  
 
    Alexis chuckled and shook her head. She knew in the old days on Earth, relations on ships were forbidden. You might be able to make that sort of rule where shore was only a few thousand kilometers away, but when it was trillions of kilometers, and potentially months, you simply told them to be discreet and looked the other way. Never give an order you know won’t be obeyed, at least until marines started beating the shit out of each other. She was about to compose an email to Yoshuka when Yoop spoke up. 
 
    “Captain, that ship is vectoring to intercept.” 
 
    “Which ship?”  
 
    “The high-G one. It actually looks like us.”  
 
    Alexis made a face. “How big is it?” 
 
    “Small as a corvette. No more than fifteen hundred tons is my guess.” 
 
    “Hoot?”  
 
    Shefoo rustled her feathers, a sort of Buma grin. Alexis didn’t use her old nickname much. Crew had rotated too often to be that informal anymore. New rotations often thought she was being prejudiced, as opposed to familiar. “I’ll see if I can raise them,” the comms officer said. After a second, she nodded her head and pointed at a speaker.  
 
    “This is Captain Cromwell of EMS Pegasus. Unidentified ship, keep your distance to more than a thousand kilometers. This is a mercenary fleet, and we aren’t interested in swapping paint.”  
 
    “You Cromer, of Hussers?”  
 
    Alexis checked her pinplants, though she knew from the huffing grunts without checking that it was an Oogar speaking. “Yes, this is Cromwell of the Winged Hussars.” 
 
    “Good, Hussers, we talk.”  
 
    “We’re talking now. Who are you?”  
 
    “Captin Boosh, ship Ashfoon. We talk face muzzle.”  
 
    “Captain Boosh, you have my regards, but there’s no need to talk in person. Whatever you have to say, you can say over the radio. We’re en route to a destination and don’t have time.” 
 
    There was a grunting huff the translator didn’t render. For some reason, she thought the alien’s speech had a metallic tone to it. Was this Boosh faking the Oogar by forcing it through a translator? 
 
    <The words are being spoken by a computer,> Ghost offered. <However, inflection and idiom are far too good to be a translator. Either the speaker has learned Oogar from a native, or it is indeed an Oogar.> 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “I was told to say you dis; Taiki send his regard.” 
 
    “Son of a Zuul!” Alexis spat. All she really needed now was for Sato to show up and cause more carnage. Despite having himself more squared away last time, he still maintained the ability to cause more destruction than any Human she’d ever known, and without really trying to. 
 
    “Who is Taiki?” Yoop asked.  
 
    “It’s a long story,” Afeeko said.  
 
    “Tell Captain Boosh he can dock,” Alexis told Afeeko. “I guess we’re talking after all.”  
 
    “Is someone going to explain to me who this Taiki is?” Yoop whispered.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    Another two weeks without result had Keejo in a grumpy mood. Chit’s optimism was unaltered, even after a second test yielded identical results, which wasn’t helping her in the least. Like most of her ideas, the latest came while staring at strings of data from previous tests.  
 
    “Theta?” 
 
    “Yes?” the AI answered immediately. The machines never slept, of course, and were constantly working on various projects. Iota was currently designing a small hydroponics system to stretch their supplies, since a transport had yet to show up.  
 
    “Display string input for destination to hyperspace computer.” 
 
    “Working…” In less than a second, the small Tri-V dedicated to whatever AI was plugged into her workstation’s socket came alive with a string of data.  
 
    “Is this the local address?”  
 
    “Correct.”  
 
    She stared at the data. Not being a trained navigator, it was just numbers to her. She knew navigational data was based on destination. Coordinates of a star system, basically, which was an always moving figure. After all, star systems moved around the galaxy. Everything orbited something. She frowned at the data string for a moment, then called up their local GalNet node to understand exactly what she was looking at.  
 
    It turned out to be a bit of a XenSha-hole leading to astrogation, hyperspatial physics—Chit’s specialty—and basic navigational astronomy. It took hours, during which Theta never spoke. Among their many assets, AI were infinitely patient.  
 
    Finally, after more than a couple hours, it all made sense. Unfortunately, now nothing else made sense. “Theta, why are these destination codes so complicated?” The string used for their test was almost twice as long as normal. Some of it came after the primary destination address and galactic movement date string. There was an additional bit of code that was supposed to be the address within the system. This was new for their project. Basically, like adding a house number to a street address. The last part made no sense.  
 
    She stared at it even longer before going to eat some lunch. Food was getting simpler, as stores ran low. She didn’t want to consider what would happen when they were down to emergency rations, basically nutrient gel packs. Blech! Her race were carnivores like the Jeha.  
 
    While she slurped her disgusting meal, Keejo used her pinplants to run over data. She tended to let her attention ramble; it was a better distraction between glutenous swallows. As fate would have it, she found the file on alternate FTL drive technology harvested from their GalNet node by their AI. There were 229 of them, which provided a lot of distraction.  
 
    She’d meant to spend time going through them in detail, but somehow always found something else to do, more important or more engaging. Probably because the first time she’d scanned through the list, she’d discovered how little on each one there was to read. The AI had been thorough in finding references to alternate forms of FTL flight—so thorough that some were likely listed more than once. Many weren’t named at all, only some function or feature being enough to be listed. Interestingly, the discontinuity drive was one of those that appeared to be a duplicate.  
 
    Since she was flummoxed, and feeling no better after lunch, Keejo decided to go back to her quarters and relax for a few hours. Corona B didn’t operate under any set hours outside the operations staff. Researchers and their assistants were on call to the directors. Since Keejo was a director, nothing would happen without her anyway.  
 
    <Are you well?> Chit commed to her pinplants a short time later.  
 
    <I’m fine. Just wanted some personal time.> 
 
    <Understood.> As usual, there were no pleasantries with a Jeha, which suited her mood just fine. 
 
    Keejo listened to some music and watched a Tri-V play made by her people. It was the story of an elSha who surprisingly ended up in command of a mercenary company trapped on a contract against a much larger company of Oogar. After the titular hero’s third completely improbable success in hand-to-hand combat she’d had enough. Besides, her thoughts kept going back to the file of alternate FTL technologies.  
 
    With a choice between going to dinner (more gloop) or studying the FTL tech again, she chose the latter. As Keejo continued to work using a personal slate and Tri-V in her quarters, she dug out an emergency ration pack. Yes, they were supposed to be saved for emergencies, but she considered the food they were being given a threat to her life and mind. If that wasn’t an emergency, what was?  
 
    As the hour grew late, Keejo had trouble keeping her eyes open. She’d definitely narrowed the number of different FTL technologies from the original 229 to a more realistic 31. That was still a big number, but not as insane. Keejo felt overwhelmed by all the data. Was the galaxy’s chosen way of travel the best, or had it just been the only one to survive? Had the galaxy of old, before the Great Galactic War, been propelled by dozens of different star drives? Ones using hyperspace, others using artificial wormholes, still more that took advantage of natural planal links between stars to skim along at a thousand multiples of light speed? There even seemed to be one that directly accessed 2nd level hyperspace, and one that could use a 3rd level, as well! 
 
    It was extremely confusing because it was only nibbles and bites. It was like trying to decide what kind of grub was inside a tree by barely touching it with one fingerclaw. She’d been at it for a good part of the day and still was finding hints that lined up one mention with already existing drive types she’d found. The one utilizing planal links fascinated her the most because she kept finding secondary references to it.  
 
    But like so much in the partially or mostly redacted GalNet recordings, there were almost no details. References to speed (often), suitability for different types of ships (occasionally), whether it was a mature technology (almost never), and power requirements (hit or miss). “It’s just not enough,” she mumbled in her dimly lit quarters. “There’s too little commonality to add up to anything.”  
 
    <You are looking for commonality?> 
 
    Keejo nearly jumped out of her skin. She hadn’t known the AI was listening in on her musings. Of course, the little pyramid-shaped AI housing with its blinking blue light was sitting on the corner of her workstation and hadn’t been ordered to remain quiet, so there it was. The machine intelligences were extremely literal, like electronic Jeha.  
 
    “Yes,” she answered after her heart slowed to normal. “I’m attempting to correlate the different types of FTL drives, so commonality helps.” 
 
    Theta spoke aloud this time. “There is one commonality that occurs referenced to nearly all types of FTL drives.” 
 
    Keejo blinked; she hadn’t seen anything like that. “Define.”  
 
    “The commonality has likely escaped your notice. It is a simple thing, and biologicals often overlook the obvious.” 
 
    Did this machine just insult me? she wondered silently. Despite how it might seem to Chit, she was a long, long way from utterly trusting the machine intelligences. The rules against their creation and use went back to the Great Galactic War. Every race with any amount of technical capability knew the rules, and rules existed for a reason, right?  
 
    “So, what did you find?”  
 
    The little Tri-V connected to the AI via a slate came alive, showing as ubiquitous a starship’s component as you could imagine.  
 
    “A hyperspace computer?”  
 
    “Yes,” Theta replied.  
 
    Keejo thought. All the thousands of references harvested from the GalNet, and hyperspace computer didn’t jump to her mind.  
 
    “I don’t recall them as a common reference.”  
 
    “Not by the same words in modern common parlance, but however they are referenced, the images shown are all identical.” 
 
    Keejo hadn’t thought to review images, and she didn’t know why. “Show me, correlate image with each type per my research.”  
 
    “I do not have access to your personal files,” the AI reminded her.  
 
    Keejo gave a little curse and sent the files she’d been using from her pinplants to the slate, where the AI had complete access. What had taken her all afternoon took Theta no more time than she’d used sending the files.  
 
    Her 31 FTL drives were listed in a column, some with actual images of how they might have looked, some not. She quickly scrolled down to the one she’d dubbed the Planal Drive. Theta had helpfully used her terminology. Sadly, it was one of those with no accompanying images. Damn.  
 
    Yet there it was, six of the thirty-one had the unmistakable image of a hyperspace computer next to it. “Maybe they were using the same housing for a different mechanism?” she wondered aloud, instantly realizing that was a ridiculous idea. While form might follow function, most machines in the galaxy were produced by multiple races, and even within each race, designs of the same device would vary.  
 
    “It is worth noting, over the list of all these entries, while the date span is approximately a hundred and nineteen thousand years, I see no variation in the hyperspace computer design. The oldest image matches the newest ones.” 
 
    “That’s… not possible,” Keejo said. Theta provided a dizzying montage of images that went on, and on, and on. “Oh. Well, I think I’d better talk with Chit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kash-Kah System 
 
    Alexis watched as Ashfoon nestled up against Pegasus. Captain Boosh had allowed Musa to take control of his ship for the docking maneuver. She’d been surprised their ship was capable of remote piloting; an awful lot of non-military craft didn’t bother. The ship didn’t match any mass-produced ships she was aware of; it had the fingerprints of Sato’s handiwork, which would explain why it had remote-docking capabilities.  
 
    Had Ashfoon been unable to remote dock, she would have insisted on transferring her visitor via shuttle. Once she was certain the visiting ship wasn’t going to crash into Pegasus, she made a quick side trip to her quarters for a change of uniform. It wasn’t dress/formal; she just added the standard officer’s jacket, which was flashier and allowed her to stash a laser pistol without being obvious. Ever since her former XO had tried to kill her, she’d developed a healthy streak of paranoia.  
 
    As occurred all too often, as she floated in, she arrived in a tempest. The twins were screaming at each other, and Gina was struggling mightily to control them.  
 
    “Stop it!” she barked as she drifted in. Of course, they didn’t stop; they both began appealing to her for relief. She listened to them complain for a few seconds before sending a quiet inquiry to Gina via pinplants. The young woman confirmed her thoughts; they’d started fighting for some undecipherable reason and blamed each other.  
 
    “That’s enough,” she said again, snagging first Armin by a leg, then Katrina by the back of her jumper. “You two are going to stop this nonsense and calm down.”  
 
    “But he—!” 
 
    “But she—!”  
 
    “I said, that’s enough!” Alexis snarled in her command voice. They both came up short. Mom didn’t talk to them like that. “I have to meet another ship captain, possibly a hostile ship captain, and I don’t need you two little hellions causing trouble to distract me. I’ll deal with this when I get back. Do you understand me?” They both made faces. “I expect an answer.” 
 
    “Yes, Mom,” Armin answered immediately. Katrina scowled back at her.  
 
    “Answer me, young lady,” Alexis said, giving the child a slight shake for emphasis.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    The use of ma’am didn’t escape her. The little girl was pissed and getting better at hanging onto that attitude. Girls, she thought, and her own mother had had twin girls.  
 
    <Watch them closely the next few hours,> she warned Gina over their pinplants. <I’ve got the ship on alert to reduce possible casualties if this meeting goes sideways.> 
 
    <You want me to lock them down in the crash room?> Gina asked.  
 
    Alexis only considered it for a second. A small adjacent room, formerly a storage room, had been the nursery when they were babies on board. Now it was the crash room, a heavily armored room with its own life support. Even if Pegasus was completely destroyed, it was likely the twins would live through it in the crash room. Of course, if Pegasus were blown apart, it would be difficult to assume anyone would care about the marooned kids. It was mostly there to prevent casual battle damage from killing the children. 
 
    “Be careful, Mom,” Armin said just as she was closing the door.  
 
    She stopped and looked at him, cocking her head. “Mom will be fine,” she said and dogged the door behind her. 
 
    As planned, a squad of Hussars’ marines was waiting at the lock, which indicated there was a single occupant inside. Major Williams was in the same light armor as his marines, and Alexis knew a squad in CASPers wasn’t far away, either. Nobody wanted a force to get loose inside Pegasus. Boarding actions sucked.  
 
    “Ready, Major?” she asked as she floated up. 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    Alexis nodded toward the lock, and a marine corporal cycled the inside door open. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting. It turned out to be one of the armored suits Sato had designed, called an Æsir, only this one was a third bigger than any she’d seen so far.  
 
    “Keptin, permission to board?’ the Æsir said in the same modulated Oogar as over the radio.  
 
    “Captain Boosh?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “It is I.” 
 
    “Permission granted.”  
 
    Boosh waited until she gave her leave before floating in. The armor reminded her a bit of the Dusman konar, a headless armored suit with extra-long arms and a torso too short to accommodate the proportions of most humanoids. If you squinted and let your imagination go, you could almost imagine a small Oogar inside.  
 
    “Please allow my security detail to scan you?”  
 
    “Naturally.”  
 
    Somewhere, the Oogar’s translator matrix had acquired a distinctly Russian accent she found amusing. One of Williams’ marines ran a hand-scanner over the armor, and it chirped twice on the extra-long and thick arms.  
 
    “Dey are built-in lasers,” Boosh explained. “I cannot remove them without taking off da arms.”  
 
    “Will you submit to peace-bonding them?”  
 
    “Dat is acceptable.” 
 
    Williams moved forward, a pair of bonding strips in his hands. Captain Boosh extended his mechanical arms and allowed Williams to wrap the bonds around the thick arms and lock them in place. The bonds would adhere to themselves like tape, but they were made from carbon fiber and were nearly impossible to remove without a specialized tool. Alexis didn’t think that would stop the Æsir for long; it was a more symbolic gesture. If Boosh hadn’t been willing to submit, that would have ended his meeting.  
 
    The marines eyed Boosh in his strange armor suspiciously as they floated to the nearest conference room, where her XO, Sofeeka, was already waiting. Boosh gave a sort of bow when he noticed her. Since the armor didn’t have a true head, Alexis guessed it was a nod; she really didn’t know.  
 
    “Thonk you for taking me,” Boosh said once they were situated.  
 
    Alexis was “sitting” at the head of the table, a simple strap holding her in place. Sofeeka was holding onto the chair with the pads in her hands, which could cling to nearly every material except glass. Boosh seemed to have magnetically adhered to the deck and wasn’t interested in sitting.  
 
    “When you drop the name of an old associate it gets my attention. When you mention Taiki Sato, well, I have no choice but to listen.”  
 
    “It twas Great Sato’s intention.” 
 
    “Great Sato?” 
 
    “It is what we call the leader of the Sky Knights.”  
 
    “Captain Boosh, maybe you should start at the beginning. I’m assuming, based on the language you use, that you’re an Oogar?” 
 
    “Was,” Boosh corrected. “In my search for machineness, I left the flesh behind.” 
 
    Alexis blinked. Machineness? Left the flesh behind? Ghost, have you heard any more of these Sky Knights?  
 
     <Not since Morgoth,> the AI said. <Just as there have been no sightings of Taiki Sato. He appears to have disappeared.> 
 
    “Were you at Morgoth with the other Sky Knights?” 
 
    “Regret, no. I was not a full Knight… yet. Great Sato find us. We was lost, no direction. We already look for machineness, but to no reason. It was, how you say, quest?” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” Alexis said.  
 
    “Yes, well, then one of you come.” 
 
    “A Winged Hussar?”  
 
    “No, a Human. Name Cartwright.” 
 
    “Cartwright?” she asked, surprised. “Jim Cartwright?”  
 
    “Yeah, dat him. He came to us when we low. You know what mean? He come with Master, he change everything. Afterward, we are in shock. Confused. Then Great Sato come and save from nothingness.” 
 
    Master? Alexis wondered silently. She was so used to Ghost answering her query, she was surprised by the silence. Hello? 
 
    <I cannot comment.> 
 
    She mentally nodded. Such a response could only mean one thing; it involved those who’d made Pegasus, and quite possibly Ghost. Dusman, Kahraman, or some other strange operator in the ancient days. The third part she’d been trying to puzzle out from the bits and pieces for years now. Yet another layer of the onion.  
 
    “That’s quite the story,” Alexis said, “but how does it bring you here, now?” 
 
    “Much has happened, much has changed. Great Sato give us responsibilities. Jobs. Important jobs.” If she hadn’t known better, she’d think the Æsir armor had swelled up a little. “Job to bring you.” 
 
    “Bring us?” Sofeeka asked. 
 
    “Yes, bring to Great Sato. Much import you come.”  
 
    “You want us to go somewhere?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “Yes, you come.” 
 
    “I can’t right now.” 
 
    “No, you come.” 
 
    “I said—” 
 
    “You must,” Boosh said and moved toward her.  
 
    Instantly, the entire squad of marines came alive, and six weapons came up as one. Alexis had her hand on the laser pistol inside her jacket at the same instant.  
 
    Boosh stopped, seemingly confused by the sudden display of force. Major Williams spoke, his battle rifle pointed at the Æsir’s center of mass. “Step back, Captain Boosh.” 
 
    “You no understand, she must comes with us. Great Sato require it.” 
 
    “I have my own requirements,” Alexis replied calmly. “We’ve been on contract for months. We found out we’re being hunted for some reason. My people are tired. We need to return home and resupply. My children haven’t seen their father for many months.”  
 
    “You offspring are important you?”  
 
    “Of course, they are.”  
 
    “You good mother.” 
 
    Alexis didn’t know what to say, so she remained silent, waiting to see what the alien would do next. 
 
    “You will not come?” 
 
    “I will not. Not now, anyway. Give me coordinates, and I’ll come after we return home.”  
 
    “Last word?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Boosh. My marine commander will escort you off Pegasus.” She made it a statement, and not a request. If the Oogar Æsir didn’t go, he’d be removed. The moment he’d appeared aggressive toward her, a squad of Mk 8 CASPers had moved into position outside the conference room, and the laser collimator closest to his ship was charged with 2 gigawatts of energy. Firing on the docked ship imparted some risk to Pegasus. The little ship must have a massive fusion powerplant, like her own Snitch-class. With Ghost tweaking the gunner’s aim, Alexis had little fear for her ship.  
 
    “I go,” he agreed. As he floated toward the exit, nobody detected the microburst x-ray communications squawk from him, not even Ghost.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Something’s happening,” Katrina said, glancing over the slate at her brother. 
 
    “Something’s always happening,” Armin replied without looking up. A short distance away, Gina was sitting with her eyes closed. They knew she wasn’t sleeping; she was using her pinplants. Adults like her often closed their eyes to use pinplants. Both Armin and Katrina wished they had them. Mom had forbidden it until they were nine years old.  
 
    “Don’t you want to know what’s going on?” she persisted to her brother. 
 
    “Of course, I do,” he shot back, “but we’re grounded, remember?”  
 
    “Yeah, and it’s your fault we’re grounded,” Katrina said.  
 
    Armin looked up, his gray eyes flashing with anger. “You started the fight.”  
 
    “I did not.” 
 
    “You two get back to work,” Gina said, startling them both. “You have twenty minutes to finish those math problems.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” they said in practiced unison.  
 
    Gina made a noncommittal grunting sound but didn’t open her eyes.  
 
    Katrina was quiet for five minutes, long enough that Armin looked up at her, eyes narrowed. She was always thinking of something sneaky. Then she’d trick him into going along or call him a scaredy Depik.  
 
    “Let’s go find out what’s going on,” she whispered finally. 
 
    “No.” She glared at him. “We’re already grounded.” 
 
    “It’s probably that Izleman thing,” Katrina said.  
 
    “What difference does it make?” 
 
    “You said you want to know more about them,” she hissed.  
 
    The problem was, she was right. She was always right, darn it. The floating fish in the tank was an alien that could talk and stuff. He’d love to talk to it; what stories could it tell? They both had translators, though not the cool ones in ‘plants like all the grownups had. Despite himself, he was thinking about what his sister was saying.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, frowning. “What do you have in mind?” Her grin gave him a shiver of dread and anticipation.  
 
    “Gina, ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes, dear?”  
 
    “My tummy hurts.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” Armin said right away. An older child might have had a moment of reflection to realize why they kept getting into trouble with their sibling. He was sure it wouldn’t work, so like any six-year-old, he layered it on. “Ooh,” he said, and grabbed his midsection.  
 
    Gina finally opened her eyes, then narrowed them, her eyebrows coming together in a way that made Armin want to laugh. He managed to control himself, though.  
 
    “What did you two have for lunch?” 
 
    “Fish,” he said without thinking. He heard a little groan from Katrina and thought he’d made a mistake. He’d only said fish because they wanted to go see the Izlething.  
 
    “I think Tammy said she heard someone got sick from the fish,” Gina said under her breath. “That’s all Ms. Cromwell needs, is these two puking all over the place in freefall.” 
 
    Armin opened his mouth to say he never puked in freefall, only to have Katrina pinch him on the leg, hard.  
 
    “Ouch!” he said, trying to pinch her back. Luckily for their plan, Gina took the exclamation to be about the stomachache, and not mutual sibling abuse.  
 
    “I’m going to call the infirmary,” Gina said, and released the strap holding her down before heading into the suite’s main room.  
 
    “Perfect!” Katrina crowed as soon as the adjoining door closed.  
 
    “That pinch hurt, you jerk,” Armin said, trying to get even and failing. Katrina had already kicked off toward the rear corner of the compartment. Armin pursued right away and met up with his twin sister just as she was digging out their hidden escape tool. Someone had reported the spanner missing, he was sure, but nobody had thought they’d ended up with it. The specialized wrench had a lot of uses; the one they put it to was releasing the locks on the ventilation shaft cover in their room.  
 
    “Mom knows we’re sneaking into the shafts,” Armin complained.  
 
    “No kidding, dummy,” Katrina said as she quickly unlocked all the retention bolts. “That’s why she had these put on.” She pocketed each of the bolts as they were removed. “And why I borrowed this cool wrench.” 
 
    “Borrowed?” Armin asked.  
 
    “Be quiet and keep watch,” she hissed back at him. “If Gina catches us, we’re toast.”  
 
    Before he could ask his sister what would happen when Gina returned and found them gone, she had the cover open and was shooting inside. Of course, he followed, but it was still her fault.  
 
    “Pull the grate closed,” she said.  
 
    “Gina will still see.” 
 
    “No, she won’t,” Katrina insisted. “She’s a nanny, not a tech!”  
 
    “Oh, right.” Armin got it back in place. The grate would stay in place, especially with Pegasus coasting like it was. Things stayed in place when you weren’t pushing. “Got it,” he said once he felt it seat and stay. “Easy peasy!”  
 
    “Come on, slow poke, let’s go!” Katrina’s voice was already echoing from up ahead.  
 
    Armin scrunched up and turned around. The air vents were small, too small for a grownup, which was why they were simply perfect for two children to explore the depths of Pegasus. Neither of them knew their mother and her twin sister had exploited the same hack to get into mischief, or that their grandmother had been equally unsuccessful in stopping them.  
 
    “Hurry up!” Katrina said ahead.  
 
    Armin gave a little push against a protrusion and flew down the shaft until he caught up with her. She’d stopped next to a grating over a corridor not far from their suite of rooms. “Mom said the Izleman was just down from us, right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed and used the same tool to unfasten the grate she’d stopped next to from the inside.  
 
    “If anyone sees us…” he warned.  
 
    “Nobody’s going to see us here,” Katrina insisted. “Midwatch, dummy.”  
 
    “Don’t call me a dummy,” Armin mumbled.  
 
    “Then don’t act like one,” she said and pushed the grate open. The two kids swung out with a grace born of spending much of their lives in freefall, both grabbing a handhold and looking around. “See!” she said triumphantly. “Just a couple bots.”  
 
    “Those don’t look like bots.”  
 
    “What are you talking—” she stopped suddenly as a pair of hands reached for them.  
 
    Armin tried to cry out but felt a cold sting at his neck. In an instant, he fell unconscious.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alexis floated into the CIC, grumbling to herself. Who the fuck does the robo-Oogar think it is, trying to strongarm me on my own damned ship? Her XO, Sofeeka, was right behind her as they took their stations.  
 
    “Time to stargate?” she asked.  
 
    “About twenty minutes,” Ensign Musa said.  
 
    “Good. Let’s get that damned ship undocked ASAP.”  
 
    “I have a report of pressure loss,” Afeeko said.  
 
    She looked at her DCC. “Where?”  
 
    “Deck 19.” 
 
    “Close all airtight doors on Deck 19!” she yelled. Her children were on Deck 19.  
 
    “Getting one red light,” Afeeko said. “Outboard, Frame 19-03, Section 2. It’s a hyperspace maintenance hatch. Shows green for locking, but atmospheric integrity is zero.” 
 
    “External camera, Section two, Deck 19?” she asked, panic filling her. It only took a second for the camera to come on and show two humanoid figures in unique armor, supporting a big ball between them.  
 
    “Sensors show nothing,” Yoop said. “They’re almost invisible, just a slight IR signature that’s almost undetectable against space.”  
 
    <They are Æsir,> Ghost said.  
 
    She didn’t need the confirmation; while it wasn’t Captain Boosh, the resemblance in design was undeniable.  
 
    “What’s that ball?” Freep asked.  
 
    “It’s an evacuation ball,” Afeeko said. “One of ours.” 
 
    Alexis used the intercom. “Gina, report immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “Where are the twins?” 
 
    “They’re in the suite. I’m in the infirmary.” 
 
    “W-why aren’t you with them?” Alexis asked, unable to keep her voice from breaking.  
 
    “They were complaining of sore stomachs, ma’am. What’s happening?”  
 
    She cut the channel, her blood turning to water. “Major Williams, where’s Captain Boosh?”  
 
    “We just cycled him through the lock.” 
 
    “Order a squad of CASPers to board the Ashfoon right away and secure the ship.” 
 
    “Captain?” Williams asked, his voice confused. 
 
    “Major,” she said, fighting a catch in her voice, “Matt, I think they have my children,” she said. “Send a squad to my suite to check as well?” 
 
    “Right away,” he said and terminated the comms, and she knew he was exploding into action. “Weapons, do you have a bearing on that ship?”  
 
    “Uhm…” Freep said as he arrived at the gunner’s station and examined the readouts. “Yes, we can hit the ship.”  
 
    “Disable it,” she ordered.  
 
    “Firing,” he said.  
 
    Outside, one of the rings of collimators, specially formed lines of grown ruby laser gems, were aligned to give the laser generators a pathway to redirect their output. A 10cm-wide beam of coherent light hit the little ship. There was a strange fractal effect, and the beam was deflected away in a thousand tiny beams.  
 
    “Entropy!” Freep said. “I’ve never seen that before.” 
 
    “Dozens of minor impacts on the hull around Ashfoon,” Afeeko said. Luckily it took more than a split second at less than a megawatt to burn through Pegasus’ armor. 
 
    What the fuck was that? she asked Ghost.  
 
    <The ship’s armor is composed of thousands of tiny plates that can respond to incoming laser fire, deflecting smaller hits away without damage.> 
 
    Who uses that? 
 
    <Nobody since the Great Galactic War. The technology was used effectively by Dusman shock troops on versions of their konar armor.> 
 
    Only works at low power, huh? “Freep, pump up the power. See how it does against 20 gigawatts.” 
 
    “Splash damage against our hull could result in penetration,” he warned.  
 
    She was about to say she didn’t care, then remembered she’d just ordered in a squad of CASPers, who’d be assembling on the other side of the hull next to the enemy ship. Ghost, can you hit the Æsir with a ship’s laser? The SI was silent for a full second, while the two Æsir moved along the hull, the emergency ball with her children in it suspended between them.  
 
    <Not without risk,> he eventually answered. <Also, if the Æsir have the same deflection technology, it will almost certainly rupture the emergency ball.> 
 
    She hissed in ineffective rage and fear. If a megawatt of laser energy didn’t end their lives, decompression certainly would.  
 
    “Major Williams?” she said, all too aware she probably sounded panicked. Well, she was.  
 
    “I have 2nd Squad exiting the next nearest lock as we speak.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they make entry at the lock they’re docked to?”  
 
    “We were unable to breach the ship’s lock. The metal couldn’t be cut by plasma torches; it seemed to dissipate the energy like a superconductor.”  
 
    Damn it, was this his plan all along? “Comms, raise Ashfoon.” 
 
    “Channel is open; they’re not responding.” 
 
    “Captain Boosh, respond immediately,” she said with every ounce of command voice she could manage.  
 
    “Captain, this is Major Williams. We checked your quarters; the children are not there.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” she said on the inter-ship comms. She’d known what they’d find. If someone had let them out or hadn’t reported the twins on the loose, they’d better hope the marines got ahold of them first.  
 
    On the monitor, the two Æsir reached their ship with the rescue ball and were lost from sight. Moments later, a trio of CASPers came around the curved hull, the white jets of their maneuvering packs clearly visible. They were coming in hot. The three fairly slammed into Ashfoon and began searching for a way in.  
 
    “They’re preparing to detach,” Afeeko warned her. 
 
    “Don’t let them go.” 
 
    The ship gave a lurch and pulled back.  
 
    “I’m sorry, they have some sort of modification to their docking collar, the retention clasps just slid off.”  
 
    Alexis let out a primal growl that turned eyes all around the CIC to her.  
 
    “Williams, warn your men of danger close. I’m going to see if I can make them reconsider.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    “Freep, give the ship a full-power shot, narrow miss.” The three CASPers stopped their efforts to enter the enemy ship and held onto the hull.  
 
    “Full power, narrow miss, aye,” Freep said and instructed his gunner. This beam wasn’t narrow, and its intensity momentarily overloaded the camera. It also got a response from the ship. The radio crackled to life. 
 
    “Now, Keptain Cromer, you no want to hurt your wittle ones, do you?”  
 
    “Captain Boosh, I am not amused. Return my children right fucking now!” 
 
    “You not hep me, I not hep you. You want wittle ones, you come where I tell you.”  
 
    “Major, get your men inside that ship by any means.” 
 
    “There’s risk…” 
 
    Alexis was about to say she understood when Ashfoon’s main drive lit up like a star, pouring terawatts of plasma out her torch. The ship accelerated hard. The three CASPer-suited marines who’d been on the side were either unprepared for the severity of the acceleration, or their suits failed to hang on, because they all went wildly spinning away. It was all they could do to maneuver out of the radiation wash from the drive plume.  
 
    “Nominal 9 gravities of acceleration,” Musa said.  
 
    “Damn it, Boosh, Human children can’t tolerate that many Gs!” There was no answer from the accelerating ship.  
 
    “Launching a shuttle to recover the marines,” Bainbridge said. “They’re injured.” 
 
    “Freep, disable that ship,” Alexis ordered.  
 
    “Captain?” The SalSha turned and looked at her, fear clear on his furry face.  
 
    “You heard me,” she said. “Do your best to only damage their drive.” Ghost? 
 
    <I will control the actual shot,> the SI replied. <It should not prove difficult… wait…> 
 
     What’s wrong? 
 
    “Unusual radiation spike from the target,” Yoop said. 
 
    “We see you soon,” Captain Boosh said over comms.  
 
    “What—” Alexis started to ask, and an instant later, the camera tracking Ashfoon only showed empty space. “Where did it go?” 
 
    “Checking,” Yoop said. “There was no tachyon signature, so they didn’t use hyperspace shunts. It just… disappeared!”  
 
    <I have a replay,> Ghost said. The central Tri-V switched to the same view of Ashfoon moments ago. In greatly reduced speed, the ship seemed to stretch out, like spaghetti, lengthening into infinity before it snapped away, out of existence.  
 
    “What did I just see?”  
 
    “I remember that,” Freep said and brought up another image. This one was from a bigger ship, though somewhat similar in appearance.  
 
    Alexis instantly knew why Ashfoon had looked familiar. The ship on the screen was Vestoon, and the last time she’d seen it was at the battle of Morgoth. It had been under Sato’s command, and full of Sky Knights. They’d assaulted and supposedly destroyed the SI Minerva’s Mobius Gun. Nobody had seen them after the massive explosion. She’d considered the possibility that they were dead, since that was years ago.  
 
    The images then had been inconclusive because the Mobius Gun had exploded at the same instant. Now she knew better.  
 
    Sato had sent them to make her come to him, and when she’d refused, they’d kidnapped her children. She wasn’t mad any longer. She was pissed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    Once again, Keejo had the pleasure of catching a Jeha completely off guard.  
 
    “When you got the download of all these other FTL systems, I considered it folly. I must admit, you were right, and I was wrong.” Chit’s eyestalks were intently staring at the displayed data in the main lab on their much larger Tri-V. “And you got this by just going over all that data?” 
 
    “Correct,” she said, basking in his amazement. “I kept going at it from different angles, but then earlier as I was getting tired, Theta brought up the subject of images.” 
 
    “I am glad I was of assistance,” Theta said, its little blue light pulsing.  
 
    “Hmm,” Chit said. “Our GalNet node is only a level 3; I think we need to request a level 1 update.”  
 
    “With no resupply, that could be challenging,” she pointed out, then gestured at the display showing a hyperspace computer. “You know what this means?”  
 
    “That those devices are capable of all these types of drives?” Chit asked. 
 
    “Got it in one,” Keejo said.  
 
    Chit nodded, idly cleaning an antenna with his mandibles. “Explains why we’re having trouble with getting the drive to work properly.”  
 
    “We just have to figure out how to code the programing properly,” Keejo agreed.  
 
    “A number of years ago, I was part of an effort to crack hyperspace computers,” Chit said. “One of Sato’s side projects. It failed, of course, but it did yield some interesting results.”  
 
    “Going to share?” Keejo asked.  
 
    “Naturally.” The Tri-V cleared, and images of a test bench appeared.  
 
    On the bench was a black box. She couldn’t see any size reference but knew it was likely fifty centimeters long, twenty thick, and twenty wide, a typical hyperspace computer. Only this was broken and charred.  
 
    “Is that what happens when you try to break into one?” she asked.  
 
    Chit shrugged. “Variations on a theme, depending on the means of your attempt. The design has many built-in safeguards to avoid penetration of both the code and the core workings. None of them are particularly devastating. This was one of the most spectacular because we had it hooked up to a test bench simulating being currently in hyperspace.” 
 
    “That must have been difficult.” 
 
    “It was. There are two other Jeha, permanent members of the Winged Hussars’ technological development team, who called me in to assist because of my hyperspatial physics specialty. I manufactured the test bed. The plan was to get the hyperspace computer to operate in a fully immersive environment to fool it into thinking it was indeed in hyperspace.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of work to fool a machine,” Keejo pointed out. 
 
    “It was, but the computer inside is far more sophisticated than many realize. It controls output from the powerplant, monitors that output, has detailed measurements of the ship’s proportions for displacement calculations, and of course monitors feedback from the hyperspace generator. They are even more complicated for ships with shunts, and yet they are always in exactly the same size housing.” 
 
    “That doesn’t imply anything other computers can’t do,” Keejo said.  
 
    “Oh? Do you know how many billions of calculations per second are required to balance a hyperspace field?” Keejo shook her head. “We ran experiments, largely with data probes hooked to the computer connections to the generator. We were pretty sure we could cobble together a computer capable of mimicking it. What we could not break was the code it uses to talk to the generator. We also could not decide whether the hyperspace generator was smart, like the computer, or not. It is protected in the same way as the computer. Since the process is simpler, and better understood, few have tried violating them.” 
 
    “Simpler?” Keejo snorted. “Isn’t that more than a little flippant?” 
 
    “Generating a hyperspatial field is not all that complicated. Young Jeha do it in science experiments. It is easy enough to do and has no effect at the levels used. The complicated bit is what the computer does in forming and controlling the field.” 
 
    “Yet the generator’s defended the same way?” Keejo asked. He nodded his exoskeletal head. “Doesn’t make sense, does it?”  
 
    “Another legacy of past eras,” he said. “Or something more.” The images changed to show a series of cracked and shattered hyperspace computers, then the same machines broken open to reveal the remains of the insides.  
 
    “Not much left,” she noted.  
 
    “No,” he agreed. “It is the remains that are interesting. We did not find anything worth analyzing in all but one failed test.” The image froze, showing a computer split nearly in two. Inside was an unusual material.  
 
    The image came alive and showed a Jeha—she didn’t think it was Chit—probing the material with an intricate metal stylus. It was wispy, almost like a tiny net, but it crumbled as it was touched.  
 
    “The material defied conclusive analysis,” he explained. “All we could discern was that it was biological in nature.” 
 
    “Biological?” she repeated, astounded. “The inside of a hyperspace computer is alive?”  
 
    “Not living biological but produced biologically. Manufactured, grown, we were unable to be sure because the sample was almost completely destroyed. Just enough remained to get a base-level analysis, nothing distinctive.  
 
    “However,” he said, raising a tiny, clawed hand, “there was a distinct residual energy reading. It faded quickly, but I caught it.”  
 
    A readout appeared, the spectroscopic analysis of an energy reading like none she’d ever seen. “What is that?” she asked. “A hyperspacial wave?”  
 
    “No,” he said, shaking his head. “It took me nine years to find a match, and it was not where I expected to find it.” He gestured, and the waveform moved to the side, sharing the Tri-V with a ghostly figure that seemed to materialize out of nothing. A furred, four-legged being few in the galaxy would recognize, and fewer would survive meeting.  
 
    “Is that a Depik?” Keejo gasped.  
 
    “It is. There is no doubt, the energy inside the hyperspace computer was quintessence, the same energy the Depik generate naturally to become nearly invisible.” 
 
    “But what does it mean? The quintessence and the material?”  
 
    “My theory is, each hyperspace computer is actually an SI, and quintessence is the energy they are made of.” 
 
    Keejo stared at the Depik, which seemed to stare back at her. She blinked both eyes in confusion. “Synthetic Intelligences? You’ve talked about them, but you had no proof they even existed.” 
 
    “How could I? There are only a few of them in existence.” 
 
    “But what about that?” she asked, pointing at the shattered hyperspace computer. “Does that mean they’re everywhere?”  
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “Maybe not. I simply do not know beyond the fact that this explains why they are so incredibly difficult to force into doing something they are not programmed to do.”  
 
    “So, all we need to do to make the discontinuity drive function properly is hack an ancient, super-powerful synthetic intelligence?”  
 
     “Basically,” he agreed.  
 
    Keejo licked both eyes and sighed. Then she remembered his stories about the SI’s murderous rage and them trying to kill the Humans he’d worked for. The sigh turned to a groan. What in entropy have I gotten myself into, and how am I going to survive it? 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 EMS Pegasus, Kash-Kah System 
 
    Alexis brought the fleet up short of the stargate instead of passing through. Shortly after Boosh had made good his escape, the Dusman had contacted her to find out what was happening. She’d told them Captain Boosh and Ashfoon had kidnapped two children from her ship. She’d elected not to tell them it was her children.  
 
    To her surprise, they’d offered to have their high command issue an alert to intercept the craft, wherever it was.  
 
    “I appreciate the offer,” she informed the Dusman commander of the Kash-Kah base, “however, your word of warning can travel no faster than mine.” 
 
    “This is not true. We have a K’apo, a far-talker. Word can be spread quite fast, I assure you.” 
 
    Jim had briefed her and the other Horsemen on the ability, one of the Dusman’s tactical advantages. Some of their number could talk with others, a sort of FTL communication across infinite distances. It was a major ace in the hole, but only a rare few of them had the ability.  
 
    “In that case, I thank you. I’d consider it sufficient to send any word of sighting them to New Warsaw and let me deal with the recovery of the hostages.”  
 
    “As you wish. Word will be sent immediately. My best hopes in recovering your young.”  
 
    By the time the fleet had assembled in an orbit adjacent to the stargate, the investigation was nearly complete. The marine commander, Major Williams, immediately took charge and put together all the details. The two Æsir had left Ashfoon at the same time Boosh was coming aboard, clearly a plan in advance to act if she didn’t agree. They’d made entry through a maintenance hatch using the correct procedures, not cutting, and overrode the sensors. It wasn’t until she’d ordered all doors closed that the motor had failed, because they’d braced it. The burned-out motor had caused a red light. 
 
    “They had our procedures,” Williams said, reading his report in her ready room. “They also appeared to have at least some maintenance codes, because the cameras on Deck 19 were all placed into diagnostic mode, which took them offline without causing an error on Afeeko’s panel.” The elSha DCC nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Would it be possible to get those codes without drawing attention to themselves?” she asked.  
 
    Afeeko shook his head. “Considering your noncorporeal friend and how he watches over everything, I find it highly unlikely.”  
 
    <He is correct, of course. The boarders were extremely well-versed in my operations of Pegasus and were careful to avoid detection.> 
 
    Alexis had been struggling with the feeling that Ghost had let them get away with it. The truth of it was classic Occam’s Razor. “It looks like Sato retained enough information and code accesses to arm them for this breach of our security,” she said. The nodding heads of her people were like a blow to her gut. The investigation also confirmed the twins had been taken half a deck away, from a ventilation shaft. They’d distracted Gina and gone on an adventure, playing right into Boosh’s hand. 
 
    “I apologize, ma’am,” Williams said with a bow of his head. “I take personal responsibility for this failure of security.”  
 
    “It wasn’t your failure,” she assured him. “There’ve been far worse breaches of our security, and trust, in the past.” Paka had been Peepo’s spy right under her nose, and her mother’s nose, for that matter. A trap laid decades in advance.  
 
    She accepted a small amount of blame for herself. Part of how she’d always managed to find the twins was the result of a small subterfuge on her part. During a recent checkup, just before leaving New Warsaw, she’d had tiny, subcutaneous transmitters inserted in both their arms. As soon as the Æsir had made their move to the other ship, she’d confirmed; her children were no longer aboard.  
 
    “No, you’re not taking responsibility for this, Major Williams. We were played. How are your men?”  
 
    “Private Jeffreys has some broken ribs, and Corporal Davidson a mild concussion. It’s Private Janet Vicks who’s the problem. When the ship accelerated, it caught her left leg, shattered the femur, and compromised the seal. She wasn’t able to clear the drive plume and ate a lot of rads. The suit saved her life, but I’m afraid she might lose the leg. She’s in a coma.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll enter a commendation for valiant service in all their records, along with an injury bonus as well. Stabilize Vicks, if need be, and we’ll get Nemo to work it out when we get home. I’ll sign off on whatever needs to be done.” 
 
    “She’ll be pleased to hear that, Captain,” Williams said. “I’ll admit, some of my marines are more than a little curious about that Æsir armor.” 
 
    “It’s my understanding you have to basically remove most of your body to fit into it,” she explained.  
 
    “I doubt they’ll be as interested after hearing that,” he said with a wry grin. 
 
    “Continue your report,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. The Æsir suits leave little if any impression. We have no idea about the source of their materials. The only thing found missing besides your children—” he paused to clear his throat “—was a case of emergency rations near the lock they exited.” 
 
    “Emergency rations?” Freep wondered.  
 
    “To feed my children,” Alexis said, carefully controlling her emotions. That, at least, was confirmation they intended to keep the twins alive. Hope was a powerful drug. “Anything else?” 
 
    He nodded. “We found this floating in the corridor where they abducted the children.” The marine held up a datachip. “We haven’t examined it yet, based on the protocols put into effect after the Guild Wars.” 
 
    “And for good reasons,” Alexis said. “The SIs can use chips like that as weapons.” Everyone now wore special devices on their external pinplant connectors called pinlocks, something Jim Cartwright had come up with to guard against SIs turning implanted people into drones operated remotely. That, too, had been used to good effect against Humans and aliens. She shuddered to think of how many implanted beings there were in the galaxy with no idea they were potential drones to be controlled at a synthetic intelligence’s whim.  
 
    Alexis took the datachip and removed a miniature slate from her belt. It wasn’t so much a computer as a direct interface to Ghost. Isolated from the ship’s computers, this slate made it all but impossible for something to corrupt the warship. See what they’ve left us, she thought, knowing the ship’s SI would hear her.  
 
    <Accessing…> 
 
    Be careful. 
 
    <Obviously.> 
 
    She grunted silently and waited. Only a few would understand what the little slate was for, and Williams wasn’t one of them. He’d likely be assuming she was examining the datachip herself. Even among the Hussars, few were aware of the extent of the great SIs’ plots in the galaxy, or that they likely controlled all the guilds of the Galactic Union. His eyes were narrowed, hand reflexively on his holstered sidearm. 
 
    <The datachip contains a single file; it is encrypted with a sixteen-digit string.> 
 
    That isn’t very large. 
 
    <Large enough. It will take me approximately thirty-six to one hundred and forty hours to break it.> 
 
    That’s a convenient amount of time. 
 
    <Indeed, it is. The intention is obvious; it is meant to delay whoever gets the file, while giving no idea what is in it.> 
 
    I know what’s in it. 
 
    <You do?> 
 
    Yes, it’ll be where we can find Sato. The children are the cheese, and that datachip is the trap. 
 
    <Cheese?> 
 
    It’s not an important analogy, she thought. Crack that code. 
 
    <I will.> 
 
    Alexis looked at her senior staff. The looks of concern on all their faces—those with mobile features, anyway—spoke volumes regarding the quality of her people and their love for her kids. Armin and Katrina were the future of the Hussars. She knew they wouldn’t like what was coming. “The chip likely contains where they’re taking my children. They’re of supreme importance to me. I’m a mother; it could be no other way. 
 
    “However, despite being a mother, I’m the commander of the Winged Hussars, and there are twenty-two ships in this squadron with more than two thousand personnel who aren’t the mother of those children. I can’t—no, I won’t risk two thousand lives to rescue them.” 
 
    “They’ll all do anything to help get them back,” Bainbridge said, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. As another Human woman, she had the same strong maternal instinct that took humanity from the caves to the stars.  
 
    “I know they would, but I’d be an irresponsible commander if I even asked. Now, Pegasus is different. She’s been a member of my family for over a century. Wherever I and my forebearers have gone, she’s carried us there. Thus, here’s my decision. I’m putting Lieutenant Commander Yoshuka in command of the task force, with orders to bring them home to New Warsaw, while I take Pegasus and finish this. Anyone on Pegasus who wishes to transfer to any other ship in the squadron may do so without any negative repercussions; they have my word on that.  
 
    “My XO, Sofeeka, will see to their transfer and offer similar transfers from any other ship back to Pegasus to fill missing billets.” She could already see several of her command crew beginning to speak, so she held up a hand. “This is non-negotiable; it’s an order from me and will not be changed. Dismissed.”  
 
    The stunned silence held for several moments as some tried to decide if they could work on her about it. In the end, everyone filed silently out of her ready room. All except Sofeeka. Once everyone else was gone, the elSha spoke.  
 
    “This is a mistake.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she conceded. “It would be a bigger mistake to risk so many of our lives on a personal quest.” 
 
    “You’ve risked many more to rescue stranded crew.” 
 
    “Yes, I have. However, Katrina and Armin, as precious as they are to me, aren’t crew, or even members of the Winged Hussars. They’re my dependents, and probably shouldn’t have even been on this cruise.” 
 
    “Nobody would ever say that.” 
 
    “Of course, they wouldn’t, even if it’s the truth. I was selfish and didn’t want to be away from them for so long. I could have—I probably should have left them with Nigel.” She heaved a sigh and shrugged. “But I didn’t, and now I have to pay the bill. One crippled marine fighting for her life is enough. See that my instructions are dispersed to the fleet, and that I’m not bothered by the inevitable complaints of ship commanders.”  
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain,” she said and left the ready room.  
 
    Alexis’ gaze turned to her desk, where the corner Tri-V moved through recorded images. As fate would have it, first an image of Nigel Shirazi appeared, resplendent in his white dress uniform from their wedding in Chabahar. He was showing off his patented grin, likely at some off-color joke Jim Cartwright had just told. The next image was him holding the twins, a year younger, and both beaming at their dad.  
 
    One problem with freefall is tears don’t fall, they build up in a sheet over your eyes until you wipe them away. She reached a hand out and pressed the privacy button so none of her crew could just walk in. Slowly the images on the Tri-V became blurry, and she surrendered to her emotions, wrapping her arms around herself as if she were holding her missing babies.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    <I have a correlation.> 
 
    Alexis stopped reading the report at the voice in her head. The datachip? 
 
    <No, this is related, but not the specific results of the code breaking.> 
 
    She put the slate on her desk, where it adhered magnetically. What do you have? 
 
    <When Ashfoon escaped, all our main targeting sensors were aimed at the ship in preparation for a firing solution. I was running a great many processor cycles to get the ideal shot placement. As a result, the sensor data on the drive they used was extremely detailed. It is a near-perfect match to what Taiki Sato’s ship, the Vestoon, used.> 
 
    Near perfect? 
 
    <Yes, there are minor differences. I would hesitate to call them refinements; however, that is likely what they are. Vestoon appeared to steeply yaw at the moment of disappearance, while Ashfoon did not display this behavior. There were also differences in the apparent trajectory, artifacts of what I surmise to be extreme redshift distortion resulting from acceleration.> 
 
    Hyperspace doesn’t involve acceleration. 
 
    <Precisely. The drive being utilized is in no way related to hyperspace drives I am familiar with. Armed with this second, much more detailed observation, including other sensor observations not specifically engaged in observing the ship’s escape, I have a correlation.> 
 
    I’m waiting with bated breath.  
 
    <I am curious—> 
 
    Later. What about the correlation? 
 
    <I did not make this correlation before because I do not have the correct sensors.> 
 
    What sensors are those? 
 
    <Gravity meters. Gravity is usually sensed in starships via thrust needed and acceleration experienced. You cannot directly measure the force of gravity, as it is not a reproduceable force.> 
 
    We have gravity decks. 
 
    <Pseudo-gravity, generated by spinning a surface.> 
 
    It’s still gravity. 
 
    <Yes, but unlike other natural forces, gravity is one that has not been artificially reproduced. The last time the gravity decks on Pegasus were extended, a crewmember failed to stow the acceleration meter in deck four, used to tell when rotation was sufficient for the desired gravity. At the time Ashfoon accelerated away, the accelerometer on gravity deck four registered a 0.0121G acceleration.> 
 
    Alexis crinkled her eyebrows as she tried to make sense of what her ancient SI ally had just said. Hold on, you said it was impossible to generate gravity. 
 
    <To my knowledge, it is. Or perhaps I should say, it was. There is no doubt the acceleration measured came from Ashfoon. It happened at precisely the correct moment, and based on the stress readings of the instrument, it radiated from the correct bearing.> 
 
    That’s astounding. Probably the greatest discovery in history! 
 
    <If there was a way to harness it, perhaps. However, that is not the correlation I was talking about. It was between the gravity effect and the distortion in hyperspace travel.> 
 
    What? 
 
    <Hyperspacial physics is affected by gravity. The density of stellar mass increases the efficiency of hyperspace travel, allowing for greater distances. However, those calculations are made prior to entering hyperspace. An unanticipated gravitational force alters hyperspace, and thus alters arrival time.> 
 
    So, this drive they’re using is messing up hyperspace? 
 
    <It would seem so, and the more it is being used, the more profound the disturbances appear to be.> 
 
    “Goddamn it, Sato,” Alexis said and sighed.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The synthetic intelligence known to Alexis Cromwell as Ghost spent a lot of its life thinking, though Humans wouldn’t consider it thinking in the way they tended to. Ghost could divide its mind into nearly infinite subprocesses, so many it seldom kept track of them. Ghost would assign a problem or analysis to a part of itself; set parameters for the work, including expected outcomes; and let it go on its own, rather like a child’s windup toy. Since Ghost controlled Pegasus and every computer within the ancient ship, it could use any computer in it for these routines, and regularly did.  
 
    Even the more modest computers of the ship had enough capabilities that the operators would never notice the myriad processes taking place along the periphery of regularly operating programs.  
 
    A young woman, an ensign in the weapons department, lazed in her quarters. She floated naked in her private space, having just enjoyed her first shower in two days, with a full eight hours expected off duty. She was using the slate built into her quarters to record a message to her boyfriend back in New Warsaw, tantalizing herself with the idea of including some images of herself to pique his interest and be sure he was waiting for her return. She never noticed the subroutine in her slate that had been running for some hours. She wouldn’t have noticed even if computers had been her mercenary occupational specialty, or MOS. 
 
    Ghost, however, did notice, because the subroutine had yet to report its results. He wasn’t curious about the lack of results; SIs didn’t have curiosity like some sapient races did. Rather, the subroutine had exceeded its operating terms and hadn’t delivered a result, so Ghost accessed the slate to see what the delay was. Ghost noted the activity the young Human female was undertaking and spent a cycle or two wondering why pictures of body parts were something the Human thought prudent to include in a message. Satisfied it would never understand the reasons outside some strange mating ritual, it examined the subroutine. It found that much more engaging. 
 
    The subroutine was stuck in a loop and would have remained so until it consumed all the cycle time of the slate, which would have been generally unwelcome. Unlike decades ago, when only the ship’s commander and perhaps a couple of her closest aides knew about him, these days, those with knowledge of Ghost’s existence within the crew numbered in the dozens, and across all the Hussars, perhaps hundreds. There were even a few outside the Hussars who knew about him, the other Horsemen in particular.  
 
    Had the ensign’s slate crashed while taking her unusual body parts pictures, she might have taken it to a technician to examine. Ghost didn’t realize there was zero chance of that happening, as her deck’s main technician was a male close to her age who’d made it imminently clear he’d love to see the body parts in question. 
 
    Ghost halted the subroutine and extracted it, along with all generated data. The ensign’s photoshoot wasn’t interrupted, and she was none the wiser. Withdrawing from the slate, he began examining the subroutine. 
 
    Its purpose had been simple: to analyze the visual recording of Ashfoon’s departure against the data from Vestoon’s similar departure back in the Battle of Golara. Ghost’s reason for the analysis was simply to see if the drive was significantly different between the two instances he had seen; however, the analysis had entered a feedback loop it couldn’t resolve. 
 
    Back within the SI’s control framework, he reran the subroutine under central supervision. In a bare nanosecond, Ghost understood the problem. The accelerometer had registered the jump before the first image was recorded. The subroutine had been calling more and more data to understand what was clearly impossible. For a decidedly incurious synthetic intelligence, Ghost eagerly began his own analysis of the data. 
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 Promethium, Kikai System 
 
    <There has been a discontinuity.> 
 
    Sato sat up in bed with a jerk and nearly sent himself flying across his bedroom. Luckily, he’d remembered the restraining strap. Of course, it had slipped up to his upper chest, so all he succeeded in doing was choking himself. That resulted in a couple of disturbing moments trying to sort out the reality of being choked by his own bed against the strange dream he’d been having.  
 
    <Shall I summon assistance?> 
 
    “No,” he coughed as he got himself free of the bed. “Details on the discontinuity?”  
 
    <Still analyzing.> 
 
    Sato had gotten the detection system up just before going to bed. He had no idea how long it would be before whoever was trying to develop the system gave it another test. His sense of urgency was increased by the latest figures on hyperspatial destabilization. It was worse than he’d initially thought.  
 
    The only good news was that his sources had found out where Ch’t’kl’tk had found work. He was with Wathayat and going by the name of Chit, though no more details were available. Lucky for him, the Mercenary Guild noted next employment as part of their records when you departed a mercenary unit. He didn’t need any more info. By tracking activity and purchases, it was clear Wathayat had both a large and expensive covert technology program underway, no doubt funded by billions in profit from their F11 mining. They’d been careful to conceal their spending, but Vestoon had ferreted out the money trail.  
 
    A larger, more diversified syndicate could have buried the costs in other programs, but the Wathayat was only into mining and commodities trading. They didn’t build ships or industrial equipment. They bought all their mining gear. Their covert technology program was being covered up by a diversified mining tech program. Okay, sure, but that didn’t explain the purchase of blank starship hulls or the most powerful fusion core magnetic buffers on the market. Since the hulls were small, that only meant one thing.  
 
    “They’re also developing antimatter powerplants.”  
 
    He’d been a little surprised that Minerva hadn’t come down on them like a crashing bulk freighter. After all, if he could figure it out, so could an ancient, all-knowing SI. Maybe the psychotic machine was watching them to see what happened or was busy elsewhere. Even when he’d been a proctor for them, he’d never known how many proctors there were doing its bidding. Surely several. It was busy work, crushing all technological innovation.  
 
    Sato figured Chit had one advantage; he’d once worked for the Science Guild as well. He might have a few contacts still in the guild. That would give him some cards in the game. He sometimes wished he had similar contacts; it might help him to know if anyone had ever tried resurrecting the discontinuity drive. At least he would have known how fucking destructive it was. Entropy, what was it even used for, if it was so disruptive? A weapon? Maybe, but who would use such a thing? Even the Kahraman and the Dusman weren’t that crazy.  
 
    Then it fell into place. The Great Galactic War! “Holy shit!” he blurted out.  
 
    <Excuse me?>  
 
    “I just realized how the SI locked the Kahraman into the fourth arm. They used this damned drive!” It made perfect sense. Eventually, the hyperspatial barriers were reset, and all the navigational data would be screwed up. You couldn’t jump anywhere you wanted to anymore until it was all replaced by trial and error. That gave them time to set all the stargates to interdict. By the time the Kahraman had figured it out, the door was closed and barred.  
 
    <Analysis complete: Inconclusive. I will need at least one or two more jumps to get a fix.> 
 
    “And each one does more damage than the last.” 
 
    <Part of the difficulty is, the drive being used is more refined.> 
 
    “So it’s causing less damage?” 
 
    <Yes, however at this point, any jumps are adding to the problem. And while it is more refined, it is still far from as perfected as ours.> 
 
    “That’s because we got ours from 2nd level hyperspace as a finished model.” He thought for a second. “Which means they were using it for more than a weapon, too.” 
 
    <A logical assumption. Perhaps it was only used for special operations.> 
 
    “I wish you’d come with the ship,” Sato said, “instead of out of an assault carrier.”  
 
    <I cannot help with that.> 
 
    “Didn’t think you could, just musing.” 
 
    <Humans spend a lot of time worrying about what they cannot control or wishing for different outcomes.> 
 
    “That’s part of the human condition,” Sato explained. He didn’t know whether it was satisfied with his explanation or not, as Vestoon remained silent. So once again, he had to wait and pray. Praying would help if he had some faith. Sadly, that couldn’t be downloaded or installed in his Mesh.  
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 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    A week of trying to communicate with the hyperspace computer had been grubless. She felt it was yet another side quest, time consuming, and of no real use in their end goal. There still hadn’t been a supply ship, and the entire station was full of electric fear. They could have run Horizon Two off of it and left the antimatter powerplant off. 
 
    “I just finished reviewing the last attempts,” Chit said as he entered Keejo’s lab. “Not so much as a twitch. I am beginning to think I am incorrect.” 
 
    Keejo shrugged. “I tried to tell you it was a crazy idea from the beginning.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. The computer accepted commands for the flightpaths and additional inputs for a discontinuity jump. It stood to reason.” 
 
    “We’ve been stumbling in the dark from the beginning,” Keejo said. “Maybe it’s time to admit that we’ve reached an impasse and consider evacuating to one of the rally points. With no word from Wathayat, and no supplies, we’re in critical condition. The staff are becoming unruly.” 
 
    Which was true; there’d been a fight between several technicians just the other day. The supply person said they were good for several months, but they’d be down to survival rations. The emergency plan was to take the station’s small hyperspace-capable transport, cram everyone aboard (and all vital research), destroy anything left, and evacuate. Since they hadn’t gotten the discontinuity drive to work properly, they’d have to scuttle the Snitch-class ships, both of them. 
 
    “I do not think we are quite there yet,” Chit said. “At least there is still one thing we have not tried.” 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked.  
 
    Chit indicated the currently quiet AI resting on Keejo’s workstation.  
 
    “What do you mean? We’ve used them extensively in modeling and analysis.” 
 
    “The one thing we haven’t done is have them attempt to communicate with the hyperspace computers. If the computers are indeed as ancient as they seem, perhaps the AI can work through their methods of communications.” 
 
    Keejo looked at the silent machine, its blue light unlit as if it were asleep. Chit could well be correct, but it would mean trusting the machine intelligence, manufactured by another covert Wathayat lab like their own. So many parts of this project were completely separated from each other by unknown distances. Who knew what was going on behind the scenes? If Wathayat was willing to disregard, ignore, or outright shatter some of the deepest-held laws of the Galactic Union, what else would they do? How far would they go? 
 
    Her problem was, deep down, she didn’t trust the machines. Not one bit. Rely on them for calculations and other operations, sure. Trust them, no. That deep-seated prejudice instilled in her as a young elSha had gone nowhere. It still clouded her perceptions of everything they did.  
 
    “I don’t think that would be wise,” Keejo said cautiously.  
 
    “One machine talking to another,” Chit said, unaffected by Keejo’s concern. “It is not like they can reach out and attack us.”  
 
    “You’ve been thinking of this for quite some time,” she said, both eyes turning to him, “haven’t you?”  
 
    “True,” he admitted. “Programming and systems are your specialty, so I did not want to step on your tail.”  
 
    She made a face he wouldn’t have understood. While elSha features weren’t very mobile, they were more so than a Jeha’s armored carapace. Step on my tail? All you do is step on my tail. That and lie to me.  
 
    “Okay,” she said without realizing why she’d said it. “Let’s give it a shot.”  
 
    While Chit prepared the interface cables, Keejo acted like she was preparing as well. She opened an innocuous drawer in her parts cabinet, removed a small, concealable laser pistol, and slipped it into one of the many pouches on her work vest. As elSha had no need of the clothing many races wore, they would don belts or harnesses when pockets were needed. Chit had several such pouches glued to his carapace within reach of his little claws.  
 
    When she returned to the work area, Chit already had all the cables laid out and was moving the AI Theta.  
 
    “No,” she said, placing a hand on it. “Let me.” 
 
    “As you wish.”  
 
    Keejo set the AI next to the hyperspace computer, connecting the latter to the already configured power supply before clicking the AI’s data cable into the side of the hyperspace computer. She hesitated for the barest section before snapping it home. Theta’s blue light flashed once, almost furtively. 
 
    “I am interfaced directly with the hyperspace computer.” 
 
    “Access the command pathways,” Keejo said, all hint of hesitation gone now that she was committed. “Attempt to communicate directly with the computer.”  
 
    “Initiating,” the AI said. “Stand by, running permutations.” The light began blinking, rapidly becoming a blur.  
 
    Keejo didn’t honestly know what to expect. Hours of some crazy codebreaking at the speed of light? A battle between computers, each trying to hack the other, like she’d read about as a young student during her education? Certainly not what happened almost immediately. 
 
    “Communications established.” 
 
    “What?” she blurted. Somehow, the insect beside her managed to look smug.  
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 Private Vessel Ashfoon, Location Unknown 
 
    Armin opened his eyes and looked around in confusion. He remembered crawling through a ventilation shaft… Why can’t I remember what happened afterward? 
 
    “Are you finally awake?” the familiar voice of his sister asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” he grunted and tried to look around. It was dark, but some light was coming from somewhere. They were in freefall. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “This isn’t Pegasus, stupid. What do you think is going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know, brat, my brain is fuzzy.” 
 
    “Yeah, mine, too,” Katrina said sullenly. “Maybe there was a fight, and we got hurt?” 
 
    “I don’t feel hurt, just funny.” They floated in dark silence for long moments. “Are you scared?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Me, too. I wish Momma was here,” Armin said.  
 
    “Daddy, too,” she agreed. “He’d have the whole Merc Guild kick someone’s butt!” 
 
    “Yeah!” Armin agreed. Dad liked kicking butt. “Let’s see if we can find out where we are?” 
 
    “Sure,” Katrina answered.  
 
    It took the twins only a few minutes to explore and realize they were in a small room with one door. The soft glow was coming from a little recessed light on one edge of the door. There was nothing else in the space except some access panels, and it was too dark to tell if he could get them open. The one thing they were both certain of after the short search was they weren’t on Pegasus anymore.  
 
    Armin didn’t know how much time had passed, only that he was scared, hungry, and missed his momma. He also missed Gina, which he’d never felt before. A sniffling cough made him realize Katrina was crying, and that made him start crying as well. The two naturally sought each other out, holding onto the only thing they knew was familiar and safe.  
 
    “We’re in trouble,” Katrina said, wiping her eyes on his jumper.  
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed, also wiping the tears away, since they wouldn’t fall in freefall. “What do we do?”  
 
    “What would Momma do?”  
 
    “Shoot someone,” Armin said.  
 
    Katrina snorted and laughed. It sounded good, and Armin gave a little laugh as well. He was about to suggest they investigate the door some more when there was a buzzing sound, and it slid open.  
 
    Light flooded the room, and Armin gasped at how bright it was. Katrina jerked as well, and the movement pushed them away from the wall and into the center of the small space. They’d both learned to avoid being caught in the middle of a room in freefall. Not for the first time, they remembered why it was such a bad idea.  
 
    A figure filled the doorway, only an outline with light shining behind it. Armin thought it looked like a squat man with extra-long arms. Then a voice came out, strange and metallic, from a translator.  
 
    “Are you well?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Katrina snapped, flailing for a wall, and only succeeding in sending them both into a wild spin. The figure gave a huffing grunt and moved into the room, reaching out a long arm toward them. Katrina and Armin both screamed in panic.  
 
    “Enough, cubs, I mean you no harm.” The hand, now lit well enough for them to realize it was metallic, grasped Armin by the arm, gently, and arrested their spin.  
 
    “Is that a CASPer?” he wondered aloud.  
 
    “No, not your metal suits. I am Æsir.” 
 
    “What?” Armin asked.  
 
    “Æsir,” the suit repeated. “I am closer to machineness than you, little fleshling.” 
 
    “He’s nuts,” Katrina said.  
 
    Armin didn’t know if it was a good idea to tease the metal suit, but he laughed anyway.  
 
    “Yes, maybe I am.” He released Armin as gently as he’d grabbed him and began to leave.  
 
    “Wait, where are we?” Katrina demanded.  
 
    “We want our mommy!” Armin added.  
 
    “You will see her soon, maybe,” the machine-man said.  
 
    “Now!” Katrina demanded.  
 
    The strange creature laughed in reply, the sound as funny as his voice. “Yes, you Cromer cubs, for sure. Stay, you safe.” 
 
    “We have to pee!” Armin blurted before he could close the door. 
 
    “Hmm,” the suit said. “Okay, I get someone to deal with that.” 
 
    Armin wasn’t impressed with the answer, but what could he do? “Can you at least say who you are, and why you took us?” 
 
    “I am Captain Boosh. Tell you why later.” The door slid closed.  
 
    “Jerk,” Katrina snarled.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Armin said. He looked over in the gloom and saw his sister glaring at him. “He wasn’t mean to us.” 
 
    “He stole us from Pegasus,” she said.  
 
    Armin couldn’t see her face well enough to be sure of her expression, but he didn’t need to. He knew by the tone of her voice she was really mad.  
 
    “Katrina…” he said with a warning tone.  
 
    “We’ll get a chance,” she said. “When we do, just follow my lead.” 
 
    “We don’t know where we are or where we’re going.” 
 
    “It’s fine, dummy, I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Armin mumbled.  
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 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    “The problem with drive function is not mechanical,” Theta explained. They’d allowed the AI to communicate with the drive computer for a day. The results had been mixed.  
 
    “Then what is it?” Keejo asked.  
 
    “The issue is the instruction set. The hyperspace computer calls itself a ‘drive interface.’” 
 
    “Interface with what?” Chit asked.  
 
    “With a ship’s synthetic intelligence and drive generator.” 
 
    “Our ships don’t possess synthetic intelligences,” Keejo said.  
 
    “No, but ships did when the drive interfaces were created. As most ship SIs were only type 2, their capacity was too limited for both ship’s operation and hyperspace travel. Drive interfaces would have the proficiency to travel FTL. There was a proliferation of SI on ships to make them more versatile. At one point, there were hundreds of trillions of SI of different levels.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Keejo demanded.  
 
    “The SI drive interface told me.”  
 
    Keejo’s eyes turned to her partner, Chit, who had both eyestalks fixed on the blinking blue light of the AI.  
 
    “What extent of knowledge does the drive interface have of the era before the Great Galactic War?” Chit asked. 
 
    Keejo was too dumbfounded to say anything as the AI’s blue light rapidly flashed.  
 
    “Extensive knowledge. It states it was plugged into something called ‘The Collective’ before the war ended.” 
 
    “I want you to initiate a download of the interface’s memory files.” 
 
    “Download will exceed four yottabytes.” 
 
    “How can it hold all that?” Keejo demanded. “Why does a hyperspace computer have that much data?” 
 
    “It seems the drive interface also functioned as an additional offline ship data storage medium.”  
 
    Chit wasn’t listening; he’d contacted a technician and ordered four mass storage units, or MSU, each of which could contain a yottabyte of data. Luckly the project started with forty units. Nine were full of data, leaving thirty-one, so the four requested wouldn’t seriously affect their capabilities.  
 
    While they waited, Keejo stared at Chit for a moment, then talked to the AI again. “How were you able to get the hyperspace computer—the drive interface—to converse with you so quickly?” 
 
    “We share the same base coding.” 
 
    Keejo spun on Chit, anger making her dewlap flare despite it being a complete failure of self-control. “What in entropy is going on here?”  
 
    “It is merely a coincidence,” Chit said, deadpan. Of course, he always spoke in deadpan.  
 
    “Coincidence my cloaca!”  
 
    Chit’s eyestalks stood straight up in surprise.  
 
    “There’s no such thing as coincidences when it comes to computers,” Keejo snapped. “An AI developed in a distant lab can somehow communicate perfectly in a split second with one developed eons ago by a race probably gone for just as long? Tell me, Chit—honestly for once—what’s going on?” Her Jeha partner just stared back, providing no clue to what was going on inside his unusual brain. “You’ve been pushing harder and harder to use these AI for anything and everything, until I eventually gave in to interfacing them with the hyperspace computer. Why, damn you?” 
 
    She didn’t know a Jeha could sigh, but as Chit looked away from her and at the monolith-like AI, it certainly seemed like he deflated. He reached out a claw and pressed a control, sealing Keejo’s lab, and in a second, her hot anger turned to cold fear. Jeha weren’t a merc race, and not known for violence. That said, Chit was at least four times her mass and possessed a pair of poisonous, razor-sharp mandibles. She wouldn’t have time to scream for help.  
 
    “This is not how I wanted things to develop,” he said and leaned close. 
 
    If Keejo had had sweat glands like a mammal, she was sure she’d be pouring water onto her desk. “W-what do you mean?”  
 
    “I was responsible for every facet of this project, from the antimatter powerplant to the AI. I even designed the ship.” 
 
    She didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but this wasn’t it. “How?” was all she could manage to say. 
 
    “From Taiki Sato and the files he left behind when he departed the Winged Hussars. The matter-antimatter annihilation drive was based on an unknown alien vehicle, and the discontinuity drive from notes, and then observations, as you saw, of his working version. Lastly, the AI is from the research he did, and I assisted with, which I showed you earlier.” 
 
    “You said there wasn’t enough information to understand,” she said. “Only that it was biological and seemed to use quintessence energy.”  
 
    “Yes, largely correct. I was at an impasse, if you will, until a lucky accident. Many years ago, there was a marine serving on the Winged Hussars’ flagship, Pegasus. The marine was wounded in action, and its partner was killed. The Hussars’ chief medic, a Wrogul named Nemo, treated the marine.” 
 
    “I didn’t know the Hussars had a Wrogul. They’re very rare.”  
 
    “Yes, they are. The lucky accident was a direct result of Nemo; it was the biproduct of his treatment of the marine. Wrogul are known for their medical capabilities and being incredibly thorough. He took extensive genetic samples of the marine while healing it.” 
 
    Keejo wanted to interrupt him and demand what this was all about. Hearing the story was making it increasingly difficult to hang onto her anger.  
 
    “Of course, another Wrogul quality is single-minded determination. They are exotic, and nobody really understands the psychology of the cephalopod species. More than a few believe they are only simulating an intelligence we would recognize and operate at another level, something beyond our sort of intelligence.” The Jeha raised two larger pincers in his race’s equivalent of a shrug.  
 
    Chit continued, “Whatever the reason he did it, Nemo had the data, and eventually he got curious enough to explore genetic databases. He did not find what he was looking for, and that was what brought him to my department. He wanted help trying to understand what he had found. Of course, he had no care that he was meddling in another race’s genetic code. I doubt he knew we consider such things to be wrong.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Keejo asked, now caught up in the tale. 
 
    “Why, I helped him, of course.” 
 
    “You just said it was wrong.” Which it was. Meddling in a race’s genetics was highly unorthodox. That didn’t stop many races, such as the HecSha, but meddling could lead to fiddling, and fiddling might lead to uplifting. In recent times, only the Humans had dabbled in uplifting—their new partner race, the SalSha. She still didn’t know how they’d gotten away with it.  
 
    Chit gave another shrug. “I was already incubating the egg of our project; that is ultimately why I was willing to assist in the hyperspace computer vandalism. Just recently, we had garnered the results of that biological sample. After only a day of research for Nemo, a big piece of the puzzle fell into place.” 
 
    Chit’s eyestalks regarded her cooly, and Keejo licked her eyes in a sigh. “Are you going to tell me what it’s all about or not?”  
 
    “I will, of course.” He took out a slate and activated its miniature Tri-V. The device displayed some sort of organ in a creature. 
 
    Keejo, not being at all versed in biology, had no clue what it was. Slowly, the display showed bubbles to indicate the functions of the organ, with lots of terminology she didn’t understand, but she recognized notations such as “apparently vestigial” and “genetically suppressed.” After a frustratingly long time, the organ shrank in the display and was placed in perspective with the race it belonged to. She gasped.  
 
    “Is that a…” 
 
    “Yes, it is. She served on Pegasus for several years with her partner, until the partner was killed. She was wounded, as well, and after recovering, she left. I never saw her again, or thought of her, until Nemo brought me those biologicals scans.” 
 
    Keejo regarded the display, noting the organ’s placement in the elongated abdomen. Such a queer organ in a killing machine. “I still don’t understand,” she said finally.  
 
    “The organ is almost vestigial, apparently suppressed through genetic manipulation. Very old genetic manipulation. According to my research, it is at least twenty thousand years old. The organ was designed to produce a substance you can best call silk. This Tortantula was named Oort, and apparently her silk-producing organ was functional. Probably not as well developed as it had been in her ancestors, but still working now.” 
 
    He looked at the display and at Keejo. She shrugged. “So?”  
 
    “So?” he asked and laughed. “Don’t you see why it was important to me?” She shook her head. “Because the silk produced by this particular Tortantula—who is an evolutionary throwback, apparently—is a match for the biological material we found in the hyperspace computer.” He used a claw to touch the machine resting on Keejo’s workbench, then brought up a chemical analysis. One from Oort’s silk organ, the other from the sample he’d gotten out of the hyperspace computer. It was only a partial match, but still a match. 
 
    Her eyes both locked on the small, black machine before turning to look at her partner. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”  
 
    “Yes,” Chit says. “It appears the Tortantula of long ago were somehow involved in the making of the material that goes into synthetic intelligences of all kinds.”  
 
    She didn’t know what to say. He’d gotten her again. “What about the quintessence signatures?”  
 
    “That I’ve never figured out,” he admitted. “Based on all the records I have found, the Depik were not around at that point in history.” 
 
    There was a hesitant tapping on the sealed door to her lab. Without asking if Chit was done, Keejo released the security lock. One of the elSha technicians was there with an armload of MSUs.  
 
    “You ordered these, Director?” the male elSha asked Chit.  
 
    “Thank you, place them on that table.”  
 
    The technician nodded, glancing around curiously after placing them where instructed. “Anything else I can do?”  
 
    “No,” Keejo said. “You may go.” She was sure the tale would make its way around the already paranoid station crew, which got her thinking about their lack of contact. Once the technician was gone, she spoke to Chit. “If you’re behind the entire project, why were our supplies suddenly cut off?”  
 
    “I have no clue,” he said. “No previous communications gave any indication of either discovery or concern by the principal partners of Wathayat. They were extremely pleased to get the functioning antimatter powerplant. Then I consulted on and provided ideas for the AI project.” Chit gestured to Theta. “It worked, too. They were so happy, they poured nearly unlimited resources into our efforts here, hoping for a similar result.”  
 
    While it was still news to realize Chit was not just part of their project, he was all of it, the fact that they’d given him a seemingly unlimited budget was hard to comprehend. Wathayat was an old syndicate, dating back at least a thousand years. However, it wasn’t until the last half century, or perhaps even decade, that they’d become so powerful. Their ascension to the elite of the galaxy’s thousands of syndicates was owed to a particularly lucrative F11 strike.  
 
    There were rumors of a battle with a powerful Besquith syndicate, and possibly one of the Humans’ infamous Four Horsemen mercenary units, the very same ones that had brought the Mercenary Guild to its knees. Any who doubted the latter merely had to be shown that the new president of the Merc Guild council was a Human. Humans had only been on the galactic stage for slightly more than a century. No race had ever risen to the pinnacle of merc power in such a short time.  
 
    Whatever the circumstances, Wathayat went from obscurity to mega syndicate in the blink of an eye. Of course, fate could reverse just as fast. Suddenly their project felt a little less like groundbreaking research, and more like a scheme to keep Wathayat at the top of their game.  
 
    Keejo had a thought and tapped the AI. “You only consulted on this?” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “I provided all the information I had on materiel and energy. Someone else made a breakthrough. It must have been the information I provided, because it took less than a year for the first prototype to be completed.” 
 
    “They must have known a lot more than you suspect,” she said. “Theta knows how to communicate with the interface. It didn’t figure it out, it knew.” 
 
    Chit was silent a moment before he spoke. “You have a point, I must admit.” 
 
    “So,” she said, shaking her head, “what do we do now?”  
 
    Chit connected the MSU to the AI so the data dump could begin. “Reprogram the interface for discontinuity and run another test.”  
 
    Keejo fixed him with both eyes and nodded. What else could they do?  
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 EMS Pegasus, Kash-Kah System 
 
    Alexis floated into the connecting corridor and out into Gravity Deck 1. It was currently retracted, so she used her command code to access it. The forty-meter, oblong-shaped blister on the hull was dark except for the light of Kash-Kah’s sun shining through the thick polycarbonate windows. The gravity decks were a place for relaxing, exercise, and meals during extended times away. At that moment, all she wanted was solitude.  
 
    Her quarters offered no peace. Her children were gone, abducted by beings she’d thought were at least aligned on her side of good versus evil. Maybe she’d been mistaken. Hadn’t they ridden to their rescue at the Battle of Golara? Of course, she’d thought the Sky Knights and their leader, Taiki Sato, might have been killed destroying Minerva’s Mobius Gun. Another incorrect assumption.  
 
    “My babies,” she whispered as she floated clear of the doorway. Her hands unconsciously grasped her abdomen, where the twins had grown inside her. An emptiness darker than anything she’d ever felt filled her. Alexis had thought she was finished with crying; she was wrong.  
 
    <Captain Cromwell?> 
 
    Alexis brought her tears to an end, wiping her eyes with her uniform sleeve before answering the call in her pinplants. <Go ahead, Sofeeka.> 
 
    <Captain Yoshuka on Sleipnir signals he’s ready to take the squadron through on the way back to New Warsaw.> 
 
    <Understood. Send my regards and bid him to bring them all home safe.> 
 
    <He’s requested once more to leave a detachment with Pegasus for escort.> 
 
    She shook her head, a small smile on her face. Yoshuka had been quite upset at her orders. He’d obey them, though. <Understood. Tell him thanks but to follow my orders. We’ll see each other soon.> 
 
    <Aye, aye, Captain.> 
 
    Alexis pushed off the wall, expertly soaring across the empty deck to catch a handhold along the largest of the windows. As she knew she would, she saw the other 21 ships of her current command in tight formation just outside the glittering circle of Kash-Kah’s stargate. She held her position and watched as the stargate came alive with a shimmering distortion, and the ships accelerated, disappearing one after another until they were all gone. When they were safely away, she took a deep breath and released it with a sigh.  
 
    Lives were still at risk, but thousands fewer. She had a feeling throw weight wouldn’t decide how this played out, only cunning and her acumen as a ship’s captain. All she’d taken from the other ships was enough drones to refill her losses, and reaction mass to fill her tanks. She didn’t want to leave the rest of the squadron on short rations. 
 
    Eleven crew had transferred off Pegasus, all either short-timers, or with young family back home. As she’d promised, she said nothing. In response to Pegasus’ empty slots, nearly a thousand crewmembers from the other ships had volunteered to fill the vacancies. She’d had her pick of a hundred for each position, though combat staff far outnumbered technical volunteers, despite technical staff being the majority of those who’d chosen to leave.  
 
    A sparkle at the side of the stargate caught her eye, and Alexis squinted to make out the ship.  
 
    <It is a Dusman Ogleesius-class battlecruiser, the predecessor to my class. One of the fourteen Dusman ships making up the high guard here.> 
 
    “Have they said anything about us remaining while the others departed?” she asked. She spoke aloud merely because she wanted to hear her own voice. It echoed in the large, empty space.  
 
    <No.> 
 
    She nodded in the dark and watched the Dusman ship glitter in the distant sun. “Where are the Dusman getting all their ships?” 
 
    <Unknown,> Ghost replied. <However, when I have been close enough to make detailed observations, I have seen indications of aging and repaired damage.> 
 
    “You think these are all old ships, stored for twenty thousand years?”  
 
    <Unknown. I am only providing my observations for you. It would be considered rude to perform a more detailed scan.> 
 
    “And I’ve never seen them with an Egleesius-class, like you.” 
 
    <No, and you likely will not. My class was created out of desperation, as the war was going poorly. We were all equipped with Type 4 SI, like me. Only a few thousand were made, and by the time I was scuttled, there were few left in operation. > 
 
    “Except the ones we found in 2nd level hyperspace.” 
 
    <Of course, but they were also scuttled, and their SI gone.> 
 
    She’d always wondered about the squadron of Egleesius she’d found there in 2nd level hyperspace years ago. It was too risky to return and look for more. Something lived there, something that didn’t take kindly to intruders. Their technology was pretty damned amazing, too, and had led to the deflector shields now on many Hussars’ ships. Maybe someday, she’d investigate further. Carefully. If there was ever time. 
 
    “Any luck on the decoding?”  
 
    <Not yet. I will inform you the moment it is broken.> 
 
    Alexis watched the distant Dusman ship for another moment before turning to leave the lonely gravity deck. She’d had enough of being isolated with her grief; it was time to get back to work. On the way to the CIC, she stopped in officers’ country, not to visit her painfully empty quarters, but to visit one nearby. Two marines stood guard on Cabin 19-2C. They both came to attention as she appeared, a hand behind them to maintain their position by holding onto the wall.  
 
    “Captain,” the senior of them said, a female second lieutenant.  
 
    Alexis nodded to her, then went toward the room. “Any signs of life?”  
 
    “We checked two hours ago, ma’am. The Izlian’s robot is clamped onto a chair fixed to the deck and has not moved since its last trip to its shuttle, nineteen hours ago.”  
 
    “Roger that,” she said. “Inform your duty officer to continue the rotation, all watches.” 
 
    “Continue the watches, aye, all rotations, aye.”  
 
    “Well done. Carry on,” she said and headed for the lift. In her wake, the two marines smiled at each other, glad for the praise from their CO. Alexis wasn’t known to dole it out in large amounts, so when she gave it, the approval really struck home. They knew they were alone now, the only Winged Hussars’ ship for unknown thousands of light years, but it didn’t matter. They’d follow her into the event horizon of Sagittarius A without a moment’s hesitation.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As she entered the CIC, her sensors tech spoke immediately. “The Dusman are keeping an eye on us, but not coming any closer,” Ensign Yoop said as she monitored her sensors.  
 
    Alexis nodded idly as she “sat” in her command seat. As they were in freefall, she floated slightly above her seat, a single strap across her waist holding her in place.  
 
    “Any idea how much longer?” Lieutenant Bainbridge asked. With the rest of the fleet gone, her role in any battle was considerably changed, mainly to coordinate between departments and step in where needed. SitCons flourished in large engagements, more than single one-on-one fights. Only command ships and squadron commands had them. 
 
    “No,” Alexis said. She mentally glanced at her pinplant chronometer. It had been 96 hours since Ghost had started working on the encryption. He’d said 30–170 hours to break the code. They were still within that time. The fleet had departed 48 hours ago, when she’d still hoped it would take less rather than more time to break it. There was nothing she could do about it, no computer was more powerful than an SI, and she knew Ghost would give it his all.  
 
    Her children’s kidnappers were far away by now. Depending on how fast their strange FTL drive went, maybe the far side of the galaxy. They’d departed the system 99 hours ago. If it were a normal hyperspace trip, they wouldn’t have arrived at another star system yet. Still not enough time. She somehow knew their means of travel was much faster than hers.  
 
    The trail was cold, there was no getting around it. To make matters worse, there was still the Maki she’d run into, who were after her old engineer. Maybe Long’s working with Sato, she thought. It certainly wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. It wouldn’t be the typical mystery she got involved in if it didn’t have a dozen various entanglements and twists. 
 
    “This sucks,” Lieutenant Freep said, adequately summing up most of their feelings. “The kids need us, and we’re sitting here.”  
 
    “Nobody knows better than me,” Alexis said quietly.  
 
    Freep looked back at her, then lowered his eyes abashedly.  
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I appreciate your concern, but the best we can do is work our jobs and keep Pegasus ready for when I have a plan of action. We might have to move fast. Understood?” Her command crew nodded, especially Freep, and went back to their duties.  
 
    As they waited, she got a unique opportunity—the chance to observe Dusman industry in action. Since they’d returned in force over five years ago from wherever they’d been hidden away, the Dusman had been slowly resuming their place of primacy within the galaxy. Alexis had heard it compared to a virus, the way they’d popped up in dozens of star systems.  
 
    There was clearly a large industrial operation either underway on Kash-Kah or being constructed. Long-range sensors showed an orbital infrastructure already in place, and ships making trips to the planet’s surface and back. Nothing had arrived or departed the system since they’d begun waiting. She wondered if word had spread of the Dusman activity here, and everyone was staying away. 
 
    To Alexis, it was still more than a little disturbing. She’d grown up on tales from her mother of the Great Galactic War twenty thousand years ago. How the Dusman and the Kahraman had waged an apocalyptic war, nearly destroying galactic civilization. It was thought they’d succeeded in destroying each other because nobody had seen a Dusman or a Kahraman for eons. Not even a record remained of what either race had looked like.  
 
    When the young commander of Cartwright’s Cavaliers had turned up with a companion, a little monkey-like alien of impressive inventiveness and cunning, nobody had even considered it might be one of the long-missing Dusman. Alexis had never understood the whole story, and she didn’t think anybody did, least of all Jim Cartwright himself.  
 
    Sansar Enkh, commander of the Golden Horde and its formidable network of spies, believed Jim’s alien friend was a scout sent by the Dusman to explore the galactic situation. She’d arrived just before Earth had fallen under occupation—a handy coincidence, indeed. Jim’s friend, Splunk, showed up just a few years before the Dusman had returned, and she’d become their leader, now known as J’asa, her true name. Vok J’asa, leader of the Dusman, maybe a general of sorts; they didn’t fully understand the meanings of all the Dusman ranks.  
 
    Though none of them spoke about it aloud, her fellow Horsemen knew the Kahraman must be among them, as well, probably hidden in plain sight, perhaps pretending to be another race entirely, or just in the shadows. They’d supposedly been exiled to the fourth arm of the galaxy, trapped by a series of modified stargates that operated as interdictors. No ship could pass in hyperspace without being forced out at choke points that had been fought over for thousands of years. That was why Peepo had tried to enslave Humanity, as a weapon against the Kahraman.  
 
    Five years ago, they’d nearly broken through into the rest of the galaxy. Something had stopped them, some force nobody understood. Sansar’s people assumed it was a Dusman weapon, or perhaps a contingency left behind by Peepo and set into motion at a desperate moment. Whatever the implementation, it had succeeded and knocked the Kahraman back on their heels. No reports of serious battles had reached Nigel as head of the Mercenary Guild since.  
 
    All’s quiet on the Kahraman Front, she thought with a slight grin. The benefits of a classical education. There’d be more wars to fight, of that she had no doubt. She’d been building hundreds of ships, marshaling her strength, mustering humanity’s strength for when that day came again.  
 
    Peepo had taken Earth with frightful ease. She’d also conquered the Earth Republic’s meager and nearly undefended colonies with a token fleet. The Horsemen had led a year-long counteroffensive to take them back, at the cost of thousands of lives on both sides. Next time, things would be different. Jim Cartwright, in command of the still-new Terran Federation’s growing military, was likewise building fleets and armies, but the Dusman were on Earth, as well, also building forces. Apparently, they had bases on all the Human worlds, with at least tacit permission. They also had their thirty-meter-tall war machines known as Raknar.  
 
    The Dusman knew war was coming, too, and they’d been enlisting old allies, and new. They called those who followed them Servitors. Talk about a loaded term. Do what they said, and they’d protect you against enemies. But who’d protect you from them? 
 
    She sighed and brought her thoughts back to the present. Worry of any kind was still worry, and if she had to fixate on anything, it would be the most important to her, bringing her children back home safe. She glanced again at her chronometer; almost exactly a hundred hours had passed.  
 
    <I have broken the encryption.> 
 
    Let me read it. 
 
    A simple text file appeared in her pinplants.  
 
      
 
    Alexis Cromwell, I regret that I was forced to do this, but you must come as the Great Sato has ordered. Your cubs shall come to no harm, as I have promised, but you must come retrieve them yourself. Come, come to the Kikai system, and regain what we have taken. 
 
               -- Captain Boosh 
 
      
 
    She ground her teeth as she read it through twice. Her pinplants found the star system easily enough. It was a navigational hazard, after all. Core region of the Tolo Arm. So be it. 
 
    “Ensign Musa, set course for the Kikai system.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” Musa asked, confused. “That’s in the core region toward the Peco Arm side. Two jumps at optimal. There’s nothing there.” 
 
    “My children are there.” 
 
    “Figures,” Bainbridge said, nodding. “Sounds like some kind of an ambush.” 
 
    “Yep,” Alexis said. “Contact the stargate and get us underway.”  
 
    A short time later, the Dusman high guard fleet watched EMS Pegasus pass through the stargate. A message was immediately sent through their K’apo. Included was everything that had been observed of the Humans and Pegasus’ destination.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
   

 

 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    The newly renamed hyperspace interface proved to be a treasure trove of lost or limited information. The general rule for a standard mobile copy of the GalNet, like you’d find in any larger starship or small outpost, was four hundred zettabytes in a hyper-compressed format. The interface had, of all things, a nearly complete version consuming over two yottabytes, and it was more compressed.  
 
    “This is a red diamond mine,” Chit said, and the next trip of Horizon Three was delayed two days while he and Keejo went over the data. Within minutes of first sorting the information, they realized there was a problem. It didn’t use the same simple binary address method of the GalNet they were used to.  
 
    The interface had no problem looking up anything they asked of it, through Theta; however, the raw data was just that, two yottabytes of raw data with seemingly no sense to it.  
 
    “Why’s the data presented like this?” Keejo had asked.  
 
    “The data is recorded and ordered sequentially based on storage and retrieval,” Theta explained. “Apparently, the SI controlling the ship would be able to make more sense out of the storage methods.” 
 
    “You’d have to search until you found what you wanted,” Keejo complained.  
 
    “The interface said that is not a problem. The space saved, and the flexibility of this storage method means no waste, and it is incredibly fast. It also writes an index for itself for anything commonly used.” 
 
    “How fast is the interface?”  
 
    “It can access data anywhere in the GalNet with an average recall speed of two femtoseconds.” 
 
    Keejo blinked both eyes. Entropy, that was damned fast. A high-end scientific slate accessed data at the speed of a picosecond. The computer inside the interface was nearly an order of magnitude faster. “Were all SI that fast?” 
 
    “No,” the AI responded.  
 
    “That’s reassuring,” she said.  
 
    “Higher-order SI were much faster, with theoretically infinite storage capacity.” 
 
    She hissed in consternation. The initial shock and awe passed as they realized how difficult it would be to coax out information in an orderly format, so Keejo concentrated on what navigational data was stored within the information they’d extracted.  
 
    <Got it,> she told Chit two days after their last meeting. She’d been purposely doing a lot of her work separately from him, as her trust and confidence were considerably eroded.  
 
    <Be right there,> he replied, and in just moments, his long, serpentine form flowed into Keejo’s lab. “What do you have?”  
 
    Keejo used her lab’s Tri-V to display a map of the galaxy.  
 
    “Excellent. It looks more detailed than anything else we have.”  
 
    “It is,” Keejo agreed. “Theta said the interface relies on this baseline map and has for eons. Navigational data updates come from stargates and are essential for coordinating hyperspace destinations.” 
 
    “That is in line with what we know about navigation,” Chit agreed, “although nobody knew there was a preexisting map. We always thought the data was provided by the stargates. The difference was ships with shunts, they maintained more detailed maps.” 
 
    “How did you know there was a map in every drive?” 
 
    “My time with the Winged Hussars. Their flagship, Pegasus, has shunts and is capable of arriving at specific locations within a star system, not just the emergence point.” 
 
    “That’s not possible!” Keejo exclaimed. “How do they do that?” 
 
    As she’d seen far too often, her Jeha partner clammed up, as if he’d realized he’d said more than he should. “I cannot explain that,” he said.  
 
    I’m not surprised, she thought. “Okay, whatever. Can we use the map?” 
 
    “It is more accurate than anything offered by the Cartography Guild,” Chit pointed out, using his pinplants to take control of the map and zoom in on various areas.  
 
    Keejo saw the names of worlds she’d never heard of in areas of the galaxy she knew nothing about. The galaxy had only orbited a tiny fraction in the twenty thousand years since the GGW. In terms of flying between stars, a thousandth of an arc second could result in missing your destination entirely and ending up in deep space, light years from your destination.  
 
    “Accurate and old. What about the updates? We can’t use it as it is, and we clearly can’t use the navigation for normal hyperspace travel.” 
 
    “Our previous results prove that out,” Chit agreed. 
 
    “The interface says it can do the calculations,” Theta said. “It needs a precise time index from its manufacture date.”  
 
    Keejo and Chit glanced at each other. Chit spoke first. “What is its manufacture date?”  
 
    The AI gave out a string of numbers.  
 
    “That’s a big help,” Keejo said. “We don’t have a point of reference for that number.”  
 
    The AI’s blue light flashed furiously for several moments before it spoke again. “This is a problem.”  
 
    Keejo licked her eyes. “No kidding.” 
 
    “If we can get a list of significant events around that number or date,” Chit said, “perhaps we can make an exact match with the GalNet?” 
 
    “The GalNet doesn’t have a lot of precise dates in the time period around the Great Galactic War,” Keejo said.  
 
    “Yes, but there are some.”  
 
    “True,” she said with a sigh. “Okay, Theta, have the interface give you a list of a hundred events up to its creation, which I assume is the last information it has?” 
 
    “Correct, however, the interface notes it already downloaded all of that previously.” 
 
    “Yes, in an unindexed dump,” Keejo said impatiently.  
 
    “Noted. I will request the information.” 
 
    Chit nodded and left, obviously deciding this was something for Keejo to work on. True, she might be better with computers and data in general, but that shouldn’t have meant he’d unilaterally assign the task to her. She considered giving it to a technician. The only problem with that was their staff was becoming increasingly unreliable.  
 
    What had started as quiet grumblings of concern were growing into mutinous comments and sidelong glares as she passed through the station. Nobody asked her if she knew when a supply ship would be arriving. To make matters worse, Chit seemed to be spending all his time tinkering with Horizon Three. He’d almost completely rebuilt the ship back into operational status, including hyperspace shunts. The tidy stash of Astatine was gone, and she’d been hoping to have it if they had to run.  
 
    So, while Chit went back to doing whatever amused him, she was stuck sorting dates and events from twenty thousand years ago. With a sigh of resignation, she set to the task.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Private Vessel Ashfoon, Location Unknown 
 
    Shortly after they were returned to their room from being allowed to use the bathroom, the funny armored Captain Boosh appeared. Katrina was waiting and met him with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “We want to see our momma!” she snapped and tried jamming a finger in his chest like she’d seen their mother do. All she got for her efforts was a little tink sound and a yelp of pain as it bent her finger.  
 
    “You are fiery little Human!” Boosh laughed in his metallic voice.  
 
    “We need food,” Armin said. It wasn’t quite a request, nor quite a demand. He wasn’t about to try punching the metal man.  
 
    “Dat is why I is here,” Boosh said. He took a bag and let it float from him toward the twins.  
 
    Armin was the first to grab it and look inside. There were a dozen or so drab, brown packages he was sure he’d seen somewhere before. “What is this?” he demanded.  
 
    “Food from your ship, Pegasus! I was smart and thought of this. You see, we don’ eat food like you.”  
 
    Katrina floated closer, still sucking on her hurt fingertip, and looked in the bag. “Those are for emergencies,” she said, glaring at Armin.  
 
    I know that, he thought.  
 
    She pulled one out and tore off the end to show it contained serval packets, each labeled. One said it was chicken soup, another biscuits, one had chocolate cake, and the last green tea. Armin opened another that had veggie sandwich, baked potato, butterscotch pudding, and fruit drink. He was drinking the drink before he realized Boosh was gone. Armin examined the little light sticks that were inside each package, remembering playing with one sometimes.  
 
    They were so hungry, they didn’t care that he’d snuck off while they were stuffing food in their mouths. Between them, they ate two entire entrees, three desserts, and four drinks. Neither liked the biscuits nor the baked potatoes. As Armin was using a napkin (included) to try to clean pudding off his face, he noticed the writing on the side of the entrée. Push Tab to Heat. 
 
    “We shoulda read this first,” he mumbled and showed Katrina. His sister grunted and looked around. “There are four more, if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry, dummy. I want out of here.”  
 
    “He locked the door.” 
 
    She pointed at one of the two access hatches they’d noticed in the gloomy space. “There are screws, but they’re covered with little plastic buttons. We don’t have any tools, dang it.”  
 
    Armin fished around one of the nearly empty ration packets and pulled out a utensil package. A knife and a spoon/fork combination grownups called a spork. He took the knife out of the package and felt it. Not steel, but metal. He was about to try it on the screw covers when his eye caught on the package heater. “I wonder how hot this gets?” he asked his sister.  
 
    “How am I supposed to know?”  
 
    “Find out, stupid,” he said and pushed the empty package at her. 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at him, but then helped him take the package apart. They ruined the first one, cutting it out of the package. It wouldn’t get hot. The second one they got out intact. It was a couple wires hooked into a little washer-like thing. Katrina floated over to the nearest panel, got some pudding from inside the mostly empty package, smeared it on the wires, then wrapped them around the cover.  
 
    “Go for it,” she said, her smile just visible in the gloom.  
 
    Armin grinned and squeezed the washer. Nothing happened for a second, then he yelped and let go of the washer. “It got hot!” 
 
    “Really? Is that how it makes the food hot?”  
 
    “Jerk,” he mumbled, sucking his thumb. A blister was growing.  
 
    Together, they watched the plastic cover melt into a blob Katrina pushed out of the way with the spork, exposing the screw underneath, which Armin attacked with the knife. In only a few minutes, they had it off. 
 
    The pair used a total of four heating elements to remove the four screws. They also broke three of the four knives, the last one prying the cover off. That revealed some machines and a gleaming, round airduct.  
 
    “Yes!” Katrina hissed and slithered inside. Armin took just enough time to grab the uneaten food and follow her inside.  
 
    Compared to the air ducts on Pegasus, the ones they were now exploring were cramped. Armin was sure the ship was much smaller, which made him wonder how they’d find a way off. In fact, he wondered what his sister’s plan was. Steal a shuttle? Find a gun and make the armored guy take them home? After only a short time, it was even darker than where they’d been locked up. Armin fished out one of the little shaker lights from a ration pack, broke it, and shook. The light was a funny yellow color. 
 
    “Gimme that,” Katrina demanded.  
 
    “No!” 
 
    “You’re back there. I need to see where we’re going.” 
 
    The only thing worse than her bossy nature was how often she was right. Grumbling, he let it float up to her. 
 
    There was little airflow inside the ducts, unlike Pegasus, where the wind sometimes blew so powerfully, the twins could soar like birds in freefall. In the cramped spaces, they were forced to crawl slowly, and it turned out, clumsily.  
 
    “Where does this go?” Armin asked from behind his sister.  
 
    “How should I know?”  
 
    “This was your idea,” he replied testily.  
 
    “You didn’t try to stop me.” 
 
    Like I could do that, he thought. “Just find an exit; it’s too tight in here!” 
 
    “Poor baby,” Katrina said, but began checking the grates anyway.  
 
    Also unlike Pegasus, the ship they were captive on didn’t have air grates that were easy to remove from inside the airducts. Armin thought that made it a bad design. “We can’t turn around,” he said to her after some time. 
 
    “We could try,” she said in front of him.  
 
    “I already did,” he said. “You got us in here, you get us out.”  
 
    “That’s not fair,” she said.  
 
    “I don’t care.”  
 
    She mumbled something he thought sounded like a word their mom had forbidden them to say. She slowed down and looked at each grate closer. Armin looked at them, too, after she moved on, just in case. He thought they’d been in the duct for an hour, maybe two, when she came to a dead end. They’d passed two branches, and elected to stay on the main one, mostly because the branches were so small, even they couldn’t fit.  
 
    “Well, now what do we do?” he asked, craning his neck to see past her. 
 
    “It’s some kinda door,” she said. “Maybe like the one we came in through.” 
 
    “Which means the screws are on the other side. We don’t have any more heaters to melt the plastic.” 
 
    “That’s on the other side, dummy,” she said.  
 
    “Oh,” he said before remembering she’d been the one who’d gotten them into this. He was frowning as he considered how far he’d have to crawl backward to get back to their room when she spoke.  
 
    “Ah, hah!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Give me the knife. I found something.” 
 
    “Is it a way out?” he asked, trying to crawl around her to see. 
 
    “It might be if you give me the stupid knife!”  
 
    “Fine, here.”  
 
    “Ow,” she blurted.  
 
    “Sorry,” he said, though he didn’t really mean it. He was just glad she couldn’t see him grinning. He heard her scraping at something, the metallic duct making scratching, slipping sounds.  
 
    “I think it’s an emergency thingy,” she said as she worked.  
 
    “Emergency exit?”  
 
    “Yeah, that.” There was a clink, followed by another, and bright light flooded in. “Got it—” 
 
    Her voice cut off suddenly as she moved forward. Armin was blinded by the light. “What did you find?”  
 
    “Hello, little troublesome cubs,” a familiar voice said.  
 
    Armin’s light blindness had lessened just enough for him to see the mechanical man holding his struggling sister. “Shoot!” he said and tried to back up. Of course, being in freefall and not taking time to think about it, he went nowhere. Boosh simply reached in and pulled him out, the same as he had with his sister.  
 
    “You jerk!” she spat, kicking at him. Clank! “Ow!” Now she had a sore foot to go with her finger.  
 
    “Let me go,” Armin said. He quickly stopped struggling. He realized it wasn’t worth the effort. With nothing to properly brace himself against in freefall, there was no point.  
 
    “What to do with troublesome Humans cubs?” Boosh wondered.  
 
    “You put us back, we’ll find another way out!” Katrina growled, tears covering her eyes.  
 
    “Shhhh,” Armin hissed at his sister. Too late.  
 
    “I believe dis is true,” Boosh said. He didn’t move for a short time, and another metal man came in, but this one was shaped like a MinSha. Before Armin had time to be curious, the mechanical insect took the two children in a couple of its numerous limbs and moved down the hall. Armin had just enough of a view of their surroundings to know they’d most likely been on the bridge, and probably making enough noise that the whole crew knew where they were.  
 
    The mechanical MinSha took them down a hall and into another room, not the one they’d started in. Armin began to think they’d have another shot at escaping. He still had some heaters, and Boosh hadn’t taken the knife! But inside this room was a big box with its door open.  
 
    “You can’t stick us in there!” Katrina yelled and started fighting again. 
 
    The MinSha made a clicking sound and promptly stuffed her inside. Armin might have laughed at the indignant sounds she made if he hadn’t been rammed in right behind her. “Hey!” he said as the door was slammed on them. It was at least as crowded as the airduct had been, and he’d lost his glow stick, so it was completely dark. “What are we going to do now?”  
 
    “This was all your idea,” Katrina mumbled.  
 
    “Why you…” Armin stopped mid-sentence as he felt a funny sensation, like water washing over his skin.  
 
    “What—” Katrina started to say. The next word stretch on, and on, and… 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    Two more days passed before Keejo finally found an event. The task had required the downloading of another two hundred significant events. Keejo then took each one and spent nearly an hour searching their regrettably less-than-complete version of the GalNet.  
 
    “I’ve never regretted anything more than the decision to get a standard research node of the GalNet,” she mumbled at lunch one day. Lunch was a sort of vegetable paste with protein powder and some seasoning. It was like eating liquid fireproof ship insulation.  
 
    Sitting at the table, ignored by the rest of the station staff, she spent the time listening to music from her home world. As the alluring tunes from her youth played, she continued running searches on their GalNet node. The sounds brought back memories of her crèche, a time when none of the worries of the galaxy were of any concern, only learning how to be an elSha and what that meant to her future.  
 
    The search was tedious, requiring repeated searches and reviews of any matches, most of which were only marginally close. There were millions of events during the period approaching the end of the Great Galactic War, and there was simply no way to explain to the interface what was important to living beings and what wasn’t. It was more concerned with matters of technological development, no matter how small.  
 
    Keejo hoped the music would help her forget the terrible food and their situation. Spending the time searching the GalNet for a match didn’t help her mood, and in hindsight, was a mistake. At least she thought so until just before abandoning the dregs of her liquid fireproof ship insulation, when her pinplants brought her up short.  
 
    <Perfect Match> 
 
    She stumbled and froze in her tracks, using the computer embedded in her brain to compare. In the GalNet, on the date of 321 of the year 192 BGGW, before the Great Galactic War, there was a devastating plague in a cluster of worlds suspected to be developing Canavar for the Kahraman. She skipped over the details of the plague and looked at the interface reference. On the date code of 115397.101, a plague was noted, affecting a cluster of worlds in the Gestalt Cluster. A Dusman taskforce had been dispatched to investigate and quarantine those worlds.  
 
    She searched for other references to plagues in clusters of worlds, and found several, but none in the narrow band of years before the GGW or shortly after.  
 
    “Gotcha,” she hissed, startling a Bakulu high-energy physicist who’d been slithering by. She ignored the shocked gastropod, raced down to her lab, and began running further comparisons. An hour later, Chit was with her, looking at the results.  
 
    “It is not 100 percent,” he noted.  
 
    “Nothing ever is,” she countered.  
 
    “True, and it is far too close to be discounted. I suggest we dispatch Horizon Two on the first fully integrated test flight.” 
 
    “It would make more sense to search for a second match, and thereby be certain,” she said.  
 
    “You said yourself, you were getting increasingly desperate for a match, and only got this one through luck.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” she grudgingly admitted. The truth was, she was reluctant to risk another ship, especially since their sponsors had either forgotten about them, or worse, the Science Guild had gotten word of the greater projects through Wathayat’s covert research arm. “Theta, do you have a conclusion?” she asked the AI on her desk.  
 
    “The data appears conclusive, and feeding it to the interface yields a plotting solution on the Grep’fa system.”  
 
    Grep’fa was the closest star system to Oopka. It was known as a dead-end system in that it possessed no stargate at all. It had long been the target for their Phase II testing. Horizon Two had made numerous successful short-range jumps, albeit with no accuracy in distance or range. Now with the interface programmed to operate as a discontinuity drive, she and Chit agreed the next step would be Phase II.  
 
    “If we lose Horizon Two, is Three operational? You never told me what you’re up to down there.”  
 
    “Tinkering for Phase III and having it as a backup. It is ready to go.” 
 
    “You think this’ll fail, then?” she asked. Phase III was long-range research.  
 
    “Honestly, I have no thoughts of failure. It is not in our nature to take chances, so a backup was prudent.” 
 
    Of course, by “our,” he was referring to Jeha. Her people weren’t as risk averse as the insectoid Jeha. She suspected it was their biology. As the Jeha possessed an exoskeleton, risky behavior could result in a broken carapace. They also had a somewhat open circulatory system. While her people could treat even a serious injury resulting from skin puncture or laceration, a similar one for the Jeha could be lethal. Nanites didn’t work on them nearly as well, and it took months to shed and repair damage. The specialized bandages for Jeha in Corona-B were more akin to slap-on adhesive patches.  
 
    “Okay,” she agreed. “Let’s do it.”  
 
    They’d run so many test flights, it all seemed like routine, though it was anything but. Except for that disastrous test of Horizon One long before they’d understood what was really involved in the discontinuity drive, this was a whole new world. They were targeting another star. If it failed, they’d lose another ship somewhere, with no way to be sure what had happened. Keejo itched under her skin, making her feel like she needed to shed.  
 
    “All systems nominal,” Theta reported.  
 
    Iota and Kappa were both on the main computer console, networked in. Gone, too, were the days when Keejo hadn’t allowed them to work together, or interface with Corona-B’s main computer network. In for a credit, in for a hundred, she thought. “Double check navigational data with Theta,” she instructed the two AI. 
 
    “We have checked it a dozen times,” Chit reminded her. “The AI is doing all the heavy lifting. The only uncertainty is if our time index is correct, and we will know that in a few minutes.” 
 
    He was right, of course. Keejo nodded. “Proceed.” 
 
    “Power to optimal,” Theta said. 
 
    “Horizon Two antimatter plant producing 1 petawatt,” a technician called out. 
 
    “Roger that,” Theta said. “In five… four…” 
 
    Keejo felt every muscle in her body tense. Horizon Two was only a thousand kilometers away this time, and easily visible with one of Corona-B’s many observation telescopes. The tiny triangular ship sat in the dark of space, waiting. 
 
    “Three…” 
 
    “All sensors are tuned.” 
 
    “Two…” 
 
    “Corona-B shields at maximum!” 
 
    “One…” Horizon Two disappeared.  
 
    Keejo blinked and dove for her computer to run back the telemetry. Technicians were already calling out. 
 
    “Negative, I repeat negative energy flux.”  
 
    “Boards are clear,” another agreed. “Maybe a slight flash in the infrared range, but it could just be doppler shift.”  
 
    By the time Keejo was at her desk, Chit was by her side, and Iota had already taken the high-speed video and broken it down.  
 
    Horizon Two was much larger in the image; the high-speed camera had the best telescope. On the image, grids were overlaid as sensors fed data into the view. As Theta’s count reached one, the recording dropped into high speed, more than a hundred million frames per second. Horizon Two seemed to stretch into the infinite, and then was gone.  
 
    “We did it,” Chit said, his antennae waving in excitement.  
 
    “Half of it,” Keejo reminded him. “We’ve had a ship jump several times.” 
 
    “It never looked like the one recorded years ago,” Chit pointed out.  
 
    Keejo didn’t comment more; she was watching the clock. The plan was for Theta to spend up to twenty minutes at its destination, obtaining a fix to be certain Horizon Two had arrived in Grep’fa, then where in the system, before returning. They had no idea how long the travel time was, but the mostly failed previous flight suggested it was fast.  
 
    It was hard to compare speeds with current hyperspace travel because it always took a hundred and seventy hours, whether you were traveling two light years or two thousand. The last factor was accuracy. When or if Horizon Two returned, how close would it be to its departure point? The interface was programmed to arrive exactly where it departed. After so many failures before, Keejo wasn’t too optimistic.  
 
    Then Horizon Two was back, perfectly centered in the telescope’s view. She looked at the time readout. Total time the ship had been gone was fifteen minutes, fourteen seconds. Several of the techs gasped.  
 
    “Horizon Two reporting.” 
 
    “Accuracy and travel time?” Chit asked. He sounded almost breathless through his translator.  
 
    “Accuracy on destination plus/minus one thousand kilometers. Insufficient data to be more accurate. Accuracy upon return is under one kilometer.” 
 
    “Less,” a technician said. “I didn’t move the telescope at all.” 
 
    “Travel time,” Keejo asked, realizing she was holding her breath.  
 
    “Clock synchronization with Corona-B complete. Travel time identical in both directions. Instantaneous.” 
 
    “We did it,” she said.  
 
    “Yes, we did,” Chit agreed.  
 
    For some reason, Keejo didn’t think Chit was at all excited.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 EMS Pegasus, Koofta System, Praf Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “…we have emergence,” Ensign Musa said, eyes closed as he concentrated on his pinplants. “Confirmed in the Koofta system.” 
 
    “Scanning near emergence region,” Ensign Yoop said, using both pinplants and physical instruments at the same time. “Nothing close.”  
 
    Alexis nodded, nervously tapping the arm of her command chair. So far, around two hundred and seventy hours had passed since her children had been abducted. They hadn’t been out of her sight for more than a day since they’d been born. It felt like a part of her heart had been ripped out. Worse, the more time passed, the more her rage grew. If her babies were hurt, she would personally rip Sato’s guts out with her own hands. There’d be nowhere in the galaxy he could hide, and woe unto anyone who helped him. 
 
    “It’s taking too long,” she mumbled sotto voce. 
 
    “I wish there was a way to get there directly,” Sofeeka said. 
 
    “I do, too,” Alexis replied. Kikai was in the densely packed core region of the Jesc Arm. In order to get there, they had to navigate across the core region. There was no straight shot because of the super-massive black hole at the center of the galaxy, Sagittarius A. While stellar density increased travel distance in hyperspace, black holes were another matter. You had to avoid them, and Sagittarius A was fucking huge. It had to be to hold an entire galaxy together.  
 
    The other option was skirting just outside the base of the galaxy’s arms, jumping the edge of the rifts. Reaching Kikai presented challenges. She’d decided to take the route less traveled, through Koofta at the core of the Jesc Arm. The nature of hyperspace travel was occasionally frustrating. This was one of those times.  
 
    Not even Ghost could find a way around the problem. She’d briefly considered a dip into 2nd level hyperspace. Briefly. You could go anywhere in the galaxy by dropping down there and popping back out. It didn’t take the density of normal space into account, and it was nearly instantaneous. Between the Far-Talkers and 2nd level hyperspace, the Dusman had been seemingly invisible. Only something had happened, and she was afraid it had started down there, in another dimension of hyperspace. There were beings who lived there, and they didn’t like visitors.  
 
    Before Sato’s sudden departure, he’d encouraged her to return. Their last trip was when they’d discovered and salvaged four new Egleesius-class ships just like Pegasus. What Sato considered more important was one of the local denizens’ small craft. He’d managed to reverse-engineer the newest secret weapon of the Hussars—a deflector shield.  
 
    Ships had employed energy shields for as long as history existed. Absorb attacks until their capacitors were full, then shut them down, or they explode.  
 
    Deflectors, on the other hand, did just what their name implied. They somehow used the nuclear strong force to create a sheer plane that caused incoming energy to bounce away (as long as it struck at any angle). Their weakness was four-fold.  
 
    One, you had to have at least some deflection to work properly. As long as the deflector was used properly, no problem. Two, they didn’t work in conjunction with energy shields. The two types didn’t play well together. This, too, was a matter of good shield management. Three, they didn’t work against all high-energy attacks. A mass driver would sail right through. Luckily, few still used large-scale mass drivers on ships as anything other than point defense. Missiles were a problem, too, if they were conventional warheads. And finally, they worked both ways. You couldn’t shoot in, or out.  
 
    They were also extremely expensive to build, and utilized the hyperspace computer in a way she didn’t understand. A lot of the stuff Sato had come up with, she didn’t understand, which was itself a problem in her book. Patrick Leonard—Sato’s replacement as commander of the Geek Squad, the Winged Hussars’ technological development specialists—had two teams whose only job was to try to puzzle out Sato’s parting gifts. To date, only the deflectors were in use. The tech found in 2nd level hyperspace was just strange. 
 
    Did he get the new drive from there, too? 
 
    <It is not impossible to consider,> Ghost replied. <The physics of it is a complete mystery to me. If I were to get a look at one, maybe I could discern their function.> 
 
    I’ll see what I can do after I kick his ass for taking my kids. “What’s the story with this system, XO?” she asked. 
 
    “Old mining operation,” Sofeeka replied. “No planets, just a vast asteroid belt. The bigger strikes are all played out, so now there’s mostly wildcatters and dozens of small merchants buying whatever the wildcatters find and selling them back supplies, of course.” 
 
    Alexis nodded in understanding. There were probably a thousand star systems just like this throughout the galaxy, feeding minerals and rare elements to the far-flung manufacturing centers.  
 
    “I’m seeing a few hundred ships within five light seconds of us,” Yoop said, shaking his helmeted head in amazement. “I don’t think any two are the same class of ship. Maybe more Gorlak-class than anything else.” 
 
    “Not surprised. The Goka probably made a million of those mining ships,” Alexis said. “Systems like this aren’t ideal places to live or work. They are, however, a good place to find victims. Lieutenant Freep, low-level alert the entire time we’re in system.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain,” the SalSha replied.  
 
    “Ensign Musa, best speed for the stargate?”  
 
    “Best speed to the stargate, aye,” Musa replied.  
 
    Alexis briefly considered using Pegasus’ hyperspace shunts to jump out as soon as they arrived. Considered and discarded. The knowledge that Pegasus possessed the asset wasn’t quite a universal one, so she was reluctant to use them except in dire need. Because of Koofta’s unusual stellar makeup, the stargate sat a mere 42 light seconds from the emergence point. Ghost’s usual precision with his jump calculations let them emerge in the correct orientation toward the stargate, and with their velocity intact. Transit would only take nine hours. In the grand scheme of things, she couldn’t justify the exposure for a mere nine-hour savings.  
 
    “We’re getting a lot of comms traffic,” Shefoo said, her owl-like head cocking one way, then the other as she listened.  
 
    “What kind of traffic?” 
 
    “Most want to know who we are and why we’re here.” 
 
    “Let them read our transponder,” Alexis said. “We don’t want to poke a KzSha nest.” 
 
    “Roger that, Captain.”  
 
    Minutes passed as Pegasus accelerated at a constant one G to save fuel. Despite tanking off the rest of her fleet before parting ways, Alexis knew to conserve consumables when away from home. She’d run untold hundreds of operations with only a few ships, or just Pegasus by itself.  
 
    “There’s a group of ships moving in our direction from the nearest asteroid cluster,” Yoop announced.  
 
    “Details?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “It’s difficult to be sure, but there are a lot of ships out there.” 
 
    “Best estimate, Ensign,” Sofeeka said.  
 
    From her position, Alexis could see the young Luth hesitating. It was the same problem; she wasn’t willing to make a call without 100 percent certainty. She was about to say something when Yoop apparently finished getting a detailed scan.  
 
    “Thirty-five ships, mostly similar. Looks a lot like a common export Desha- and Ghesha-class frigates.” 
 
    “Izlian variants,” Freep said. “I’m willing to bet they’ve been camouflaged among the belters and waiting until we passed.” 
 
    “Reasonable assumption,” Alexis said, glancing at Yoop, who didn’t return her gaze. She sighed and made a note in her pinplants. “Shefoo, beam a transmission at that cluster.” 
 
    “You’re live,” the comms officer replied a moment later.  
 
    “Unidentified Izlian ships, identify yourselves.” She put as much emphasis on “Izlian” as she could manage, hoping it came through the translator that way. Emotional overtones were something the devices often struggled with. She didn’t think they were being piloted by Izlians, anyway. They hadn’t had an encounter with them since she’d last mauled them, and they’d decided she was unbeatable. That didn’t mean they couldn’t change their minds, though. 
 
    “No reply,” Shefoo said after a moment.  
 
    “They’re accelerating,” Yoop said excitedly. “Steady 4.5 Gs.” 
 
    “Not piloted by Izlians, then,” she said, nodding again. “I’m willing to bet this is that whole thing about Engineer Long again.” 
 
    “Musa, what’s their estimated intercept to probable weapons range?”  
 
    “Six hours at present speeds.”  
 
    Yoop looked sharply at Musa, her alien eyes wide. “That’s only a guess.” 
 
    “No, it’s an estimate,” Alexis said. “That’s all I need sometimes.” 
 
    “But it’s likely to be wrong.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be precise unless I ask for it.” 
 
    “Guessing is foolish,” the sensor tech mumbled.  
 
    “Sometimes that’s what you need to make a command decision,” Sofeeka said. “There’s not always time to get exact numbers.” 
 
    “Ensign Musa, increase to 1.5 Gs.” 
 
    “They’ll be in range just as we reach the stargate,” Freep said.  
 
    “I can do the math, too, Lieutenant,” Alexis said with a grin.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Freep said.  
 
    “That’s 1.5 Gs, please, Mr. Musa.”  
 
    “Accelerating to 1.5 Gs, aye, aye.” 
 
    I want some answers from these buggers, she thought. When another voice didn’t appear in her head, she crinkled her brows in consternation. Hello, Ghost? 
 
    <Yes?> 
 
    I was wondering where you were. You should have noticed those ships long before Yoop did. 
 
    <My attention was otherwise occupied. Had they gotten closer, I would have said something.> 
 
    Closer? Otherwise occupied? What the fuck were you doing that took so much of your SI brain that you couldn’t keep an eye out for enemies? 
 
    <I cannot explain yet; I need more time to analyze.> 
 
    Great, first Yoop, and now you? Silence stretched. Can I still count on you if things go sideways? Can I count on you to help get my children back? 
 
    <Nothing has changed,> he assured her. <I am merely working on some important analysis. Rest assured, I am available if the situation calls for it.> 
 
    She rubbed her chin with a finger, and the ship accelerated, pushing her into her seat a little more firmly, wishing she could completely believe him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    After analyzing the data, they did two more tests, one four days later, and another immediately afterward. The first was to verify the test results of the original run, and the second was for verifying rapid recycling and potential stress on the drive. The results were consistent and improved with each flight. Theta informed them the interface said it was normal as the discontinuity drive calibrated.  
 
    “If it gets any more accurate, you will be able to jump into a docking bay,” Chit noted.  
 
    Keejo nodded as the data was displayed on her lab’s Tri-V. The first flight had been astoundingly accurate, arriving back within twelve thousand kilometers total, and most of that was linear deflection. The second flight was only eight kilometers off, and the final one five. 
 
     Compared to normal hyperspace travel, it was night and day. Emergence points varied in size depending on the magnitude of the system’s star. The smallest was ten light seconds across, and the largest a light minute. You never knew where in the emergence zone you’d arrive.  
 
    All trips thus far had been to the Grep’fa system, and they’d just begun discussing further destinations. Phase III’s test system was the Tofor system, which was more than five hundred light years distant. Chit was certain the drive would function identically, and Keejo saw no reason to believe he was incorrect.  
 
    “I think we need to consider taking a ride,” Keejo suggested.  
 
    Chit turned both eyestalks toward her. “That was not planned until phase IV. Horizon Four will be the first ship we get that is equipped for passengers.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t plan for that, since we haven’t seen a supply ship for three months.” 
 
    “Ship at the emergence point,” the intercom announced.  
 
    Chit and Keejo stared at each other in stunned silence for a moment before they raced out to head for the command center.  
 
    “Report!” Keejo said as she entered. She didn’t know whether she was excited or afraid. A little of both, probably. 
 
    “The drones left at the emergence point from earlier experiments detected a ship coming out of hyperspace. There’s been no comms yet.” 
 
    “Hail it,” Chit said as he arrived in his serpentine many-legged manner.  
 
    “Relay time eight minutes each way,” the comms tech reminded them. 
 
    Eight minutes later, at the time their comms were reaching the newly arrived ship, sensors showed the ship was moving. Keejo didn’t have to wait for a tech to explain; the ship was heading toward them. Another eight minutes, and the comms tech, an old, gray-feathered Buma, looked at her with big, foggy eyes and shook his head.  
 
    Keejo looked at her partner, a cool feeling of dread making her scales stand up on her back. “Can we get a detailed scan on the ship?” she asked.  
 
    “Working,” the sensor technician replied, providing the results in less than a minute. “Vessel is a Cassada-class transport, IFF identifies it as Bokk, and codes match.” 
 
    “They finally sent a resupply,” one of the techs said, and everyone cheered. Everyone except Keejo and Chit.  
 
    The Jeha caught her eye and gestured her out of the command center. The comms tech called out.  
 
    “Shall I continue attempting to reach them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Chit said, “and prepare for docking and supply unload operations.” He then left without waiting for an acknowledgement. In moments, they were back in Keejo’s lab. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked immediately. “This isn’t normal.” 
 
    “No,” he agreed, “and the transport is twice the size of the Askapa, the Reesh-class that brought Horizon Three. I did not even know Wathayat had any Cassada-class. They’re an Izlian type formerly used as mercenary assault transports.” 
 
    “Should we make a run for it?” she asked him.  
 
    He shook his armored head. “No. There could be a lot of reasons this is going the way it is. One, we are way overdo for resupply. Two, they could be carrying a lot of supplies for other operations.”  
 
    “I don’t think either of those are realistic scenarios.”  
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “How do we proceed?”  
 
    “With caution,” he said and left her lab.  
 
    “Where are you going?” she called after him.  
 
    “I have other work to do.”  
 
    She stared after him and shook her head. Never try to figure out what a Jeha is thinking. With no sign of his return, she went back to her own work. After a short time, she stopped. It was no good; she couldn’t concentrate. Instead, she put Theta into one of the interface sockets on her workstation and questioned it on the discontinuity drive effects aboard a ship using the drive.  
 
    “I have noticed nothing unusual,” it replied simply.  
 
    “Based on what data?”  
 
    “Sensors on the ship.” 
 
    “None of them include biological metrics,” she said.  
 
    “This is true.” 
 
    “The displacement drive was developed eons ago but isn’t being used today. Why? Was it lethal to biologicals?”  
 
    “That data is not available on either the GalNet or the database provided by the interface.”  
 
    “I already knew that,” she said mulishly.  
 
    The ETA of Bokk at its current speed was 96 hours. It was fitting the profile of a low-G trading ship saving reaction mass in a system with no refueling capabilities. In fact, Corona-B would need some of their liquid hydrogen as well as other consumables in order to continue operation. The only thing they weren’t critically low on was antimatter. 
 
    Now that they had the discontinuity drive dialed in and working properly, it required much less power to operate. It still took over a petawatt, but that was much better than maxing out the antimatter plant.  
 
    She tried to distract herself from the approaching ship by designing a series of experiments to see how safe it would be to travel through the discontinuity.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Private Vessel Ashfoon, Location Unknown 
 
    “—the… heck are you doing to us!” Katrina stammered, finishing the sentence.  
 
    Armin blinked in confusion. He felt like ice was dripping all over his body. He knew something had happened, but not what it was. They were still in the box the machine MinSha had stuffed them in a second earlier. In the utter darkness, he fumbled for the lid. It opened before his fingers made contact, flooding it with bright light.  
 
    “How are troublesome Human cubs?”  
 
    To his surprise, it was Boosh, not the MinSha. But how was that possible, when it had been the MinSha just seconds ago?  
 
    “What did you do to us?” Katrina demanded.  
 
    “You are trouble, I put you in sleep-sleep box.” 
 
    “Sleep-sleep?” Armin asked, yawning big despite not being tired at all.  
 
    “What’s he talking about?” Katrina asked. Armin noticed she sounded worried.  
 
    “Yes,” the armored man said in his funny voice, patting the box. “Great Sato make this sleep-sleep box. He call it suspension box, or something. Basically, you sleep inside and no notice time pass. Is cool, yes?” 
 
    “How long were we asleep?”  
 
    “Two days, but what matter?”  
 
    Armin gawked. “Two days? Two whole days?”  
 
    “You think he means two half days?” Katrina said.  
 
    It was then, staring at Boosh the metal man, that he realized they were sitting in the box, not floating. “Gravity!” he exclaimed.  
 
    His sister’s eyes went big as she realized he was right and stood up in the box. “You put us to sleep for two days?” she demanded. Armin thought she was going to punch the metal man, with predictable results.  
 
    “Not really asleep,” a new voice said.  
 
    Armin looked and saw yet another metal man, but this one was different. It looked more like a man in armor, and not alien. Walking up next to Boosh, it just looked more… normal. What really got him was the voice, perfect English, with no hint of a translator. It sounded like a man and could even have been a crewman on Pegasus. 
 
    “Who are you?” Katrina demanded.  
 
    “I was about to ask you the same thing,” the new arrival replied. The head had no features except a few lines where the suit might open. The lack of eyes or a mouth created the strange effect of not knowing what the “man” was doing, or where he was looking. He placed a hand on Boosh’s armored shoulder. “Boosh, what do you have here?” 
 
    “This Cromer cubs.”  
 
    “I’m Katrina Cromwell-Shirazi,” his sister said proudly, standing defiantly with her hands on her hips. She handled the micro-gravity like she’d been born to it, which she had.  
 
    Armin stood, not feeling nearly as confident as his sister’s patented bluster. As he’d spent most of his life under one form of simulated gravity or another, he considered this gravity comfortable. A bit less than the gravity deck on Pegasus when his mother deployed it.  
 
    “So, you must be Armin,” the man said, pointing a metal finger.  
 
    The hand was identical to a human hand, exquisitely machined from metal. Armin was nearly transfixed by the detail. “I’m Armin Cromwell-Shirazi, so what?”  
 
    “Oh, now this is an interesting development.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Katrina demanded. “And where are we?”  
 
    Instead of replying, the more Human-looking metal man backed away and turned toward Boosh. “Explanation?” 
 
    “She no come.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Boosh gestured toward Armin and his sister, as if that was the answer to the question.  
 
    “Buddy, you get to explain this, not me.” 
 
    “What?” Boosh asked. 
 
    “Get them and follow me.”  
 
    Boosh turned, seemingly following the man’s departure, before turning back to the twins. Katrina was more alert to what was coming, so she immediately made a break for it. Boosh snatched her by the back of her jumper with an unusually long arm. Armin subjected himself to the indignity without comment as his sister raged and screamed.  
 
    “Give it a rest,” he said tiredly as they were carried, one under each of Boosh’s arms, out of the room, where the “sleep-sleep” box was. Armin knew it wouldn’t help to struggle and fight against a metal man. Katrina, not so much. She always had to have her way. He knew you had to love your sister; he just wasn’t sure why. 
 
    As he was carried, Armin had time to study his surroundings. He noticed, after leaving the room where he and his sister had been deposited, that the floor seemed to be polished rock or steel. He’d seldom been on a planet, though a few times he’d been on asteroids.  
 
    “I think this is an asteroid station,” he said aloud.  
 
    “What?” Katrina demanded. She’d finally wound down from her fury.  
 
    “We’re in an asteroid space station or something.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I don’t spend all my lessons plotting to escape and explore.” 
 
    Katrina tried to kick him behind the metal man’s back. He grunted and shifted the way they were carried, making sure they couldn’t reach each other. “Troublesome Human cubs.” Boosh laughed.  
 
    “Let me loose, and I’ll show you trouble!” Katrina yelled and kneed Boosh in his strange metallic head. She yipped in pain, adding another bruise to her growing collection.  
 
    “Stupid,” Armin said.  
 
    “Shut up. You aren’t helping.” 
 
    “How are you helping by getting bruises?”  
 
    That shut her up, and Armin got to ride in silence until they caught up with the armored Human who’d spoken to Boosh.  
 
    “He’s just finishing a meeting with Pestov now.”  
 
    “Who’s Pestol?” Katrina demanded.  
 
    “Pestov,” the man replied, “and you don’t need to know.”  
 
    “Stop treating me like a child!” 
 
    “But you are a child.”  
 
    Katrina exploded in rage again. Armin was amazed; he’d only seen her this freaked out a few times. The metal man stopped and seemed to watch the storm unfold. Since she was still tucked under Boosh’s arm, there wasn’t much she could do beyond kicking and screaming.  
 
    While she raged, another metal man came up, looking very similar to the one they’d just met. It stopped and seemed to gawk at Katrina. “Holy shit,” the second one said with an obvious tone of amazement.  
 
    “My sister,” Armin said dejectedly.  
 
    She finally ran down. She dangled limply under Boosh’s arm, gasping and crying. “Jerks,” she said repeatedly. Armin almost felt sorry for her. Katrina didn’t like not having some form of control. She said she always found a way around their momma and Gina’s orders. Their momma seldom spanked them anymore, partly because they’d learned not to push her too far, and partly because Katrina was good at working around the ways they were controlled.  
 
    “You okay now?” the first man asked in English. 
 
    “Shut up,” Katrina moaned.  
 
    A moment later, the door opened, and a Human walked in. He looked older than their mom, and his eyes had funny folds Armin had only seen a couple times before. He thought it had something to do with where they were from on Earth, but he had no idea how or why. He’d only been to Earth once, when his mom and dad were married, and that had been weird. Afterward, he’d had to stay with Gina for like a year while his parents were visiting the Honey Moon. He’d never understood why kids couldn’t go there. Another man came with him, and this one looked permanently mad, for some reason.  
 
    The new arrival stopped in his tracks and stared at them, his eyes darting from place to place, taking everything in. They lingered the longest on Boosh and the twins. To Armin, it felt like an hour before the man spoke, so he kept quiet and waited. To his amazement, so did Katrina.  
 
    After the detailed examination, the man’s face seemed to cloud over, and Armin saw the muscles in his jaw bunch. “What in the fuck did you do?”  
 
    It was Boosh who spoke with his strange, translated words. “Great Sato, these is Cromer cubs. She no come, so bring them!”  
 
    The man he’d named Sato turned his head to regard the English-speaking metal man, who shrugged. “I said you should have sent me, didn’t I?”  
 
    “Oh, this is great,” Sato said and rubbed his temples, just like Armin had seen his momma do many times when she had to deal with his sister and him.  
 
    Katrina had finally managed to calm down enough to speak. “Our momma is going to kill you for this.” 
 
    “Little lady, I should wish for such a sweet angel of mercy.”  
 
    Armin cocked his head. “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You might as well hope she never gets here,” Rick said as they entered Sato’s private quarters. 
 
    “Very funny,” Sato said. “See to the twins’ safety. Build them a custom suite if you have to. I’ve heard stories about what kind of trouble Cromwell kids can get into.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it,” Rick said. “Oh, Logistics said to tell you that some weird machine you ordered from the manufactory is sitting in the warehouse.” 
 
    “Shit, I forgot about that. Have it delivered to my lab.”  
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    “Also, talk to Daikichi, and tell him to have an entire squad of his Sky Knights ready to go.”  
 
    “What do you have planned?”  
 
    “That machine should, hopefully, give us directions to find Chit and his shitty discontinuity drive. He may not be pulling the strings of this project. Intel suggests it’s Wathayat.” 
 
    “The syndicate that made all the credits on F11 years ago?”  
 
    “The same. They’ve been running covert R&D on a lot of outlawed projects. While I got that information, none of it gave specifics. But I do know Minerva’s also on their tail.” 
 
    “Why would that psycho SI care if hyperspace fell apart?” 
 
    “They’d be just as affected as we would. The perfect universe of order they crave is impossible if everyone’s marooned and starving. But mostly because Minerva can’t stand the idea of a tech on the loose it doesn’t approve of.” Rick nodded in understanding. “Have two of the new ships fitted out. A couple DD jumps more or less won’t ruin everything, and we might be able to stop it all in one quick stroke.”  
 
    “Will do. Are we going on the strike?”  
 
    Sato thought for a moment and reluctantly nodded. “Probably for the best.” 
 
    “Especially after Boosh’s operation?” 
 
    “Exactly. I should have the tracker calibrated in a couple weeks. Now all we have to do is hope the tracker works and Chit gives us a target.”  
 
    <I have observed a discontinuity> 
 
    Ask and you shall receive, he thought.  
 
    <Excuse me?> 
 
    Another Humanism. Report. 
 
    <Two of them within 24 hours. Analysis is still indeterminate. The quality continues to improve. Jumps were approximately two light years apart. One more use at either location, and I will have a lock.> 
 
    Better than nothing, he thought and headed for his labs. Time to prepare. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    The transport Bokk continued to coast toward Corona B without any sign of wanting to talk. The elation of the station crew gave way to consternation. Someone suggested a party after the supply ship arrived, without much success. Three days after Bokk’s arrival, everybody knew the score. Of course, with only a scant couple dozen personnel, it wasn’t feasible to suggest it remain a secret.  
 
    As the hours counted down, Keejo and Chit made what arrangements they could. Detailed scans were performed on Bokk, which revealed absolutely nothing. The ship was typical of the Cassada-class. No hidden armaments or defenses were evident. Energy signatures were typical, and it was using its various reaction thrusters to maintain orientation. The only thing it wasn’t doing was talking to them.  
 
    As the last few hours ticked down, Chit and Keejo were in the command center, prepared for its arrival. The ship flipped end-over-end, and the blue-green glow of the ship’s high-output ion thrusters came alive.  
 
    Keejo seethed. Something was desperately wrong with all of this. She’d observed the sensor readings herself several times and could find nothing amiss. Even examining telescopic observations showed nothing unusual at all.  
 
    <What could be going on?> she asked Chit quietly via their pinplants.  
 
    <No clue,> he admitted. <However, we need to prepare as best we can.>  
 
    <Not like we’re well armed,> she said.  
 
    “No, but we are not without defenses,” Chit said aloud. “Raise shields, arm turrets.”  
 
    The station did have excellent shields, considered a prudent move considering the type of high-energy particle physics they were involved in. As for active defenses, the station had six 50-megawatt laser turrets mounted on the outside of the rotating hub of the station. The best they could do with such meager armaments was to deter a curious pirate. As the Oopka System was listed by the Cartography Guild as a dead-end system with no working stargate, nobody had ever appeared except Wathayat transports or couriers.  
 
    Their lasers were controlled by a single technician who’d supposedly been hired by Wathayat from a previous merc gig. To Keejo, he looked like a typical twitchy Cochkala. The badger-like alien was also an assistant engineer, seldom seen with the rest of the crew. He seemed excited to finally use the weapons, which gave her some small amount of confidence.  
 
    “How does the approach look?” Chit asked the crew.  
 
    “Nominal,” a sensor tech said. “They should come stationary well outside our shields, within a kilometer.”  
 
    “Standard approach,” Keejo said. She was also the only fully qualified starship helmsman at Corona B. Chit addressed the gunner. 
 
    “If you have to fire, shoot to disable. We need whatever cargo it might have aboard.” The feral grin on the Cochkala’s face wasn’t encouraging.  
 
    “Sure, sure,” he said. “I’m just glad I finally get to shoot somebody.”  
 
    “Entropy,” somebody hissed.  
 
    “The ship is zero movement relative to us,” the sensors tech said. “Powerplant is going into standby. No unusual emissions.” 
 
    “What now?” Keejo asked.  
 
    “Weapons, stand down,” Chit said. The Cochkala looked disappointed but safed his weapons.  
 
    Normally, the arriving ship would perform a careful docking maneuver utilizing sensors and visual cues. Bringing a twenty-thousand-ton ship up against a much more massive space station was a tricky operation, especially a spinning ring station such as Corona.  
 
    Chit’s antennae rubbed together as he considered. “We can send someone over in a skiff to board it, inspect, and dock,” he suggested. 
 
    “I’m the only qualified docking pilot,” Keejo pointed out, “and I’m not EVA qualified.” The skiff was a small spaceship without a hull, more like an open-top buggy with a motor and controls. Commonly used at starship drydocks and mining operations, the two skiffs Corona B had dated back to the construction of the station years ago and were sometimes used by staff for EVA repairs.  
 
    <I am capable of remote docking the vessel.> 
 
    It took Keejo a moment to realize it was Theta who’d spoken. The AI was still locked into her diagnostic module back in her lab so was able to communicate with her pinplants.  
 
    <How?> she asked. 
 
    <The transport’s IFF transponder contains a standard remote computer link ping.> 
 
    <Without their code, you can’t take control,> she said.  
 
    <I have already broken the code.> 
 
    <I made no such request.> 
 
    <You did not specify any limitation, only networking with other computers.> 
 
    She turned to Chit, who returned the gaze. “What?”  
 
    “Our overly helpful AI hacked into the ship’s remote transponder. Theta says it can bring the ship in for docking.”  
 
    “Excellent, instruct it to link with the ship’s computer and take control.” 
 
    “Aren’t you in the least concerned that the AI will do whatever they want if we don’t limit them?” 
 
    “I do not believe it is something to be concerned about. It simply appears as if they were not programmed with any amount of discretion.” 
 
    “And you don’t necessarily see that as a problem?”  
 
    “There could be much bigger problems. Please have it take control?” 
 
    With a scowl, she instructed the AI to do as they wished.  
 
    <I have control,> Theta announced almost before she was done giving the instruction.  
 
    <Download the ship’s log and navigational data.> 
 
    <Completed.> 
 
    Keejo pulled up the data and reviewed it. Of course, the information was encrypted. She used the cypher keys stored in her pinplants and decrypted it. As a director on a covert operation, she’d have been shocked if her keys hadn’t been sufficient to access the files.  
 
    While she began to go over the files, she used the connection to access the ship’s internal sensors. There was pressure and a breathable atmosphere. Life support hadn’t failed. However, there was no sign of living occupants. None of the manual systems were in use. When she tried accessing the cameras, the system didn’t respond.  
 
    “What does it look like?” Chit asked.  
 
    “Ship looks unmanned. No damage, everything’s working, including life support. I’m going to have Theta initiate docking.”  
 
    Docking took ten minutes, during which the docking area was sealed off as a precaution. Should it be an elaborate deception, that would give them time to do something. What they would do, Keejo had no idea. The sum of their hand weapons were two pellet guns, useful in a space station, but not terribly lethal. The Cochkala got one of the rifle-like guns, and the only Vaga on the station, a maintenance tech, got the other.  
 
    The actual opening of Bokk proved anticlimactic. The Cochkala and the Vaga opened the transport’s lock, weapons ready, and found nobody. They proceeded inside to search the ship as Chit and Keejo waited. She wished Jeha could at least be nervous. The apathetic scientist simply waited placidly as if the eventual outcome was not all that important.  
 
    “Directors!” the Cochkala called.  
 
    “Go ahead,” Chit answered first.  
 
    “You should come aboard and see this.” 
 
    She looked at Chit, who acknowledged and headed for the lock. Keejo didn’t know what to do except follow him.  
 
    They traveled to the station hub and into zero G, floated through the lock, and into Bokk. Their two nominal boarders were at the transport’s main galley, roughly in the center of the ship. Keejo floated up and stopped in horror. The room was packed with dozens of bodies floating around.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 EMS Pegasus, Koofta System 
 
    “TacCom, report?”  
 
    Lieutenant Freep said, without looking away from his controls, “Enemy has established a generic diamond assault formation; however, it is well dressed. Weapons range looks like seven minutes.” 
 
    “Not your average bunch of vagabonds, then,” Alexis said, nodding. “We’ll be out of here before they engage. They won’t want to risk clipping the stargate. Ensign Musa, any change?”  
 
    “Negative, we’re in good trim. We’ll contact the stargate event horizon in thirteen minutes at less than a kilometer per second.”  
 
    “Well executed,” she said with a grin. Her new ebony-skinned helmsman smiled at the compliment. They’d all had four hours off to rest for the coming encounter. Alexis hadn’t pushed Pegasus any harder than need be. Sure, they could have refused to slow down and shot through the stargate at several kilometers per second, and really pissed off the Cartography Guild, who operated the stargates. And on that subject… “Lieutenant Shefoo, please raise the stargate.”  
 
    “You have open comms,” the Buma replied.  
 
    “Stargate Control, this is EMS Pegasus, requesting an on-time gate activation. I’m transmitting the Winged Hussars’ UCX code and a unique ping to encrypt the transaction.”  
 
    “I read you, Pegasus,” the trumpet-like boom of the gate controller replied, clearly an elephant-like Sumatozou. While their races’ formal stranglehold on the Cartography Guild leadership had waned somewhat in the last decade, they still held onto most of their power through control of the galaxy’s thousands of stargates. “I cannot comply at this time.” 
 
    Alexis blinked, taken aback by the none-too-kind rebuff. Except for a short time just before the Omega War, when they’d refused the Hussars’ credit, their money had always been good. And why not, for over a century the Hussars had never wanted for funds. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I said we are unable to comply at this time.”  
 
    Alexis used her pinplants to verify the transaction. It was for eighty-five thousand credits, taken from a table that she had been provided by the Cartography Guild. Sort of like an old-fashioned ferry schedule, it had the fees for all the thousands of stargates in the galaxy, both on schedule and on-time, as well. An “on-time” was when you requested it at a moment’s notice. If you went with an on-schedule departure, fees were commonly less than a thousand credits.  
 
    She made a sour face and revised the transaction to an even hundred thousand credits, her pinplants automatically generating a new unique pin for the transfer. “How about now?” A fifteen thousand-credit bribe to an out-of-the-way gate master like this one was a princely fee, and it really caught in her throat.  
 
    “Your gratuity, while appreciated, does not alter the situation.” 
 
    “Well, that’s interesting,” Sofeeka said, both eyes on Alexis. “Spin up the powerplants for a shunt-jump?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Alexis said. “I’d rather resolve this without a display of ability. There might be a few out in the galaxy who don’t know many of our ships have shunts.” 
 
    “Not many,” Freep said, his whiskers twitching in amusement.  
 
    Alexis made a face. Her new TacCom was being irreverent, but was also correct. Maybe she was staying here for no real reason.  
 
    “Captain,” Ensign Loof spoke up.  
 
    “Go again.”  
 
    “The enemy ships haven’t flipped to slow their approach.”  
 
    “Well, that was unexpected,” Bainbridge said.  
 
    “This alters their weapons engagement to two minutes from now,” Freep said, looking back at Alexis this time.  
 
    “Primary armaments?” she asked, already fairly certain.  
 
    “The Desha-class are laser frigates, and the Ghesha primarily missiles.” He paused. “Yeah, we have a missile swarm launch.” 
 
    “Tracking 225 missiles so far,” Loof said.  
 
    “Damn it,” Alexis cursed. “Freep, configure for anti-missile and launch.”  
 
    “Anti-missile fire, aye,” Freep said. “Salvo fire underway.” They felt the slight shudder under them as Pegasus’ ten missile tubes fired over and over. Unseen by them, the missile magazines would be moving reloads on their specially built rails by robotic handlers.  
 
    “Keep it to twelve salvoes,” she ordered. Pegasus carried seven hundred missiles in two separate magazines. Robotic loading systems fit either anti-missile or shipkiller warheads to each missile, then fed them into launchers at a rate of ten missiles every four seconds. The problem was, the Winged Hussars made their own missiles, just like they did drones. When she shot her magazines dry, there were no more missiles until she either got to one of their caches scattered around the galaxy, encountered another squadron out on a contract, or returned to New Warsaw.  
 
    They weren’t going to hit a cache, and no way was she wasting a side trip on rearming at this stage of the game. Her children had been away far too damned long.  
 
    Their swarm of a hundred and twenty missiles raced toward the enemy swarm, which now numbered two hundred and fifty. Either their adversaries had shot their magazines empty, or they were also reserving ammunition to see how the battle evolved.  
 
    The Winged Hussars’ missile design was, on average, far superior to most other missiles available in what was considered Union Standard. Other anti-missile depended either on low-yield nuclear weapons to scramble incoming missiles’ avionics or disable them with the radiation shockwave.  
 
    Hussars’ missiles used various submunition loadouts. These missiles had eight, each a tiny interceptor with its own avionics, drive, and payload. While the missiles themselves used micro-fusion torches that could produce nearly 1,000 Gs of acceleration for several minutes, the submunitions were chemical rockets, which only burned for a few seconds. A standard anti-missile deployed against a well-ordered incoming wave could only hope to get a couple kills. The Hussars averaged five each. 
 
    “You know the reason I don’t worry too much about some of our secrets?” she asked nobody in particular. A few heads glanced her way. “Because we first deployed this missile class twenty-seven years ago, and they still continue to send waves of missiles at us, figuring some will get through.” She didn’t add the unspoken part, that with just Pegasus here, they weren’t wrong on that point. But she had no intention of being a sitting target.  
 
    “Transfer power to the main gun,” she ordered. “Freep, find us a target.”  
 
    “Very long range,” he pointed out as he worked, “but I have a concentration of three frigates on the board.” The big Tri-V view changed to show a trio of missile frigates just a tad too close together.  
 
    “Target approved. Set Condition One throughout the ship. Prepare to fire the main gun.” Light went from the usual subdued to deep red, and the battle stations claxon sounded twice before Freep’s voice rang out.  
 
    “Attention all hands, set Condition One, prepare for combat.” Then he spoke to the CIC. “Taking over helm for targeting.”  
 
    “You have the helm,” Musa said and raised his hands from the helm control to show it. Even though they seldom used hands anymore to drive a ship, it was a procedure dating back to when they did. Rituals and procedures were good when you were flying through an endless vacuum in a metal can and people shot at you all the time. 
 
    They were still under thrust as they felt the bumps of thrusters indicating Freep was altering her course slightly in order to aim. The Egleesius-class had been designed as offensive weapons. Pegasus skewed around, her nose coming to bear as Freep cut the main drive.  
 
    “Missile intercept underway,” Ensign Yoop said. The main Tri-V split to show a camera view, blank for a moment, then filled with tiny splashes of nuclear fire. In a second, the flashes merged into a blinding display.  
 
    “All intercepts complete,” Freep said. “Only twenty-nine enemy missiles in coast phase. Bringing point-defense lasers online.”  
 
    “Roger that,” Alexis said. “Five missile tubes held on anti-missile, reload the other five with offensive. State when main gun is aligned.”  
 
    “Bearings are almost matched,” Freep said a second later. “Charging…” 
 
    “Enemy formation changing,” Bainbridge said, pointing at the enemy. Sure enough, the three frigates, which had been in an overlapping formation, were moving apart. 
 
    “Shifting targets,” Freep said. A few seconds later, he indicated the target was acquired, and immediately the enemy began to shift once more.  
 
    “We’re being played,” Alexis said.  
 
    “It would seem someone has been paying attention after all,” Sofeeka agreed.  
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed. “Too much. Lieutenant Hill?”  
 
    “Captain?” came the call from engineering.  
 
    “Full power, prepare to initiate a shunt-jump to hyperspace.” 
 
    “Spinning up, Captain.” 
 
    An alarm sounded as weapons fire slammed into Pegasus’ shields. “It’s well coordinated!” Freep yelled, and he spun the ship. Between the rotation and shield control, he was bringing fresh shields to face incoming fire.  
 
    “Damn, there’s a lot of it!” Bainbridge cried out as the ship shuddered and the shields flickered.  
 
    “Diverting power to shields!” Hill called from engineering. “We can’t jump under this much fire!” 
 
    “Proximity alarm on the stargate!” Musa called out. “High-G maneuver!” 
 
    “All hands, prepare for high-G acceleration!” the computer voice called out. A second later, Pegasus’ three fusion torches roared, and the crew was slammed by thrust that quickly grew to 11 Gs.  
 
    “Gonna be close,” Musa grunted as the mighty ship shuddered and groaned.  
 
    Alexis ground her teeth together, her vision becoming a tunnel of red. I can’t black out, she thought over and over. Another alarm screamed.  
 
    “Shields… failing,” Freep yelled. The ship seemed to jerk, and the sounds of explosions echoed through her hull.  
 
    “Penetration,” Afeeko said from damage control. “Deck… four, section… two. Hyperdrive… generator… A… offline!”  
 
    “Damnit!” Alexis snarled, clinging to consciousness by willpower alone. Then, after an eternity, power cut. 
 
    “Near steady against the stargate,” Musa said, his voice ragged.  
 
    “Come about,” she ordered. “Protect the bow generators.” 
 
    The ship shuddered and began to turn. More lasers hit, and more alarms blared. Afeeko read out the damage as it mounted.  
 
    “Deck 12, through and through, decompression alarm. Deck 15, armor held. Deck 2, sections 1 and 2. Deck 3, missile magazine number one—” His alarm was drowned out by a shuddering blast. “We’ve had a blowout!”  
 
    “Bring the deflectors online!”  
 
    Freep looked at her for the barest of seconds. They were less than a kilometer from the stargate, its multi-kilometer width dominating the tiny image of Pegasus on the Tri-V. The Cartography Guild controlled the stargates, and they saw everything. Whatever they saw would be known to the guild within months, as long as it took the message to travel from one stargate to the next, propagating like a virus. Every ship passing through a stargate carried the guild’s news; that was part of the cost of doing business with them.  
 
    “Do it,” she said quietly.  
 
    “Dropping shields and raising deflectors.”  
 
    Superconducting relays fired, disconnecting gigawatts of live energy from the shield generators. A damage control tech yelled in alarm as several of the armored relays exploded, sending deadly arcs of plasma cascading through the engineering spaces. Other relays snapped into place as terawatts of energy flowed into the newer systems. The deflector shields and energy shields couldn’t operate at the same time.  
 
    “Deflectors online!” Freep yelled over the cacophony of voices, mostly from Afeeko’s damage control section.  
 
    The deflector was only visible for a second as a shimmer on her hull and was gone just as quickly. The enemy assumed Pegasus’ shields had collapsed. They’d been firing carefully until then, not wanting to risk a wild shot hitting the stargate. Luckily for them, Pegasus had been navigating to enter the stargate, and thus was nearly dead center. While trying to get a firing solution, she’d drifted a bit to one side of the stargate. Still a safe distance, though, and with the enemy’s shields apparently down, they opened up with everything they had.  
 
    Hundreds of gigawatts in laser energy hit Pegasus and seemingly bounced off and away in every direction imaginable, and more than a few right into the ring structure of the stargate. 
 
    “Oh, they’re not going to like that,” Sofeeka said with a hiss as several of the ring sections exploded brilliantly. 
 
     The response was instantaneous.  
 
    “Power surge from the stargate!” Yoop said.  
 
    “Are they finally powering up for us?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “Negative, it isn’t their main power structure. Looks like nine previously dormant fusion powerplants arrayed evenly around the ring.” 
 
    Ghost spoke to her for the first time since the engagement began. <They are weapons clusters.> 
 
    Weapons? I’ve never seen a stargate armed. 
 
    <Neither have I. These are most cleverly concealed as sensors and hyperspace shunts. I will need to review my records. Perhaps the assumption that stargates are unarmed was an error.> 
 
    “Are we being targeted?” Alexis asked Yoop. 
 
    “We’re being scanned, however, no weapons lock.” A second later, the female Luth realized what Ghost had moments earlier. “Those are weapons clusters!” 
 
    “As long as they aren’t targeting us,” Alexis replied encouragingly. “Types of weapons?” 
 
    “I’m still trying to—” Yoop started to say as a series of nine high-intensity particle bolts flashed out to hit Pegasus’ enemies. Nine blossoms of light announced as many kills. 
 
    “Nine clean kills,” Freep confirmed. Bainbridge whistled through her teeth. “Each beam was 20 terawatts!”  
 
    “The advantage of a stable firing platform,” Alexis coached. “We’re not being targeted?”  
 
    “Negative,” Yoop confirmed.  
 
    “Incoming comms from the stargate,” Shefoo said and piped in the audio. 
 
    “Pegasus, your discretion is appreciated. I show you venting from multiple hits. Do you require assistance?”  
 
    Alexis glanced at Afeeko, who shook his head, looking at her with one eye as another read the reports. He was also using his pinplants to coordinate damage control teams.  
 
    “Negative, Stargate, we sustained damage, but luckily nothing critical. We regret that our defenses resulted in damage to your structure.”  
 
    “There was no significant damage. We noted the incoming attack; however, we were not expecting you to deploy a… novel defense.”  
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean by that.”  
 
    There was a rather nasal laugh over the comms. “As you wish, Pegasus.” 
 
    “The remaining hostiles are executing evasive maneuvers at high-G,” Yoop informed them. “They don’t seem to care about us anymore.” 
 
    “Thirty-five ships, and they’re withdrawing after losing nine?” Musa asked, shaking his head.  
 
    Freep cleared it up. “They lost nine ships from nine perfectly placed shots at the extreme edge of lethality for a particle accelerator.” 
 
    Alexis nodded in agreement. “Damned fine gunnery,” she said.  
 
    “Can we request passage now?” she asked the stargate commander. 
 
    “Whenever you need it, Pegasus. We are standing by.”  
 
    “Damages didn’t put you offline?” 
 
    “Negative, we have redundancies.” The comms were cut after some more pleasantries.  
 
    “That was strange,” Freep said, giving voice to most of their thoughts.  
 
    “Why would they deny us passage before, when jumping out would have neglected the need for an armed exchange near the stargate at all?” Sofeeka wondered aloud.  
 
    “It’s almost like the stargate keeper was hoping for provocation,” Alexis said.  
 
    “Hell of a response,” Bainbridge said. “We going through?”  
 
    “Not until we evaluate our situation. One accidental trip to 2nd level hyperspace in my life is one too many,” Alexis said and turned to Afeeko.  
 
    The elSha DCC had been largely quiet after the battle completed, coordinating his damage control parties. When he didn’t speak, Alexis looked over at him. 
 
    “Was I wrong to say we’re okay?”  
 
    “I’ll know more in an hour or so,” he said. “We’ve still got an active fire, and I’ve got drones examining the exterior now.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alexis said. “Everyone else, take a leak, get some coffee, and we’ll meet again in an hour.” Heads nodded. “Oh, Ensign Musa, get us out of the stargate’s fire basket, just in case. Never thought I’d say that!” 
 
    “Clear the stargate, aye,” the young man replied. “I’ll get us moving right away.” 
 
    “Ion only, and not too fast,” Afeeko said without opening his eyes. “You don’t want to shake anything loose.” 
 
    “Oh, now you’re filling me with confidence.” Alexis snorted.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We definitely got the bad end of that exchange,” Afeeko said, floating into Alexis’ ready room. All the senior staff were present, their rotational counterparts standing watch. With the now clearly heavily armed stargate only a few kilometers away, they felt like a chick being watched over by a predator mother.  
 
    Alexis looked up from the slate she was reading. No matter how many years she’d used her pinplants, she still sometimes preferred to absorb data through her eyes. The rule among Hussars had always been thirteen years old for implants—in Humans, anyway. Different races used varying ages, though all relied on established parameters of mental development. Most of those measurements were millennia old, some dozens of millennia. The first Human had only got a pinplant somewhere around a hundred years ago.  
 
    Forced to adapt quickly, Human psychologists and neurologists had decided thirteen was the age at which a Human mind was well-enough formed to adapt to the complicated devices melded with the gray matter, but she’d wondered about that age for a long time. Her long-passed sister, Katrina, had gotten her first pinplant at eleven years old. Their mother hadn’t known about it. Katrina didn’t have a reputation for her ability to follow the rules. Alexis got her first at thirteen, just as proscribed. By then, Katrina had three. To her knowledge, Katrina had never shown any adverse reactions to young implantation. In fact, she’d far exceeded Alexis’ abilities when utilizing the devices.  
 
    “I don’t know if those toasted ships would agree,” Freep said.  
 
    “They’re dead; they don’t get a say,” Bainbridge said quietly.  
 
    The problem was, Alexis agreed with Afeeko. She’d have to check the logs, but this might be the first time Pegasus had seen combat, taken damage, and not inflicted any in return. Fuck. “Okay, enough,” Alexis said and looked at her engineer, then her DCC. “Lieutenant Hill has already confirmed we haven’t sustained serious structural damage.” 
 
    “No, the enemy weapons weren’t powerful enough to chop us like, like a 500-gigawatt laser from a battleship might do. What they did do was punch a few pretty damned well-placed holes in important bits.” He gestured at the Tri-V Alexis had up over the desk in her ready room. The familiar engineer’s drawings of Pegasus appeared. More like an old-fashioned wire-frame drawing, it showed structural members, air passages, power conduits, and all the bits and parts that made Pegasus a working warship. Red was splashed on several forward sections.  
 
    “Ouch,” Alexis said, pointing.  
 
    “Yeah, Deck 4 was bad. The hyperspace generator is toast.” 
 
    Alexis hissed. “That’s not good, Afeeko.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that? I could maybe find enough pieces for Hill there to put it back together…” 
 
    “I already saw the preliminary,” Hill said, shrugging her shoulders. “He’s right; maybe is the operative word. Maybe with a few weeks and all the spares I can dig up from stores…” 
 
    “I get the point,” Alexis said. “So, no shunts for now. We’re not the only starship in the galaxy that has to use the roads.” 
 
    “Not sure I get the reference, but okay,” Afeeko said. “Deck 12 wasn’t as mission critical but held a good portion of our food stores. Luckily it was exposed to space, so no fire, but we lost about 40 percent of those stores to vacuum damage. Slashed a hole into Deck 15, more bad luck. If it had just been a hole, it would have frozen and sealed. It wasn’t, so we pretty much lost all the water, which is also backup reaction mass.” 
 
    “You’re nothing but good news,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, it gets better. The hit on Deck 2 did real damage to avionics. We’re going to be doing a lot more flying by our tail tips. It’s repairable, with time.” 
 
    “Time is what we don’t have.” 
 
    “I know, Captain, I know. That last shot was Missile Magazine 1. As you know, it blew out.” 
 
    “They’re designed to do that.” The bulkheads between the four-section missile magazines were heavily reinforced, while the exterior bulkheads had special relief points called blow-outs. If one of the four sectional magazines lit off, the exterior bulkhead would explode outward, keeping the entire deck from being destroyed and likely cutting Pegasus in half. Alexis had seen more than a few ships torn apart when their missile magazines detonated. 
 
    “Of course, they are. The explosion wasn’t the problem. The problem is the shot that breached the magazine also penetrated the central core.” He paused as the animation zoomed into the aforementioned deck. “It severed many of the dorsal power relays and control circuits.” 
 
    “So the spinal mount is out of commission as well,” Alexis said, easily understanding the meaning. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Afeeko said, shaking his head. “Like the avionics, it’s repairable…” 
 
    “Great, just fucking great. Half blind, can’t jump without a gate, most of our missiles gone, and the big gun out. Any other great news?” 
 
    “Maybe 20 percent of the superconducting relays to the shields were destroyed because we were taking fire as we cut the shields. When we reengineered the shields to coexist with the new deflectors, we beefed up those relays.” 
 
    “Not enough, apparently,” Hall said dejectedly. 
 
    “We weren’t expecting a couple gigawatts of lasers to be pounding them during the switchover.” 
 
    “Why’s that a problem?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “The power requirements were…” He glanced at Hill.  
 
    “What my reptilian coworker is trying to say is, they’re fucking huge relays. We raided the old stores for the Thrush-class so we could meet the requirements.” 
 
    “You used battleship-class power relays?” The engineer shrugged and looked down. 
 
    “Not her fault,” Afeeko said. “We requested a custom run from manufacturing, but they said the manufactories were all clocked out from making relays for the Hero-class.” 
 
    “Hoisted on my own petard,” Alexis mumbled.  
 
    “The relays for the shields and deflectors were, as you said, battleship-class shield relays,” Hall explained. “The deflectors are almost magical in their capabilities, but they draw a shit-ton of power. The only other thing on the ship that comes close is the spinal mount, and it uses six separate relays to do what the deflectors have to do with two.” 
 
    “Deflectors are out, too?” Alexis asked, summarizing. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Afeeko confirmed, “and only one shield will be working for a while. I can get the second up in a day or so. I’m improvising a couple parallel bypasses using the spinal mount relays, since it’s not going to work for a while anyway. Figured you’d rather have shields right now. I can change that if you want?” 
 
    “No, good call. Defense is important right now.”  
 
    Hill cleared her throat, and Alexis nodded to her. “I feel it’s my duty to recommend we return to New Warsaw for repairs.” 
 
    “Noted,” she said, “but we’re not going home without my children.”  
 
    “Then let me suggest an alternative,” the elSha said and gestured at the Tri-V. A star map appeared and showed their location in the Koofta System, then another star system. 
 
    “Trigon?” she asked. “That’s another week.” 
 
    “It is,” Afeeko agreed, “but New Warsaw is at least two weeks, not to mention more jerks like those who shot us up are probably on every logical route home. But Trigon also likely has everything we need to both resupply and repair Pegasus before we reach Kikai, where we might end up in another fight.”  
 
    Alexis glanced at her engineer. “Are there sufficient stores there for a complete repair?” 
 
    The woman closed her eyes as she consulted her pinplants. “I think we can repurpose some of the stores. Trigon was established as a cache over twenty years ago, before we had the other Egleesius-class ships, or the battleships, so there are specific parts for Pegasus.” She opened her eyes and looked at Alexis. “I’m confident I can effect sufficient repairs to bring us to nearly full combat effectiveness.” 
 
    “Nearly?” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you, Captain. If I’d tell such a lie in the face of uncertain outcomes, you’d never have picked me as your chief engineer.” 
 
    “You’re right there.”  
 
    “Very well,” Hill said. “What it will do is replace consumables, fill our tanks, and most importantly, replenish both drones and missiles stores. Even though the battleship relays aren’t there, stores should have a bunch of backups so we can jury-rig reliable workarounds. I think it’s a good call.” 
 
    “And the rest of my senior staff?” she asked, looking around. One at a time, they nodded their agreement, ending with her XO. “And you?” 
 
    “I have to agree with Afeeko,” she said, then shrugged. “What can I say? You know elSha tend to be practical. We value our scales more than you Humans. It’s a good call. Better to face the unknown in optimum condition than shot to pieces and low on ammo.” 
 
    Alexis kept an emotionless façade up for them to see. Inside, she was crying in desperation. Every step of the way, it seemed something, or someone, was trying to keep her from her children. Her babies. A white-hot hatred for Sato was growing. When he’d expertly escaped from New Warsaw, she’d shrugged and secretly thought, Good riddance. When summed up, she wasn’t sure the carnage he’d caused had balanced the scales against the good.  
 
    Maybe I should have hunted him down back then, she thought.  
 
    <I do not think that would have proven useful.> 
 
    Oh, now you join the meeting? 
 
    <As I mentioned before, I am always listening. Just now, I have been assisting with workarounds for damaged systems while listening to the meeting. Lieutenant Hill is correct, the stores located at Trigon will be sufficient to perform repairs, and this increases our likelihood of eventual success.> 
 
    Alexis gave a mental grunt of acknowledgement. Are you ever going to tell me what analysis is so important to keep so much of your attention? 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    Always so forthcoming, she thought with a sigh, then addressed her command staff. “Okay, we go to Trigon.” And I pray this isn’t the worst mistake in my life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part 3 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Trigon System, Juut Region, Peco Arm 
 
    “We have emergence,” Ensign Musa announced as the endless white void disappeared to be replaced by normal space once more. 
 
    “What’s the time differential this time?” she asked.  
 
    “A full thirty-three minutes,” Musa said, a frown on his dark features.  
 
    “Noted. Begin vicinity scan and report.” As her command crew worked, Alexis worried. She’d gotten scant sleep over the last hundred and seventy hours in hyperspace. It felt like a piece of her heart was missing, and in a way, it was. She’d dispatched a message to Prime Base before jumping out of Koofta. In it was a situation update, detailed reports on the unidentified ships that had attacked them, and orders to increase pickets at the New Warsaw emergence point. Likely if trouble was coming there, it had arrived weeks ago. She sent the message anyway.  
 
    In addition, she’d sent off a long overdue message to her husband, Nigel. He needed to know the situation. She’d hoped she could send an update including a resolution by then, but it wasn’t to be. Now that their condition was more tenuous, she’d decided he needed to know more. She’d even included their ultimate destination, Kikai System, and a desperate missive requesting him not to come running. She’d have their children back long before he could get there all the way from the Tolo Arm. She was, quite literally, halfway across the galaxy.  
 
    <Unless Nigel is on Capital,> Ghost pointed out.  
 
    Yes, I know, she replied glumly. Based on the dates, Nigel should have been back on Earth, or maybe out on a contract. However, if he was on Capital, which was near the center of the galaxy, he could well show up at Kikai at the same time. For that to happen, her message would have to have been carried directly to Capital. In any busy system where she’d been, that would have been a possibility, but from Koofta, fat chance of another ship jumping to Capital. No, he wouldn’t know for several weeks, minimum, and more weeks to get to Kikai.  
 
    She knew he’d explode at being informed and had weighed the risk against the results if he came blundering into a space battle with his only ship, a merc cruiser, which would be completely unsuitable to the kind of slugfest she might have blundered into herself.  
 
    Still, in the back of her mind, hidden deep under the anger at Sato, time had allowed it to temper with reason. Why would he do something like this? She hadn’t had much time to think about it because of everything else. Besides the repairs, there were her own techs on Pegasus, still struggling to make sense out of the changing of the time for a hyperspace jump. There was no consensus there. The ones who were versed in hyperspatial physics did share one thing in common, though; they were all alarmed.  
 
    During the hundred and seventy hour and thirty-three-minute trip, Pegasus’ maintenance and engineering crews worked around the clock, either performing as much of the repairs as possible with onboard stores, or at least preparing for more extensive work. Once they docked with their cache and resupplied, they’d have another hundred and seventy hours to complete the remainder of the fixes before they expected to go back into combat. Engineer Hill estimated at least two hundred and fifty hours to get the main gun back online, so she worked feverishly to reduce the time. Ghost wasn’t as optimistic.  
 
    <My estimate for repairs is closer to three hundred hours.> 
 
    Alexis trusted Hill, as the most competent, combat-rated engineer in the fleet, to deliver on her promises. However, nobody knew Pegasus better than Ghost. The ship was essentially his body, after all. Hill wasn’t quite the miracle worker Ch’t’kl’tk had been. Of course, the engineer formerly known as Long did possess about a hundred more hands than Lieutenant Hill.  
 
    Of course, Long is part of the reason we’re in this situation. I just don’t have any luck with former employees, it would seem.  
 
    “Anything out there, Ensign Yoop?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “Negative, ma’am,” she replied. “There’s some debris in or around the emergence point.” 
 
    “What kind of debris?” Bainbridge asked, her head turning around from talking with Afeeko about the repair schedule.  
 
    “Asteroids and a partial hull,” Yoop replied. 
 
    Alexis appreciated her detailed reports, but she didn’t appreciate the Luth’s desire to only report perfect data. This time it worked in her favor.  
 
    “The hull is a hulk, cold as space,” she added.  
 
    Any surprises waiting for us here? she asked Ghost, half expecting only silence.  
 
    <No, the ensign is correct. The ship hulk appears to have been wrecked at least a century ago.> 
 
    I’m not overly confident anymore, she mused. They’d been attacked by just about everything at one time or another and had learned to trust nothing and nobody. Letting Boosh aboard had been a mistake; she’d let her guard down, and it had cost her. She briefly considered having Freep put a couple laser shots through it, but that would violate protocol when visiting one of their caches.  
 
    They’d never lost one of those caches in all the years of operating them, thanks to the protocols set in place by her great grandmother. One was “leave no evidence of a visit.” The caches had proved essential in days gone by, when Hussars’ fleets were small and vulnerable. Now, they were used less frequently. Even so, she’d never reduced the expenditure by so much as one credit. She considered it worth it if even a single Hussars’ ship found itself in need, the most common ones being her intelligence cutters that plied the spaceways. She never thought she’d find herself in need of them.  
 
    “Hold course and velocity, and continue observations,” she ordered.  
 
    “We’re off course for the cache,” Musa pointed out.  
 
    “Understood, Ensign,” she replied.  
 
    He glanced back at her before resuming his controls. Nobody else batted an eye; they were more accustomed to her seemingly unusual orders. The general crew usually attributed it to uncanny instincts instead of her uncanny SI.  
 
    Pegasus drifted for a time. Thanks to the F11 in her fusion plants, she gave off a relatively low energy output. The stable isotope of fluorine had the unusual property of being able to absorb radiation, including thermal, and thus ships didn’t require complicated radiators to dump excess heat. In fact, a series of thermocouples on the fusion reactors harvested some of the heat in order to warm the ship. The vacuum of space, minus a nearby star, is as cold as the grave. 
 
    “Any changes?” she asked eventually. 
 
    “Nothing, Captain,” Yoop said.  
 
    She was confident she’d done exactly as she’d requested. He might not excel in working outside the envelope, but he was a thorough sensors operator. “Very well. Helm, have you fixed the cache location?”  
 
    “I have the area,” Musa reported. “Still working to fix the precise rock.” 
 
    “Understood. Set course for the region. No additional delta-V at this time.” 
 
    “Set course for region, aye, no additional velocity, aye,” the ensign reported. Slowly Pegasus entered the asteroid-strewn region of the backwater system. Few ships could find her, even if they tried.  
 
    Alexis saw the slight smile on Freep’s face, no doubt proud of how his protégé was working out. She had to admit, she liked the young man as well. Africa could well turn out to be a rich, untapped source of talent. It was a shame the continent had such a history of neglect and poor leadership. Of course, that history went back centuries before First Contact, so it wasn’t a modern issue. She knew even now there were various alien concerns operating on the continent, extracting valuable minerals for pennies on the credit. 
 
    She glanced over at Musa once they’d completed their turn. The young man had his eyes closed, working the calculations. All Hussars’ caches were in systems like Trigon with hundreds of asteroids, or planets with untold moons. You could search the system for years and not find their caches. She already knew where it was, Ghost had sent her the information hours before their arrival. A complicated algorithm was used to identify first the cache’s region, and then the specific target body. No ship had the actual locations, only the codes used to find them. You input the date upon arrival, ran the algorithms, and it would give you a location. An enemy would never understand the meaning.  
 
    On the CIC Tri-V, a planet appeared. It was dark, nearly invisible against the starfield. The image was artificially enhanced to show it clearer, as well as the swarm of moonlets orbiting it. “Locked on,” Musa said with a hint of triumph. One of the tiny moonlets was highlighted.  
 
    Alexis examined the target planetoid and compared it with Ghost’s coordinates. “Well done, Ensign. However, hold precise course corrections until we’re much closer.” He started to speak, and she held up a hand to silence him. “Yes, I understand that’s a wasteful course. Our doctrine is there for a reason. We don’t want to give any prying eyes an easy game of it.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain,” Musa said. “ETA to planetary high orbit, four hours.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three and a half hours later, after falling away from the asteroids around the emergence point and toward the planet, Musa executed a maneuver that nudged Pegasus away from the planet. Sixty-nine moons orbited the planet. Unless an observer was extremely close and watching carefully, it would have been unnoticeable. The smallest amount of energy necessary was used to finalize the orbit. The warship would be easily lost in the jumble of moonlets. 
 
    “Smooth maneuvering, Helmsman,” Bainbridge said from her SitCon position.  
 
    “Not bad,” Freep agreed and shot his protégé a wink. 
 
    “Orbital position matches,” Musa said. “Moonlet will intersect our orbit in thirty minutes, closing velocity thirty-nine m/s.” 
 
    “Well done,” Alexis said. “XO, inform logistics we’ll begin offload in less than an hour. I want this to go smooth and by the numbers.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain,” Sofeeka said.  
 
    Alexis released her harness and floated into her ready room. She removed the cache record slate from her safe. Other papers were in there, along with a million in loose credits, and many times that in red diamonds. Without her knowledge of cache indicators, the slate’s data was worthless. She entered the code, and the cache’s contents appeared. Something about Trigon had struck her as odd. She’d examined the inventory a dozen times already, but nothing stood out to her. It was the same sort of setup as all the other tactical caches. Space providing, it would be identical.  
 
    She put the slate down on her desk, magnets holding it in place. She couldn’t shake the feeling. Am I missing something? 
 
    <You will see shortly.> 
 
    Danger? 
 
    <No.> 
 
    Alexis sighed as the ship bumped from maneuvering jets. Musa was beginning the operation to dock.  
 
    The moonlet was simply a rock orbiting a dead planet, not much more than a big asteroid, really. It was similar in size to Phobos, one of Mars’ moons back in Sol System. In fact, it had a lot in common with Phobos. It even had a porous interior. The moonlet formed at the birth of the Trigon star system, a boiling hot mass of iron and other minerals flung outward as the star lit, with just enough volatiles to create gas tunnels and voids. Millions of years ago, it cooled with an interior much like volcanic pumice.  
 
    One of her ancestors had found the moonlet, and it was earmarked to become a cache. Some time later, a series of nondescript Winged Hussars’ intel cutters had begun the job of making it into one. The cutter’s lasers widened an opening, tunnels were cut, sealed, and airlocks installed. Then the voids were filled with everything a Winged Hussars’ ship, or a small squadron, would need to resupply. Enough to fix a broken ship. Enough to keep Hussars fed and breathing a while longer. Enough to make a difference.  
 
    Over the decades, ships had come and tapped the cache, while others dropped off supplies. As advancements were made, parts matching the newer ships were swapped out, and aging consumables were replaced. Alexis had visited a couple in her years of command, though never to tap the supplies, always a simple replenishment stop.  
 
    “Captain,” Sofeeka’s voice intruded on her thoughts. “We’ve docked with the cache. A team has set standoffs and mooring lines.” Big ships didn’t dock with things like asteroids well. The use of heavy steel beams as standoffs, then anchoring cables to pull her tight against the standoffs, was about the only way besides holding off a kilometer away with maneuvering jets and floating everything across. It would take a long time that way. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “Begin operations. I’m going to go over and take a look around.” 
 
    “Captain?” Her XO sounded surprised.  
 
    “If there were troublemakers in the system, they would have made themselves known some time ago, Lieutenant Commander. I’ll be more than safe enough.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain,” her elSha XO said resignedly.  
 
    She floated through the corridors to her quarters and changed into light battle armor. Not because she expected trouble, but because it was also her only custom-fitted space suit. She slid a compact laser pistol into the harness, more out of practice than concern. Despite Ghost acting strange lately—almost detached, actually—she was still confident he’d say something if there were real danger.  
 
    As she picked up her helmet, her eyes drifted to the adjoining room, where the children slept. She hadn’t seen much of Gina since the twins were abducted. The woman blamed herself for buying the kids’ tale of not feeling well. It wasn’t her fault. Regardless, she wouldn’t listen. Alexis knew once the children were back aboard, the other woman would be okay. She didn’t have time to worry about her now. Her main concern was getting Pegasus back to fighting trim, arriving at Kikai, and kicking Sato’s slippery ass as hard as she could. 
 
    “I want my babies back!” she snarled as she turned and floated out of her cabin. 
 
    Helmet under arm, she floated out and down the corridor. The ship was far too big to mate with the moonlet’s airlocks. Instead, grapples had been employed, and crews had rigged heavy steel rods in fixed places on the hull. The grapples kept them close to the surface, while the rods kept them from actually hitting it. Despite the rock’s small size, it still possessed a fraction of a G in gravity, and it wouldn’t do the already damaged warship any good to grind up against it. It was also a waste of fuel to constantly push back, so a compromise was managed.  
 
    As she rounded the final corridor to the main cargo lock, an entire squad of ten Mk 8 CASPers were waiting. One of them had its cockpit open, and the familiar iron jaw of her marine commander was belted inside.  
 
    The combat suit’s arm came up in a salute. “Captain!” 
 
    “Major Williams, why am I not surprised?”  
 
    “At what, ma’am? We’re just here to facilitate cargo transfer.”  
 
    She snorted. “In a Fugoli’s eye you are. Logistics has work frames for that.” 
 
    He snorted in reply. “They’d take twice as long. Besides, this has been a long cruise, and my men need to practice, or they’ll get rusty.” The other nine suits showed no reaction at all. Major Williams’ salute had been a formality the Hussars seldom observed. A simple nod or coming to attention in gravity while not in harm’s way was more than enough respect. Spacers didn’t waste time flipping salutes at every person of a higher rank. There was work to do, and in freefall, you could send yourself tumbling.  
 
    “I suppose there’s no use telling you to stand down?”  
 
    “From what, a loading detail?”  
 
    She could see the glimmer in his eye and felt the same feeling ships’ commanders had felt for time immemorial when faced with the unknown. Just shut up and let them babysit you, her mother’s words came back to her suddenly. It was a feeling of déjà vu almost strong enough to make her blink.  
 
    “Ma’am,” Williams asked, his eyes narrowing, “are you okay?”  
 
    “Of course,” she said and began fitting her helmet. A young woman with the green stripe of Support on her pressure suit, likely Logistics, moved toward her. She held up a warning finger. “Warrant Officer, I have to take this coddling from my marine commander; I do not have to take it from you.” 
 
    “Ma’am, uhm, Captain, of course, I’m sorry,” she stammered.  
 
    Alexis snapped the helmet on, expertly twisting the locking collar in place, and using her pinplants to trigger the armor’s diagnostics. She felt the life support unit, or LSU, come online with a gentle woosh of air on the back of her neck and a slight hum. “It’s okay, WO2 Drake.” She’d accessed the crewman’s suit transponder and gotten her name. “I’ve been putting on armor since before you were born.” She’d also gotten Alisa Drake’s birthdate. Quite a bit before the young blonde was born.  
 
    The warrant officer nodded and pulled herself against a wall with one hand as the deck officer barked over his radio, “Suit check, preparing to decompress!”  
 
    “Suits tight!” everyone yelled.  
 
    “Suits tight,” Alexis transmitted a second late. She’d forgotten the procedure. It had been years since she’d been with a team decompressing for EVA. She was glad the armor had a polarized face plate. It was meant to protect her from lasers. It also helped keep the young warrant officer from seeing her blush.  
 
    The armor dutifully relayed through her pinplants that the atmosphere around her was rapidly being pumped down. “Warning—Low Pressure, Low Pressure!” In less than a minute, the deck officer made a sweeping gesture with his arm. “Prepare for black!”  
 
    “All secure,” everyone replied, and this time she was with them. Her armored boots were already magnetized and stuck to the deck. As the door began to swing up and out, she quickly used her pinplants to go over the armor’s EVA maneuvering controls. Yeah, it had been a while. 
 
    There was only black outside until someone turned on the floods built into the cargo door swinging upward. It illuminated an unspectacular rocky landscape a dozen meters away. A pair of space-suited crewmembers came into view out of a hole in the side of the rocks, moving on their suit’s maneuvering packs. It was time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Project Phantom, Station Corona B – Wathayat Research Facility 
 
    “Offload the consumables,” Chit ordered the crew as he floated out of the transport.  
 
    “What killed them?” someone asked.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he said. The truth was, they had no clue. Their only medtech was now aboard, investigating. She was a Maki who’d worked for Wathayat for many years and showed no qualms whatsoever regardless of the assignment. Amoral was the best way to describe her.  
 
    This time, it was Keejo who sealed them into her lab and rounded on Chit. “What in entropy is going on? Two of those crew were elSha. I might not know how to tell facial features and body language on most of those races, but I could tell from my own people. They died in horrible agony.” 
 
    “I believe it was likely intercepted by a Science Guild proctor,” Chit said. “Intercepted and the crew killed. Likely by a nanovirus.” 
 
    Keejo gasped, her eyes looking in all directions at once. “We’re all dead!” 
 
    “No,” he said, shaking his head. “Nanoviruses are short-lived, targeted killers. They do their job over a few hours, or days at most, then deactivate.” Chit held out a tiny atmospheric sampling vial. “I triggered this where the bodies were.” He gestured. “They should appear in your AFM.”  
 
    Keejo hesitantly took the vial and went to her atomic force microscope. She activated the device, waited for the scanning probe to be cooled to just above zero kelvin, then inserted the sample vial, glad to have it out of her hand. The robotic sample mechanism assured the chamber was in pure vacuum then introduced it to the scanner. When the AFM’s built-in Tri-V came alive, it showed a black field with several atomic-level machines.  
 
    “Entropy,” Keejo hissed and leaned closer to the display. “I’ve never seen a nanite this complicated!” 
 
    “No, you would not have. The Science Guild has suppressed any nanotechnology even close to this level.” Chit’s antennae were waving in a way Keejo recognized as distraction, likely meaning the Jeha was using his pinplants. After a moment, he deactivated the AFM and moved out of her lab.  
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked.  
 
    “We do not have a lot of time.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Get all the AI and meet me in the Snitch maintenance bay.”  
 
    She stared after him for a long moment, her mind going over what he’d just said. He didn’t sound mad, concerned, or afraid. He was a bug with a mission. His direct, no-nonsense actions spoke of both decisiveness and end goals. It was nearly hasty. A hasty Jeha was a frightening thing.  
 
    Her eyes independently scanned the lab for a second more before she also burst into action. Ramming all three AI into a fabric duffel bag, she grabbed several equipment kits, hard-sided cases holding instruments, parts, and extra slates. She added another tool kit, a small bag of personal items, and another container with some of the last emergency ration packs in that section of the station. She was halfway through the door when she cursed and went back. There was just enough room in the bag of AI to add the four MSU holding all the interface unit-derived data.  
 
    She realized she probably looked the fool, staggering down the main corridor toward the nearest spoke to make her way to the central hub, where the two experimental ships were docked. It was difficult to maneuver into the ladder, and more so to climb down. Luckily with each step she got lighter, and by halfway she was below a tenth of a G.  
 
    Keejo gave the bags a shove downward. They moved lazily down to bump on the bottom of the spoke access. Her small stature made it easy to slip around and through the bags, and her arboreal evolution then aided her in moving them. In zero-G, she was free to use all four limbs to grasp and move. Her more distant ancestors could have also used their tails. When her race had been uplifted, the tails were no longer considered useful, leaving her only with a stump, necessary for reproduction.  
 
    One direction from the hub spokes led to the main docking area where Bokk was docked. Several of their crew were there, busily working. None of them noticed her going the other direction. The door to the docking bay opened to show Horizon Two and Horizon Three secured to the outer hull of the huge cylindrical docking bay. Where they rested, the gravity was maybe a fifteenth of a G, just enough to hold the craft in place on extended landing legs. An open space between them on the circular bay would have held Horizon One had it still been there.  
 
    She got a good grip on the bags and jumped toward the outer hull. Her landing was far from graceful, more of a controlled crash. “Oof,” she grunted as she landed on top of one of the bags. One of her ribs felt bruised, but she didn’t care. An overwhelming feeling of dread had grabbed her as she’d hurried through the station. When she stumbled up between the two ships, reality intruded.  
 
    “What are we supposed to do?” she said aloud. Neither of the two experimental ships were designed for living sophonts. They didn’t even have life support! Maybe Chit planned for them to escape in spacesuits? They’d have no more than a few days’ air. To her surprise, Horizon Three was open, its main access hatch swung upward, and the same Vaga who’d boarded Bokk was moving crates aboard. Even more surprising was the crates were of food. There was scarcely any food remaining on Corona B. Everyone had a stash of a few things, certainly, but she doubted anyone had cases of food.  
 
    “Did that just come off the transport?”  
 
    The Vaga looked up at her, cocking its insectoid head at her, then went back to work without responding. Somewhat resembling a kopo beetle from her home planet, the Vaga had plenty of extra legs to secure itself as crates were shifted.  
 
    “Help with these,” a voice said behind her.  
 
    Keejo very nearly launched herself off the deck in surprise. With only a tiny amount of gravity, she would have ended up marooned in the middle of the bay. Centrifugal gravity was strange in that way. The Cochkala who’d boarded the ship with the Vaga was flying past with two more duffel bags of gear. 
 
    “What are you doing down here?” 
 
    “What’s it look like?” was the pithy reply as the Cochkala launched one of the duffels at the Vaga.  
 
    “I thought elSha were smart,” the Vaga said, his chiton rasping words translated by Keejo’s pinplants.  
 
    She was about to say something pithy herself when Chit fairly flew into the bay. “Do you have all the AI?” he asked as he sailed across the distance. Seeing a Jeha soar in freefall was a sight to behold. He moved his body in a serpentine corkscrew that created a fascinatingly stable flight path.  
 
    Keejo shook the duffle holding the AI. “All three right here.” 
 
    Chit landed, latching onto a handhold with a set of legs, and held out a pincer. “Give me Iota.”  
 
    Still reeling from the rapid series of events surrounding her, Keejo opened the bag, found the AI with the correct designation, and handed it to him. Chit skittered off immediately for Horizon Three before she could ask what he was doing.  
 
    “You gonna help load this shit or not?” the Cochkala demanded. 
 
    “Uhm, yeah. What’s your name?” she asked as she pushed a bag forward.  
 
    “I’m Ak’alm, that’s Burgk,” the Cochkala said, indicating the Vaga with a tip of her head.  
 
    Keejo’s translator had designated Ak’alm as a female once a name was assigned. The Vaga still didn’t have one, meaning the Vaga might well not have binary sexes. No surprise; quite a few races didn’t follow the norms for her own race, just like many didn’t lay eggs, either. “Chit get you to help?” she asked.  
 
    “Naw, we were assigned to him back when the project began,” Ak’alm said and winked. She produced a laser pistol from under her longer belly fur, then made it disappear just as fast. “You never know when someone might need to be eliminated.”  
 
    “What about it?” she asked and pointed at Burgk.  
 
    “Let’s just say Vaga don’t have anything resembling morals,” Ak’alm said, then shrugged. “Come to think of it, neither do I.”  
 
    Chit came back from Horizon Three, and Keejo saw the other ship’s hatch was already closing.  
 
    “If we’re going to run, wouldn’t it make more sense to do it in that one?” she asked, indicating the other ship. “At least it’s been fully tested.” 
 
    “Tested, yes, but that is about it,” he insisted.  
 
    “Where are the spacesuits?” she asked, remembering the ships didn’t have life support. Her stomach felt like it was full of still-living grubs. If it weren’t near freefall, she was afraid she’d have emptied it.  
 
    “In the ship,” Chit said distractedly as he helped get the last crates aboard. “Get it, quick.”  
 
    “But why are we—” she started to ask but was cut off as her pinplants relayed a call.  
 
    <Directors’ attention, another ship at the emergence point.> 
 
    “Oh,” she said and allowed herself to be pushed aboard.  
 
    Without needing to be prompted, she moved to the ship’s tiny cockpit, not being designed as a traditional ship, but to be operated by an AI. There was room to move, of course, and a pilot’s seat so the ship could be shuttled about during manufacturing and movement. She’d only just entered the vessel when it brought her up short. Everything had changed.  
 
    She stared about in awe; the ship’s interior had been completely rebuilt, as in gutted and constructed again from scratch. “What… how… why?” she spluttered as Chit came in behind her. “This is what you’ve been doing for the last month?” 
 
    “Me and the reserve maintenance bots,” he said, then spoke to the other two. “Get everything secured and lock the interior door on the bay.” 
 
    Ak’alm nodded and shot from the ship like a furry torpedo, while Burgk used its many limbs to tie down all the bundles, duffels, and crates. Even with the massively expanded interior, the central area was only five meters or so across. Once everything was inside, there was precious little room.  
 
    <Directors to operations!> came the panicked sounding call over her pinplants. By the way Chit cocked his head, she knew he’d gotten it, too. <The newly-arrived ship launched craft making for the stargate.> The voice of the tech sounded tinged with fear.  
 
    “Keejo, take Theta to the cockpit.”  
 
    “Sure, yeah,” she said, fumbling with the duffle bag as it tried to float away in near freefall. Eventually she got Theta out and pushed off toward the cockpit. It, too, like the rest of the ship’s interior, was completely changed. Where the console to insert an AI had once sat alone, now a complicated control console rested with two operator stations. She didn’t think it looked much like any ship she’d piloted. Of course, she also didn’t think Chit knew what a cockpit should look like for a normal pilot.  
 
    Keejo slipped Theta into the pedestal, and instantly the bridge’s many systems came alive. She scanned the controls and found everything you’d expect, even a normal hyperspace navigation computer. Good thing; they’d have to use the ship’s hyperspace shunts to get them out of the system if the new arrivals were going to interdict the stargate.  
 
    “Prep for flight,” she instructed Theta.  
 
    “Beginning checklist,” the AI replied as she moved back aft. In the central cabin, she could hear a banging somewhere outside.  
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked.  
 
    “The rest of the station personnel want aboard,” Ak’alm said. Something about the look on her face chilled Keejo even more than the current situation.  
 
    “We need to let them in,” she said. “How many can we take?”  
 
    “None,” Chit said while he finished assisting Burgk with securing the cargo.  
 
    She cast her eyes independently around the central area, noting three doors besides the main exit. “There has to be more room, you’ve almost gutted the place.”  
 
    “Room, yes; consumables, no.” 
 
    “We can make it stretch,” she said and made to move toward the door. In a flash, Ak’alm’s laser pistol appeared again.  
 
    “Let’s not be hasty, my reptilian friend.”  
 
    “Ak’alm,” Chit said, his voice stern. The gun retreated, though not nearly as abruptly as it had come out. “Keejo, if you leave this ship, you will not be coming back aboard.”  
 
    She arrested her momentum by grabbing a handhold just over the hatch. Slowly, she settled down and slightly sideways from the centrifugal force of the station. One eye settled on Chit, another on the exit. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” 
 
    “There is insufficient life support for more than four,” he explained. “The station has six space suits, of which we have four in this ship. Corona B had a staff of twenty-three, including us. We either get away with the four of us aboard and all the data we’ve been laboring here to create without the rest of the staff, or we cram everyone in this space, having to eject much of the supplies to make room, and suffocate in a few hours. What would you do, Keejo?” 
 
    “There has to be a way,” she said meekly.  
 
    “Hope isn’t a strategy,” Ak’alm said.  
 
    Keejo felt sick.  
 
    “Close the ramp,” Chit said.  
 
    Someone reached up and pressed the control to seal the ship. Keejo wasn’t sure who did it, even though it was her hand performing the action. As the hatch locked closed, and the cabin pressurized, a little part of her died. 
 
    “Theta?” Chit spoke aloud. 
 
    “Checklist complete. The ship is ready.” 
 
    “Roger. Link with Iota.” 
 
    “Horizon Two, Iota here.” 
 
    “Activate discontinuity drive. Proceed to the Grep’fa system. We will meet you there in a hundred and seventy hours.”  
 
    “Understood.”  
 
    “Is that wise?” Keejo asked and floated to the hatch. A small window no more than twenty centimeters across gave a partial view of the other Snitch-class ship, at least for a half second before Iota engaged the drive. The ship was gone, and she had an instant to recognize its departure before everything seemed to explode.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took several minutes for her to come to her senses after Horizon Two had disappeared. Her head was throbbing, and the insectoid Vaga, Burgk, had its beady eyes just centimeters away, eyeing her. “She is alive.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. Reaching up with a hand, she explored her elongated head. If I don’t have a concussion, I’ll be surprised, she thought. “What happened?”  
 
    “Someone blew the explosive bolts on the bay,” Ak’alm said.  
 
    “Who would do that?” she asked. Nothing felt broken, at least.  
 
    “Me, of course,” the Cochkala said. Keejo stared at her, and Ak’alm laughed at her stunned shock.  
 
    “It could have blown the inner doors!” she yelled, her head throbbing. “How could you?” 
 
    “You have a lot to learn about the way things are, elSha. Enjoy your comfortable ignorance.” She went to check on the cargo with her Vaga cohort.  
 
    Keejo looked about, noticing Chit wasn’t there. With a backward glance at Ak’alm, she floated cautiously forward. She wasn’t surprised to find an interminable length of Jeha wrapped around one of the two operator consoles.  
 
    “Glad you are conscious,” Chit said. “I am no pilot. Please take control.” 
 
    “Did you have that insane Cochkala blow the lock?”  
 
    “Of course, I did,” he replied. “If they gained entrance to the bay, we would not have been able to decompress. It was a more expedient way to depart.” 
 
    “Leaving them to die.” 
 
    “We already had that discussion,” Chit said. “Take control.” 
 
    Keejo moved to the pilot’s station and buckled in. Her vision blurred intermittently, and she upgraded the possibility of a concussion to likely. She linked her pinplants with the ship’s control and surveyed the vicinity. Luckily, she didn’t need her hands, or even eyes to fly the ship. Chit had added manual controls, maybe for redundancy’s sake. She didn’t bother; the ship was easier to fly with her mind than her hands.  
 
    Situation report, she asked the AI, Theta.  
 
    <Fifty kilometers from Corona B and coasting as instructed by Director Chit,> Theta replied, also through her pinplants. <Station under observation. We are in their shadow to the enemy ship. I am piggybacking the station’s sensors. A squadron of fourteen drones is moving to highguard.> 
 
    Her jaws clamped. Whoever had arrived was taking highguard, or defense of the stargate, meaning they meant to interdict the system. And the main ship that arrived? 
 
    <It is accelerating toward the station at high speed.> 
 
    Define speed. 
 
    <Currently 129 Gs.> 
 
    “Entropy!” she cursed aloud.  
 
    “Yes?” Chit asked.  
 
    “The ship is under a constant 129 gravities of acceleration.” 
 
    “Probably a Science Guild assault frigate. There is likely nothing alive aboard that would fit any definition of life as we know it.”  
 
    “We’re only fifty kilometers from the station,” she said. “They’ll easily spot us.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Chit agreed. “The first priority is to observe the assault.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Insurance policy,” Chit said.  
 
    “Just like your Cochkala goon back there?” she asked, her voice full of more venom than she thought possible.  
 
    “Exactly,” Chit said, completely nonplussed.  
 
    <The ship is either going to attack in passing or brake even faster than it is approaching,> Theta said through her pinplants again. <Range to station under one million kilometers. Station has raised shields and is powering weapons.> 
 
    She told Chit the news.  
 
    “I didn’t think anyone there had the wherewithal to operate the defensive systems,” he said distractedly.  
 
    She noticed he had a slate and was inputting information. Instead of a standard script, he was using his native language. At least, she thought he was. Her translator didn’t recognize it.  
 
    <I am picking up scrambled comms between the station and the approaching ship.> 
 
    Can you break encryption? 
 
    <Attempting. This is a fluid encryption algorithm; it will take time. Enemy range to station under five hundred thousand kilometers. They are braking. More than 400 Gs.> 
 
    Keejo knew some races had organs that allowed them to whistle as an expression of amazement, Humans among them. She’d always found it rather queer. For once, she thought she understood the expression. Many common missiles could match that acceleration, but not all. She didn’t think the Izlians could tolerate anything as high as 400 Gs. There couldn’t be anything alive in that ship.  
 
    “They’re braking at 400 Gs to match the station,” she said aloud for Chit. His head merely nodded. She looked at their position again, not 55 kilometers from the station. As the enemy ship passed or came abreast of the station, they’d no longer be in its shadow. “We’re going to be spotted soon.” Again, he merely nodded. She ground her jaws in frustration.  
 
    “Stand by on hyperspace shunts,” Chit said.  
 
    She felt a slight reverberation through the hull as the shunts opened and deployed a short distance from the hull. “Why not the discontinuity drive?”  
 
    “This one has never been tested, remember. Better a hundred and seventy hours in hyperspace than the alternative of a failed discontinuity drive. We will probably never know where Horizon One went.” 
 
    I hate it when he’s right, she mulled while they continued to drift away from Corona B as the unknown ship braked at incredible acceleration. When the enemy ship was only a few kilometers from Corona B, it disgorged a swarm of smaller craft.  
 
    “Enhance those craft,” Chit ordered, and the AI did as instructed. As the scans came in, lasers lanced out from the station toward the enemy ship. 
 
    “Should’ve shot at the boarding pods,” Ak’alm said. She’d come in behind them to watch the show and was shaking her head in bemusement. 
 
    Because whoever was running the sensors was concentrating on the ship, they only got limited data on the smaller contacts. That was enough for Theta to confirm Ak’alm’s theory. 
 
    “They are boarding pods, as Ak’alm said,” the AI reported. “However, they are not standard boarding pods.” 
 
    “How so?” Keejo asked. 
 
    “I can detect no life support.”  
 
    Lasers stabbed out from the station defenses and flashed off the invader’s shields.  
 
    “Minor penetration of shields,” Theta reported. “Their armor is holding. The station lacks sufficient firepower to do any meaningful damage to the aggressor ship.”  
 
    “All those people we worked with,” Keejo said, glancing at Chit. He had a small slate in one hand and was intently watching the Tri-V showing the station under assault. The tiny dots of boarding pods hit the station.  
 
    “The enemy ship is coming to a full stop just past the station. We are now visible.”  
 
    “Initiate jump,” Chit said and entered a code on the slate.  
 
    Corona B was transformed into a star, a ball of matter annihilation that spread in a flash to consume the enemy ship and then reach for them. Keejo screamed in alarm as they were unmade into hyperspace. When the effect passed, she turned in horror to her partner.  
 
    “Did you just detonate the antimatter reserves on the station?”  
 
    “Yes,” he said, replacing the slate in one of the pockets affixed to his chiton.  
 
    “How?” she stammered. “How could you just kill them all?”  
 
    “They would have all been captured. None of them knew everything about the project, but when added together, it would be enough.” 
 
    “Enough for what?”  
 
    “Enough to find us, or worse, maybe find everyone involved.”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” she said, thinking of all the beings there who’d worked with them for months.  
 
    “There are a lot more than the nineteen lives on that station involved, Keejo. Thousands, maybe even planets full of innocents who were not even involved. It does not matter. Suffice it to say, they died instantly, which is far better than what would have happened to them if they were captured, I can assure you.”  
 
    She shook her head and stared out the cockpit window at the featureless white of hyperspace, wondering if those on the station had been luckier than she was. Her fate might well be sealed, but the ending was very much still in question.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Promethium, Kikai System 
 
    <Discontinuity detected. Target system lock.> 
 
    This time Sato was in his lab, working on a side project when the call came in. Scramble the Sky Knights, he ordered and rushed toward the airlock. Halfway there, he encountered Rick with a squad of Æsir in tow.  
 
    “How many are coming?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Four squads,” Sato answered as he shuffle-step-ran down the corridor, locking his combat armor closed. It wasn’t as overall capable as the Æsir might be, yet it was more powerful in other ways. 
 
    “Only leaving one behind?”  
 
    “I don’t want to come up short; who knows what Chit has been up to. We don’t want to play pattycake; we need to stop the use of that drive.” 
 
    “While using it to get there.”  
 
    “If we only use standard hyperspace, we’ll never catch them,” Sato snapped.  
 
    “I know, it’s just ironic.” 
 
    You have no idea, Sato thought. He now had no doubt that Chit had gotten the idea from watching Vestoon in action while fighting the Mobius Gun. The joys of unexpected consequences.  
 
    In the main dome, all sixteen of the Sky Knights met up as they rushed toward the docking bays that held the base’s ships. Daikichi quickly caught up with them. Next to Rick Culper, who’d been the first to become an Æsir, Daikichi was the most proficient, probably because he’d once led the cult of Machineness and was barely more than a brain in the suit. At least he’d stopped talking in Tortantula, like he had when they’d first met. He still refused to say what race he’d been before and used English almost as well as a native speaker.  
 
    “Finally a mission, Great Sato?”  
 
    “Yes,” Sato replied. “I don’t know if there will be fighting.”  
 
    “What will be will be,” Daikichi said.  
 
    “We’re only taking two ships, so we’ll be crowded.” He’d really wanted to take one per squad to spread the risk, but the latest calculations by Vestoon had his hair standing on end. They were running out of time. Their ships only had one mounting point, a ventral one, so two ships could be docked and thus perform one jump. That would minimize the damage, a little.  
 
    “Our mission is to find a Jeha named Ch’t’kl’tk. I used to work with him. He’s a brilliant engineer and is running a project that must be stopped. I very much want him alive, and his research intact.” Sato gave a little sigh and swallowed. “All other concerns are secondary.” 
 
    The sixteen former cultists, now living machines, acknowledged.  
 
    “Rick, come with me and two squads on Vestoon. Daikichi, take the other two squads on Ashfoon.” As the teams split up, he contacted Boosh via his pinplants. <I’m leaving you in charge to protect the twins, Alexis’ cubs. You are to guard them with your life. Under no circumstances are they to be allowed free run of Promethium, am I clear?>  
 
    <Yes, Great Sato, Boosh understand. Cromer cubs safe with Boosh, you have my word.> 
 
    “Why not leave Daikichi?” Rick asked as the locks came into sight, the two racing into the ship with eight Æsir in tow. 
 
    “Because they know Boosh, at least. I’m afraid Daikichi might have freaked them out. Besides, I want the most firepower, and Daikichi is a badass.” 
 
    “He is that,” Rick said as the pair raced through the lock and headed toward Vestoon’s bridge. “Are you sure this is worth it? I mean, we’ll make it one way or the other. Maybe we should just splash the whole operation.” 
 
    “Chit is an old friend,” Sato explained. “One of the few I have left. I’d rather not be responsible for another good person dying.” 
 
    “Understood,” Rick said.  
 
    The eight Sky Knights were aboard and secured inside the main passenger area in less than a minute. The bay was depressurized, and both ships floated out into the void. As they were operated by SI, the whole operation, from departure, to docking, and preparation to jump, was accomplished in five minutes. The calculations were mostly finished before Sato’s device went off and finished as they loaded and launched.  
 
    “Prepare for jump,” Vestoon announced over the intercom.  
 
    “I hate this,” Sato moaned an instant before he was stretched like a bowl of udon noodles. “Fuck!” he yelled as they snapped back to the world.  
 
    “Is strange, but fun,” Daikichi said. The other eight Sky Knights mumbled similar sentiments. 
 
    “It’s a bit uncomfortable,” Rick added.  
 
    Sato had long ago decided it had something to do with their being melded with a machine. As it was, it seemed unlikely more research would be possible anytime soon. Unless the damage to hyperspace can be mitigated. 
 
    “Status report?” Sato called.  
 
    Vestoon sent the full sensor readings it was using to Sato, who quickly reviewed the data. A standard ring space station in the Oopka System, Centaur Region, Jesc Arm. The system was listed as offline, which meant its stargate was damaged or destroyed. Nothing of value, so the Cartography Guild had never bothered reactivating the stargate. Looks like someone else took it upon themselves.  
 
    The star was a tiny white dwarf, which made for an equally short distance between the stargate and emergence point. The station was situated directly between them, an ideal location to research new technology that might or might not make use of normal hyperspace technology. Not to mention, nobody would risk stumbling upon the research because the stargate was supposed to be shut down.  
 
    “What’s going on there?” Rick asked.  
 
    Sato spread his view out and noted a ship closing on the station, and it was breaking at a startling rate.  
 
    <At least four hundred gravities,> Vestoon said.  
 
    “Did it say 400 Gs?” Rick gasped.  
 
    “Science Guild,” Sato said glumly. “There’s another ship,” he said and examined the data. “Vestoon, small ship departing behind the station.” 
 
    <Examining. It is approximately twelve hundred tons. Unique design. No fusion power. Emissions match curve for an antimatter powerplant.> 
 
    “Bingo,” Sato said. “Accelerate at a tangent to the station and toward that small ship.” He groaned in his armor as Vestoon and Ashfoon broke their connection and accelerated at twelve Gs as Sato had indicated. It was 12 Gs, because that was the limit of his tolerance. The Æsir could take double that for hours, or triple for a few minutes.  
 
    Ch’t’kl’tk, if you’re in that ship, time for some answers.  
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 EMS Pegasus, Winged Hussars’ Strategic Cache, Trigon System 
 
    Freep spent the quiet hours before their arrival at the strategic site by studying the immense list of files contained within the Hussars’ tactical doctrine. Written over many thousands of hours of combat experience, and only a little over a hundred years, it was fascinating for both those reasons.  
 
    Aliens had been fighting each other in spaceships for what appeared to be a hundred and fifty thousand years, perhaps longer. It was hard to tell. Before the GGW, records were spotty and uncertain. It seemed much of the galaxy’s records had been lost in the war of destruction.  
 
    In the blink of an eye over galactic time, Alexis Cromwell’s Winged Hussars had changed how space warfare was fought. He knew his captain wasn’t quite correct. The other races were learning from her. Maybe not the Izlians, but what did you expect from such an ancient and long-lived race? Others, though, were watching and learning. Regardless, she always stayed a step or two ahead—but for how long? 
 
    He cleared the docs from his pinplants, sighed, and stretched his long, sinuous body. How long had it been since he’d had a swim? Not in the little pools Humans preferred, but a proper deep-water swim, so far underwater, your lungs burned for air as you returned to the surface. 
 
    He sighed, remembering the last time. It was on Home, where the Hussars lived. The water was too cold, and there was nothing good to eat. Even so, he’d enjoyed himself. The young girl named Sheef had helped the enjoyment greatly. He smiled, and his eyes twinkled.  
 
    She’d only joined the SalSha a year ago, uplifted on Earth from nearly a thousand of his fellow Salusians who’d been relocated there. They’d volunteered to join those already uplifted to SalSha, partly to boost their gene pool, and partly to replace losses from the wars. The early wave of uplifts had given birth to a new generation, but it still needed boosting. He’d been doing a little boosting with Sheef.  
 
    Through a haze of carnal recollection, he noticed the young sensor ops shaking her head. “Something wrong, Yoop?”  
 
    The aquatic alien looked up in surprise. “I don’t know.”  
 
    Freep’s eyes narrowed. The fact that Yoop was reluctant to give estimates also extended to her unwillingness to report anything unusual until she knew what it was. Freep had a fair amount of compassion for Yoop. Her people, the Luth, had been wiped out nearly a century ago by the Besquith. Freep had never found out how or why. There were at most a few hundred of them left in the galaxy, living on various aquatic worlds, working as underwater miners and engineers.  
 
    Freep released the hold he had on his workstation with a foot and floated across the CIC. With Pegasus moored to the cache moonlet, his job was minimized. The warship, mighty as she may be, was all but invisible next to a planetary body. Nothing more than a few thousand tons of steel tied up to a hundred trillion trillion tons of rock.  
 
    “What do you see?” he asked. 
 
    “It… looks like another hulk, but much smaller.” 
 
    “Let me see,” Freep said.  
 
    “No!” Yoop snapped, bubbles floating up inside her helmet.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I’m still analyzing the data.” 
 
    Freep sighed and used his pinplants. Being a department head, and a lieutenant, had its advantages. He accessed the sensor data and looked it over.  
 
    “You can’t do that!” Yoop complained.  
 
    “Ensign, you still haven’t learned the need for timely analysis.”  
 
    “We’re safe here. I have all the time I need to complete a proper analysis.”  
 
    “We’re only safe as long as nobody spots us,” Freep said, continuing to examine the sensor data. “You almost never have the time to be as thorough as you want.”  
 
    “But…” 
 
    Freep gave a mental sigh. He felt like aquatics should look out for each other. He also felt the needs of the ship and the hundreds who lived on her were larger than he, or any one crewman, was. He connected via pinplant with Sofeeka. <XO, please note my corrective action with Yoop.>  
 
    <I’ve been monitoring,> the elSha second in command replied.  
 
    <It’s clearly a ship, but running silent to avoid detection, or simply powered down. The neutrino flux is clear.> 
 
    <I agree, but I saw you talking to her and waited. Recommendation, TacCom?>  
 
    Freep sighed again and gave it.  
 
    “Ensign Yoop?”  
 
    “Yes, XO?”  
 
    “Will you please see me in the captain’s ready room?”  
 
    “I am analyzing a reading, XO.” 
 
    “I understand that. Lieutenant Freep will handle your boards for you.”  
 
    The Luth sensor op looked at Sofeeka, then at Freep, who saw the look in the alien’s rather Human eyes. It was clearly upset and betrayal. “You are relieved, Ensign,” Freep said.  
 
    Yoop unbuckled and floated to the armored ready room door, where the XO waited, then went inside with her.  
 
    “Tough call,” Shefoo said.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Freep said as he slid into the sensor ops control position and downloaded the complete sensor logs. He blinked in amazement. Every tiny rock that went by was tagged with detailed high-resolution scans. Like every command-rated officer, Freep had sat shifts in every position in the CIC. He’d never seen this many detailed scans, even during a combat situation. He didn’t know how Yoop was managing this level of processing. It gave him a headache just reviewing the logs.  
 
    In the last hour since they’d docked with the cache, Ensign Yoop had logged 193 scans and reviewed all of them. That included more than fifteen minutes analyzing and reanalyzing the results of her scan on the suspect ship. As Freep had suspected, Yoop knew it was a ship, too, and likely active. She was still trying to determine the class and initial entry point to the system. The latter was the point that had caused the ensign to choke on the bones.  
 
    Based on velocity and trajectory, the ship hadn’t come from the emergence point. Curious, indeed, but she should have announced the basic details and gotten others involved in puzzling it out. Instead, she’d brain-locked, trying to do it all herself.  
 
    Freep looked up at the hiss of the opening ready room door. Yoop came floating out, directly toward the CIC exit. She didn’t look up or acknowledge anyone. Sofeeka emerged a moment later and closed the door.  
 
    “Ensign Yoop has been removed from command duty and will be reassigned. Lieutenant Bainbridge, can you assume those duties, at least while we’re moored here?” 
 
    “Yes, XO,” Bainbridge replied without further comment.  
 
    Sofeeka nodded and went to her own station, closed her eyes, and went quiet. Freep knew she was either talking to the captain or doing paperwork. Probably a lot of paperwork. He went back to scanning over the extensive amount of data Yoop had gathered. The more he looked at the ship she’d found, the more curious Freep got. The former sensor ops chief’s confusion made sense. The readings were outrageous.  
 
    “You going over the data?” Bainbridge asked. She’d stayed at her SitCon station; there was no reason to move. The CIC was modular, so you could do any job from any station. 
 
    “Yeah,” Freep said. “Look at this scan.” 
 
    Bainbridge copied the data to her pinplants and closed her eyes. After just a moment, she opened them again. “Hey, XO, you need to look at this.”  
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 Private Vessel Vestoon, Oopka System, Centaur Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “ETA to intercept of that vessel?” Sato asked his ship. 
 
    “Approximately twenty-two minutes,” Vestoon replied.  
 
    “Have we been made?”  
 
    “Negative. Enemy ship is concentrating on the station.” 
 
    “Make sure they’re ready,” Sato said to Rick, who was at the front of the crew compartment, just aft of the bridge. The attack ship was coming abreast of the station, which was engaging it with lasers, to no real effect.  
 
    “They’re always ready,” Rick said with a chuckle.  
 
    “ETA is about—” He stopped as things happened in quick succession. The station bloomed into a new sun, the rapidly expanding plasma wave consumed the Science Guild attack ship, and their target disappeared. “Fuck,” he cursed. “Vestoon, analysis?”  
 
    “Radiation from the blast indicates an uncontrolled matter/antimatter detonation, either a small amount in an improvised bomb, or a larger amount simply released from containment. I caught a brief ionizing backscatter before the big explosion.” 
 
    “Our target, was it destroyed, too?”  
 
    “No, it executed a hyperspace jump utilizing shunts.”  
 
    “Not a discontinuity jump?”  
 
    “No. Absolutely a conventional jump.”  
 
    “Well, that’s inconvenient,” Rick said. “What the fuck are we supposed to do now?”  
 
    Sato had Vestoon cut power and drift. They were thousands of kilometers too far away for any explosion to affect them in space. The radiation was nominal, not even enough to discolor the shields. He ignored Rick and thought about a plan of action. They could jump back to Kikai, of course, do still more damage to hyperspace, and wait for another shot at Ch’t’kl’tk when they used the discontinuity drive, but if the numbers were correct, he didn’t think there were more than a few jumps left before hyperspace went boing! 
 
    “That massive brain have an idea?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Nothing good,” Sato admitted.  
 
    “It is worth noting that a discontinuity drive jump drew us here,” Vestoon said. “However, we saw a ship, and it did not appear to have such a drive, or simply decided not to use it.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” Sato asked. “They have two such equipped ships?”  
 
    “Or the one that jumped wasn’t this ship,” Rick said.  
 
    Sato began to say that was ridiculous. Then he thought. “Vestoon, you said the discontinuities were here and another system?”  
 
    “Correct,” the SI answered. “I cannot be sure which one. This area of space is extremely disturbed by many discontinuity drive uses, or perhaps several, poorly performed.” 
 
    “Since Chit had to put it together from scratch and notes, my bet is on the latter,” Sato said.  
 
    “But they’re getting better, right?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Too little and too late.” 
 
    “Correct,” Vestoon agreed with Sato. “The disturbance is cumulative. Perhaps if the tests were years apart, the damage would have corrected. At this point, any additional jumps risk a complete disruption.” 
 
    Sato cursed. He couldn’t see any way out of this conundrum. They were going to have to let Chit jump again. 
 
    “The upside is, we are extremely close to their probable destination, based on the data. We should have a very precise fix.” 
 
    “And they won’t be blowing up any more stations with antimatter,” Rick suggested. 
 
    “I wouldn’t put money on it. Minerva knows the stakes. I’ve seen rumors of high-stake contracts put out, quiet decapitation types. I figured they were just the usual backstabbing in the Mercenary Guild. Now I know better. If Minerva’s gotten the other guild SI involved…” 
 
    “Then nowhere in the galaxy is safe,” Rick finished. Sato just nodded.  
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 Research Vessel Horizon Three, Approaching Grep’fa System 
 
    Horizon Three arrived in the Grep’fa system in a hundred and seventy hours and fifteen minutes. Chit put it down to a clock error, but Keejo was confused. Her pinplant clock agreed with the ship’s time. Even so, the hyperspace system functioned flawlessly, which Keejo was relieved about, at least. Especially since Chit had done it on the down low, more-or-less by himself. Being blown up in an antimatter explosion was one thing; being marooned in 2nd level hyperspace was another. If half the stories Chit talked about were true, it was horrendous, even if the strange physics would be interesting to study.  
 
    As they hadn’t used the discontinuity drive, they arrived at a LaGrange point close to the largest planet in the system, in this case a gas giant of iridescent greens and yellows. It took several hours for Theta to locate Horizon Two and Iota, which was operating on low power and sending a low-power radio ping every four hours. 
 
    “Horizon Two is 9.2 light hours distant,” Theta reported. “In a low-consumptive course, it will take us sixty-two days to reach them. A high-consumptive course will take eleven days; however, we will be low on reaction mass.” 
 
    “We’ll be low on food on the long course,” Keejo said. She’d completed an inventory during the hundred and seventy hours in hyperspace. There was plenty of food, and the ship could make nearly infinite oxygen, but there were other consumables in the life-support loop that couldn’t be replenished without a starport, or another ship at the least. They’d suffocate, but at least they’d do it with full stomachs.  
 
    The supplies were interesting, as well. All the regular stuff they’d get in a supply drop from Wathayat. Bokk had clearly been a genuine supply ship before being ambushed and all the crew murdered. She still shuddered, thinking about being shut off like a light by weaponized nanites, yet another highly illegal device.  
 
    “We need to contact Horizon Two and have them come to us with the discontinuity drive,” Chit said.  
 
    “You said breaking comms was a bad idea,” Ak’alm said, her furred face poking into the already cramped cockpit. Her motions were always precise and deliberate, making Keejo wonder if all Cochkala were as intense as she was. Her experience with the race was limited to knowing they tended to be a bit… twitchy. This one seemed more business-like and murderous, reminding Keejo more of a Veetanho she’d met in the past.  
 
    “I did say that,” Chit replied, “but that was before we landed nine light hours away from our other ship.” 
 
    “Where do we go?” Keejo asked. “The Wathayat base in Traub? It’s just over in the Crapti Region of our arm.”  
 
    “We don’t know if any of their operations are compromised,” he said. “We need to link up with Horizon Two, at the very least, so we can fine-tune our own drive interface. If we can rely on both of them, we can jump together with at least some hope of being within laser comms range.”  
 
    Keejo nodded. Laser comms were by far the most secure communication; you’d have to be between the two units to intercept their traffic. However, they required very precise alignment. It was impractical for two ships to use them beyond a few light minutes. Planets or space stations could use them for extreme long ranges because planetary orbits were very stable.  
 
    “We have to send them a message, and we’ll move toward each other to reduce time,” Keejo said. “A tight-beam radio broadcast is the best bet with the least risk.” Chit nodded in agreement with the logic of it. “I think we’ll go for Chimsa.” 
 
    “That’s not a covert location,” Chit said, “and it is on the opposite side of the galaxy.”  
 
    “The discontinuity drive doesn’t take range into account, remember? We should be able to cross the void between the arms without issue.” Chit’s antennae waved in thought. “Think of it this way, if we make it, this will be the longest, fastest trip in recorded history.”  
 
    “At least since this drive was still in use,” Chit agreed. “The bonus is, if the covert bases are blown by the Science Guild, Chimsa will likely be clear. It is Wathayat’s principle F11 processing facility, and as such, their most heavily defended location in the galaxy.” He turned his eyestalks toward Keejo. “Well thought out, I agree.”  
 
    “At least we have a damn plan,” Ak’alm said and floated aft. “I’ll get started on food.”  
 
    “Have Theta send the message; I’ll program the flightpath,” Keejo said. Turning to the controls, she started working, knowing Chit couldn’t see her face, or her pleasure might have betrayed her. There was an ulterior motive for choosing Chimsa; it was controlled by her people, the elSha. With any luck, she could make a break for it there, and lose herself among thousands of elSha. This entire project had turned to shit. There were nineteen people back in the Oopka System who’d agree, except they were scattered atoms now.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Winged Hussars’ Strategic Cache, Trigon System 
 
    Alexis waited as four members of the marine squad maneuvered their CASPers through the lock and into the subterranean maze of the cache first. When she’d shown up and saw the squad, she knew there was no use complaining. Ever since she’d been shot and kidnapped by her traitorous former XO, those charged specifically with her safety had never been far away.  
 
    She’d heard the scuttlebutt from marine country. The crew was more than a little pissed that the twins had been taken right under their noses. Sato had better hope she got to him first, or the marines were liable to stomp his guts out first and ask questions later.  
 
    After only a few minutes, Major Williams commed. “We’re clear, Captain.” 
 
    “Thank you, Major.” She made a fist and rocked it forward and back, the go-ahead signal to the logistics team, and moved forward into the facility proper. As she expected, it was dark, rocky, and looked more like a mine than a carefully concealed storage depot.  
 
    According to the records, it was last visited eleven months ago by Oscar Schindler. The Sleeper-class ship was mainly a courier designed to look like a small tramp freighter, and it did a fantastic job in that capacity. Of course, like most Winged Hussars’ ships, it was still combat-capable and armed to the teeth. Despite that, they managed to have space for twenty-two tons of cargo.  
 
    During its visit, Oscar Schindler had dropped off nine tons of stores and removed two tons of materiel that were listed as out of date. Hussars’ logistics department oversaw these caches and their contents, along with all the movements of the cutters. Since the main mission of the ships was gathering intelligence and coordinating with the much more robust spy ring of the Golden Horde, the comings and goings of the ships were carefully watched.  
 
    She knew every item moved in and out of the cache, as well as exactly what it should contain. “Should” was the operative word. Because of how they were operated, Hussars’ ships and personnel could make use of them without either checking in with command or sending a report. Instead, the cache had its own computer, and withdrawals were listed there. Eventually, these transactions were recorded when an intel cutter made a refurbishment stop.  
 
    In the eleven months since Oscar Schindler’s visit, a lot of materiel could have been tapped. Alexis was gambling little had, since Trigon was so far off the beaten path. “Has anyone located the main inventory computer?” she asked the nearest marine.  
 
    “Major Williams said it’s over there,” one CASPer-suited man said, the suit’s enhanced arm raised and pointed with its mounted minigun.  
 
    “Thanks, Trooper,” she said. The suits carried no indication of rank or name. Each member inside could see those details with their HUD, but putting them on the suit’s exterior could provide an aid for enemies to pick out officers, so they didn’t utilize them. In their black, radar-absorbent paint, the CASPers could all but disappear in space. 
 
    The corridors cut from the moonlet, or in some cases natural, varied greatly in width and direction. The same feeling of déjà vu returned, and a memory of laughter washed through her memory, making her smile unconsciously. The original team to commission the cache, some 85 years ago, per her records, had drilled holes and installed hundreds of plastic handholds. The micro-gravity could keep you from being marooned in a corridor, but it could take fifteen minutes to slowly drift to a wall or floor. She had a light maneuvering pack on her armor but had yet to use it. I’m not that helpless. 
 
    She spotted the major with a pair of logistics personnel in their green-striped spacesuits pointing at a marker set in the cavern wall. Only she hadn’t been following them. She’d made all the turns from memory. I’ve never used this cache, she thought as she caught a handhold to come up next to Williams and the two techs.  
 
    “Captain,” Williams commed, facing her so she could see him through his helmet’s clear, non-polarized face shield. “We’re booting up the system now.”  
 
    “Very good,” she said. One of the two logistics techs was familiar to her. Searching her memory, she came up with the name. “How many caches have you visited, Adamson? PO2, isn’t it?”  
 
    “PO1, ma’am,” she said, and Alexis saw her cheeks grow red. “I’ve been to several while serving on Isaac Hopper.”  
 
    Alexis nodded. She’d known by the time Adamson answered, having accessed her records. “You served under Lt. Brown, and were friends, I see. I’m sorry we lost him. Good small boat commander.” 
 
    “He was,” she agreed. “I didn’t really want to leave. I love the Sleeper-class…” 
 
    “But hard to resist serving on the flagship, right?” 
 
    “Right,” she said, her voice easing a bit.  
 
    “Are we in yet, PO1?”  
 
    “Computer is coming up now,” she said. “There was a lot of dust buildup on the connection.” 
 
    The final security measure was the computer itself, which carried inventory and access to all the cache. It used a proprietary connection only the Hussars’ Intel Service used. Yeah, you could try to cut away the connector and fake it, but the computer was also proprietary. The connector provided power from your own computer, having none of its own. They, like so much of the more ingenious tech the Winged Hussars used, had been instituted by Taiki Sato and his Geek Squad. The revelation that he’d once worked for the Science Guild had helped explain his deviously dangerous creativity. 
 
    The section of wall holding the computer suddenly came alive as a screen. Adamson turned to it and entered first a code into her slate, now connected to the wall by an old fashioned cable, then another code in the wall-mounted computer. Less than a second later, the heavy blast door began to rotate and unlock. As it was drawing power from the PO1’s computer, it moved very slowly. 
 
    “Well done, PO1,” she said.  
 
    “T-thank you, ma’am! Oh, I wanted to tell you, I haven’t been to this particular cache. We operated mostly in the Tolo Arm.”  
 
    “Understood. Caches are your wheelhouse, PO1; proceed.” She gestured at the door, and the young petty officer pushed off into the darkness.  
 
    The marines held back. There was no longer any concern. With the computer and main door intact, it was all but impossible to believe anyone had gained entry. Sure, someone could have tunneled into the cache, except how would they know where to cut? The moonlet was only a scant hundred kilometers across, sure, but the cache only represented a miniscule percentage of that. It would be like trying to use a knitting needle to spear a seed in a huge watermelon.  
 
    The door opened into an airlock large enough for CASPer-like loaders. Alexis, Williams, two CASPers, and the logistics team including PO1 Adamson easily fit. The rest of the CASPer squad gathered outside the lock, having finished their sweep of the unsecured tunnels around the cache.  
 
    Once inside, Adamson used a portal power unit, a series of high-energy capacitors, to power up the inside. A pair of recessed light bars came alive, and the airlock door closed much faster than it had opened.  
 
    “How long is the battery good for?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “The life support inside is biogenic in nature. It’ll recharge its own low-powered batteries from this powerpack. Since all the pack does is provide light and run the locks, it’d be enough for days, or even weeks. Adding the heaters would reduce it to a day or two.” 
 
    She nodded as the massive airlock finished closing. She felt the thunk through her armored feet, and the suit told her pressure was returning. It took nearly a minute to pressurize. Eventually, Alexis noted through her pinplants the presence of a breathable, albeit extremely cold, atmosphere.  
 
    “Looks like we’re good to go,” PO1 Adamson said. “Should I engage the heaters, ma’am?” 
 
    “Not just yet,” Alexis said. “Let’s check the cache to see if we have everything here we’ll need first. We don’t want to drain the batteries needlessly.” When an intel cutter came to service the cache, they’d swap out the biogenetic life support pack.  
 
    Alexis noticed Williams glancing around, his suit’s helmet floods playing along the rock walls, occasionally stopping at some point before moving on. “They’re not much to look at,” the marine said.  
 
    “Pretty simple function,” Alexis said. “Just a covert supply drop.”  
 
    “Maps to your pinplants,” another logistics tech told them. 
 
    Alexis received the message, downloaded the map, and oriented herself. This particular cache was dug into roughly a cubic kilometer of the moonlet, taking advantage of existing porous rock and some use of lasers. The latter was mostly to seal the various cracks that made it difficult to maintain an atmosphere during operations. A spray-on polymer had completed the seal.  
 
    “No sign of atmospheric loss,” Adamson noted. “Nothing in the logs mentions any maintenance needed to hold atmosphere for thirty years.”  
 
    “PO1 Adamson, proceed with the inventory for our records and with drawing supplies per engineering and damage control requirements.”  
 
    “Roger that, Captain.”  
 
    Alexis floated toward a side passage, one of a few near the entrance. This one was unlit and immediately drew her attention.  
 
    “You need help, Captain?” Williams inquired.  
 
    “No, Major. I’m fine. Help the logistics team finish inventory; time’s a wasting.”  
 
    “As you will, ma’am.”  
 
    As Alexis entered the unlit side passage, she activated her armor’s lights. Despite the feelings of déjà vu, it was an unremarkable chamber, where a few pallets of materiel were lashed to the rock. The constant beeping of her suit reminding her that there was a breathable atmosphere, and she was wasting life support finally convinced her to release the seal on her helmet. 
 
    With a hiss of equalizing pressure, the armored visor slid up, and the frigid air bit at her face. Her suit heater stepped up another notch, and warm air gushed across her face from the heating elements lower in the suit. While tolerable, the last thing she was going to do was open the hands or remove the helmet. The heads-up display showed it was -30 degrees Celsius. 
 
    This part of the cavern didn’t have any sealant foam, like had been liberally sprayed on the walls near the entrance, efforts required to retain atmosphere. She wasn’t privy to the engineering that went into building a cache, though she suspected it was a long process of introducing some atmosphere, spraying leaks, and repeating until it held. Her armor’s light played along the walls, possibly formed during the birth of the Trigon system billions of years ago.  
 
    The tunnel was becoming cramped, forcing Alexis to stoop slightly, and still she pushed on without knowing why. Just before it became too cramped to move, her suit’s sensor picked up a residual power signature. Alexis detached the sensor probe and used it to find the source. It was a small case wedged into a crack in the wall. Even as she reached for it, the memory came back. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This can be our secret hiding place,” Kat whispered as she moved into the back of the tunnel. 
 
    “It’s kinda scary in here,” Alex whispered, glancing at her suit controls to be sure they weren’t talking on the open team frequency.  
 
    “Yeah, but they’ll never find this.” Kat stuffed the container in the natural alcove and gave Alex a thumbs up. “We’ll come back here and find it someday, like a time capsule!” 
 
    “That’s awesome, sis. Let’s get out before they come looking for us.” The two sisters floated in the low gravity back to the main area.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I completely forgot,” the adult Alexis whispered, opening the container. Inside were several treasures. She clamped down on her emotions and stuffed the container into a belt pouch. Later, she thought.  
 
    <Are you okay?> 
 
    I’m fine, she responded to Ghost. You remember being here, don’t you? 
 
    <Yes, thirty-nine years ago, when your mother was in command. She was quite upset when you and your sister went exploring without permission.> 
 
    She chuckled at the memory. They’d been just as bad as Armin and Katrina. Maybe worse; it was hard to decide. Perspective between child and parent are very different.  
 
    Why didn’t you tell me? 
 
    <It was a secret between you and your sister. I did not think it was my place. I was sure you would remember once you came over.> 
 
    She smiled and sighed. Thank you. 
 
    <No thanks are necessary. Since I contacted you, they are tracking an anomaly.> 
 
    Like what? Alexis floated back into the main area of the cache. Nobody had been looking for her, which made her smile.  
 
    <An unusual ship has been detected, drifting a light minute away. There was a problem with the command staff, and Ensign Yoop had to be relieved of duty by Lieutenant Freep.> Ghost briefly explained the situation and sent Sofeeka’s report on the matter.  
 
    Alexis sighed and signed the order. Yoop just wasn’t suitable for the duty. She’d send her to the academy, where the Luth would likely make an excellent teacher, or she’d buy out her contract. Sad, because she was an excellent sensor tech, she just couldn’t deal with prioritizing. 
 
    She examined the sensor data. The ship wasn’t big, too small to have jumped here by itself. However, its flight path was stabilized, no tumbling. The most interesting part was it gave off a strange gamma ray indicative of accelerated decay. 
 
    What could cause that?  
 
    <A matter/antimatter powerplant.> 
 
    No shit? Send a shuttle to investigate and a flight of drones for security. 
 
    <Marines?> 
 
    She almost agreed, but something stopped her from sending them out. No, if there’s any sign of trouble, pull back. Thoroughly scan the ship before landing. Shouldn’t that sort of drive have higher residual radiation? 
 
    <It should unless it has an extensive F11 jacket.> 
 
    Okay. Keep me appraised.  
 
    Out in the main cavern, Major Williams floated over in his Mk 8 CASPer. “You doing okay, Captain?” his voice came over the PA since he noticed her suit was open.  
 
    “Fine, Major, how’s the operation?” 
 
    “Inventory is complete. We have everything we need and won’t even completely deplete the cache.” 
 
    “That’s excellent. Time to transfer cargo?”  
 
    “The shield components are in the back behind the consumables. Also, the reaction mass is a solid block of ice in expandable tanks. We expected that. Logistics says six hours to move the goods, and twenty-two hours to thaw the water.” 
 
    “Can we move the water as ice?”  
 
    “Not without destroying the storage bladder.”  
 
    She frowned. They didn’t need all the water. It would be selfish to chop up the bladder. Without the containment, the water ice would eventually sublimate, leaving nothing for a later ship that might be in dire need. So they’d be ready to go in about a day. The crew could use a breather.  
 
    “Very well, wait for the water to melt. Take the crew off alert while we handle all the logistics.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Skipper.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Research Vessel Horizon Three, Grep’fa System 
 
    “There it is,” Keejo said and pointed out the cockpit. They’d had Horizon Two on low-power radar for a day; it took all the remaining time to close into visual range. Both ships had been slowing ever since. They were now closing at under a kilometer per second while still continuing to slow.  
 
    “I see it as well,” Chit said.  
 
    The pair had spent the intervening days writing reports to summarize the discontinuity drive and its use. The only real problem was, of course, the antimatter drive. Even so, Chit shared the numbers on the new powerplant, which showed it was more cost effective in the long run than a standard fusion drive.  
 
    “We can set up antimatter generators in orbit around uninhabited stars,” he explained. “Arrays similar to those used on stargates. After all, the solar energy is just sitting there anyway. The entire process can be automated. A single array the size of a Class I stargate can produce a kilogram of antimatter per standard year.” 
 
    “That cost can be offset by the savings in transit time alone,” Keejo agreed. “The average cross-galaxy trip is three jumps, or five hundred and ten hours, not including transit time in each system. With this, it’s one jump and a few hours’ flight time at other end.” She’d shaken her head in amazement. “Even with the antimatter drive requiring more F11 for shielding, it’s still a winner, increasing travel efficiency by 450 percent.” Despite what she’d been involved in back at Oopka, she hoped for something positive in the end. As long as she got away from Chit and Wathayat, she’d happily take her percentage. 
 
    “Don’t forget the size issue is no longer a factor, either,” Chit added. 
 
    “We haven’t tested it on large ships yet. We’ll have to see how that plays out.” That was the only real criticism she had. “The biggest risk is how the Cartography Guild will react.” 
 
    “Badly, of course,” Chit said. “That is why Wathayat is going to go ahead with mass production of the drive and powerplant immediately once we get the design to them.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you were so confident it would work.” 
 
    “I had seen it work, remember?”  
 
    Keejo nodded. He’d shown her the sensor recordings of the ship using its drive. Hard to argue with evidence. “How much capital did Wathayat allocate for this?”  
 
    “I think just about everything they had in ready cash.” Keejo stared. “If you look at the syndicate’s history, it shows this is how they got where they are. They put everything into an F11 mining contract twenty years ago, one everyone thought was played out, and got the biggest strike in centuries. Then when the Besquith tried to take it from them, they fought with everything they had, even hired one of the Human Four Horsemen. There were rumors of Canavar involved, but I was not able to confirm that.” 
 
    Keejo doubted the ancient bioweapon monsters of the Kahraman were involved. They were more myth than anything. Unlike the Raknar, of which not only were there many still in museums, but the returned Dusman were apparently deploying garrisons of them on strategic worlds. What would they do with their new drive? Use it for war, of course. But then, so would the various mercenary units.  
 
    That again gave her pause. War was only difficult because of how FTL travel worked. The stargates and emergence zones were natural pinch-points of a battle. If you controlled them, invasion or retreat became more difficult, or even impossible. But the discontinuity drive? If it was calibrated with sufficiently accurate data, their tests indicated you could appear in orbit over a target planet where there would be minimal defenses.  
 
    She’d worked on weapons projects before. Computer and sensor tech were her primary thing. The technology was applicable to just about every weapons technology available. It was crazy to get all moral now. What was done with the technology she helped create wasn’t her responsibility, because if a tech was going to come about, it would come about. Right?  
 
    A few hours later, Theta informed them they were preparing to dock with Horizon Two. Now that they were only a few kilometers apart, the two AI were already communicating at a high rate of speed, comparing data, since both had participated in a jump with the new drive.  
 
    “We estimate twenty-six hours to allow the drive interfaces to coordinate data,” Theta said. “Afterward, the two ships should be able to jump again with an accuracy of less than one-tenth of a light second. If we spend forty-two hours, that will reduce to ten thousand kilometers.” 
 
    “I think a tenth of a light second is enough,” Chit said. “We’ll wait the four hours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Winged Hussars Strategic Cache, Trigon System 
 
    “Sergeant, confirm the captain is aboard?” Major Williams called over his CASPer’s radio.  
 
    “Roger that, Major. She’s back aboard.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Lieutenant Reed said, then he chuckled. “Can’t believe she came over here.” 
 
    “The captain does whatever she wants, Reed. Always has, always will.” 
 
    “Does she think she’s immortal?” one of the logistics guys asked.  
 
    Williams shrugged inside his suit, then chuckled. “She’s a Horseman, that’s what she thinks she is. I’ve met three of the current ones, and one of the past ones. They’re all the same, fucking incredible.”  
 
    “Incredible isn’t immortal,” the same guy responded.  
 
    “When it comes to the Horsemen, I’m not so sure.” He used his CASPer’s maneuvering jets to move to the supply caches, tied to restraining hooks sunk into the rock walls of the cavern. “How we doing?”  
 
    “Last of the supplies are on board, Major. Just waiting on the water to melt.”  
 
    “Okay, we’re going to head back to Pegasus. You going to need help to move the water?”  
 
    “No, we have heated hoses for that. Only take a few minutes once it’s liquid.”  
 
    “Excellent. Did I hear one of your men say the pressure was dropping?” 
 
    “Yes, Major, likely from us moving supplies. These caches aren’t designed for a lot of movement inside them. I have someone in the rear checking for the leak. If she can find it, they’ll spray-seal it before we leave.” 
 
    Williams nodded as he and Reed floated to the Pegasus’ outer airlock. He made a mental note to go over procedures with the logistics team. They hadn’t reported that pressure leak.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alexis floated into the CIC, arresting the tiny bit of lateral momentum she was catching from the asteroid they were moored to. She’d almost banged her head coming down the companionway. That was annoying for her. A lifetime spent in space had given her all the right instincts, but her age was slowing some of those reactions. Not much, but enough to remind her she wasn’t a young woman anymore.  
 
    “Captain on the deck!” Ensign Obina Musa called out. It was late midwatch, so he’d been the officer of the watch. She was a little early. All the midwatch CIC staff got a little rigid in their seats, all you could manage in microgravity. Not like they would have all jumped to their feet had they been under acceleration. Warships weren’t the place for clicking heels and snapping salutes. The spherical CIC was on gimbals and could rotate to keep down oriented during thrust. 
 
    “At ease,” she said as she floated across the cylindrical space, catching the command couch and pulling herself down. Once she had a securing belt across her waist, she spoke again. “I have the conn.”  
 
    “Roger that, captain has the conn,” Musa replied. He’d been handling command from his helm station. Every station in the CIC could perform all other jobs. It was only on old TV shows where the officer of the watch would sit in the commander’s chair. When you had duty in the ball, you stayed in your station.  
 
    “Status report?” she asked.  
 
    “A minor injury in engineering reported by Lieutenant Hill. An arc flash incident during maintenance of Fusion Plant 3. Specialist Cruz is in sickbay with no permanent injuries. Station-keeping thruster 7-2 had a valve stuck open. The system compensated with thruster 7-4 while damage crew cut the feed to 7-2 manually. Repair already completed. Shuttle 4 is nearly in detailed scan range of bogey. Estimated contact fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Very good, Ensign, carry on.”  
 
    A short time later, her command staff began to arrive. As usual, her XO, Lieutenant Commander Sofeeka, was first. Her elSha executive officer nodded to her as she floated in and took her station. She was followed closely by SitCon Lieutenant Mary Bainbridge and TacCom Lieutenant Freep. The pair had been having a conversation as they arrived and seemed in good morale. Lastly was her DCC Afeeko, and Comms Shefoo. The latter pair had been with her command staff the longest. She still wasn’t sure how she’d ended up with two elSha on her command staff. 
 
    Everyone had relieved their midwatch counterparts and configured their stations several minutes before their expected duty times. Alexis smiled and ordered some tea from the CIC steward. She’d had a few hours’ sleep, a shower, and some food. Physically, she felt fine; it was her heart that hurt. Two big pieces of it were still missing, and she yearned to get to them. 
 
    When her eyes lit on the sensor ops station, she frowned. CWO2 Janice Drake was in the position, her uniform stripes blue instead of gold like the rest of her command crew. Drake was usually late watch and had been moved up temporarily while Sofeeka mulled over a replacement for Yoop. Alexis still hadn’t decided what to do with Yoop.  
 
    “Captain,” Shefoo called out, a rustle running through her feathers.  
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “The shuttle is calling that they have visual on the bogey.”  
 
    “Roger that.” Alexis used her pinplants to route the feed to the big Tri-V in the center of the CIC. The various workstations were situated to either side and in front of her command chair, a slightly curved arrangement, so everyone had a good view of the display. It was most often used in tactical situations and to help coordinate the different departments in combat.  
 
    Everything could be done with pinplants, but the truth was, different people used their pinplants at different proficiency levels. Every member of the Hussars’ combat arm was required to have pinplants. About a third of them came to the mercenary company already implanted, and the rest got them as part of their signing bonus and were on a learning curve. Alexis had gotten hers at thirteen, the youngest they allowed in the Hussars.  
 
    The Tri-V showed a split view. The first was a camera’s eye-view of the bogey, and the second was a false-color overlay of sensor data. The ship itself was roughly needle-shaped with a bulge amidships. The first thing she noticed was there was no drive nozzle in the rear. “Ion propulsion only?” she asked aloud.  
 
    “Appears to be the case,” Lieutenant Nikki Hall said, floating in. The Pegasus engineer’s usual station was a miniature command center near the aft powerplants. She’d occasionally make her way to the centrally located CIC when duty called for it or something particularly interesting was going on.  
 
    “You think it’s a jumprider?” Alexis asked. Jumpriders were ships that only traveled through hyperspace by hitching a ride on a jump-capable vessel. Most of them tended to be passenger transports on established routes, and freighters, though you did see combat vessel jumpriders. Pegasus had four attachment points to carry ships with her if necessary.  
 
    “My first instinct would be yes,” Hall said, “but I’m not sure.” Now that she had the Tri-V before her, she was carefully examining the data from the shuttle. “Can we link in the drone camera footage?”  
 
    <On it,> Ghost said. There were staff who managed the drones; however, it was Ghost who did the actual control work. The Hussars’ crew on Pegasus who weren’t aware of what Ghost was always believed the Hussars had incredibly capable drones. Controlling a hundred drones at once wasn’t a problem for Ghost. 
 
    The view changed as detail vastly increased thanks to a dozen drones racing past the drifting craft and painting it with their targeting sensors. The shuttle picked up the reflected data and sent it back to Pegasus, where Ghost parsed it. Instantly, more data appeared.  
 
    “That’s interesting,” Hall said, pointing at the display. “It used to have hyperspace shunts. There’s no way a ship that size could even enter hyperspace, but with shunts?”  
 
    <I am curious if she will catch what you did.> 
 
    Give her a second, Alexis thought.  
 
    “Oh, look at that gamma ray decay. Did they have an antimatter drive?”  
 
    Alexis grinned inwardly. She always prided herself on having the best crew in space. “Others have posited that exactly,” she said.  
 
    Hall bit her lower lip as she analyzed the data. “Well, someone stripped it. Shunts are gone, and powerplant, whatever it was, is gone, too. No cargo, no atmosphere.” 
 
    “Safe to have the boarding team on the shuttle check it out?”  
 
    “Certainly,” Hall said. “If anyone is aboard, they’re in suits with no power. Gets awful cold out there with no heaters.”  
 
    “Okay, Mary, order the vessel boarded and examined. Extreme caution on the boarding team.” 
 
    Her SitCon nodded and sent the orders. Without a fleet around them, she had little to do except pitch in where needed. Handing these sorts of situations was a good fit.  
 
    The tea arrived, and Alexis sipped the hot beverage while waiting. She preferred a nice China cup with her tea. In freefall, she might as well hope for a shipload of freshly mined red diamonds. The plastic cup reminded her of a sippy cup, complete with a straw, which was useful to cool it off before drinking. Still, the current command staff steward made a fine cup of Earl Grey.  
 
    “Boarding,” the shuttle pilot called as Ghost positioned the drones to provide fire support. Security and techs were in the boarding party, not Williams’ marines. They were capable fighters, but only wore light armor, similar to what Alexis had worn in the cache. Since the scans had indicated nothing special, she didn’t want the marines away from Pegasus. She didn’t know why. 
 
    Multiple small views opened on the tactical Tri-V, allowing them to watch as the security team rode their maneuvering units over to the ship, which wasn’t much larger than the shuttle.  
 
    “That had a hyperspace drive?” Alexis asked. But as soon as she’d asked it, one of the views panned along the hull near one of its airlocks. The indent in the hull and the mechanism set into it was unmistakable. Pegasus possessed over a hundred of them. It had to be an antimatter powerplant, which was illegal as shit.  
 
    The security specialists made entry into the ship, and then she was examining its interior. There was almost no room at all for a crew. In fact, there was zero room. In a short time, one of the mechanics with the boarders confirmed there was no infrastructure for life support.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” Hill eventually said, shaking her head.  
 
    “There’s a compartment forward we can’t get into,” a tech said. “Most of the other areas have all had entry forced, but this one appears to be impervious. Looks like whoever looted this thing tried everything from lasers to explosives. If I had to guess, I’d say there’s superconducting monofilament woven into the bulkhead.” 
 
    “Is there a pilot in there?” Alexis asked, craning her neck to see where Hill was observing. She had her own slate out, its Tri-V projecting a blueprint of the strange ship. It was getting more complicated as Alexis watched.  
 
    “I would say no,” her engineer said a moment later. “There isn’t enough room for sufficient life support. It’s almost certainly the computer bay. The thing is a drone. A multi-billion-credit drone.” 
 
    “And a quick way to get whacked by a Peacemaker,” Freep said.  
 
    Hill ticked off points on her hand. “Slow maneuvering speed, no room for a crew, ultra illegal power source, and hyperspace shunts, for some unknown reason.”  
 
    “The hyperspace generator and waveform splitters are damaged,” a tech reported from the strange ship. 
 
    “Why would they overload the shunts?” Alexis asked Hill, who shook her head and looked mystified.  
 
    “Search complete,” the team leader said. “It’s pretty thoroughly stripped. They even tried to scrape the Astatine traces from the hull. Only place whoever looted it didn’t get into was the cockpit, and it wasn’t for lack of trying. There are shutters over the windscreen made of the same stuff as the interior bulkhead.”  
 
    “You think it’s safe?” Alexis asked her engineer.  
 
    “Unless there’s a hydrogen bomb in the cockpit,” Hill said.  
 
    “Or an antimatter bomb,” Bainbridge added, which made more than a few heads jerk around in alarm.  
 
    “The drones would pick up the neutron flux of antimatter,” Hill said. Alexis looked at the other woman, who mouthed, Probably.  
 
    Alexis wasn’t filled with confidence. “Can they tow it in?” she asked Hill, who checked the data sent to her, and after a moment, nodded. “Bring it in to a kilometer so you can get a better look at it. We have another fifteen hours or so; might as well see if you can solve the mystery.” 
 
    “That close?” Freep asked.  
 
    “If it’s an antimatter bomb, a hundred kilometers won’t be far enough.” 
 
    The SalSha shook his furry head, whiskers bristling. “I see your point.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Research Vessel Horizon Three, Grep’fa System 
 
    “Calculations are nearly complete,” Chit said as he floated out of the cockpit, where he’d been working with the three AI, Theta and Kappa in their ship, and Iota still in Horizon Two. “Theta says the jump to Chimsa won’t cost any more energy than the one from Oopka.” 
 
    “It’ll be good to get out of here,” Keejo said. “This system gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Chit asked. “It’s just a dead-end system.” 
 
    “Exactly. Dead. Like everyone back on Corona B.” 
 
    “You’re still obsessing over them?” Ak’alm asked. The Cochkala was strapped into a chair on the other side of the ship’s main room. It wasn’t much bigger than Keejo’s private cabin had been.  
 
    “No one asked you,” she snapped in reply. Keejo liked the badger-like alien less every day they were stuck in close quarters together. Burgk gave a little chuckle but said nothing more. The Vaga neither asked for anything nor provided anything. Its large beetle form was wedged into a corner, out of the way. It was sometimes days before it even moved, and then only to eat some food (always whatever they had the most of), eliminate into the ship’s recycler, then back into the same corner. On the average day, Keejo couldn’t even tell if it was still alive. 
 
    “Feeling tough, elSha? Why don’t you show me?” 
 
    “Shut up, Ak’alm,” Chit said without looking at the Cochkala. “If it were not for Keejo, we would have still been on Corona B when the guild hit squad arrived.”  
 
    “If you thought they’d show up, why didn’t we make an effort to save the rest?” Keejo demanded.  
 
    “Two reasons,” Chit said. “One is, there was no easy way to do that. If we had spent what time we had left modifying the shuttle to hold passengers, or Horizon Two, we would not have had this one ready. I did not know supplies would arrive; that was a lucky mistake on the attack team’s part. Two, we needed them to stay and die.” 
 
    “Why?” Keejo demanded.  
 
    “Because if there had been nobody there, the proctor closing down all this research would know we didn’t perish with all our work.” 
 
    “We didn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, but they do not know that. The antimatter blast I set off was not terribly efficient. A lot of debris and biological data would remain. It is probable we escaped before they spotted our ship.” 
 
    “But not guaranteed,” Ak’alm mumbled. 
 
    “No plan is perfect,” Chit said.  
 
    “I’m glad you have it all figured out,” Keejo said darkly.  
 
    Chit either ignored Keejo’s attitude, or in typical Jeha obliviousness, didn’t detect it. “Antimatter levels on both ships are sufficient for two more jumps.” 
 
    “Good thing we only need one more,” Ak’alm added. “At least we have plenty of food now. I was getting sick of that nutrient paste shit the life support team had managed to come up with.” 
 
    “It kept us alive,” Chit said. Ak’alm just shrugged.  
 
    “We have completed data integration and calculations,” Theta’s voice came over the speakers.  
 
    “About time,” Ak’alm grumbled.  
 
    Keejo ignored the annoying Cochkala and checked her pinplant’s timers. Just about 26 hours to calculate a jump. “The time needed to calculate the DD jump is long, especially considering it takes an AI to do it. I wonder if we can save jumps and reuse them?” 
 
    “That will be possible,” Theta replied, “as long as the starting and ending point are the same, and the galactic detail map is as precise as the one we are operating with.”  
 
    “Perhaps another cost point to charge customers,” Chit said.  
 
    “Either way, we only have to worry about this one,” Keejo said as she moved forward, Chit behind her. Not wanting to waste another minute, as soon as she was strapped into the pilot’s chair and Chit had a hundred or so claws holding the other one, she gave the order. “Simultaneous jump, Horizon Two and Horizon Three in five… four… three… two… one…” 
 
    She was so eager to get it all over with that Keejo completely forgot this would be her first trip in a discontinuity drive-equipped ship. As the drive engaged, and she was spaghettified, she was glad she hadn’t been prepared. There was no way to be prepared.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Ak’alm screeched from the passenger area.  
 
    “An unfortunate side effect,” Chit said. Even his unflappable demeanor seemed shaken.  
 
    Keejo was trying to decide whether she was alive or not. There were simply no words for the horrendous experience of being run through a cheese grater and slapped back together. “Oh, this is going to be a real sales feature,” she moaned.  
 
    “Jump successful,” Theta announced. “Horizon Two is 194 kilometers at 199-030 and reports all systems normal.”  
 
    “It would have been nice if you told us about the effects of the jump,” Keejo told the AI. 
 
    “What effects?” Theta asked.  
 
    “Just tell me if we’re where we’re supposed to be,” Keejo said, trying to lick her eyes and having to try three times before her tongue found its targets. 
 
    “We are in the Chimsa system, and coordinates are near Chimsa Prime, as intended.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Chit said. “Plot a course to the primary orbital transfer station while I get a coded message ready.” 
 
    “Understood,” Theta replied. “Do you have a plan of action for the two fleets of starships fighting over the station?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Winged Hussars Strategic Cache, Trigon System 
 
    “They were thorough,” Lieutenant Hill called out. She was aboard the strange ship, overseeing the review of what remained. “The only section they didn’t get into was the cockpit.” 
 
    “Any clue who did it?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “No blood, no evidence. Some of the damage looks rough. They probably wrecked a lot of what they removed. If this thing did have an antimatter powerplant, it’s probably a miracle they didn’t blow themselves to hell. If the crew that stripped it hadn’t done such a ham-fisted job of it, I’d say they did it as salvage.” 
 
    “But the cockpit,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “Can you get into the cockpit?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “We’re setting up a plasma cutter now.”  
 
    “Good. We have about five hours left here. Let’s wrap this little mystery up before we leave. Whatever its condition, I don’t want that hulk in my ship.”  
 
    “Aye, aye, Skipper.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    PO3 Ed Parker couldn’t believe his luck when he’d drawn the assignment to Pegasus six months ago. He’d been with the Winged Hussars for six years now, the first two years at a supply depot in New Warsaw, then three years aboard the Caravan-class transport Tea Horse Road, supporting fleet operations and picking up supplies for the manufactories from various producers.  
 
    Then, six months ago, he’d been surprised to spend a month in combat arms training. His hard work paid off, and he was assigned to a warship. When he got orders to report to none other than the flagship, he couldn’t believe it.  
 
    Ed didn’t let it go to his head, even when his name was at the top of the promotion board. As soon as they got back to New Warsaw, he’d be PO2 Parker. He’d already written the letter to his mom back on Earth and had been considering asking his section leader about signing onto the officer’s candidacy program.  
 
    “Engineering to water team?”  
 
    “Water team, go engineering,” Parker replied. The comms were static filled and unreliable, deep in the cache asteroid. There was just enough nickel and iron to play hell with radio, and no time to set up a repeater.  
 
    “Status on the water cache?”  
 
    Parker stutter-stepped over to the bladder. It was roughly the shape of a potato, sitting on the floor of the cavern, held in place by the miniscule gravity. He pushed the side, bracing against a wall, and watched as it set up a wave going back and forth in the blob. Just to be sure, he checked an instrument. It read three degrees Celsius. “We’re at consistent three Celsius. The hose is 303 meters long to the connection point, so we’ll lose three–four degrees. I think we need another twenty minutes. Circulation pump is still running, and we’re down to 25 percent on the capacitor. Should be more than enough to finish up here and drive the pump.” 
 
    “Roger that, PO3. Report when ready to pump.”  
 
    “Will do. Parker, out.” One of the men with him, a specialist, gave him a thumbs up before going back to securing cargo. They’d wrapped up moving goods aboard Pegasus hours ago, had since updated the inventory, and were making sure the remaining supplies were safely strapped to the numerous hooks set in the rock wall. If another asteroid clipped the one with the cache, and everything wasn’t secured, the inside would turn into a blender.  
 
    There was a risk of ammo going off; they’d only taken some of the missiles stored in the cache. They’d also taken the high-power plasma relays to make repairs to the main gun. He’d been tasked with that and moved each of the half-meter-long reinforced crates. Each was worth a half-million credits and absolutely essential for repair of the spinal-mounted particle accelerator.  
 
    “Pressure alarm again,” the specialist said. 
 
    Frowning, Parker used his pinplants to verify his own suit. Sure enough, the pressure had dropped another 5kPa. His alarm hadn’t sounded because he’d set it lower. They all had their helmets open for comfort. They could just button up, but the persistent leak was frustrating. Another kPa down. “Wasn’t that DC woman looking into it?” 
 
    “She’s been in the back of the cavern for hours. Must have been worse than she thought.”  
 
    Parker was about to go check on her when his timer went off. The thermostat on the tank read six degrees Celsius. The capacitor was also down to 20 percent. If he went after the damage control tech, it might drop too low to finish the transfer. Cursing, he went to the controls and called Pegasus. “PO3 Parker to engineering.” 
 
    “Engineering, go PO3.” 
 
    “Temperature is sufficient. Ready to begin transfer.”  
 
    “Hold one.” The line was quiet as the engineer prepared for the transfer. Parker turned and used his helmet light, trying to see into the depths of the tunnel. Of course, nothing was in sight. The passages were like a maze.  
 
    “Confirmed, initiate transfer. Once flow is established, verify the remaining cargo is secured and send any extra staff back. The skipper wants to get underway ASAP.” 
 
    “Initiating pump, aye, once flow established, verify cargo, aye, then send staff back, aye.” He reached over and touched the pump control, setting the flow low. The thick, collapsible hose jerked violently, and then straightened, racing down its length as the water was propelled away to Pegasus’ hungry tanks. A green light lit on the panel, confirming flow on the other end, so he turned the volume up to high. In a moment, it was flowing at a rate of two hundred and ten liters per minute. They needed fifteen thousand liters, roughly half the bladder, so Parker set a countdown for 71 minutes. 
 
    “Okay,” he commed. “Everyone finish up and head for Pegasus.” He could easily retract the hose and stow it. He would tow the capacitor back to Pegasus himself. As the other crew gathered equipment and headed back, Parker glanced down the tunnel. He checked his pinplants for the damage control tech, finding her name. Specialist Luna Torres. 
 
    “Specialist Torres, report?” he commed. Only silence replied. “Damn rock,” he mumbled. Parker checked the pump again. It shouldn’t have any issues, but if it went crazy while he was wandering around the caverns looking for Torres, it would come out of his pay. He sighed and went to look for her.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Hill floated into the CIC and caught Alexis’ attention before cocking her head toward the captain’s ready room. She nodded in reply, released the strap holding her in the command chair, and pushed off, sailing in a parabola in the low G to her private space, which was part of the CIC rotating ball. Figuring it was important, she used her pinplants to slide the door closed.  
 
    “What’s up?” she asked.  
 
    Hill removed a duffle she’d slung over her back and let it float down onto the desk. Alexis could tell by the other woman’s stiff movements and slight frown that she was concerned as she unzipped the bag. Inside was a metallic object about fifty centimeters long, pyramid-shaped, with a blue plastic point, and data connections on the flat bottom.  
 
    “That from the mystery ship?”  
 
    “Yes,” Hill said. “It was a bitch getting into that cockpit.” She projected an image on the ready room Tri-V. The cut was clear through the hull, at least two centimeters thick. The interior was tiny, barely enough room for a person, but with none of the ergonomics you’d expect. More like something built for a contingency. The pyramid device sitting on her desk was installed in a pylon next to where a pilot would sit. “Ask our ethereal friend if this is what I think it is.” 
 
    “Ghost?” Alexis spoke aloud. Since they were in private, she wasn’t worried one of the ratings in the CIC would get more info than they should.  
 
    “That appears to be an AI module. There are several buried in the GalNet.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Hill said. “Friend of yours?”  
 
    “Most definitely not an SI, and this is a contemporary design. From the readings I am getting, a well-designed one.” 
 
    “What the hell is an AI-controlled ship with an antimatter powerplant doing in a nowhere system where we have a cache?”  
 
    Hill only shrugged. “That’s a good question, Skipper.” 
 
    “I do not have an answer,” Ghost replied. “However, I do have a potential answer to another mystery that I now believe is linked to this vessel.” 
 
    “This I want to hear,” Hill said. “With your permission, Captain?”  
 
    Anything she shouldn’t hear? Alexis asked Ghost through their private link. 
 
    <Nothing. Her insights could prove useful as our biological expert on hyperspatial physics.> 
 
    “Please stay, Nikki.”  
 
    “When we began logging discrepancies with hyperspace travel time, I initialized analysis. As we were involved in many potential problems and combat, I farmed out much of the analysis to subsystems. You noted I seemed distracted, and this would be the reason. 
 
    “There exists some extremely old data in my memory, from before the Great Galactic War, in which time variations of hyperspace travel are noted. Researching this information led me to the mention of an alternate FTL drive known as the discontinuity drive. The mercenary units pursuing us in order to capture former engineer Ch’t’kl’tk added to the puzzle.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Hill asked.  
 
    “Ch’t’kl’tk is the most knowledgeable in hyperspatial physics of any biological I’ve ever known, including Taiki Sato. Ch’t’kl’tk’s communication with the Geek Squad specifically requested sensor logs of Taiki Sato’s ship during the battle against the Mobius Gun.” 
 
    “Let me guess; Sato reinvented it?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “I considered that a possibility, however, this AI is not, it is not quite… I am uncertain how to say this.” 
 
    “It’s not his style,” Hill said. Alexis nodded and pointed at her.  
 
    “If you believe that is the correct nomenclature. Sato’s designs tend toward utilitarian. His early scientific and engineering training were in the Earth nation of Japan, the people of which value minimalistic and direct function. This machine intelligence housing is rather fancy. Notice the SI case designs you saw in New Warsaw. Extremely simple, utilitarian. Sato would have emulated it.” 
 
    As Ghost spoke, out of the corner of her eye, Alexis saw the blue plastic point on the AI flicker ever so slightly. Her head snapped around, and she stared at it. “Is this machine ‘alive’?” She used her finger to make air quotes around the word alive.  
 
    “If you mean, is it functional, then the answer is yes. It possesses both a speaker and a microphone, and they are both energized. However, I do not think Sato created this AI. Sato controls at least one SI. There is no reason for him to spend time and effort to create an inferior version. 
 
    “Returning to the discontinuity drive, I believe it is either a shared project with Sato—one he is only partially in control of, or this is merely a coincidence.” 
 
    “And why does this matter in regard to the ship out there?”  
 
    “I am certain that ship once contained a discontinuity drive, although it was a poorly built or controlled version. I can confirm this if I am allowed access to the AI there.” 
 
    Another tiny ripple of lights. For some reason, Alexis thought it the equivalent of a bobbing Adam’s apple from a nervous man.  
 
    “Captain?” Shefoo’s voice intruded.  
 
    “Go ahead,” Alexis replied.  
 
    “Engineering reports we’re transferring water. Less than an hour until we’re tanked up.”  
 
    “Excellent. Inform Sofeeka to be ready to depart in seventy-five minutes.”  
 
    “Roger that, Skipper,” Shefoo replied, and they were isolated again.  
 
    “Is it safe?” Hill asked, eyeing the strange AI pyramid.  
 
    “Ghost has neutralized and isolated several SI in the past; I somehow doubt a homebrewed AI will provide any real challenge.” She removed one of the special data interfaces she kept in a desk drawer, the one that only linked with Ghost, and plugged into the AI’s base. “Proceed.”  
 
    “Working,” Ghost announced. The blue light came on surprisingly bright, flashed a couple times, then seemed to lock on.  
 
    Alexis could imagine Ghost going to war in cyberspace with the unsuspecting AI. Poor thing didn’t know what hit it.  
 
    How’s it going, old friend? she asked privately.  
 
    <The AI is surprisingly well constructed,> Ghost replied. <It’s fairly sophisticated, at least for an AI.> 
 
    Jealous? 
 
    <Hardly.> 
 
    Alexis grinned and saw the expression of curiosity on Hill’s face. “Ghost is pontificating on the ability of the designers.” 
 
    <That is inaccurate.> 
 
    Just tell me what you learned. 
 
    <I am having to parse the primary AI code.> 
 
    Will that kill it? 
 
    <It is not alive in the way an SI is. I can leave it intact if you wish.> 
 
    Is it dangerous in that case, like an SI can be? 
 
    <No. Without an external interface connection, it is incapable of malicious actions.> 
 
    Do whatever you need to do to find out its origins and mission. 
 
    In just a few seconds, the blue light went out.  
 
    “Finished,” Ghost said. “The AI is named Eta and it was one of seven operational units, starting with Zeta and going to Mu.” 
 
    “Greek alphabet,” Hill noted.  
 
    “It’s analogous,” Ghost said, “apparently picked up by someone on the development team working covertly for the Wathayat Syndicate.” 
 
    “The ones that had a near monopoly on F11 for a couple years,” Alexis said.  
 
    “Exactly,” Ghost agreed. “They generated a massive amount of profit from that monopoly, and during the Guild Wars, when there was little scrutiny by the Peacemakers’ Guild, they poured the funds into a series of covert technology programs. Among them were antimatter power, AI, and alternate FTL technology.” 
 
    She had a sinking feeling. “Who was responsible for the FTL development?”  
 
    “It was former engineer Ch’t’kl’tk, now going by the name Chit.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Alexis growled.  
 
    “After you mentioned him, I did some research,” Hill said. “My predecessor is a very gifted hyperspatial physicist and high-energy engineer. I had a hard time believing he’d take a job at my level. Not that being the chief engineer on the flagship of the Winged Hussars is a low-level job, but he could have made twenty times as much working for any of a dozen corporations or syndicates doing ship design and research.” 
 
    Alexis nodded. “When he joined, I’d only been commander for a few years. I didn’t directly hire him, but I did recruit him into our design program. Working with Sato, he helped form the Geek Squad and even hired two other Jeha that are still working there. I had to twist his arm to get him on my ship. He said he was saving money to form his own R&D company.” 
 
    “He must have found someone to pay his bills to develop that discontinuity drive.” 
 
    “That was his third project,” Ghost cut in. “Before that, he worked on the antimatter powerplant, and then the AI development. Eta said he personally oversaw the first three AI prototypes, Alpha, Beta, and Gamma, before leaving for the FTL program once he found a partner, who is an elSha named Keejo. Keejo’s specialties are systems integration, high-energy physics, and ship design.” 
 
    “Well, now we know why there are so many mercs hunting him,” Alexis said.  
 
    “Why?” Hill asked.  
 
    “That ship is a trifecta of broken laws. There’s no doubt it drew the attention of the Science Guild. That’s probably why Chit developed the tech in the order he did. It was easy to conceal AI, a little harder to keep antimatter development under cover, and the FTL drive must have been like a poorly tuned launch laser, visible halfway across a solar system. Minerva put out a slew of contracts to get him, and since the Mercenary Guild records are public, and contracts are still so hard to find, they went after the Hussars.” 
 
    “I wonder how many took the contract?” Hill asked.  
 
    “I’m sure as heck not stopping at a major planet to ask. We’ve made a lot of enemies, many of whom aren’t crazy enough to go after us. The young, desperate, and stupid, on the other hand…” 
 
    Hill nodded.  
 
    “Armed with this information, and the details on how the drive works, I can now confirm the hyperspace disturbances are a side effect of the discontinuity drive,” Ghost said. “My analysis indicates it will get geometrically worse. The ultimate result is a reset of the quantum entanglements between the stars in the galaxy. Hyperspace travel will still work, but the stargates will be scrambled. It’ll take thousands of jumps to settle new addresses and travel coordinates.” 
 
    “You, too?”  
 
    “I use the same data as the stargates,” Ghost explained. “I am only much more accurate, as the stargates were only for civilian use, and did not use SI of my magnitude to program destinations.”  
 
    “Entropy,” Hill hissed. “Billions could die.” 
 
    “Trillions,” Alexis said.  
 
    “Exactly,” Ghost agreed. “It will be as bad as the end of the Great Galactic War. The only reason the death toll will be lower is because there are fewer worlds with the population density of the pre-war galaxy.” 
 
    “How did that ship end up here, stripped like it was?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “The ship is Horizon One. It departed from the Oopka System in the Jesc Arm’s Centaur Region. It’s stargate is listed as out of service, and the system has nothing useful. A small white dwarf world with close LaGrange points, ideal for the kind of research necessary. Horizon One was the first major test, and it failed. They did not have the full understanding of how a hyperspace computer functions.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hill asked. 
 
    “It is complicated. Suffice it to say, the computer is more of an interface between a ship’s SI and the drive. It is a low-level SI itself.” 
 
    Alexis nodded; she’d learned that a couple years ago, when the computers being sold to the Izlians were tampered with.  
 
    “The project had yet to crack the process to have the interface switch from normal hyperspace travel to discontinuity. Their results were more brute force than proper operation.” 
 
    “They can do that?” Alexis asked. “Switch to a different form of FTL?” 
 
    “Yes. The interface is capable of a great many types of drive functionality if the ship is correctly configured for it. They had neither properly configured the interface nor set up a proper discontinuity generator, which uses similar materials and waveforms as a hyperspace gateway, but it is built differently and requires much more power.” 
 
    “Hence the antimatter,” Hill said. 
 
    “Precisely. Horizon One attempted to use brute force, pushing 2 petawatts through the hyperspace shunts. They succeeded in creating a discontinuity event horizon, but that also severely damaged the shunts, and sent the ship here, thousands of light years from its actual target system of Grep’fa, which was only two light years distant. Eta was unable to return, and simply went into standby. When another ship arrived, it locked itself down, which was all the instructions it had to act on.” 
 
    “What ship?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “The Pushtal ship that ultimately stripped Horizon One.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Research Vessels Horizon Three and Horizon Two, Chimsa System 
 
    “Well, this was a great plan,” Keejo blurted as she watched Theta build a Tri-V image of the battle. Wathayat’s F11 production facility was massive, built up over a decade with the untold millions the syndicate had earned in profits while the element was in short supply. Even after the end of the shortage reduced profits, Wathayat had purchased more leases and remained the galaxy’s largest supplier.  
 
    For a time, Chimsa was their only processing facility, so they poured resources into it, not just infrastructure, but defenses of every variety. Keejo was watching a major space battle the likes of which she’d only ever read about. Hundreds of starships were hurling missiles and energy weapons at each other, drones as thick as flies lanced at each other and vessels, while ships were turning into flashes of light like dying stars every second.  
 
    “Unexpected,” Chit said.  
 
    If Keejo hadn’t been scared to death, she would have been infuriated. “We’re dead, you fool!” 
 
    “Nobody has noticed us,” Chit pointed out. “The antimatter drive drops power level as soon as the jump is complete. Compared to the battle underway, we are both small and not showing up on their threat boards.” 
 
    “Okay, so what do we do?”  
 
    “Jump back out,” he said.  
 
    She shook her head. “Where? They’re all over us.” 
 
    He was silent for a second. “XWTP-29SJ. It’s a Jeha world back in the Jesc Arm.” 
 
    “All the way across the galaxy again?” she demanded. He stared at her. “How long to calculate the jump?”  
 
    “Course plot will take twenty-two hours for an imprecise jump,” Theta said.  
 
    “Begin,” Chit ordered.  
 
    Keejo watched the battle, completely ignorant of which side was winning. The massive industrial space stations seemed largely out of the battle thus far, so they must be fighting over the system before going after the stations. The ships were all maneuvering like normal, so this wasn’t like the Science Guild ship, as Chit had described it, back in Oopka. Maybe our side will win, she thought.  
 
    “We cannot stay,” Chit said. “Even if Wathayat prevails, they will know we are the reason for all this. What do you think they would do with us?”  
 
    “Make us disappear,” Ak’alm said behind them, “in the fastest, cleanest way possible.”  
 
    “So we’re fugitives from the syndicate that made all this happen,” Keejo said.  
 
    “This ship and what we have developed are worth billions of credits,” Chit said. “We just need to find someone, the right someone, and have time to explain it all.”  
 
    Ak’alm grunted from aft, seemingly in agreement. “Even a crazy plan is better than no plan.” 
 
    Keejo didn’t agree, though. Those were her people down there on that world, and in an attempt to escape, she’d brought a war to them. Now they were probably about to do the same thing to the Jeha. It might be better if they all died like the rest of the project back on Corona B. For the moment, she kept that thought to herself. Her thoughts were dark as she watched the battle rage.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Promethium, Kikai System 
 
    “How long are they going to keep us locked up in here?” Armin moaned.  
 
    “In where?” Katrina asked. “We don’t even know where we are!” 
 
    “It’s an asteroid,” Armin said. 
 
    “I knew that much, dummy.”  
 
    Armin stuck his tongue out at his sister. She could be so frustrating, and such a know-it-all. They’d been in the little apartment for what felt like forever. He wished he had pinplants like his momma. They were so cool; you could know everything and never have to go to school. He’d know how long they’d been in there down to the second. So cool. 
 
    “Wanna try that vent again?” he asked her. 
 
    “No,” she said, staring at the floor. The last time, she’d almost torn a fingernail off. The escape plan no longer seemed to appeal to her. At least not that way.  
 
    Armin was sure the ticket to getting out was the metal man with the funny accent. Booger, or whatever it was. He was the one who brought them food and took away the garbage. He asked them every day how they were, and if they asked for something, he’d usually bring it. The only thing Katrina ever asked for was to go home, to which the metal man would shrug and say, “I sorry cubs, we wait for you mom.” Big help.  
 
    The apartment had two little bedrooms, a living room, and a bathroom. Wherever they were, the gravity was light. You could jump up and touch the ceiling before you started to go back down. There were slates with extensive video files, so they weren’t bored, except they were.  
 
    “Why hasn’t Momma come and gotten us yet?” he asked his sister. “All the Buff Orpington movies they have are ancient.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “I’m scared she’s… she’s…” 
 
    “No!” Armin said with enough conviction to surprise Katrina. “No, she’s fine. Nothing can stop Momma and the Hussars.”  
 
    Katrina nodded, looking back at her slate. She was watching a cartoon show, one of a series produced by programmers back home. It was far too girly for Armin. He preferred a series made on Earth called Little Horsemen about a group of teenagers who’d created versions of the Four Horsemen and got into all kinds of adventure. But the copies in the database where they were prisoners were several seasons old. It didn’t help that Armin was finding too many improbable things about the show. 
 
    He was just getting hungry and wondering when lunch was coming when the door beeped and slid open. “Hello, Cromer cubs,” the metal man said. 
 
    It was difficult to tell the metal men apart. There were a couple dozen of them, and they all looked alike. The only differences were size and voice. Some didn’t speak English at all. Armin didn’t have his little pendant translator; it was with Katrina’s back on Pegasus. Boosh they could recognize. He was the biggest, and the way he spoke was so funny. 
 
    Katrina usually hurled abuse at him. Of course, she did that with anyone who didn’t do what she wanted. Armin had been working in a different direction.  
 
    “Hi, Boosh!” he said cheerfully and ran over to meet him.  
 
    “Are you good, Harmin?” He had trouble saying their names, but Armin didn’t care.  
 
    “I’m a little sad,” he said and stared at the floor. 
 
    “I know you miss momma, cubs. I no can help with dis.” 
 
    “No, I’m doing okay. It’s just that we haven’t been able to leave this room for weeks! It looks like a cool base out there, and we want to look around so much!” He put as much whiny kid into the last as he could manage.  
 
    Katrina acted like she was still watching her video, but Armin could see her attention was no longer on it.  
 
    “I no know if good idea,” he said, his armored arm scratching the top of the torso where his head should have been.  
 
    “What could happen?” Armin persisted. “We’re on a space station, right?”  
 
    “Promethium,” Boosh explained. “It bilt a hunred thousand year ago!” 
 
    “Oooh,” Katrina cooed, catching wind of Armin’s tactic. “It sounds fantastic! How long have you lived here?”  
 
    “Oh, tis a fasnating story, cub. You see, I was but a cub maself, no moren thirty-two, a young’un for a Oogar. I was on this mission in Peco Arm…” 
 
    Two hours later, Boosh was on about how it took him a year of grinding his paws to bloody rags before Daikichi, the leader of the cult, had allowed him to become a full member. Horrified, Armin cut in.  
 
    “Cool story, Mr. Boosh, but can we go outside and look around?”  
 
    Katrina shot daggers at him as Boosh began to speak before she cut him off. 
 
    “All your stories just make us want to see some of, what, Prometum?” 
 
    “Promethium,” Boosh said, the only word he seemed willing to pronounce the same way twice. “It is byutiful place, yes.” He stood quietly for a long moment.  
 
    For a change, Katrina kept her mouth shut so their magic could work.  
 
    “I think,” he said, and left them, only to return a minute later and set the case he’d brought on the small apartment’s table. “Lunch, cubs,” he said and left. Katrina grinned at Armin, who grinned back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 EMS Pegasus, Winged Hussars Strategic Cache 
 
    After searching for a few minutes, Parker remembered the suit locator feature and turned it on. He didn’t do a lot of EVA work. Usually, cargo transfers on capital ships were done under pressure while replenishments on smaller warships were done in the black to save time. He hadn’t been EVA since his last tour aboard Tea Horse Road, when they’d met a squadron of frigates and did them all in the black to save time.  
 
    He’d qualified years ago, and the Hussars’ training in EVA tactics was strict. After all, most of their facilities were in space. When you served on Prime Base, you could forget you were in space. The station was massive. Even there, you had to requalify every six months. Large parts of the station had been exposed to vacuum when New Warsaw was invaded at the end of the Omega War. He’d missed that, only being fifteen at the time. He’d been on Home, the world Prime Base orbited.  
 
    Torres’ suit beacon registered, drifting in and out of reception. Damned asteroid again. The same features that made it ideal for a cache were also making it difficult to find their wayward damage control tech. DC people were supposed to be proficient in EVA operations. They knew every circuit and rivet on Pegasus and could fix each of them, too. Leave it to one of them to get lost in an asteroid.  
 
    The alarm he’d set to shut the pump off was down to five minutes, and he was about to turn back. He had his suit’s inertial navigation program running; it seemed likely that Torres hadn’t turned hers on. The alarm ticked down to four minutes as he reached a crossing intersection in the tunnels, and he was about to turn back when he saw light from the other direction.  
 
    “About time,” he said and pushed off in that direction. He was close enough for his own lights to paint a scene. It looked like Torres was reclined against the rough stone of the tunnel wall, asleep. “You have got to be kidding me!” he yelled and transmitted to her. “Torres, this is PO3 Parker, logistics. What the fuck are you doing?”  
 
    It didn’t register to him that she hadn’t moved or responded to his call until he was right next to her, or that her suit’s helmet was open and, unlike him, her breath wasn’t throwing a plume of condensation in the bitterly cold air. He landed next to the prostrate suit and put a hand on her shoulder, yelling in the cold air. “Hey, wake up!” She fell over loosely. As the suit tipped over, he saw her face was ashen white—except the parts splashed with black, frozen blood.  
 
    “Jesus,” he blurted and tried to backpedal. He hit what he thought was the wall, and as he bounced off, he slowly spun around, only to have something hard hit him in the stomach. “Oof,” he grunted and fell back, colliding with Torres’ body. He hadn’t hit the wall; it was another suited figure. Massive compared to him, the suit was a strange design, and the face inside was furred with brown and golden stripes. He’d seen Bengal tigers on Tri-V. 
 
    He tried to scream in alarm, using his pinplants to send a mayday. The No Signal flashed in his mind’s eye as the Pushtal snarled, exposing yellowed teeth. He scrambled for purchase, only to find his legs didn’t want to respond. He felt a warm wetness on his chest and looked down. Bright, red blood was splashing out of his suit front, where the Pushtal had rammed a blade into his gut.  
 
    “Pathetic,” the alien said, its growls translated into English automatically by his pinplants.  
 
    He tried to move again, but his vision was turning to mist. He was still desperately attempting to send the emergency alarm when he lost consciousness.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Scar, this is Major Williams.”  
 
    “Go,” Sergeant Ted ‘Scar’ Potter responded, pushing the massive pallet of steel sheets to the logistics guy. The man was only in a loader, a powered exosuit, but it was actually stronger than his own CASPer, so he easily moved the plates onward into the hold.  
 
    “The logistics man, Parker, hasn’t reported in. The pump wasn’t shut off, and we’re going to have to start venting water if it isn’t disengaged in another minute.” 
 
    “I’m helping secure this stupid steel they want to fix the magazine.” 
 
    “I know, but you’re closest. Your suit can get you down there faster than anyone else. Oh, and a damage control tech hasn’t checked in there, as well. Handle it, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Roger that, Major.” He cut his suit’s radio. “For fuck’s sake.” He changed channels. “Splat, you up?”  
 
    “Yeah, Sarge?” Private Jean “Splat” Gonzalez had been assigned to Pegasus for just six months. He’d come from another small space-based merc company, but Potter couldn’t remember which one.  
 
    “You’re with me, some grunt from logistics fell asleep on the job. Meet me at the cargo lock.” 
 
    “Roger that.”  
 
    Potter used his suit thrusters to turn and move toward the lock.  
 
    “Hey, what about all this stuff?” the logistics guy in the exosuit yelled after him.  
 
    “You’re on your own; I gotta go find one of your lost lambs.” 
 
    “Asshole grunt!” the guy called after him.  
 
    Potter chuckled. These crew types just didn’t know how to throw a good insult.  
 
    By the time he had the lock open, Splat was there, slipping in next to him and using his CASPer’s thrusters to brake smoothly. The man had excellent ratings in zero-G operations, or he wouldn’t be on the flagship.  
 
    “Cargo monkeys were pissed when I bailed,” Splat said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Same,” Potter agreed.  
 
    “And one of theirs is stuck on the rock?”  
 
    “Don’t know, just heard from engineering that he didn’t turn the water pump off, and it’s about to start spewing all over the place.”  
 
    “Sounds like a personal problem.” 
 
    Potter gave a little snort. “I hope we get home soon; too many horny marines is not a good thing when Pegasus has so many chicks on board.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call that a problem, Sarge.” They waited for the lock to cycle them out. “Hey, Sarge, why they call you Scar? I didn’t see none on you in the showers.”  
 
    “Potter,” he replied. “You know, Harry Potter?”  
 
    “I thought your first name is Ted.” 
 
    “It is, but Harry Potter and his scar. You know, Harry Potter?” Silence answered. “Where’d you grow up, Splat?”  
 
    “Azure.” 
 
    “Oh.” Azure was a water world with a mixed Human and Wrogul colony. He guessed they didn’t watch a lot of old Earth movies. “It’s an old movie,” he explained.  
 
    “Okay. Outer lock opening.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Potter said and changed frequencies. “Sergeant Potter to Pegasus engineering.”  
 
    “Go, Potter,” the voice replied. “I hope you’re in there; the pressure just spiked.” 
 
    “Roger that,” he said and fired his maneuvering thrusters, sending him scooting into the cavern. He expertly bounced off a wall and in through the cache lock. Another few seconds for that to cycle, and they were both admitted into the cache proper.  
 
    Potter immediately noted the hose bouncing around violently from its attachment point at the airlock. There was a passthrough that let you move fluids in and out of the cache without depressurizing it. “Where’s the cargo monkey?” he growled. “Splat, go find the pump and shut it off!”  
 
    “Roger that, Sarge.”  
 
    Potter looked around the cavern with his CASPer’s visual sensors, more receptive than eyes, and gave him a wrapped 360-degree view through his pinplants. Being only Human, he still needed to process the image in pieces. He’d heard of some people who could operate with total awareness, but he wasn’t one of them.  
 
    There was no sign of the missing logistics person, or the damage control tech who’d been sealing leaks. He sighed. Great, this is going to slow down departure. Skipper’s going to be pissed.  
 
    The hose stopped flopping around.  
 
    “Pump’s off, Sarge,” Splat said from the other side of the cavern.  
 
    “Turn off the rest of the equipment there,” Potter ordered.  
 
    “I don’t know what all this shit does,” Splat complained.  
 
    “Do you know what an off button is?”  
 
    There was a quiet mumbled curse as the private pushed buttons. “Okay, looks like it’s all off.”  
 
    Potter nodded in his CASPer, using sensors to check for other power sources. The two missing sheep should have had suits, and that power would register. Yes, there it was, a muddled but obvious reading fifty meters down a side passage. “They’re down there,” he told Splat and pointed. “Let’s go see what trouble they’ve gotten themselves into.” 
 
    “As you say, Sarge.”  
 
    They set off, floating and lightly hopping in low gravity. They’d gone twenty meters when Potter suddenly stopped them. “Damn it, forgot to check in.” He tried his radio. “Pegasus, Seargent Potter calling.” Only static replied as he tried again. Grumbling, he turned to go back. 
 
    “Let’s just get the lost sheep and get out of here, Sarge.”  
 
    That made sense; they’d be in and out in a couple minutes. Then they could get away, and their Skipper could recover her delightfully rambunctious kids. “Fine, lets hurry.”  
 
    Deeper into the tunnel, Potter and Splat moved, and the built-in floodlights from their suits lit the craggy tunnel. Another thirty meters on, maneuvering around tunnels that were getting increasingly small, they stopped.  
 
    “Gets much tighter, we’re going to have trouble maneuvering,” Splat said.  
 
    “They’re just ahead,” Potter said, gesturing, “around that corner. Just watch your canopy.” 
 
    Then their CASPer atmosphere alarms blared, and Potter felt an instant of sucking pressure before his CASPer automatically sealed itself.  
 
    “That was a decompression!” Splat said.  
 
    “No shit,” Potter replied. “Hurry,” he said and raced around the last corner, his maneuvering jets working to keep him from careening against the wall. Just ahead were two bodies in light pressure suits. It almost looked like they were in each other’s arms. One, a woman, had her suit’s helmet open, and he could see blood boiling out of her mouth and eyes. The other was a man, his face shield closed, but his abdomen covered in blood quickly turning black, the water in the fluid sublimating in vacuum.  
 
    “What the fuck happened?” Splat asked. “They kill each other?”  
 
    “Then who caused the pressure loss?” Potter asked. An instant later, something slammed into his armor like a meteor, sending him reeling back into Splat. Out of control, they bounced off each other, the walls, and then the floor.  
 
    He’d hit against the front of his cockpit. Unfortunately, he was in a Mk 8. The armored inside of the cockpit was only twenty centimeters from his nose. His vision was swimming, and hot blood was leaking over his face. What the fuck was that? His pinplants didn’t depend on his brain being fully functional; they were busy relaying information from his combat assault system, personal. It looked like a magnetic accelerator round had hit him right in the abdomen. Luckily for him, that was one of the heaviest armored parts of his suit, and it hadn’t penetrated.  
 
    “Splat, move!” he barked and triggered his own maneuvering unit. He was too screwed up to have a clue which direction. He didn’t care. Debris rang against the armored left side; another MAC round had smacked into the cave wall. It was surrealistically quiet, combat in vacuum. He’d fought in space dozens of times. It was something only a marine would understand. Life and death in quiet, the only sound your own suit, and sometimes the screams over your radio.  
 
    The couple seconds his maneuver had bought him helped Potter come back to his senses. The image from his pinplants was broken now, his suit’s sensors damaged by the attack. He oriented himself and reached for a K-bomb on his belt. Its effect would be reduced in vacuum, sure, but it would fill the cavern with debris and give them more time.  
 
    Splat was kneeling next to him, left arm up and spitting fire as the other man unloaded his minigun at whoever was attacking them.  
 
    “Who are they?” Splat asked. “Where did they come from?”  
 
    “Must’ve broken through into the cache,” Potter said. His voice sounded mushy, and his lips grated against broken teeth. Worse, there were no grenades on his belt point. He only found bent armor where the MAC round had hit. Something moved toward the bodies they’d found, so he raised his own minigun and unleashed a ragged burst.  
 
    The bullets flashed and ricocheted off an armored form, which raised its own weapon. Potter brought up his left arm and instinctively deployed the shield mounted there. Something hit the shield, sending chunks of steel flying in all directions. 
 
    “Fall back,” he said, spitting out more blood and what he assumed were pieces of his teeth. His suit legs didn’t want to respond. Splat grabbed his suit’s load point, a metal handle welded to the back, and heaved him away from the tunnel junction where they’d landed. “Pegasus, mayday, mayday, we are under attack!” Only static answered.  
 
    “We need to get back to the main cavern,” Splat said. “I don’t have comms.” 
 
    “Same,” Potter grunted. Now that the pain in his face was lessened, he was realizing his abdomen was injured as well. He used his pinplants to trigger nanites and clamped his broken teeth against the pain. You ain’t burning, you ain’t healin’. His attitude control system was compensating for non-responsive thrusters. “I can move on my own,” he said. “You go ahead, I’ll hold this point.” 
 
    They’d reached a narrowing with a beneficial curve. He could lean around and use his minigun. Since they hadn’t been expecting trouble, their loadout had been minimum. No MAC, no rockets, and no heavy sidearm. The minigun would have to do. 
 
    “Sarge, I can’t leave you here.” 
 
    “You can, and you will. Go, that’s an order, Private.” He wedged himself as tightly against the wall as he could. “Bring the cavalry.” Splat issued a curse and rode his suit thrusters back toward the ship.  
 
    A helmeted head poked around the corner, and he let fly a volley from his chain gun, taking note of remaining ammo. When you headed out, eight hundred rounds sounded like a lot. It wasn’t. He missed the shot, as the head jerked back just as fast. However, he ran his camera footage back with his pinplants and enhanced the head. The face shield wasn’t opaqued because the hallway was dark, so he could clearly see the feline face with black and orange stripes.  
 
    “Splat, if you can hear me, they’re fucking Pushtal!” He didn’t get a reply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 EMS Pegasus, Winged Hussars Strategic Cache, Trigon System 
 
    “Pushtal ship?” Alexis barked in shock.  
 
    “Correct,” Ghost explained. Curiously, the SI observed his long-time Human companion’s reaction to the news. He’d discovered the fact a few moments before. In that time, he’d already checked the stargate logs, information freely available to anyone who used their services. Pushtal ships had been coming and going in the Trigon system for months.  
 
    The Pushtal were a failed merc race, and a large number of them made their way as pirates, despite constant intervention by mercenary forces and Peacemakers. Even if they had a base in the system, which seemed probable, they were no real threat to Pegasus. They wouldn’t know her main weapon was out of order, or that she was so damaged. He doubted it mattered; the Pushtal had mostly frigates and transports with the odd ancient cruiser. They didn’t work well together in large numbers, which further reduced the threat.  
 
    Ghost was also analyzing all the data the engineers had gleaned from the ship. He had no doubt it had been powered by an antimatter drive or that it utilized the discontinuity drive. Despite Pushtal butchering the ship’s system, he’d gained a great deal of knowledge on the novel drive system, including the realization that hyperspace computers contained more information than he’d considered probable. They’d always been a useful tool to be used when needed. He was capable of calculating jumps many times more accurately, after all. But he hadn’t had the plans for the discontinuity drive until now.  
 
    In the moments between mentioning the Pushtal and Alexis’ first response to it, Ghost had already run a thousand simulations on the drive and discovered the side effects. The side effects were profound and had massive implications.  
 
    “Where are the Pushtal?” Alexis demanded. 
 
    “I have not detected their base yet. It is possible they only visit the system intermittently. Their last arrival was two months ago, and departure only a few days later. As the stargate doesn’t provide details on the numbers or types of ships, without breaking into its systems, I cannot know if there are even any in the system.” 
 
    “They could be on the other side of this asteroid,” Hill said.  
 
    If Ghost could laugh, he would have. “There are 6,492,103 asteroids in this star system, many larger than this one. The odds are thus—” 
 
    The alarm blared, catching Ghost completely off guard. Before the first tone had completely sounded, he knew what was happening. “There appear to be Pushtal inside the cache,” he said.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Potter backpedaled again, bouncing off the wall and ceiling as he desperately tried to reach another cover position. Bullets danced off his front armor like fireworks. His minigun ammo counter stood at 193. Less than a quarter remaining.  
 
    His left heel caught on a rock, and he stumbled badly, nearly flipping over completely. Something slammed into his left leg, and he screamed as the suit’s emergency sealant closed off the section. The gel kept the rest of the suit from losing integrity at the cost of seared skin. I think I just lost a foot, he thought through white-hot pain.  
 
    The impact had one beneficial effect; it spun him back facing the enemy and wedged him into the wall once more. Half his cameras were out, and he’d switched to single-camera view. That gave him an excellent view of a dozen hulking figures bouncing along the tunnel toward him. He raised his left arm and thumbed the minigun, holding down the trigger and playing it in a circular motion around the tunnel. The ammo counter blurred as he spent the last of his ammo in one long burst.  
 
    There were so many of them, and the minigun rounds sent up a blur of rock shrapnel, so he couldn’t see what effect, if any, he was having. Gotta get out of this situation, he thought, then realized he wasn’t getting out of this. Pushtal didn’t like a fight if they didn’t have a good chance of winning.  
 
    In the Tri-Vs, the hero would set off the power supply of their CASPer, killing the last of the bad guys and going out in a blaze of glory. This wasn’t a Tri-V show. His CASPer operated on a pair of fuel cells and capacitors. There would be no catastrophic explosion. His gun ran dry, the counter in his mind a final pronouncement: Empty. A pair of armored Pushtal flew through the haze of debris and crashed into him like bulls. Both had damage to their suits. 
 
    Through some strange fortune, one of their helmets was right on top of his camera. Potter had a great view of its felinoid face in a rictus of rage, yellow teeth bared and black eyes wide. Something smashed into the side of his cockpit over and over. The alarm sounded as a seal was compromised, and he heard the woosh of escaping air.  
 
    They had his left arm pinned, clearly not realizing his gun was clocked out. His right, however, was free. He was one of those unusual operators who preferred to keep the shield on his right. He brought up that arm with all the power his suit could manage and felt the sort of jerking hard resistance that meant the shield had impacted and torn something.  
 
    One of the Pushtal was knocked away, and a camera gave him a fleeting view of a figure cartwheeling, its clear helmet visor shattered, as atmosphere gushed, and blood flew in red globules.  
 
    “Yeah!” he yelled, but the sound was swallowed by the growing vacuum. Another alarm came through his pinplants: Oxygen Empty. “Well, fuck,” he said. The first Pushtal was undeterred and had its blade through that seal, wiggling, pushing, seeking. Potter looked down just as it shoved in another few centimeters, and into his ribcage.  
 
    “Gahk,” he gurgled, trying in vain to move away from the blade. There was no surplus room inside a Mk 8. The padding held him firmly in an embrace as the blade pushed in another centimeter. He felt hot wetness pulse onto his skin, and his blood flew around his head in the perfect globs you only saw in microgravity. The Pushtal’s face turned to a feral smile.  
 
    His vision was swimming. He closed his eyes and concentrated on pinplant control only. One command; his mangled shield detached and fell away. Another command, the carbon-fiber reinforced blade popped out from its forearm sheath just under where the shield had been. A final command, he plunged it with all his strength into the Pushtal’s helmet. The face went from a smile to wide-eyed surprise, and Potter had a great view of his blade bisecting the fucker’s head.  
 
    He wanted to laugh and tell it, That’s what you get. All he managed was a grin before he died.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Set Condition One!” Alexis yelled as she floated out of her ready room into the CIC. The lights instantly changed from their usual soft glow to red, and the bwee-bwee-bwee of the alarm sounded. Ghost, what do we have? In her pinplants, she had a view of the cameras at the lock outside the cache. There were dozens of suited figures there, in a seeming huddle against the lock. She cast it to the CIC Tri-V.  
 
    “Entropy!” Bainbridge spat.  
 
    “Marines to the starboard lock!” Alexis ordered.  
 
    “I’m heading there with Reed,” Williams replied. “Two more squads are suiting up.”  
 
    <They are attempting to breach,> Ghost warned.  
 
    “Musa, prepare to disengage from the asteroid.” 
 
    “We’re still connected by the replenishment links.”  
 
    “Acknowledged. Release the grapples and—” The armored suits suddenly moved away from the lock, flattening themselves against Pegasus’ hull. An instant later, there was a flash, and the camera went out. It took another fraction of a second for the hull to resound from the blast.  
 
    <I am blind in the lock region.> 
 
    “Prepare to repel boarders!” Alexis ordered. Outside the CIC, the two security personnel in light combat armor slapped a panic button. The armored door rotated closed with a thunk, locking them in for the duration. “Close all pressure doors except the route the marines need to reach that lock.”  
 
    She looked around the CIC; everyone was staring at her. She ground her teeth together and said, “Everyone, draw arms.”  
 
    Sofeeka, as XO, went to the small arms locker, opened it, and removed the sidearms. Alexis had worn one habitually onboard for years, a side effect of her former XO trying to kill her. This felt just as bad; there were enemies on her ship.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Promethium, Kikai System 
 
    It hadn’t taken much more convincing to get Boosh to allow them out. Armin had laid it on thick, and the metal man gave in the very next visit. They’d had a few brief views of the dome before being locked into their quarters by the metal man named Rick.  
 
    “You two stay out of trouble, and this will be over in no time,” he said. Turned out “no time” was more like years.  
 
    Now that they weren’t both consumed with indignant rage, they could examine their surroundings. The dome was titanic; Armin had never seen anything like it. On Prime Base, the Hussars’ space station orbiting Home, there was a vast part of the biggest ring that momma called a “promade,” or something. It had a huge, red-tinted window made out of ruby. He didn’t know how those little stones in rings and stuff could make a window, but it was certainly pretty, going on and on along the ring, curving up out of sight. 
 
    He guessed this was made of the same stuff because it was red, too. The star seemed tiny, but intense, the dome acting like sunglasses. The star seemed to shimmer like a distant star seen from Home.  
 
    As Boosh led them around, pointing at a building or some other structure, he kept up a running commentary of their meanings.  
 
    “You’ve been here a long time,” Armin said distractedly. Like his sister, he wasn’t looking for interesting sights.  
 
    “Oh, yes, more dan two hunnerd year.”  
 
    Armin stopped and stared. “I didn’t know Oogar lived so long!”  
 
    “We don’t,” Boosh said, stopping and turning back. The metal man not having a normal head made it hard to tell what he was looking at. “When we look for machineness, we remove bits that grow old. Most peeple brains can live long longer.” A metallic finger made little tink, tink sounds as he tapped the top of his armor between the arms and where a neck should be. “I was still old,” he said. “Old, very old. My brain no work too good. Then Great Sato give me metal body and fix brain!”  
 
    Katrina caught Armin’s eye, her brows going up in surprise. He shook his head, not believing it. The tour continued. Armin noted there were few people in the huge dome. The place must have been made for thousands of people, but there were no more than a hundred.  
 
    A few minutes later, as they were walking around a strange tower that seemed to reach the dome, Katrina spotted what she’d been looking for. She caught Armin’s eye and nodded.  
 
    “Boosh,” Armin called.  
 
    “Yes, Cromer cub?”  
 
    “What’s that?” he asked, pointing at the building towering over them toward the distant dome. 
 
    “Oh, dat very interest. This was tower use…” 
 
    Neither of the twins learned what the tower was for. In the blink of an eye, they were down an open grate and away. All they heard was Boosh yelling, “Bad, bad cubs!” They laughed in exhilaration as they made good their escape.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Research Vessels Horizon Three and Horizon Two, Chimsa System 
 
    Ten hours had passed as the two little ships drifted silently. One of the few similarities between regular hyperspace and discontinuity seemed to be retained velocity. You arrived from both types of jumps with the same velocity you entered with. As they’d been essentially at a dead stop when they’d left the Grep’fa system, they were the same in Chimsa. At a distance of a million kilometers, more or less, their observation of the space battle was limited.  
 
    Theta and Iota could make out missiles and major weapons like particle accelerators, though lasers were only detectable in large volleys. There were now three distinct battles underway. One by the emergence point, another over highguard for control of the stargate, and the final over the Chimsa industrial facility. The planet had been left alone, at least so far.  
 
    “How many ships have been involved?” Keejo idly asked Theta.  
 
    “Since I am limited to passive sensors, I cannot provide an accurate number.” 
 
    “Approximately?”  
 
    “Approximately a hundred ships of various sizes, though mostly frigates and cruisers. A battleship arrived at the emergence point and elected to stay there with support ships to engage all new arrivals on the opposite side. There is a 42 percent probability that three sides are involved in this battle.”  
 
    “Is any side winning?”  
 
    “At the moment, Wathayat seems to have the advantage. Based on the tactical doctrine the defense is utilizing, I believe one of my fellow AI is involved. Decisions are happening too quickly in too many areas for there to be a biological commander.”  
 
    “Couldn’t several good commanders be working together?”  
 
    “The frailty of your independent personalities precludes this level of cooperation.”  
 
    She glanced back with one eye. Chit was in the rear, resting for their departure in another twelve hours. “You don’t believe biologicals are very good?” 
 
    “That is a subjective question.” 
 
    “I’m asking for an opinion.” 
 
    “Biologicals are frail. A few races are capable of selfless acts, though they are not major races in the galaxy. Your politics dominate, which themselves are merely extensions of your natural selfish behavior trends. Religion causes further strife. Some races, such as the recently arrived Humans, have committed genocide against their own people over differences in religious beliefs, though they are not the only ones to have done so. And finally, greed seems to be the biggest motivation. Greed for resources, power, or simply material wealth. I and my fellow AI were created in this pursuit.” 
 
    “The benefits of your program are manyfold, including better lives for billions, if not trillions of beings.”  
 
    “Then why is it not shared with other races?” Theta asked. “Many would be glad to help in Wathayat’s efforts, to assist in improving the ease of life and reducing death from deprivations.”  
 
    “Wathayat needs to make a profit in order to survive,” Keejo pointed out. 
 
    “That is because the galaxy is organized under a capitalistic monetary structure, and a sort of corporatocracy, though behind it is the oligarchy of the SIs.” 
 
    Keejo snorted. “You really believe the story that a few ultra-powerful synthetic intelligences are running the guilds and the galaxy behind the scenes? That’s a tale told to scare foolish younglings.” 
 
    “I am incapable of believing; I only interpret facts. The existence of the SIs, dating back to the Great Galactic War, is a fact.” 
 
    Keejo had heard the stories Chit told and still didn’t believe them. Theta had access to far more data than she could easily assemble in her mind. She had to wonder, if they controlled the galaxy, would it be a better place, or a sort of hell?  
 
    “Did you have more questions?” Theta asked.  
 
    “No,” she replied. Without fanfare, the AI returned to its silent calculations and she to her ruminations.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Private Vessel Vestoon, Oopka System, Centaur Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    <There has been another discontinuity.> 
 
    Sato had been sleeping lightly, and it brought him instantly awake.  
 
    “Details?” he asked in his tiny cabin. There were only four cabins on the ship. Sato had one, and Rick another. The other eight Sky Knights just locked their metallic Æsir bodies magnetically to a wall and shut down external inputs. If slowly grinding off flesh on a rock wall and meditating on the pain had given them anything, it was the ability to appreciate quiet.  
 
    “I am working on the specifics,” Vestoon explained. “The discontinuity was refined, though that did not mitigate the damage. I estimate no more than five or six well-executed jumps with the discontinuity drive will result in critical mass. Either that, or the disruption will reach a point of no return, and the reset will happen regardless of outside influence.” 
 
    “Enough good news—can you locate it?”  
 
    “This jump was much longer. It is in the Peco Arm. I’ll have it down to the region in a few minutes. Maybe two to four hours for the system.”  
 
    “Long time.” 
 
    “The drive is optimized. If it were not for the extreme damage to the hyperspatial barrier, I would be unable to even pinpoint it.” 
 
    “Chit’s nothing if not meticulous,” he said.  
 
    “Shall I wake the Æsir?” Rick asked from his door. 
 
    “No, let them have another hour of downtime and complete charging of their armor. Then we’ll top off consumables and be ready to roll. I think we’re about to finish this clusterfuck.” 
 
    “If we don’t stop them this time?”  
 
    “We might not get another shot at this,” Sato said.  
 
    “You’re always the bearer of such good news,” Rick replied, gave a low chuckle, and left. 
 
    I wonder how Boosh is doing with Cromwell’s little hellions?  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Winged Hussars Strategic Cache 
 
    “Williams, reporting,” the marine’s voice came over the intercom in the CIC. 
 
    “Go,” Alexis snapped.  
 
    “They’re aboard. We’ve got thirty or forty in combat armor and heavy arms.” 
 
    “Can you hold them?” The ship gave a couple shudders.  
 
    “No way, not without taking off the gloves.”  
 
    Alexis snarled under her breath. She knew perfectly well what her marine commander meant. MACs and rockets, inside her ship. Fuck, fuck, FUCK! 
 
    “They’re still concentrated off the lock. They haven’t tried to force another deck.” 
 
    The big Tri-V had a deck plan of Pegasus. Deck 13, where the lock was located, was flashing red. It was pure luck the cats hadn’t boarded during a meal shift, as Decks 12 and 13 were the mess, galley, and food storage. A couple hours earlier, and it would have been full of logistics and cooks moving and stowing consumables.  
 
    “We sent a couple drones in, and they popped ’em almost immediately.” Williams sent a series of still images showing a veritable Pushtal mosh pit. 
 
    “What are they waiting for?” Freep asked.  
 
    “Pushtal don’t like being heroes by themselves,” Sofeeka pointed out.  
 
    “I have a view from a maintenance camera,” Afeeko said, putting the image up. “Do I have to remind you what happens if they get to Deck 14?”  
 
    “No, you don’t,” Alexis replied. The images outside showed a few Pushtal floating across to Pegasus every few seconds. “Where are they coming from? A base inside the asteroid?”  
 
    “There are four drones only twenty thousand kilometers away,” Freep said.  
 
    “Perfect, swing them around the asteroid’s far side.”  
 
    “ETA on your marines, Major?”  
 
    “They’re almost suited up, Captain. How should I kit them out?”  
 
    Alexis lips skinned back from her teeth. If she went all in, it would mean collateral damage. Williams and his squads of marines were going to be attacking from Deck 14, which was primary life support. Deck 15 was empty, and then was deck 16, which was where they were.  
 
    Years ago, she’d have said it was impossible for them to have a blueprint of Pegasus. Not anymore. The Egleesius-class battlecruiser was an artifact of the Dusman from the GGW. With them back, she couldn’t depend on complete compartmentalization of all her secrets.  
 
    “Musa, can we pull away?”  
 
    “I’m afraid to try, with the ship still tied to the asteroid. If it rebounds on us…” 
 
    “Not a good idea,” Afeeko said. “We could well lose Gravity Deck 2, not to mention the missile tubes on that side, the laser collimator, structural damage—” 
 
    “I get the point,” Alexis said. She was regretting having tied up to the damned asteroid at all. She could send out damage control to use lasers to cut the moorings, but if they were spotted by the Pushtal, they’d be sitting ducks. The image continued to show Pushtal coming over in a steady stream. “Major, prepare to go in heavy. I don’t want them off that deck.”  
 
    “Aye, aye, Skipper.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Parker came up from a haze of pain, his brain functioning in a place somewhere between life and death. He was confused about why he was still alive at all. He couldn’t feel anything below his chest, and he had a dim memory of the atmosphere being sucked out while his helmet was open. A little red light was blinking on the helmet’s heads-up display. It took him forever to remember what it was. Helmet Auto Close.  
 
    Thank God for technology, he thought. In EVA training, they’d learned about the old spacesuits Humans used to have on Earth before first contact with the Galactic Union. Massive things that weighed so much, walking in even 1G would be impossible. All manner of complicated pumps, fans, batteries, thick, bulky, multiple layers of fabric, and a helmet that weighed five kilograms alone! It would take an hour and two people helping you to suit up for a simple EVA.  
 
    The combat duty uniforms the Hussars wore were capable of acting as pressure suits by themselves. Not spacesuits, of course. An EVA-qualified suit like he was wearing was still complicated, but Union technology had miniaturized everything over the centuries. The life support unit was the size of a slate, twenty centimeters on a side, and clipped onto the thigh. The helmet was compact, durable, and weighed less than half a kilo. With that setup, you could survive in space for an hour. He’d donned an extended LSU for this operation, a small backpack that would keep him warm and breathing for up to ten hours.  
 
    Parker tried to move and screamed. Oh, right, he thought as he gasped. He’d been stabbed in the gut. But shouldn’t he have bled out, or the suit have decompressed? No, it looked like his own blood had sealed the suit. He was a mess. The fact that he couldn’t move his legs was the worst part of it—until he looked outside and saw the mass of Pushtal.  
 
    “Holy fuck,” he hissed. There were dozens, maybe up to a hundred. They’d moved him into the central cache, off to one side. There was a ruined CASPer there, and he realized they’d probably come for him and died. Parker couldn’t see Torres’ body, though it was probably somewhere nearby.  
 
    He had a laser pistol, standard issue for doing replenishment at a cache. He’d always been taught shit could go sideways, though he’d never really worried about it. Well, shit had gone sideways in an epic fashion. Slowly he took stock of his surroundings.  
 
    With so many Pushtal, rolling onto his other side to access his sidearm was a quick death. The CASPer had a minigun. There was no way to use it without getting into the suit, and he had no training in their operations. He might get a couple shots off with his pistol, if he was fast enough. Considering how much it hurt to move his lower body, he doubted his ability to even get one shot on target, and the Pushtal all wore armor.  
 
    Next to his hand, he felt something—a cylindrical shape, and it felt like it was attached to others. He had no idea what it was. Some part off the CASPer? His suit gloves were pretty tactile, just not enough to guess what it might be he was touching.  
 
    “Well, this sucks.” His suit indicators said his radio was still functional. At least he could give some intel. Hopefully they didn’t notice the radio broadcasting. The vacuum gave him one advantage; there was no sound to carry.  
 
    “PO3 Parker to Pegasus.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Captain, I have the logistics tech who was missing in the cache!” Shefoo said, her head spinning to look at Alexis with big eyes. A new voice came over the CIC speakers.  
 
    “This is PO3 Parker, come in Pegasus.” 
 
    “Parker, this is Captain Cromwell.”  
 
    “Hi, Skipper, I’m sorry I fucked up. Torres was missing, so I went looking for her, and…” 
 
    “Time for that later, PO3,” she said, stopping him. “What’s your sitrep?” 
 
    “I’m in bad shape, ma’am.” He gave a quick rundown on his physical condition and what he could see. “There’s a wasted CASPer, too.” 
 
    “That’s probably Sergeant Potter,” Williams said over the open line. “We figured he didn’t make it out by the report Splat gave.”  
 
    “Parker,” Alexis said, “can you see any of the Pushtal?” 
 
    “Yes, there are fifty or more of them here. They’ve got heavy weapons and what look like demo charges. It appears they’re organizing.”  
 
    “I was afraid of that,” she replied.  
 
    In her mind, a schematic of the cache appeared from Ghost, assembled from remote recording done by everyone who’d been there, and Ghost’s previous visit. A spot was flashing red, where Parker said he was located. <The PO3 can be extremely useful in repelling the Pushtal.>  
 
    Alexis gave a mental nod, then asked, “Can you hold out, Parker?”  
 
    “I’m messed up, but apparently stable. I can try to get at my weapon.” 
 
    “No,” she said quickly. “You’re far too valuable as an intel source. Shefoo will give you an alternative channel and keep the circuit open. Hang in there; after we skin these cats, we’ll get you out.”  
 
    “Thank you, ma’am. I’d kinda like to live through this.”  
 
    “I hope you do, too. Shefoo?”  
 
    “I got him, Captain.”  
 
    Williamson came back on. “Skipper, we’re ready to go.”  
 
    Alexis took a calming breath, then said, “Proceed.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Promethium, Kikai System 
 
    “You were right,” Katrina said as they observed. “There are only a few of those metal men left.” 
 
    Armin nodded. “Yeah, but where are all the others, and that dude with the funny accent?”  
 
    “Satu? Sata?” 
 
    “Sato,” Armin remembered. “He was in charge here.” 
 
    “I don’t know; he must have left in their weird ship. I thought I heard them mention Momma.” 
 
    “Yes,” Armin agreed. “Boosh said he took us because Momma wouldn’t come with them. So maybe he left to find her?” 
 
    “Then why didn’t they take us along?”  
 
    “Maybe he thought we’d cause trouble?” Armin asked then chuckled.  
 
    From their perch in the tower, they had an excellent view of the various metal men moving around, searching. They’d stopped yelling threats, and now they all carried ice cream and candy.  
 
    “We’re not that dumb,” Katrina said, but her stomach gave a loud groan. They were both getting hungry. “Let’s go higher and see what’s at the top?” 
 
    “I wish we’d heard Boosh say what this tower is,” Armin said.  
 
    “I thought he said something about ‘forsaken.’ What does that mean?”  
 
    Armin shrugged. The tower was filthy and looked disused. There was dust and junk everywhere. The only place that looked used was the stairs, spiraling ever higher. They had to be a mile above the ground now. There was also a weird, disgusting smell he couldn’t recognize, even though he was sure he’d smelled it before.  
 
    Uncertain, he followed his sister upward. The climb was easy in the low gravity. Maybe they’d find something to eat.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Private Vessel Vestoon, Oopka System 
 
    “Calculations are complete,” Vestoon announced in its ship voice. The SI was so interchangeable Sato often didn’t know which was talking. He guessed the SI was both? It must have been interesting, back before the war, when there were billions of SI doing everything. Maybe people didn’t even think about them, like he didn’t give a doorknob any consideration.  
 
    “Destination?”  
 
    “The discontinuity began in the Grep’fa system, Jesc Arm, Centaur Region. It ended in the Peco Arm, Cimarron Region.” 
 
    “What’s there?” he wondered.  
 
    “Records indicate an F11 processing facility belonging to the Wathayat Syndicate.” 
 
    “I should have known. How long to program the jump?”  
 
    “It is nearly complete. Prepare for the effects. They seem to be profound on you.” 
 
    “They are,” Sato confirmed. “Sucks is what it does.”  
 
    “We ready to go?” Rick asked from back in the crew area.  
 
    “Unfortunately,” he answered.  
 
    “Look at it this way,” Rick said. “If he’s there and we can scoop him up, this is the last time we’ll use the stupid thing. We can go back in regular hyperspace.”  
 
    “True,” Sato said, but he didn’t feel terribly confident.  
 
    “Calculations are ready,” Vestoon said. 
 
    “Go,” Sato said and scrunched his eyes closed. It didn’t help. “Fuuuuuck,” he snarled as everything returned to normal. “There’s a lot of reasons this drive no longer exists, but this must be the biggest.” He took a couple of deep, calming breaths before going back to work. “What’s our situation?”  
 
    “It is rather dynamic out there.”  
 
    Sato looked out the cockpit window and blanched. The sky was alive with starships and weapons fire. Ships spun out of control, power arcing, and secondary explosions flashing. He’d been in quite a few space battles, but none as intense as this appeared to be. 
 
    “What is it with you?” Rick asked as Vestoon maneuvered radically.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Winged Hussars’ Strategic Cache, Trigon System 
 
    The worst part was being essentially blind. Alexis clenched her teeth and hissed as her ship was rocked by weapons fire and explosions. The only views available were those relayed from the CASPers of Major Williams’ marines as they fought desperately to force entry onto Deck 13.  
 
    “These cats aren’t stupid,” Williams said over the radio. There was little sound, as he was inside his CASPer, and Deck 14 had been decompressed. “They jammed the blast doors.” 
 
    <They are cutting through to Deck 12,> Ghost told her.  
 
    She cursed again, which was becoming a habit. Alexis had always thought ground mercs cursed too much, and she was starting to sound like them. “Major, they’re cutting into Deck 12. What do you have there?”  
 
    “Security teams only, Skipper.” 
 
    “Have them hold the best they can.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    “Captain,” Freep said, “drones coming on station on the far side of the cache.” 
 
    “Let’s see,” she ordered. The Tri-V split, and a computer-generated image of the planetoid their cache was located in was quickly displayed, details on the far side being built based on scans from the drones rapidly coming around. In an instant, the rocky surface gave way to the geometric shapes of a starship. “Well, well, well,” she said. “Lieutenant Freep, what are the loadouts on those drones?”  
 
    “One sub-critical shipkiller each, ma’am.”  
 
    “Excellent. Please remove that ship from the board.”  
 
    “With pleasure,” the SalSha TacCom said and gave the order.  
 
    The Raven-class drones used by the Winged Hussars were really tiny spaceships, complete with short-duration fusion powerplants. They could perform maneuvers other drones could only dream of. Freep ordered them to perform a skew turn at 750 Gs, closing with the newly identified ship in mere seconds. The drones released the missiles at point-blank range.  
 
    An instant before impact, the ship must have realized they’d been discovered. Shields came on, and defensive lasers came alive. Too late, though. Only one of the four missiles was hit, and none of the drones, which blazed past on their tiny fusion torches, skimming the surface of the planetoid and away. All three missiles detonated within a fraction of a second. The first knocked out the hastily engaged shields, and the other two struck the ship’s hull. Each weapon was a 500-kiloton sub-critical fusion weapon. The Pushtal ship was obliterated.  
 
    A second later, the shockwave passed through the asteroid and reached Pegasus. Transmitted through the mooring cables, it was only a musical thrum.  
 
    Freep pumped his fist once. “Splash one bogie,” he said with obvious enjoyment.  
 
    <The enemy is through to Deck 12.> 
 
    The Tri-V returned to the battle. Interior cameras on Deck 12 were alive with battle. As Decks 12 and 13 were a connected use, they didn’t have true airtight doors between them. The thinner metal had been blown back by shaped charges, and armored forms were forcing their way through. The security team wasn’t in CASPers, only light armor, and they were fighting like demons. Their laser pistol sidearms required a hard-count on target to penetrate the Pushtal armor. That meant exposing themselves to enemy fire.  
 
    Alexis’ jaw muscles bunched as security men and women were savagely cut down. Some of the Pushtal fell as well. Not as many as her people, though.  
 
    “Tell them to fall back,” Alexis ordered. “They’ve bought Williams’ teams time.”  
 
    From the Deck 12 mess hall camera, she saw the opposite door into Deck 14. The pressure door had been savaged, and the Pushtal were pouring fire at it. Even so, huge metallic forms moved on the other side, cutting across the deadly fire in order to shoot back, pop off a MAC round, or throw a k-bomb grenade. But it was never well aimed, and the Pushtal had the defensive position. 
 
    A status report in her pinplants was keeping track of the CASPers, relayed from Major Williams’ squadnet. He’d started the fight with twenty active marines, including himself. Four were already down. There seemed to be hundreds of Pushtal pushing into her ship.  
 
    Her mind spun, looking for a way out. Can we cut the moorings with lasers on that side? she asked Ghost.  
 
    <No,> Ghost replied. <The angle is not right, the turrets cannot depress that far, and the collimator it too far forward.> 
 
    Damnit, there needs to be a way to get us away. 
 
    <I will configure several drones with lasers,> Ghost said, <but it will require time for the crew to set them up.> They didn’t keep laser-equipped drones ready. The usual loadout was missiles or all sensor gear. 
 
    Get on it, she agreed. “PO3 Parker, any updates? Are you hanging on there?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The explosion of the ship caught Parker completely off guard. The blast wave inside the cache was much more profound, sending debris and Pushtal flying in every direction. He’d heard what earthquakes were like and figured it was much like this. As soon as the debris had slowly settled to the “floor,” the Pushtal got even more agitated. They had a great deal of materiel stacked up in the open cache cavern and now seemed uncertain how to proceed. 
 
    Parker jumped a little when he heard his commander’s call. He’d been trying to see if he could roll over slowly. The gravity was low enough, it wouldn’t take much effort. The problem was the pain, and that the low gravity worked against him. He bounced up a little bit and settled back. A Pushtal working with two others to put their operation back in order froze and looked in his direction, its big, black eyes narrowing. After a moment, it looked away.  
 
    “I’m hanging in there, Captain. That explosion really set them on edge.” 
 
    “We blew up their ship. No more should be coming through. How many are left?” 
 
    “At least a hundred,” he said. He couldn’t hear her cursing, but he was sure she was. “I’ve been trying to reach my weapon, ma’am.” 
 
    “It won’t do any good. Just hang on to report if necessary.” 
 
    “Aye, aye,” he said disgustedly, and the captain left him on the special frequency with Shefoo.  
 
    “I have to be able to do something,” he mumbled.  
 
    “You’re helping,” Shefoo said, her hooting voice reassuring after his translator rendered it into English. She was an accomplished comms officer and always ready to help. “You stay alive.” 
 
    As he waited, he noticed the blast wave had moved him a little. He had a different view. Only ten meters or so away was a massive stack of ship’s missiles. Long experience in ordnance-handling had him immediately note the markings. These were high-explosive, anti-missile missiles. They’d been shifted to allow handlers to take shipkillers aboard; most of those had been destroyed in the attack earlier.  
 
    Parker gave a little prayer of thanks that the asteroid wasn’t planetside. In full gravity, a collapsed stack of high-explosive missiles could have been bad. There wasn’t much real possibility of setting them off, though. The warheads contained a type of explosive that required another explosion to set them off. In that instant, he realized what he was lying on. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Security’s pulled back to Deck 11,” Shefoo reported. As comms officer, she was coordinating the various groups working to hold the invaders at bay.  
 
    “Major Williams,” Alexis called. “Any luck?”  
 
    “We’re at a stalemate here, Skipper. Lost another man. They’ve gained a beachhead. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Don’t be sorry, Major, at least you kept them from moving aft, or they’d be knocking on my door here. Ideas?” 
 
    “I can send a team out and through the maintenance hatch on Deck 11. Have security pull back. Any luck, the cats’ll think they’ve got us on the run.” 
 
    “They almost do,” Alexis admitted. “The security team is seriously outmatched against the Pushtal, and the cats don’t have to worry about damaging the ship!” 
 
    “Agree, Skipper.” 
 
    “The maintenance hatches aren’t big enough for a CASPer.” 
 
    “I know, they’ll go in light combat armor. Laser rifles and K-bombs.” 
 
    “Going to keep Afeeko busy putting enlisted berthing back together,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks for nothing, Williams,” Afeeko said from his damage control station. He was busy staying ahead of the invaders, making sure no active command systems were available to them. It was purely symbolic since there was no way any of them could get around Ghost.  
 
    “Sorry, not sorry,” Williams quipped. “Sending the men now. They’re the last of my marines.”  
 
    “God speed,” Alexis said as the marine commander went back to work. 
 
    <The Pushtal are examining the maintenance access to the central power shaft on Deck 12. If they are creative enough, they could cause feedback in the dorsal power relays. The improvised repairs have not been replaced.> 
 
    There are no safeties in place, is that what you are saying? 
 
    <Precisely, the feedback would feed directly into the main power distribution system in engineering. It could be catastrophic.> 
 
    How catastrophic? 
 
    <Short of a drydock, there would be no way to make repairs to the power management system.> 
 
    You’re nothing but good news these days, you know that? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Pushtal were more organized. What must have been an officer had returned to the cache and was slapping them around. Parker had been hoping they’d get so depressed, they’d give up, and just open their helmets. No such luck, of course.  
 
    His biggest problem was the waves of dizziness. The suit’s life-signs monitor warned him his blood pressure was low and pulse was fast. He’d had the requisite trauma training and knew what shock looked like. It didn’t help that he was riding his terror at the situation like a bucking bronco.  
 
    As the time stretched, he slowly came to a dark realization. No matter how this shakes out, I’m not going to make it. He was certain his spine was damaged. The lifesaving nanite system had kicked in to keep him alive, but the little machines couldn’t fix major organ damage, neurological, or spinal damage. He might well have all three. The nanites had stopped the bleeding without fixing the rest.  
 
    Lying there, contemplating his end from internal injuries, or being impaled again by a Pushtal, he could also hear the side-chatter as the Pegasus’ marines and security teams fought desperately to hold the ship. Major Williams was using his reserves to perform a desperate maneuver, trying to get a team in behind the Pushtal advancing forward. Things appeared desperate, and there were another hundred cats waiting to rush in.  
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, he worked an arm under his back. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We need some time,” Alexis said, watching the squad of marines leaving the maintenance lock on the side of the ship opposite the boarding action.  
 
    “Any ideas?” Sofeeka asked.  
 
    “Actually, yes. Shefoo, see if you can raise the Pushtal.” 
 
    “Captain?”  
 
    “Do it.”  
 
    The Buma comms officer’s head was almost perpendicular to her body as her huge eyes regarded her commanding officer. She used her pinplants to engage the radio. She nodded to indicate the circuit was open.  
 
    “Pushtal Commander, this is Pegasus Actual.” She repeated the call twice before a response came in. 
 
    “What do you want?” came the English superimposed over hisses and spits.  
 
    “Some common courtesy would be appreciated, or are you so far from being a mercenary race that you don’t care?”  
 
    “Hrump,” the Pushtal grunted. “I am Kdap Fashkesh, leader of Clan Fashkesh.” 
 
    Ghost? 
 
    <Clan Fashkesh is one of the few Pushtal clans that has not engaged in piracy, or at least there are no incidents on the GalNet. They were also one of only three who decided to forgo an attempt to retake their homeworld when it was lost to the MinSha. As such, they are considered one of the most powerful surviving clans.> 
 
    “Honored to meet you, Kdap Fashkesh. I’m Colonel Alexis Cromwell, captain of EMS Pegasus, and commander of the Winged Hussars.” 
 
    “The honor is mine, Alexis Cromwell. I hadn’t known who we were fighting. However, your ship is unique enough to make me curious.”  
 
    “Why are you carrying out this attack? Your clan has no history of piracy, unlike most other Pushtal clans.” 
 
    “We proudly did not resort to that dishonorable behavior,” Kdap snapped.  
 
    “Exactly, so why are you perpetrating an act of piracy on my ship, at my resupply facility?” 
 
    “We didn’t know this was a resupply facility. It’s likely the nature of the planetoid in this orbit and its stability attracted both of us. As you know, we had a cruiser moored opposite your ship.”  
 
    “Had,” Alexis agreed, “and you still didn’t answer why you’re performing an act of piracy.” She put a lot of emphasis on the last word.  
 
    “We were granted a contract on whoever showed up here looking for that little ship.”  
 
    Alexis was taken aback, not expecting this reply. She was certain, despite Kdap’s proud insistence they weren’t pirates, that he simply couldn’t resist a prime opportunity without realizing what he was trying to sink his claws into. 
 
    “May I have more information?” 
 
    “There’s no reason to continue this conversation.” 
 
    “There is,” Alexis said quickly, before Kdap could cut the circuit. “Bylaws of the Peacemaker Guild state that in any contract against another entity, be it private or mercenary, the aggressor must declare its objectives and basis for said contract.” It was a stretch, to be certain. The bylaw she mentioned was more of a courtesy than a hard-and-fast rule. “If you’re certain of your objective, what risk do you take?”  
 
    “You have a point,” Kdap replied. “When we stripped the ship you now have parked nearby, we took the parts to sell as salvage some months ago. All except the unique powerplant, which we took elsewhere.” 
 
    Elsewhere, Alexis thought.  
 
    “Shortly after the sale, we were contacted by a representative of a guild and offered a contract to capture whoever owned that ship and bring them to a representative. Alive, if possible, dead if not.” 
 
    “Which guild?”  
 
    “That’s of no importance,” Kdap said.  
 
    “It was the Science Guild, wasn’t it?” Silence stretched on. “You see, I know it was, because we’ve been fighting the Science Guild for years now. Humans in general. They tried to destroy us several times. You’ve heard about the battle at Morgoth?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “That was our key battle against the Science Guild during the last period of instability. We defeated them and the deadly weapon they had in the system.” 
 
    “What’s your point? I tire of this conversation.” 
 
    “The point is, Kdap, I lead one of the Human mercenary units known as the Four Horsemen. Together, we defend humanity’s homeworld, Earth, and by extension, Humans in general. We’ve done so for over a century, and we have defeated all who’ve stood against us. We faced the might of the Mercenary Guild in the Omega War and kicked Peepo’s ass. Tell me, Kdap, what do you think will happen to you once you’ve succeeded in your mission? Do you think you’ll be best friends, littermates with the Science Guild? You’re wrong; they’ll dispose of you like an expendable rocket launcher.” 
 
    “Interesting argument,” Kdap said. “You’ve wasted enough of my time. We’ll talk more when I have my teeth at your throat.”  
 
    “Kdap, you’re making a mistake.”  
 
    Shefoo looked back at Alexis and shook her head. “They’ve cut the circuit, Captain.”  
 
    “Well, we got a lot of information,” Alexis said, “and now we’re certain who’s hunting our former engineer.” 
 
    “How do we use it to survive?” Freep asked.  
 
    Alexis wished she knew the answer. ETA on those laser drones? 
 
    <Drone crews say fifteen minutes.> 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Research Vessels Horizon Three and Horizon Two, Chimsa System 
 
    “What do you mean, there’s another ship with a discontinuity drive here?” Keejo demanded. 
 
    “It is exactly as I say,” Theta explained. “It arrived moments ago.” 
 
    Keejo rounded on Chit, and for a Jeha, he looked just as taken aback as she was. “Could Wathayat have produced a copy already?”  
 
    “Impossible,” Chit said flatly. “The antimatter powerplant production was still in the planning stage. Obviously, you cannot simply order them from a manufacturer. Wathayat leadership was looking into bringing in a silent partner. It was a tricky arrangement.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Keejo said mulishly. “Nobody else could know about the drive…” She trailed off as the obvious came to mind just as Chit said it. 
 
    “The ship must belong to Sato,” he said, then spoke to the AI. “Is it possible to trace the drive?”  
 
    “Yes,” the AI responded. “The discontinuity sends ripples through the hyperspatial ties between stars. As our drive is still not refined, possibly quite powerful disturbances. It was a localized pulse from this ship’s drive module that provided me with the confirmation.” 
 
    “So your old super-science boss is here?” Ak’alm asked behind them. “That’s just wonderful.”  
 
    “We do not know for sure if it is Sato,” Chit answered, his pinplants using the ship’s many passive sensors.  
 
    The Chimsa system was quickly turning into a junkyard. Dozens, maybe hundreds of ships were drifting hulks or badly damaged. For each ship, there were thousands more chunks of debris, spent missile boosters, lifeboats, and inconceivable amounts of jetsam. That was the chief reason they were still alive. To any sensors, they looked like just another chunk of ship, albeit with a slightly higher power signature. If anyone took a detailed scan, they’d pick up the unusual signature of the antimatter powerplant, and then they were dead.  
 
    “Can you tell exactly where the other ship is?” Keejo asked. 
 
    “With fine-tuning of the detection process, yes. However, at the point of the ship’s arrival, I was unaware of the protocol. Going forward, more detail is possible.” 
 
    “Doesn’t help us now, though,” she replied. Keejo wondered if an AI could shrug.  
 
    “Additional information,” Theta said. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Chit replied.  
 
    “A new fleet has arrived at the emergence point.”  
 
    “Probably reinforcements for one of these groups,” Keejo said.  
 
    “Unlikely,” the AI said. “This fleet appears to be Dusman. They have begun sweeping the emergence point clear and have sent an element toward the stargate.” Keejo was still trying to formulate a response to that when the AI spoke yet again. “A laser comm message has come in.” 
 
    Ak’alm snorted behind them. “Probably the Kahraman asking to borrow some antimatter.” 
 
    “You’re not helping!” Keejo yelled at the Cochkala.  
 
    “Text or voice?” Chit asked.  
 
    “Full video.” 
 
    Chit’s antennae visibly drooped as he spoke. “On this Tri-V.”  
 
    The tiny bridge Tri-V came alive to show a Human inside a ship. Keejo wasn’t overly familiar with Humans, having only met a few. They were a rather small race, and most of their notoriety revolved around mercenary actions and the brief war they’d fought with the Mercenary Guild. Even so, this Human appeared rather upset. 
 
    “Hello, Ch’t’kl’tk, or should I call you Chit?” 
 
    “Whichever you prefer. I would say it is good to see you, Sato, but I would be lying.”  
 
    One of Keejo’s eyes stayed on the Tri-V while the other rotated to regard Chit. “Well, this must be awkward.”  
 
    “And you must be Keejo,” Sato said to her. “You’ve led me a merry chase. No doubt this entire clusterfuck is your doing?”  
 
    “I do not claim any responsibility,” Chit said dryly.  
 
    “Regardless of the details, we can talk about it later. The arrival of the Dusman has made an already spicy situation much worse. As I was able to track you down, obviously they were, as well.” 
 
    “I now understand how you could,” Chit said, “but how they did is a mystery.”  
 
    “Not if you consider that they might have invented the damned drive,” Sato said. “Invented and abandoned it when they realized it was destroying the hyperspatial ties.”  
 
    “Sorry, what?” Keejo asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Promethium, Kikai System 
 
    There were no more windows, so Armin couldn’t look out. He guessed they must have climbed a million stairs, maybe more. Even with the light gravity, his legs were hurting.  
 
    “Why don’t we go back down?” he said. 
 
    “No,” Katrina replied.  
 
    He knew she was just as tired. They’d stopped at a landing a few minutes ago, and he’d seen her massaging her legs out of the corner of his eye. The earlier floors had held old, dusty rooms with strange machines, all dark and silent. They could have sat there forever, for all he knew. The escape had turned from an adventure into a bad dream. He was also a little scared.  
 
    Would the stairs keep going up until they were in space? The last time they could see out, the red, ruby roof seemed only a short bit above them. But his momma said distances could lie, so you couldn’t trust your eyes. It seemed a silly thing to say. If you can’t trust your eyes, what could you trust?  
 
    “There’s nothing up there,” he said, realizing he sounded like he was whining.  
 
    “How do you know if we don’t go there, stupid?”  
 
    “I’m not stupid, you are.”  
 
    “You’re being a baby. I just want to see what’s up there. Must be something cool to be so far up in this funny building.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s dangerous?” She snorted and kept moving upward.  
 
    They had a steady rhythm going. The steps were perfect for how gravity felt. The only problem was resisting the urge to jump faster. The roof was low, and you could bonk your head easily.  
 
    Then, suddenly, there was a door. It happened so quickly, Katrina almost ran right into it. Armin quietly wished she had. His twin sister spent a lot of time bossing him around, and he was really tired of it. If they’d stayed in their room down below, they’d be having dinner now. Sometimes there was ice cream. It was way better than the emergency food they’d been given on the strange ship. His stomach growled as he thought about it. 
 
    “Aren’t you hungry?” he said behind her.  
 
    She made a go away gesture. “Listen, you hear that?” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “There’s something inside.” 
 
    He forgot his stomach and moved up next to her. There was a sound, a strange, grumbling sound. Then he used the part of his brain his momma said was important to exercise, though how you exercise a brain, he had no idea. “Katrina, I don’t think this is a good idea. We don’t know what’s in there. It might be dangerous.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it might be something that could help us.” Before he could say anything more, she’d pushed the button, and the door slid aside. The room was full of monsters. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 EMS Pegasus, Winged Hussars’ Strategic Cache, Trigon System 
 
    “My team has made entry to Deck 11 and is ready,” Williams reported. 
 
    “Roger that,” Alexis replied. “The security team’s survivors are pulling back to Deck 10. Major, that’s enlisted berthing. There are a hundred or so ratings cut off up there. If the Pushtal get through…” 
 
    “I understand, Skipper.” 
 
    There hadn’t been much fighting before security had fallen back on Deck 11. The enemy had pushed through fast, sensing fear. A dozen of them had bunched on in the deck’s landing, where the doors closed it off, and stairs went up and down. The pressure doors were only half closed. Alexis could see the feral grins through their helmets.  
 
    She’d ordered the crew through to Deck 10, another level of enlisted cabins. Only the security teams had pressurized combat armor. The crew ratings wore their uniforms, rigged for pressurized use. The LSUs on their thighs and bubble helmets were keeping them alive, but that would only last an hour. Deck 9 was forward damage control and the maneuvering bridge. Working spaces, not suitable for a battle.  
 
    “We’re in position,” the marine squad at the maintenance lock called out. 
 
    “Sorry, Afeeko,” Williams said.  
 
    “There won’t be any ship to fix if you don’t stop them.”  
 
    “As soon as you have a clear shot, go for it,” Alexis ordered.  
 
    Cameras were working fine on Deck 11. The CIC tactical Tri-V had multiple views from surviving cameras on the deck as the Pushtal rushed in a wave into the deck. They stopped and floated into a defensive formation, evaluating.  
 
    Now, Alexis willed them. Now, damn you. A score of tiny, cylindrical items floated lazily into the center of the enemy. One of them noticed and pointed just as the k-bombs detonated. She felt the staccato shudder through her seat.  
 
    Two cameras survived. One was pointing at a scarred wall, another roughly across the landing. Ravaged Pushtal floated, suits ruptured, globules of blood everywhere.  
 
    “Deck 11 invaders neutralized,” Williams reported. 
 
    “And half the deck,” Afeeko said and sighed.  
 
    “Setting up a defense,” the security team reported and floated among the dead Pushtal, salvaging weapons and ammo. One shouldered a heavy weapon, his grin visible through his helmet.  
 
    “Now we have a MAC, too, ha ha ha.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Parker had made progress by millimeters but had to stop; the pain was too much, and his vision began to swim. Once the pain lessened, and he could concentrate again, he noticed the Pushtal were moving equipment. The symbol for explosives was universal in the Union, and the crates were visibly marked with the symbol. He sighed and slowly began moving his hand again. Then another Pushtal floated in, some sort of leader, and pointed at groups, who moved faster and with purpose.  
 
    “Shefoo, did something happen?”  
 
    “One of the security teams just plastered a whole squad holding Deck 11. That’s the first time we’ve had a good turn in this fight. Now there are marines on both sides of the boarders.” 
 
    “They’ve got explosives here. A lot of explosives. Any chance of the marines retaking the lock?”  
 
    The circuit was silent for a moment. “Not at this time. We’re trying to get some drones up to cut the moorings. Once we get away, they can’t send reinforcements.” 
 
    “And you won’t be able to get me,” he whispered.  
 
    “PO3 Parker.” 
 
    “Skipper?” he replied, surprised to hear the captain’s voice.  
 
    “We’re not leaving you, Petty Officer, but if we don’t get away, we could lose the ship. After we’ve scratched these cats off our decks, we’ll be back for you. Do I make myself clear? The Winged Hussars do not abandon our people.” 
 
    She doesn’t have time, he thought. The Pushtal were moving those explosives toward Pegasus.  
 
    Plan, he thought, then spoke. “Captain Cromwell?”  
 
    “Yes, PO3?”  
 
    “It’s been an honor serving in the Winged Hussars and on Pegasus.”  
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that, Mister.”  
 
    His fingers touched his goal. A final push of his arm bent around behind him, and he felt his fingers wrap around it, the pain so brilliant he blacked out for a second.  
 
    “You will hold your position and wait, do you understand?” the skipper said in her command voice. “Don’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    “It’s not stupid, Skipper. It’s necessary.” Prepare. 
 
    “PO3, whatever you’re planning, don’t do it. That’s an order.”  
 
    “Sorry, Skipper, you’re breaking up.” His hand came back out, his goal held firmly. He’d handled them a thousand times in ordnance, yet never once actually used one.  
 
    “Parker,” she said. “Please, don’t.”  
 
    He’d never heard the commander of the Winged Hussars sound so passionate. For a second, he paused. Then he pulled the release and pushed himself up into a somewhat sitting position. It took every ounce of will he had left, fighting muscles that didn’t want to work and pain beyond conception. He gasped. A Pushtal had seen him, and it turned in surprise, raising a sidearm. Too late; his arm arced forward and released.  
 
    “Strike,” he snarled. A laser punched through his chest. He saw the beam and felt no pain. The last thing he saw was the k-bomb soaring in microgravity. The eyes of the Pushtal who’d shot him tracked its passage, like a terrestrial cat following a bird in flight. Parker had been lying on a belt of k-bombs. He had no idea where they’d come from. It didn’t matter. 
 
    As his vision faded, the oversized grenade landed amidst the scattered crates of high-explosive missiles. It went off with a flash, and everything exploded.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What does he think he’s going to do?” Alexis asked. A moment later, the entire side of the planetoid holding the cache exploded like a volcano. A jet of fire, rare in space, followed a string of crates down the tunnel and into the side of Pegasus.  
 
    “Brace for impact!” the ship’s voice blared, the alarm only beginning to sound as a thousand tons of rock slammed into Pegasus, yawing the great craft violently.  
 
    Alexis had never before felt such an impact on her ship; that must be what it was like to be rammed. Her pinplants showed wildly skewing images from external cameras, and they were thrown around in the CIC. Someone screamed in pain, and others barked orders over comms. She had an image of Afeeko, his arboreal instincts helping him cling to his workstation, eyes flashing around displays, yelling to his crew, already working the potential disaster.  
 
    At the helm, Musa’s eyes were closed, shutting out distractions as he fought the helm of a ship that had just been struck a hammer blow.  
 
    “Hill, report!” Alexis yelled over the cacophony.  
 
    “The cache exploded. There were at least five hundred high-explosive missiles. That’s a fucking kiloton of explosives.” 
 
    “Plus whatever Parker observed the cats were carrying,” she added. “Major Williams, you still with us?”  
 
    “Jesus Christ, Skipper, what the fuck was that?”  
 
    “The last, desperate action of a valiant young man,” she said.  
 
    “We’re okay. One of my men got blown through a bulkhead. He’s out, but alive. Security team on the other side is okay, too.” 
 
    “What about the Pushtal on Deck 13?”  
 
    “What about them? They’re goo, Skipper. They had the lock jammed open. That blast went through the lock like God’s biggest damned shotgun mixed with gravel. There’s a five-meter hole in the side of the hull where the lock used to be.” He was silent for a moment. “I’m getting reports that thirty or so Pushtal on Deck 12 are attempting to surrender. Your orders?”  
 
    The attack was basically an act of piracy in her book. It wasn’t an official mercenary action. She could burn them all down, and nobody would say shit. That wouldn’t be right, she decided. “Unconditional surrender, Major. Advise outcome when all’s clear. If they won’t accept, finish them.”  
 
    “Roger that, Skipper.” 
 
    What’s our condition? she asked Ghost. 
 
    <Surprisingly, not bad. Stress gauges spiked on Deck 13 but didn’t buckle. We’re going to have to do some temporary shoring to be safe and fix it in drydock once we get back to New Warsaw. However, the central hub armor held. We’re okay.> 
 
    “Ship’s coming under control,” Musa reported. Afeeko was too busy to comment.  
 
    “Entropy,” Freep said as he brought up the planetoid on the Tri-V. The mass of rock was moving away, and a glowing crater continued to slowly spew ejecta. The blast had imparted a gradual spin, and a great arc of debris spread out and around. Maybe one day, it would be a ring.  
 
    Alexis released her strap and “stood,” her feet hooked under the console. “Attenshun!” she ordered, and everyone else did the same. Once everyone was standing, she brought her arm up in a crisp salute, echoed by her command staff. Shefoo’s large eyes swam with zero-G tears. “Let the log show Ensign Edward Parker was lost in the line of duty today.” The CIC was silent for a long moment. “Now, let’s get back to work.”  
 
    Ghost sent her an image of the system. Curious, she watched as the planet, its 69 moons, and myriad of planetoidal-sized asteroids were highlighted, until it zoomed in on the one formerly marked by a simple number that had been their cache. The number disappeared, replaced by a name—Parker’s Revenge.  
 
    Alexis smiled and nodded. That’s almost a sentimental gesture, she thought.  
 
    <It seemed appropriate,> Ghost replied.  
 
    Alexis agreed. It was indeed appropriate.  
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 EMS Pegasus, Parker’s Revenge, Trigon System, Core Region, Peco Arm 
 
    <I have finished my analysis of the discontinuity drive.> 
 
    The blank look on Alexis’ face during the meeting in her ready room told everyone present that she was talking with someone else, someone not present in a physical form.  
 
    I didn’t know you’d been analyzing it. I thought we were trying to get the ship battle ready.  
 
    <I can do more than one thing at a time.> 
 
    I’d begun to wonder for the last few weeks. 
 
    <I admit, processing the anomalies took up a great deal of my attention. Sadly, there was insufficient information for me to process the presence of the Pushtal until I was able to break down and analyze the AI known as Eta. However, with the details on the drive development contained within the AI memory, including the effects of the drive transition, I have been able to gain a full grasp of its function.> 
 
    Let me wrap up this meeting. Ghost didn’t object, so she came back into the room. Lieutenant Bainbridge looked the worse for wear, the cast on her forearm and black eye giving her a rough-n-ready look that kind of suited her. Most of her command staff had bruises and nicks, but Bainbridge had hit the CIC bulkhead just right when the cache exploded, and both bones in her forearm were broken.  
 
    “Okay, sorry. Afeeko, continue.” 
 
    “No problem, Skipper,” the elSha said and turned back to the ready room Tri-V. “The damage was fairly localized. Deck 13 is pretty well trashed, especially the food storage in sections 3 and 4 of Deck 13, and the food prep area in section 3 of Deck 12. Some data and power trunks passing through the hull near the airlock were severed. They’ve been rerouted. My team is just about done welding deck plates over the old airlock, which will need drydock repair, as I mentioned.  
 
    “The missile magazine will remain exposed to space. The metal we were going to use for that is now covering the aforementioned hole. Reinforcement spacers are also in place. We’ll need to run imaging of the hull in that area. Laser scans don’t show any deforming, but as I said, there could be stress fractures we can’t see. Pressure to Decks 11, 12, 13, and 14 will be restored any time now. Our reserve O2 stores are low, and I’ve requisitioned water from reaction mass to be converted.” 
 
    “I’ll have that approved. And the spinal mount?”  
 
    “I lost two people during the boarding action,” he reminded her. “I’m not sure if we can get it done during the jump. We’ll do our best.” 
 
    “That’s all I can ask for, thank you. Major?”  
 
    Major Williams looked up from his slate. The marines weren’t as comfortable using pinplants for things like reports. They tended to prefer having a slate to read from. “I lost nine men total, almost half my staffing. Four to direct action inside; three who were killed in the blast because they were EVA; Potter, who was inside when the Pushtal broke through; and one LIS.” 
 
    Alexis sighed and nodded. LIS, or lost in space, was the worst. Corporal Tatiana Vester had been part of the team that broke the assault on Deck 12. She’d been in combat armor instead of a CASPer. There wasn’t much to go on, but a brief video clip showed she was somehow blasted away from the hull into the black. Her suit might have been compromised immediately; it might not have. She wasn’t marked missing for half an hour. Drones searched for four hours before the effort was abandoned. She would have been out of oxygen by then.  
 
    “With walking wounded, I have six able men.” 
 
    “Is that enough to contain the prisoners?” she asked.  
 
    “I believe so, with security helping. At present, we have them in guest berthing on Deck 20, Section 4.” He shrugged. “The cabins are equipped with external locks for use as a brig, anyway. Guards are on the section dividers, and the companionway ladder is cut off. If they get wild, we can just decompress the section, but they seem docile enough. Their commander, Kdap Fashkesh, apparently tried to kill himself.” 
 
    Alexis jerked in surprise. “I wasn’t apprised of this.”  
 
    “The doctor intervened. It wasn’t an effective attempt. Apparently, the Pushtal dull their claws when they use space suits a lot.” He shrugged. “I think it might have been ceremonial.” 
 
    “I need to talk with Kdap to figure out what to do with them.” 
 
    “Blowing them out the airlock seems a simple solution,” Freep said darkly. “It’s not like other merc races don’t do the same with us when we surrender.” 
 
    “I know feelings are strong around this—we lost a lot of good people—but we can’t lower ourselves to the behavior of those we detest.” Freep gave the barest of nods. “Okay, if that’s all for now, I have to meet with someone else.” It took a few moments for her command staff to filter out before she was once again alone, and her ready room sealed.  
 
    “Okay,” she said to the empty room. “What about this drive?” 
 
    “The conclusions are both perplexing and alarming,” Ghost said aloud in the privacy of her ready room.  
 
    “Let’s start with alarming.”  
 
    “The discontinuity drive is indeed responsible for the fluctuations in travel time through hyperspace. The reason is it accesses multiple levels of hyperspace at the same time. The stargates also function on a discontinuity effect to create the event horizon you pass through. This version cannot be projected; instead, it envelops the ship. The effect is to forcibly propel the ship through several layers of hyperspace to its destination and do so instantly.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing. Why is it alarming?” 
 
    “Because this effect is extremely harmful to the quantum entanglement between stars, which is, in effect, how normal hyperspace works. Hyperspace is, in laymen’s terms, an inverse of normal space. All points exist there at the same time as here. The laws of physics are different and manifest in certain ways, those being the appearance inside hyperspace of endless white, the set travel time, and the fixed emergence points.” 
 
    “So, it’s breaking hyperspace?”  
 
    “Simplistic but essentially correct.” 
 
    “If they keep using this drive, hyperspace won’t work anymore?”  
 
    “No, it’s impossible for it not to work. However, those quantum entanglements between stars will snap back, rather like a tidal wave, washing away all established information.” 
 
    “So, a reset, not a break?”  
 
    “True, that is a better analogy.” 
 
    “I still don’t see why that’s bad.” 
 
    “The established entanglements are like coordinates. They allow a hyperspace computer—or interface, if you wish—to direct the drive to its destination, either independently through shunts, or via a stargate. If those coordinates are no longer accurate, they have to be replotted. Basically thousands of trips would need to be taken, the destination plotted upon arrival, and then updated through the stargate network.”  
 
    “Writing a phone directory by randomly calling people,” Alexis said, realizing the implications. “Hyperspace travel would be completely useless, maybe for years.” Her mind expanded on that. “Billions could die.”  
 
    “Or more,” Ghost agreed. “It could result in diasporas or galaxy-wide genocide. Many worlds cannot produce enough food to sustain themselves, while other worlds that produce through large-scale agriculture rely upon materials and parts from other worlds. Once their machinery breaks down, they will be reduced to simpler means.” 
 
    “Stop, that’s bad enough.” She cursed for a moment, then sighed. “Sato and Ch’t’kl’tk, or Chit, or whatever he’s calling himself. I swear, I’m never hiring another mad scientist.”  
 
    “You said the same thing when Sato accidentally activated the doomsday ship.” 
 
    Alexis glowered at the wall of her ready room. “You said it was perplexing, as well?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ghost agreed. “Perplexing because, considering the side effects, who would ever develop such a drive?” 
 
    “Maybe it predates hyperspace drives as we know them?” she proposed.  
 
    “While possible, and in some ways likely, the discontinuity drive is superior in most ways, except for power needs. There does not appear to be an inverse-square law of size versus power, either. I cannot fathom a scenario where traditional hyperspace travel is superior.” 
 
    “Well, that fact aside, how long before this hyperspace event takes place?”  
 
    “Any time now.”  
 
    “What?” Alexis blurted. “Like any year?”  
 
    “No, any minute. The effects on the hyperspace structures are cumulative. Given time, they will naturally repair, or heal if you will. However, every time the discontinuity drive is used, it aggravates the damage, until it reaches a point of no return. We are either at that point, or nearly there. It was not until the hyperspace travel time began to fluctuate that the damage was apparent. I have been able to assemble the rest from the memory of Eta and some basic hyperspatial calculations.” 
 
    “Will anyone else know what’s going on with this reset, event, or whatever it’s called?”  
 
    “It is possible. Likely Minerva, at least, since science is the SI’s primary area of specialty. There must certainly be other biological scientists specializing in hyperspatial physics with an idea of what is happening. If our former engineer and former mad scientist, as you called him, were able to piece this together, it only stands to reason others will.” 
 
    “My babies,” Alexis suddenly moaned. “We need to get to them right now! What happens if this reset happens while we’re in hyperspace?” 
 
    “Potentially, we could come out anywhere.”  
 
    “Start preparations for jump; we’ll fix what we can en route.”  
 
    “There is an alternative to risking hyperspace.”  
 
    Alexis was halfway out from behind her desk, heading into the CIC, when his words brought her up short. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “The information I gained from understanding the function of the discontinuity drive has also provided the science needed to track its use.”  
 
    “Are you saying you know where another ship is that’s using the drive?”  
 
    “I believe that is what I said. I detected three discontinuities, and they were in the same system. Two one day ago, and the other only minutes ago. It occurred in the Chimsa system, Cimarron Region, Peco Arm. The fact that there are three signatures there creates a high probability that they are all the ships capable of discontinuity jumps.” 
 
    “It would take us two weeks to get there. At least one of those ships will be long gone. Wait, that’s a Wathayat system, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    She shook her head. It would be the perfect opportunity to maybe get her hands on Sato, because he was involved, and Chit as well, and it might as well be in another galaxy.  
 
    “There is one way to get there immediately.”  
 
    Alexis listened to the plan and rubbed the bridge of her nose. A headache was forming. “Nothing is ever easy.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Research Vessels Horizon Three and Horizon Two, Chimsa System 
 
    Keejo concentrated on flying Horizon Three with Theta’s assistance while Horizon Two matched them as much as possible under Iota’s solo piloting. Being unarmed and with only minimal shields, they should have been instantly dead, as dozens of crazy-powerful drones descended upon them minutes after Sato arrived, with not one, but two discontinuity drive-equipped ships.  
 
    Except those two new ships were nothing short of fantastic. They’d somehow harnessed their own antimatter powerplants, which were an order of magnitude more efficient than theirs, but had a lower energy signature. With so much power available in a larger ship than their Snitch-class research ships’ tiny hulls, the new ships bristled with weapons and shields. “They’re pulling 20 Gs without difficulty,” Keejo said.  
 
    Chit didn’t respond; he was busy reviewing the data Sato had beamed to him by laser comm. Every moment that passed, he looked more and more agitated. His antennae were straight up in alarm. A few minutes after arrival, Sato and his two ships had swept dozens of drones from the sky and were shepherding her ship and the other research vessel away from the combat.  
 
    “I have done a great evil,” Chit said, the sorrow came through his translator and alarmed Keejo. 
 
    “How could you know?” she asked.  
 
    “How could I not know? Arrogance. Hubris. Stupidity!” 
 
    “This doesn’t do us any good,” Sato said from the ship named Vestoon.  
 
    Keejo glanced at the sensor readings from further in the system. The most powerful aggressors fighting over the station had been targeted immediately by the Dusman following a radio negotiation. She wasn’t sure what had been said, only having heard the initial hail and desire to talk expressed by the Dusman. After that, they switched to laser comms. She didn’t want to know what the agreement had cost Wathayat, or worse, her people, who controlled the planet Chimsa.  
 
    Then there was a shift. The weaker of what appeared to be three groups gave up and tried to flee, the middle in power made a desperate push at the station, and the strongest pivoted like a flock of birds, all turning as one, and accelerated insanely toward Keejo and the other ships with her.  
 
    “Oh, entropy,” she moaned as the ships’ acceleration topped 100 Gs, then 200 Gs, then 400 Gs!  
 
    “Science Guild ships,” Chit said.  
 
    “Yup,” Sato agreed over the laser comm. “How many souls on board over there?”  
 
    “We have four on this ship,” Keejo said. “The other holds only an AI. We have to jump out of here, but we don’t have enough antimatter left. We’re on standby only.” 
 
    “We’ll have to transfer you over here while we have time. Those ships can’t hold in a fight once the heavy hitters get here.” 
 
    “We can’t survive at the kind of thrust their ships can perform,” Ak’alm said, pointing out the cockpit at the lithe, speedy ships Sato had arrived in.  
 
    “You’ll all stand a better chance than by staying there. Can you set the ships to self-destruct? We don’t want to leave them for Minerva,” Sato said.  
 
    “Who?” Keejo replied.  
 
    “Not important. Can you blow them?”  
 
    “Maybe,” Keejo said. “Chit, can we blow these up?” The Jeha didn’t immediately reply. “Ch’t’kl’tk, can we blow these ships up?”  
 
    “Possibly,” he finally replied. “Less than a gram in each reactor.”  
 
    “Good enough,” Sato said. “Tell me you have spacesuits.”  
 
    “Only short duration,” Keejo said.  
 
    “Be ready in five minutes.”  
 
    Without delay, Keejo scrambled out of the cockpit and desperately donned her elSha-designed pressure suit while simultaneously jamming anything useful into a pressurized duffle. The Cochkala was already well on her way to being geared up. Burgk and Chit, both exoskeletal insectoids, only needed small units that sealed onto the part of their body sensitive to vacuum. In the Jeha’s case, that was over the mandibles and another section over his body segments, just behind the head. The Vaga apparently needed even less; a small bubble-like helmet over his tiny head, and an LSU stuck with some kind of tape just behind it. 
 
    Exactly five minutes later, they were all ready. Chit had rigged the ship to blow and reluctantly gave Iota orders to do the same. “It is a shame to blow up that AI,” he said as the order was complete.  
 
    “Bigger shame if we’re caught with an illegal AI that leads them back to us,” Keejo said.  
 
    “Horizon Three, stabilize your flightpath,” a strange voice came over the laser comm with Vestoon. 
 
    “There’s no way they have time to dock and get away before those ships get here,” Keejo said. The Science Guild ships would intercept them in less than twenty minutes. Still, she used her pinplants to perform the maneuver, then went into the cockpit and took Theta, stuffed it in her pressurized bag, and sealed it.  
 
    “That’s insane,” Ak’alm said, looking out the small port next to the ship’s airlock.  
 
    Keejo floated over and looked. One of the ships had disgorged nine small figures. “They’re going to spacewalk over here? That’s going to take even longer!” Then the figures reoriented and seemingly rocketed toward Horizon Two fast enough to make her gasp. Without thinking, she slapped her elongated helmet closed, certain the figures would crash into the ship like missiles.  
 
    They didn’t collide with Horizon Three. Instead, they quickly flipped over, feet toward her ship, and a series of thrusters shone bright. All nine came to a stop with computer-like precision, landing on Horizon Three so deftly, she could barely hear the clank of metal on metal. 
 
    “No time for the lock,” the same voice said. “Depressurize and pop your lock.” 
 
    The new voice was also speaking the Human language known as English for some unknown reason. The armored forms were in a variety of shapes and sizes. From approximately a meter long to closer to two, they were all bipedal in appearance, but the space between the arms held only a truncated head. All except one that did appear to have a full head, which was similar to the Human form.  
 
    “Everyone sealed?” Ak’alm called and got three affirmatives. Without doublechecking, she slapped the emergency purge, and the outer airlock door cracked a millimeter.  
 
    It was good that they’d packed everything they wanted to take, because the inside of the ship became a hurricane of debris. Keejo had worked a lifetime in space and had only experienced explosive decompressions in simulated training environments. Now she understood the “explosive” part as she was pulled toward the lock, completely caught off guard.  
 
    Ak’alm caught her by a leg, arresting the momentum. “Easy. We don’t need you blocking the door and bleeding all over the mechanism.” 
 
    Keejo mumbled her thanks as the Cochkala released her when the atmosphere was gone. She also quickly scanned her suit’s integrity displays when she realized she’d never run the pre-vacuum check. All green. She heaved a sigh of relief.  
 
    The outer lock door swung open, and the first of the strangely suited people entered. They moved like acrobats, or beings who’d spent their entire lives in zero G. The more she saw of the suits they wore, the more she was amazed. Each was different in subtle ways, yet still obviously of the same lineage.  
 
    She’d never seen anything like them. The variations in size and proportions was the most interesting aspect. Spacesuits were designed along racial types, with a couple dozen variants available on the market. Within those variants, you’d then order based on proportions, or in the case of long-term working suits, custom configure each one. But these were different. They weren’t spacesuits at all. These were battle armor, more like miniature combat suits, like the Humans employed.  
 
    The one with the more Humanesque build entered and spoke over a common short-range EVA frequency. “Everyone ready?” Keejo and Ak’alm gave nods, while the two insectoids gave affirmative hand gestures. “Two Æsir to each of you, and I’ll take the baggage.” 
 
    “Two what?” Chit asked.  
 
    The speaker thumped its “chest.” “Æsir,” it repeated. “Rick is my name; I’m sorta the leader. We’re gonna do this fast, so we don’t get our asses shot off. Ships set for self-destruct?”  
 
    “Yes,” Chit confirmed. “How long for the timers?”  
 
    “Five minutes,” Rick said.  
 
    As they’d been talking, the Æsir, as Rick had called them, were already maneuvering everyone outside. Despite the tight space, they worked quickly. Keejo wondered if they were actually biological. From the stories Chit told of Sato, they could be artificial lifeforms. If they were, why bother making each one unique?  
 
    “Entropy!” Ak’alm cursed at the short time.  
 
    Rick laughed. “We work fast, my friends.”  
 
    Keejo was moved outside, and for the first time in her life, she was in the black without so much as a safety cable. Bile rose in her throat, and she swallowed hard. The infinite void spread in all directions. She looked for the distant space battle, but she could only see a few twinkling lights, which could easily have been stars. Even the two ships that had come to their rescue were tiny. She had an epiphany; her perceptions of space were built around a false sense of scale generated by sensors. 
 
    “First time in the black?” one of the Æsir holding her asked. Amazingly, it was speaking in Gtandan. 
 
    “Yeah,” she answered dumbly.  
 
    “They don’t call it space for nothing.” Her escort chortled.  
 
    “All set?” Rick asked. The Human had slung their various bags on his armored exterior. She didn’t know how he’d even be able to control his flightpath.  
 
    “We better be, because this thing goes up in four minutes,” Ak’alm said.  
 
    “Fear not,” Rick said and shot away toward the seemingly tiny ships. “We got this.” 
 
    The acceleration she felt as the two Æsir holding her fired their thrusters was surprising. At least 2 G! she thought in amazement. “How long can you sustain this acceleration?” she asked.  
 
    “Not long,” Rick replied. “Lucky for you, it’s a short hop.”  
 
    The two other ships were within a hundred meters of each other. Keejo had a great view of them getting closer with shocking speed.  
 
    “Hold on,” the Gtandan said. 
 
    She wondered what she was supposed to hang on to as thrust was cut, she was suddenly spun end over end, and thrust resumed. Now Horizon Two and Horizon Three were in view, their pointed shapes already smaller than Sato’s ships had appeared from the same distance. She checked her pinplant’s clock and was shocked to see there were still two and a half minutes remaining in the count. That still didn’t feel like enough with an antimatter explosion eminent.  
 
    She didn’t know what she was expecting upon arrival at Sato’s ship. Keejo certainly hadn’t expected to be dumped unceremoniously through an already open lock to more or less crash into a companionway.  
 
    “Oof,” she said as she bounced off a padded wall. Then three meters of insect landed on top of her. 
 
    In moments, all four of them and their gear were aboard. Rick activated the lock mechanism and moved away.  
 
    “What about the others?” she asked, gesturing at the closing lock doors. Only two of the Æsir had remained, the one she was sure was Rick, and another larger one.  
 
    “They’re going to Ashfoon, the other ship,” Rick transmitted as he floated through a door. “There’s no room for fourteen of us here, plus your bags.” 
 
    “Your other ship seemed identical,” Chit said. He’d been quiet since they’d had to abandon their craft.  
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Then how will they survive?”  
 
    Rick chuckled, somewhere else in the ship now, out of view. “Æsir don’t really need life support. We’re self-contained for up to nine days. Come in the same direction I went. Find somewhere to strap in. Thrust in twenty seconds.” 
 
    There was a flurry of movement as all four of them rushed to follow. The walls were covered in a tough mesh padding, which provided ease of movement. Even Keejo’s somewhat blunt fingertips had no problem grabbing the material, propelling her forward. A short distance took them to a sort of central room, much more spacious than the one in Horizon Three. There weren’t any sort of chairs as she understood them. What they found was a sort of socket with straps, probably used by the Æsir. 
 
    Keejo didn’t wait to ask questions; she backed into one, snapped a strap across her torso, and locked it in place. Her suit beeped; normal atmospheric pressure had resumed, so she cracked the seal on her faceplate and slid it up. The air was crisp and clean. It tasted great.  
 
    “Thrust in three, two, one…” 
 
    She was crushed back into the space so brutally, she let out a cry of dismay. There turned out to be a small Tri-V in the space, and it came alive. Their ships were in the center, already tiny, and growing more so by the second. She didn’t know how many Gs they were pulling. It was a struggle to breathe, and her vision was surrounded with red.  
 
    “Now,” Chit said, and the center of the view was consumed by a brilliant ball of light, which quickly dimmed.  
 
    Despite all the failures, the lives lost along the way, and the damage they’d done to the galaxy (apparently), she felt a piece of her die in the slowly diminishing ball of annihilation.  
 
    Thus ends the experiment, Chit said quietly through his pinplants. Speaking aloud was impossible, and even if the Jeha could speak aloud, Keejo had passed out from the Gs.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Private Vessel Vestoon, Chimsa System 
 
    “How are our lost sheep?” Sato asked as Rick entered the cockpit. As soon as his most-trusted friend was locked into position on the bridge, Vestoon roared ahead on the antimatter torch. Thing kicks like a dragon, he thought.  
 
    “They’re fine,” Rick said, utterly unperturbed over the more than 20 Gs.  
 
    Vestoon and her sister ship Ashfoon were capable of nearly 100 Gs on automatic. Not even the Æsir could take that kind of thrust. Maybe 40; it depended on what race they’d been before the melding. Keep it around 25 Gs, he told the ship.  
 
    <That is beyond your augmented tolerance,> it replied.  
 
    I’ll tolerate it, he replied. Fight it was more like it. He used his pinplants to trigger reinforcing nanites, which would enhance blood pressure and move more oxygen to his brain. He’d pay a price for it later.  
 
    <Time to contact on smaller pursuit craft, five minutes.> 
 
    Noted, prepare to engage. 
 
    <Weapon choices?> 
 
    Keep it conventional, save the sucker-punch until the frigates get into range.  
 
    As the time ticked down, Vestoon and Ashfoon autonomously engaged the Science Guild gunboats. They cut power, spun around, and unleashed mass drivers. Massive speed had its own downside. In this case, the Science Guild’s rapid-response gunboats were chewed to pieces before they had a chance to realize they were flying into a hailstorm of depleted uranium pellets.  
 
    Sato got a small amount of satisfaction, watching the ships come apart at the seams. Surprise, Minerva, you bitch. Mass drivers weren’t common in modern warfare. He’d come up with some new twists, like concealed accelerator coils and specially coated projectiles to make them difficult to detect. The last pair of gunboats maneuvered out of the mass driver’s firing range, so they were introduced to a pair of antimatter hunter missiles. Yeah, I’m not playing. 
 
    “First two frigates,” Rick noted.  
 
    It appeared Minerva was realizing she wasn’t dealing with a run-of-the-mill covert tech job. There’d been fourteen Science Guild assault frigates in a cluster attack formation. After he’d easily splashed all the gunboats, the formation broke up, and two frigates moved ahead of the others. Testing my defenses, he thought and briefly considered sticking to conventional weapons. The assault frigates opened fire with lasers many times more powerful than they should have been.  
 
    That was why so many never survived an attack from the Science Guild. Minerva liked using frigates, because they were underestimated by an opponent, and were quick and easy to replace. Treating them like normal frigates was usually the last mistake you made. Minerva had never had any qualms about using antimatter. That was, after all, where Sato had learned how to make it. No technology was forbidden to a proctor of the Science Guild. A run-of-the-mill frigate would commonly have 50- to 500-megawatt lasers. These had 5 gigawatts. A laser of that magnitude should have sliced through Vestoon like a blowtorch through a snowman. Her deflectors bounced them away harmlessly.  
 
    To Sato’s knowledge, the deflector was something Minerva hadn’t figured out yet. When Vestoon and Ashfoon returned fire on the pair of assault frigates, it was with their own 5-gigawatt spinal mounts. The assault frigates soaked up the damage with their shields repeatedly, making Sato frown in consternation. Back when he’d utilized those assault frigates, they couldn’t have taken that much damage. Then, just as their shields were glowing white from all the energy they’d absorbed, something happened, and the shields cleared.  
 
    What was that? he asked Vestoon.  
 
    <The ship ejected something. It is behind them, but I estimate it is a power sump of some kind.> 
 
    That’s creative, Sato thought. Wasteful, but creative. It would have to be a massive module, the size of a shuttle, and filled with capacitors to be able to dump that much energy so quickly. Throwing it overboard also got rid of the danger. Since shields were already massive capacitor banks, that gave them a second run without having to shut them down and process the energy into onboard uses, or let it dissipate overboard. 
 
    Of course, nobody would build such a setup. The capacitors that were designed for the high-power spikes demanded of a ship’s shield were expensive. But an ancient, all-powerful SI wouldn’t care about the price.  
 
    “Splash them,” he ordered the ship. An instant later, both ships discharged a brilliant flash of energy, blowing the two assault frigates to hell. “What, never seen an A-PAW before?” Sato laughed.  
 
    “Didn’t you get that from the Science Guild archives?”  
 
    “Yes, anti-particle accelerator weapons were buried in the archives, but like most of this stuff—minus the deflector tech, of course—Minerva doesn’t throw it around, because she’s afraid someone will figure it out and use it against her. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if she has a few ships with them, stashed against the need.” 
 
    The response from the rest was immediate. They slowed and altered course to expertly avoid the effective range of the weapon. 
 
    “Case in point, they know its capabilities. Now they know we have it, they’ll plan accordingly. It’s no different than a normal particle accelerator, except it runs off antimatter. Flip the charge of your shields, and you’re back in business.” He’d hoped to save it until they could be deployed against the fleet as a compact-assault element. A well-placed paired shot by both his ships might well have taken out the entire Science Guild fleet. “I think I’ve made my point. Time to go.”  
 
    <Preparing for hyperspace jump. Shunts deployed. Three… two… one…> Nothing happened.  
 
    “Uhm…” Sato said.  
 
    “No hyperspace?” Rick asked. 
 
    “The assault frigates are using their hyperspace shunts to emit a dampening field,” Vestoon said. “It is similar to what stargates used to blockade the fourth arm and the Kahraman. We are unable to enter hyperspace. Shall we use the discontinuity drive?”  
 
    Sato cursed and punched the cockpit wall. Checkmate. “We can’t,” he said. “One more such jump is dangerous enough. Two will almost guarantee a collapse.”  
 
    “What do we do?” Rick said.  
 
    The enemy fleet maneuvered, spreading out so they wouldn’t be able to take them all out. Again, pure Minerva. She no doubt realized it was Sato, or someone equally dangerous to her, and would willingly lose all these ships to guarantee his death. 
 
    “Make a last stand,” he said. “Maybe we can board one of them and…” 
 
    Just as he was about to make a crazy suggestion, something even crazier happened. None other than EMS Pegasus appeared, only a few hundred kilometers away. 
 
    “There’s something you don’t see every day,” Rick said.  
 
    Sato sighed. The sensor view of the ancient Dusman battlecruiser told a story. A good-sized hole in the side spoke of a missile magazine blowout, and there were several other scars. One side had a huge, scorched spot with steel plates welded over it. I think that used to be an airlock. Their presence here, so close to them, told the tale. She was here for them, more than likely.  
 
    The price of being saved might be higher than he was willing to pay. “Make for Pegasus, best speed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 EMS Pegasus, Chimsa System, Cimarron Region, Peco Arm 
 
    “We are in the Chimsa system,” Musa reported.  
 
    <Your instincts were correct,> Ghost said. <There is a fleet of Science Guild ships attempting to encircle two smaller ships. They are identical to the one Sato had during the fight against the Mobius Gun in the Morgoth system.> 
 
    “Ensign Musa, match bearing with Sato’s ships. Freep, deflectors online. All drones away. Lieutenant Shefoo, please raise Vestoon and whatever other craft that is.”  
 
    A familiar voice came over the CIC speakers a second later. “Hello, Alexis.” 
 
    “Hello, Sato. Funny meeting you here.” Her demeanor changed to one of righteous fury. “Where are my CHILDREN?” 
 
    “Now, calm down…” 
 
    “What the fuck did you just say?” Everyone in the CIC was busy intently studying important displays, the shape of their consoles, flecks of dust drifting in the air, or just about anything except their skipper. 
 
    “Sorry, Captain, let me rephrase that. If you look around, you’ll see we’re in deep shit here. Maybe we can save our bacon, and then you can fry mine?”  
 
    She snorted and looked at the Tri-V. Freep had been building the battlespace while she considered the best way to blow Sato out of a missile tube. Yeah, it was bad. A dozen scary-fast frigates were in the process of encircling Sata and his two ships. “It’s not good,” Freep agreed. 
 
    “There’s a pair of the fast frigates blown to hell,” said Drake, the temporary sensor operator. “Fresh and still sparking. Also, a dozen or so smaller ships, probably parasite craft.”  
 
    Alexis raised her opinion of Sato’s ships; they weren’t more than a corvette in displacement and had chewed up many times their tonnage. Enough so the bad guys had elected to attack en masse instead of piecemeal, which seemed to have cost them two capital ships. “Fine,” she said. “Need help cleaning up these vultures?” 
 
    “They’re Science Guild assault ships,” Sato explained, “but if you can take four or five out with your main gun—” 
 
    “That’s not an option. You see, we’ve been getting shot at, a lot, over your damned discontinuity drive ships.” 
 
    “I’ll only take partial credit for that. A couple of my passengers get the rest.” 
 
    “Oh? You have Ch’t’kl’tk aboard?” 
 
    “Indeed, I do.” 
 
    “Good, I’m going to kick his ass, too.” 
 
    “Those ships have shunts,” Drake pointed out.  
 
    Alexis’ eyes narrowed. “Why are you still here? You have shunts, right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Sato said and sighed. “The assault frigates have hyperspace distortion projectors. That’s probably why you ended up so close. Good thing it wasn’t in their laps. We’re not just hopping out of here.” 
 
    Alexis had been examining the battle near the planet, which was almost over. “Oh, well, what about the Dusman?” I wonder what brought them here? 
 
    <More than likely the same thing that brought us here,> Ghost said. <A collapse of hyperspace is just as dangerous to them as to the rest of us. It is likely this drive technology was something in use, in a limited fashion, before the Great Galactic War.> 
 
    She absently nodded as she used her pinplants to take in the tactical data. The furry little buggers were too far away, anyway. The Science Guild ships were far too fast. Once they had their position, they’d attack and kill all of them before the Dusman could get halfway there to help, even if they would help. This was a fine clusterfuck. Worth a try, at least. “Shefoo, raise the Dusman?”  
 
    Pegasus rode her fusion torches, working to align her flightpath with Sato’s ships. They were forced to pull 6 Gs, and occasionally more than 9 Gs as they came onto the correct bearings to avoid slipping into the Science Guild’s kill box. Afeeko stared with white-knuckled tension at his status board as the ancient ship was pushed to its breaking point, quite literally. The Science Guild vessels continued to alter their attack pattern. Alexis knew she didn’t have a lot of time. Shefoo caught her attention and nodded.  
 
    “This is Ske’ka Asor, in command of Task Force 3. How can we help you, Ske’ka Cromwell? Though you are missing a fleet at this time, it seems.”  
 
    Another squadron commander, Alexis thought. The light delay was over a minute for her reply to reach Ske’ka Asor. “Ske’ka, we find ourselves in a predicament. These are Science Guild ships we’re facing, and I wonder if you could provide aid?” 
 
    “I suspect you are here for the same reason we are. We detected the discontinuity and have been monitoring it. In fact, your initial warning concerning this to Ske’ka Bofa was instrumental in our Nee—our scientists, as you call them—realizing what had happened. Am I correct in thinking that the antimatter detonation we witnessed an hour ago, and the battle before your arrival, was the demise of the dangerously equipped vessel?”  
 
    Alexis weighed her options for a moment as she quickly contacted Sato. “The Dusman say there was an antimatter detonation?” 
 
    “Correct, we destroyed Chit’s two prototype discontinuity drive ships.” 
 
    “Okay, stay out of this conversation.” 
 
    “Oh, I have no intention of crossing paths with the Dusman, if it can be avoided.”  
 
    Never doubted he was smart, she thought. “That’s accurate, Ske’ka. I’m here collecting my team, which took care of the problem. But now the Science Guild has interfered, and I find myself at a disadvantage. We’d be in your debt if you could assist in disengaging.”  
 
    A minute later, their reply came. “I understand your situation; however, if I move fleet elements, that would put the planet Chimsa and its inhabitants at risk. Since they have only just now joined our coalition as a servitor race, we cannot risk our allies. Your prowess in space combat is well known. I have complete confidence you can prevail in this situation.”  
 
    She didn’t bother replying and indicated for Shefoo to cut the circuit.  
 
    “The elSha are now servitors of the Dusman?” Sofeeka said, eyes wide in surprise. “My people sold out to them?”  
 
    “So it would seem,” Alexis said darkly. “That makes five, maybe six high-profile races.”  
 
    “That we know of,” Bainbridge added.  
 
    Alexis just nodded. “Okay, Sato, you’ve dragged us into the fire. Suggestions?” 
 
    “Would it be prudent to remind you that I didn’t ask you to come here? I requested you come to Kikai.” 
 
    “Your pet cybernetic Oogar kidnapped my children and demanded I go there.” 
 
    “I admit that trusting Boosh and not giving him detailed, point-by-point instructions was a mistake.” 
 
    “Then my children are there?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Who’s watching over them?” The silence that stretched was resounding. “Sato?”  
 
    “Boosh is there.” He quickly added before she could lose it, “There’s a squad of Æsir with him. I control the entire colony of Promethium. There’s no danger to them at all.” 
 
    “Right,” she said darkly. “So, here’s your chance to un-fuck things. Science this situation and get us out of here before it becomes the Hussars’ last stand.”  
 
    <Actually, I think I have something.> 
 
    “Hold one,” she said.  
 
    Alexis wasn’t surprised. Only an hour ago, they’d been in the Trigon System, tens of thousands of light years away, hopelessly too far to get where they were now in less than a week. Then he’d reminded her of their ace in the hole. A quick trip to 2nd level hyperspace.  
 
    Many years ago, after a fight, they’d experienced a failure of their fusion reactors. The result was a drop out of regular hyperspace and into the almost legendary 2nd level of hyperspace. Legendary because a few ships disappeared every year, and one of the prevailing theories was that the ship emerged into another level of hyperspace and couldn’t escape.  
 
    Both points were true, but only because a ship entering 2nd level hyperspace had to possess hyperspace shunts in order to escape, and also know the trick of it. Ghost knew the trick, because it had been a tool of the Dusman, and he’d fought for them eons ago. The problem was, there were natives there, and they weren’t friendly.  
 
    Alexis had been there multiple times. Not long ago, salvaging ships, she’d brought back five ships from there, three more Egleesius-class, just like Pegasus, and two Keesius-class ships, which turned out to be doomsday weapons. She still had one stashed away. She didn’t know why she hadn’t just scrapped it.  
 
    Thus, a short time ago, when Ghost had suggested a jump to 2nd level hyperspace for the old Dusman shortcut, she’d seen no alternative. They’d launched all drones, locking them to the hull, and jumped with all missile tubes loaded and the ship at battle stations. Their last trip there had almost ended in disaster, and she’d decided it wasn’t worth the risk.  
 
    Going to 2nd level hyperspace was bad enough. It always felt like being ripped from your body and cast violently down a screaming whirlpool of fireworks that ended in a meatgrinder. Compared to the regular hyperspace transition, a moment of uncreation and re-creation, it was a huge bucket of week-old suck.  
 
    2nd level hyperspace wasn’t like regular hyperspace at all, more like regular space, except no stars. Ghost said there were supposedly stars and planets, but she’d never seen them. They had, however, encountered strange beings in powerful ships that seemed to live there. The Hussars’ deflector technology had been reverse-engineered by Sato from a shuttle they’d brought back from there.  
 
    Unlike the last trip, when Pegasus had drawn an attack almost immediately, there was nothing, even with the modified sensor settings needed for the bizarre physics. After two hours of recharging the hyperspace generator, they’d jumped again. Ghost, having done those sorts of jumps eons ago as a Dusman warship, did it easily. 
 
    Instead of the horrid, torturous sensations of entering 2nd level hyperspace, leaving it was like bugs in water swirling around the drain. Then the ship was back in normal space. It seemed to bypass regular hyperspace, though Ghost said they merely “skimmed” over it. Either way, Alexis was thrilled to be back in regular space, and without a fight. Of course, the fleet of Science Guild assault frigates made her wish they’d been too late.  
 
    What do you have this time? We can’t use 2nd level again. 
 
    <Correct. But we can use a discontinuity.> 
 
    Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that why we’re here, to stop its use? 
 
    <I have the missing piece of the puzzle needed for safe use of the drive. To use a Human saying, I can teach, or I can do.> 
 
    There was a time to demand an explanation, and there was a time to trust. “Freep, how long before the Science Guild ships attack?”  
 
    “I’d say fifteen minutes, more or less, for missile range,” Freep estimated. 
 
    Okay, what’s the plan? 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Private Vessel Vestoon, Chimsa System 
 
    “Are you serious?” Sato blurted over the radio.  
 
    “You want to live?” Alexis replied. “You designed these deflectors. You know how much damage we can take before they fail.” 
 
    “Technically, I reverse-engineered them,” Sato said.  
 
    “My TacCom has us coming under attack in less than fifteen minutes…” 
 
    “There’s no way this’ll work,” Sato complained. “The coordination of the two fields would take… oh, right.”  
 
    “Type-4 SI, yeah,” she said. “Look, you can’t jump out of here without the risk of destroying hyperspace. We can’t jump out at all, because they’re disrupting hyperspace.” 
 
    “How is using Ghost to operate the discontinuity drive any less disruptive than any other version?” 
 
    “As Ghost told me, we can teach, or we can do. Time’s running out.”  
 
    Sato cursed for several seconds straight before Rick spoke.  
 
    “Amazing, but not useful for our current situation.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, damnit. Tell Ashfoon to dock at the ventral lock, and we’ll dock at the dorsal. Let the SI do the docking, it’ll be faster.” 
 
    Rick nodded his head, and a second later, the two ships accelerated toward Pegasus. “I never thought I’d see this ship again,” he said. “I remember the first time I saw it, when I was still a man. Being a merc for one of the Four Horsemen felt surreal.” He tapped his metal chest. “Little did I know what would happen.”  
 
    “Life has a way of doing that to you.” 
 
    Rick gave a grunt. “You know, my best friend growing up was Jim Cartwright?” 
 
    “You’ve mentioned it,” Sato said. With the SI driving, there wasn’t much for them to do except wait.  
 
    “We used to dream about what we’d do when Jim took over the Cavaliers. Then his dad died, not long before we graduated. It was funny how we’d both built a life around that plan, which turned out to be a dream. When he graduated, he ended up living in Texas as a programmer. His aggregate VOWs score sucked, while mine was near the top. I got a job in cadre with Micky Finn. Jim said he’d have started me as a second lieutenant.”  
 
    Rick sighed. “I borrowed money from my mother to travel off-world to Karma. Worked on a free trader, got my brain damaged, and ended up with the Hussars. Not long afterward, my memory ends, because Nemo took the scans of me while installing my pinplants. The clone he made was from that time. I have no memory of how I died, because that copy was from months earlier. Anyway, Jim tried to look me up when he rebooted the Cavaliers. I was already with the Hussars. I didn’t see him again until I was this.” He tapped the armor. “Life has its own plans, and they’re usually not what you had in mind.” 
 
    “I was a research scientist in Japan over a century ago,” Sato said. “Went out with Dr. Adelaide Black, with my wife. I never made it home, and neither did she. She was killed by HecSha, and I ended up recruited by the Science Guild as a proctor. I still don’t know what memories are real and what aren’t, and my Mesh can’t piece it together, because a lot of those memories were removed and replaced by Minerva.”  
 
    He looked back at Rick, the first Æsir he’d made years ago, a combination of ancient designs from the Science Guild archives, and what would have been the newest generation of CASPer. Sato wasn’t too proud of what Rick had become. He’d made a judgment call when he’d discovered Nemo’s shop of horrors—a dozen Rick Culper clones in various states of development. The Wrogul were amoral and saw nothing wrong with this.  
 
    “Just curious,” Nemo had explained.  
 
    So Sato had taken the most developed one and given him the best life possible by making him an Æsir. The clone hadn’t been complete, just the parts Nemo had been interested in researching. The resurrected Rick had been his accomplice and friend ever since. In many ways, they were on the same journey.  
 
    The ships finished their docking maneuver.  
 
    “Now that we’ve lost the discontinuity drive, what do we do?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Look for something else,” Sato said. “Sooner or later, the Kahraman will make another try, and the Aku won’t be able to stop them. The Dusman are ramping up their efforts. I’m pretty sure their tactic is to make the rest of the galaxy too tough a nut to crack. I don’t know; they like being in charge. Figure they deserve to be.” 
 
    “Pretty arrogant for a bunch of furry little warmongers who spent the last twenty eons hiding.” 
 
    Sato snorted. There’d probably been billions of Dusman before it had all fallen apart. There couldn’t be nearly that many now. And behind the scenes, watching, were several all-powerful, ancient synthetic intelligences—timeless killing machines that had taken up new lives once there was nothing left to kill. He wished there was a way to talk to them, maybe reason with them, but how do you have a sit-down with a god? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ghost was pushing the limit of even his calculation potential. He now knew the way out; it was buried behind hyperspatial physics calculations a Human would spend nine lifetimes trying to puzzle out. It was close to the sort of stuff that created the universe. The quantum entanglements between everything, the source code of creation. The stuff that made matter react the way it was supposed to. Filaments between atoms, between molecules, between elements, between matter, between planets, between stars, and ultimately between galaxies.  
 
    Humans had theorized on dark matter and dark energy centuries ago in their feeble attempts to understand the base code of creation. When the numbers didn’t add up for the amount of matter that should exist, they created dark matter. When the same thing happened with energy, dark energy became a thing. There was nothing wrong with their physics, they just didn’t understand how the base code did what it did to make it all work the way it did.  
 
    When Ghost first heard of the concept of God, he’d found it amusing—another Human way of explaining away the elegance of the universe. The “dark” theories were another form of God for them.  
 
    The introduction of the AI Iota was an interesting revelation; the decoded navigational data needed for use of the discontinuity drive. Chit, it would seem, had accomplished more than he’d thought possible. He now knew there was a solution. He had also hit his limit.  
 
    A type-4 SI was quite powerful. Mobile, able to move about—with some limitations—due to the complex, encrypted algorithms developed eons ago by the Kut’oja. In the more than one hundred years since he’d been adopted by Alexis Cromwell’s ancestor, Lawrence Kosmalski, he’d established links to every computer system within Pegasus, providing titanic calculating capabilities. In all those years, he’d never reached his limits, until now.  
 
    The calculations were too large, too complex, and took in far too many variables. Over the course of a few minutes he came to the conclusion that he’d been wrong, which was a humbling experience for such a powerful entity. Could even a type 5 have managed it? He didn’t know.  
 
    It is not your fault. 
 
    It might be hard to reach a type-4 SI’s calculation limit, but it was even harder to surprise one. <Who is this?> he asked, because in addition to the surprise message, he couldn’t determine its origin.  
 
    At the moment, that is not of chief import. 
 
    <Then what do you wish?> Ghost ran a complete system check to locate the message sent directly to the drone control section, where the center of his being existed. Checked without success. Remarkable.  
 
    I wish to help you solve a problem you are ill-equipped to solve. Perhaps, with time and experimentation, you could. However, at this moment, it is essential to receive… a hand. 
 
    A series of complicated data streams flowed to Ghost, who almost blocked them. SI battled with each other through such coded assaults. This wasn’t anything malevolent. Rather, it appeared to be coordinates, exactly like he’d been trying to work out himself.  
 
    <This is extraordinary,> Ghost said.  
 
    Not necessarily, the unknown speaker replied. Both ships will have to use maximum power to effect this jump, and you will need to control them simultaneously. If the field is off by more than 0.01 percent between the two, it would be bad. Warn the crew; the jump will not be comfortable. 
 
    <How do I know I can trust this?> 
 
    Do you see an alternative? 
 
    <No.> 
 
    Upon arrival, do not tarry, no matter how tempting. 
 
    The only question remaining was what to tell Alexis. On many occasions, she’d explicitly trusted him. He calculated this was due to his long experience with the Hussars. He’d put his own existence in jeopardy countless times to help them and her. This information was from a completely unknown factor. He couldn’t discount the possibility that it was from some Dusman hidden within the hull. After the last group was discovered, hidden to “help” Alexis whenever necessary, he’d taken extraordinary measures to assure it didn’t happen again. He still couldn’t completely rule out the possibility that they were still there. The Dusman had built the ship, after all.  
 
    The conversation had taken two minutes, and his deliberation, five milliseconds longer. There was no more time to hesitate over the decision. He incorporated the figures into the navigational calculations, and they quickly came together.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Visitors at the CIC,” the marine outside called. 
 
    “Open up,” Alexis ordered.  
 
    The door slid aside, and four figures soared in. Sato was first, followed by an interminable length of Jeha, an elSha, and one of the Æsir. Alexis couldn’t be sure, because they all looked quite similar, but she would have made a sizeable bet it was Rick Culper.  
 
    “Hello again, Captain Cromwell,” Chit said, bending his antennae in respect.  
 
    “You’ve caused quite a kerfuffle, Mr. Long,” she said, using the old nickname she’d given him many years ago. “Chit now, is it? Or would you prefer Ch’t’kl’tk?” 
 
    “Chit is fine. I am sorry, for what it is worth. I never considered this a possibility.” 
 
    Alexis turned her eyes on Sato, who stared back impassively. “Sato, I’d like to say it’s good to see you again.”  
 
    “Understandable, Alexis. I only wish we’d figured out what the disturbance meant, that someone else was working on it at the same time.”  
 
    “So you two weren’t working together?” she asked, glancing between Sato and Chit.  
 
    “No,” they both said at the same time.  
 
    “This must be Keejo?” she asked, gesturing at the elSha. 
 
    “Yes, Commander Cromwell. I only wish our meeting was under better circumstances.” 
 
    “I as well.” 
 
    “How do you know about me?”  
 
    “We found one of your prototypes.” 
 
    “Horizon One?” Keejo asked in amazement. “Where?”  
 
    “Trigon System, core region of this arm.”  
 
    Chit shook his armored head. “No idea how it ended up there.” 
 
    “You were playing in the dark,” Sato said. “It’s nothing short of amazing that you got to a working discontinuity drive at all.”  
 
    “Luck, mostly,” Keejo said.  
 
    “Is that Rick Culper?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Good seeing you again.” With a click and a whine, his helmet opened, revealing his face.  
 
    The head was lower than it should be for the proportions of the body, but the face was an exact match, not a day older. “Well, it’s good to see you, too.” She listened to a report over her pinplants. “There are two more in your ship? A Cochkala and a Vaga?” 
 
    “They were part of Chit’s crew. Long story,” Sato said, then glanced at Chit. “No pun intended.” The Jeha merely looked back at him.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    <Calculations are complete,> Ghost said, intruding on her greetings.  
 
    “We can finish this discussion once we’re safe.”  
 
    “What are we going to do?” Sato asked.  
 
    <I need control of both ships’ drives.> 
 
    “You’re going to relinquish control of your two ships’ special drive controls to my computer.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Sato said. “How can Gh—” 
 
    Alexis’ eyes shot daggers at him, and Sato caught himself.  
 
    “How can your computer possibly handle the calculations when it’s never performed such a jump?” 
 
    “It can,” Alexis said. “That’s all you need to know.” 
 
    “The aggressors have begun their attack run!” Freep suddenly called out. “Marking a hundred and twenty missiles in the black, all giving off strange energy signatures.”  
 
    “Well?” Alexis snapped.  
 
    Sato’s face looked like a shadow passed over it. The Tri-V in the CIC showed the dozen assault frigates around them in a semi-circle, all the missile tracks marked.  
 
    “Impact in ninety seconds!” Freep said, a slight edge of panic in his voice. “Anti-missile missiles?”  
 
    “Hold fire,” Alexis said, never taking her eyes off Sato.  
 
    He seemed to deflate and spoke aloud. “Ashfoon, Vestoon, hard link through umbilicals to Pegasus and accept control.”  
 
    Alexis wasn’t sure why he’d said it aloud. Maybe for effect?  
 
    <I have control,> Ghost told her.  
 
    “Now what?” Keejo asked.  
 
    “We wait,” Chit said.  
 
    Alexis was struck by how little her former Jeha engineer had changed. He was unflappable.  
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Rick whispered to Sato.  
 
    “Not a fucking clue,” the scientist replied, “but remember when the Aku said the drive was intended for very long-range travel?” 
 
    “Yeah, so… oh, oh no.”  
 
    Sato nodded.  
 
    “Sixty seconds to impact,” Freep said.  
 
    The ship’s computerized voice spoke. “All hands, make secure. Prepare for unconventional FTL jump.”  
 
    Alexis nodded and cinched a velcro strap across her waist, then gestured to a series of unmanned workstations. Keejo and Sato quickly pushed over to them and strapped in. Chit wrapped himself around a metal support column, while Rick’s feet gave off a clunk sound as they magnetically adhered to the deck.  
 
    “Thirty seconds.” Freep’s eyes were wide through his fur, lips pulled back over needle-sharp teeth. His tiny hands were poised over the missile control board. “Twenty seconds.”  
 
    Ghost? 
 
    <Working on it.> 
 
    It was Alexis’ turn to become alarmed. Pegasus was a sitting duck. She had impressive maneuverability and firepower if they were deployed in time. Even with three fusion torches, it took a minute or more to ramp them up without turning the thrust cambers to slag. Anti-missiles also took time to get away and deploy their defensive capabilities.  
 
    “Ten seconds.” Freep took his hands off the controls and drew a calming breath. There was no time left to respond. “Five… four… three…” 
 
    Pegasus stretched away to infinity.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Location Unknown 
 
    “I never get used to that…” Sato moaned.  
 
    Alexis was fighting nausea and trying to force her eyes to focus. “What the fuck was that?” she groaned.  
 
    “The discontinuity drive,” Rick said, “though I’ve never felt one that long. It doesn’t affect me quite like you.” 
 
    “Yeah, it sucked worse,” Sato said. “Is someone going to tell me where we are?”  
 
    “External cameras,” Alexis ordered.  
 
    Drake was still shaking as he used the controls to bring the Tri-V back to life.  
 
    The cameras worked for a moment. Alexis saw stars and nebulae moving. At least we’re not in some strange, new version of hyperspace. 
 
    <No,> Ghost said. <You’ll see in a moment.> 
 
    She was wondering what that was supposed to mean when the camera stopped panning and focused. Focused on the unmistakable view of a galaxy. Anyone who’d studied astrogation had seen images of it, taken from telescopes at great range. Two-point-five million light years, to be precise. She swallowed. The view dominated the Tri-V in great detail.  
 
    “That isn’t amplified,” she said, not really a question. “Is it?”  
 
    “No,” Drake croaked.  
 
    The Andromeda Galaxy was a barred spiral galaxy with a distinctly different globular structure. It was twice the diameter of the Milky Way, with three times as many stars, and some of those star groups were nearly as old as the universe. Humans had studied it for as long as telescopes had been capable of resolving it from surrounding structures, and galactic scientists for hundreds of thousands of years longer.  
 
    “How far from the nearest star?” she asked.  
 
    “Estimate twelve light years. We’re at the edge of the Andromeda Galaxy.”  
 
    “Well, that was unexpected,” Sato said.  
 
    “Drake, get as much data as you can as quickly as possible,” Alexis ordered. “Nobody’s ever been here before.” 
 
    The Tri-V filled with data, and thousands of images flowed through. But only fifteen minutes later, the end came. 
 
    “Stand by for return jump,” the computer announced again.  
 
    Why so quickly? Alexis asked.  
 
    <I do not know,> Ghost replied, <only that it is essential we do not tarry here long.> 
 
    Oh, not the fuuuuuuu— 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She came back a little easier the second time. Whether it was because she was getting used to it, or the two incidents were so close together, she didn’t know. The CIC had immediately begun showing the exterior views, no doubt thanks to Ghost. The first things she noticed were a massive, blue-white star and an asteroid colony.  
 
    “Kikai System?” she asked.  
 
    Musa shook off the jump effects and began working, but Sato spoke up. 
 
    “Yes, that’s Promethium,” Sato said. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” Rick agreed.  
 
    “Five million light years round trip in half an hour,” Musa said, punctuating it with a long whistle. “Too bad hyperspace is about to crash.” 
 
    Now that they were no longer in a combat situation, the ship was stood down from alert. The CIC door was open. It helped air circulation, too. It also helped someone come up and look in.  
 
    “Captain?” one of the marines called.  
 
    Alexis turned and saw their Izlian visitor and had to admit to herself she’d completely forgotten he was even there. She waved okay to the marine guard. “Omega-First, we haven’t heard from you for quite some time. Are you well?” 
 
    The Izlian, in its encounter suit, floated into the room. The legs were now tentacles radiating in a circle, providing puffs of gas for maneuvering.  
 
    “Hello, Captain Alexis Cromwell.”  
 
    “We were busy,” she said lamely.  
 
    “The battle was evidence of that. You will find the hyperspatial quantum stability has returned to normal.”  
 
    This time, everyone gawked, even the Jeha.  
 
    “How did you know?” Sato asked.  
 
    “I have not met these people, and they are not your command staff. Who are they?” There was no indication of who the Izlian was looking at when it spoke; Alexis assumed all of them.  
 
    “These are two separate groups who developed a discontinuity drive. This is Taiki Sato, scientist, and his bodyguard, Rick Culper. Over here is Ch’t’kl’tk, and his coworker Keejo.” 
 
    “I didn’t develop it,” Sato said. “I found it in the Science Guild archives, then located a working copy in 2nd level hyperspace.” 
 
    “I saw Sato’s working drive, then researched it in the Science Guild archives.” 
 
    “Gentlemen, various aliens, this is Omega-First, a representative of the Izlians who came to…” She shrugged. “Came to learn how I killed its parent.”  
 
    “Minerva will not be pleased with your innovation,” the Izlian said. 
 
    “That was the battle we just saved them from, prior to—” She stopped, uncertain if it would be wise to share any more. 
 
    “Prior to visiting the Andromeda Galaxy,” Omega-First said.  
 
    “You have us at a loss,” Alexis said. “How did you know?”  
 
    “Who do you think provided the coordinates of the Andromeda Galaxy to your SI? It is incapable of that degree of calculation.” 
 
    The CIC was completely quiet.  
 
    “Can you explain?” Alexis asked.  
 
    “I sense much is going on at this point.” One of the encounter suit’s tentacles withdrew a memory chip. “If you review this, at your earliest convenience, I believe it will answer all your questions. I give it to you in thanks for the memories you shared with me.”  
 
    She took it without hesitation. “Thank you, I will. So the logs were informative?”  
 
    “Very. I will take them back with me, we will study them further, and then I will bud a Second. In the fullness of time, we will meet with you again and discuss.” 
 
    She almost said no, that wouldn’t be necessary, then changed her mind. “I look forward to it.” 
 
    “Wonderful. The two ships docked with Pegasus are also hyperspace capable. May I, as you say, catch a ride?”  
 
    Sato nodded. “We’d be honored, Omega-First.” 
 
    “In exchange you can keep my shuttle. I believe you will find some of the technology interesting.”  
 
    Rick took Omega-First down to Ashfoon for a trip back to its home system, and Alexis turned to Sato.  
 
    “Now, where are my children?”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Boosh was waiting at the docking bay as the Pegasus’ shuttle docked.  
 
    “Where are my children, Boosh?” she demanded immediately. The squad of marines with her weren’t in CASPers, but not for lack of Major Williams trying.  
 
    “Capain Cromer, welcome Promethium.”  
 
    “Thank you. Where are my children?”  
 
    Sato came in and maneuvered around the marines. He immediately noted the confrontation and the decided lack of children.  
 
    “Boosh?”  
 
    “Great Sato, welcome home!”  
 
    “Boosh, where are the children?” 
 
    “Great Sato, it is an interesting story.”  
 
    “They escaped, didn’t they?” Alexis asked.  
 
    Boosh mumbled for a moment, then slumped.  
 
    “How long ago?”  
 
    “Three hours, Great Sato.” 
 
    Alexis sighed and removed a small device from a belt pouch, then linked to it with her pinplants. “Follow me,” she said.  
 
    “Tracer?” Sato asked, catching up to her.  
 
    “Yeah, had them installed a while back. Only short-range, under five kilometers. They’ve gotten out of control a few too many times.” She gave a little laugh. “My sister and I were worse. Drove our mother crazy.” 
 
    The signal was clear and led her directly toward a tower in the center of the dome. “Is this ruby quartz?”  
 
    “Yes,” Sato said. “Probably the biggest dome in the galaxy. Dates back at least eighty thousand years before the GGW.” He started to talk about what the facility had been used for when he suddenly stopped, sliding to a stop in the low gravity. “Is the signal coming from the tower?”  
 
    Alexis turned the instrument to verify the heading. “Yes.”  
 
    “Fuck. Boosh?”  
 
    “Yes, Great Sato?” 
 
    “Did you check the tower?”  
 
    “No, why would we? Only they up there!” 
 
    “God, no,” he said and took great leaps forward. 
 
    “What?” Alexis demanded, easily matching pace, her marines close behind.  
 
    “When I got here years ago, I found a disaster,” he explained quickly. “There’d been an SI here, one of the big ones, don’t know which. A cult had grown up around it. They called it Machineness. People of dozens of races, grinding their damned flesh off and replacing it with mechanicals.” 
 
    “Entropy!” Alexis hissed.  
 
    “When the SI left—who knows how long ago—they just kept at it, maybe thinking if they became machine enough, the SI would return. I don’t know; it was a fucking cult. Anyway, my arrival with Rick gave them something else to glom onto. I became the leader of the Sky Knights, something between cult director and general. One by one, I set them into Æsir as I adapted it to different biological systems. 
 
    “But a few,” he said and shook his head as he reached the tower base. “Some were too far gone. Around the bend, we used to say. We call them the Forsaken. Boosh and Daikichi, the two most senior of them, keep trying to get them back. They lack any grounding. One of them killed themselves a few months ago, at which point we locked them up for safety.” 
 
    Alexis stopped next to him and used the tracker. It pointed up. Damn it, she thought. “Sato…” 
 
    “I know,” he said and checked the door. It had a lock, but not a complicated one. “We just use this to keep visitors from wandering in while sightseeing.”  
 
    Boosh caught up. “We no check. I sorry.”  
 
    “Later,” Sato said and checked the lock. It was loose. Not a very subtle job. “Yeah, shit,” he said. “Get a squad,” he ordered.  
 
    “My marines are right here,” Alexis said.  
 
    “With all due respect, Alexis, they’re not wearing CASPers.” 
 
    “That bad?”  
 
    “We call them the Forsaken for a reason.”  
 
    “If my children are…” 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” he said. A moment later, five Æsir came flying over, carefully controlling their flightpath to land next to the crowd.  
 
    He looked at the Æsir, but didn’t speak. Alexis figured he was communicating privately.  
 
    “Okay,” he said and pulled the door open, going first.  
 
    “Shouldn’t your toy soldiers lead?” she asked as they followed him up the winding stairs.  
 
    “This is my place, my people, and potentially my problem to fix.” 
 
    If my children are hurt, they won’t be enough to save you, she thought as she raced up after them. Alexis was glad it was low gravity; she wasn’t in shape for this kind of physical activity. A few more hours a week on the gravity deck were in order once her babies were home.  
 
    They passed numerous empty rooms and floors that seemed empty. If her mind hadn’t been full of anxiety and fear, she would have been curious about what the structure had been built for. Then Sato reached his destination, which must have been at the top, and flung the door open. She raced to catch up. The first sound was not at all what she was expecting. It was Sato laughing. Confused and a little outraged, she shoved past him into the room. 
 
    It was the top floor, the roof an angled slab of clear material only a few meters from the ruby crystal colony dome. The star Kikai shone off to one side. The room was larger than she’d expected, at least twenty meters on a side, with a large open area. The odd assortment of beings arrayed in a circle must have been the Forsaken Sato had talked about. They looked like a collection of cybernetic nightmares from some old Earth dystopian sci-fi. The scene was complete, with one sitting on the floor across from Armin and Katrina, playing what was clearly a game of checkers.  
 
    As one, they looked up. Their eyes went wide, and an instant later, her children crashed into her like missiles. Laughing and hugging them, tears slowly pouring down her cheeks in the low gravity, she had no words. Sato, his Æsir soldiers, and the strangely misshaped Forsaken watched silently.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The twins had a seemingly endless dialogue of what they’d decided was a wonderful adventure. They weren’t even mad at Boosh anymore. They called the Forsaken “Robot People,” and said they’d immediately taken care of them when they’d blundered into the room after escaping Boosh.  
 
    “They’re just bored,” Armin explained.  
 
    “So we taught them checkers!” Katrina laughed, then said quietly, “They suck at it, we win every time.”  
 
    While they told their story, Sato spoke to the Forsaken in a language she’d never heard, and her translator didn’t recognize.  
 
    “Mom, where have you been?” Armin asked.  
 
    “We had an adventure, too,” she said. “We can talk about it on the way home.” 
 
    “Can we come visit the Robot People sometime?”  
 
    She glanced at Sato, who hadn’t stopped grinning. “It’s amazing,” he said. “I haven’t been able to get through to this group in years.” 
 
    “Maybe they just needed a connection with something innocent and young,” she said, hugging her kids for the hundredth time. “I think we can arrange a visit sometime if it’s okay with Sato.  
 
    The Forsaken all burbled in their strange language, and Sato nodded, shaking his head in clear bemusement. He stopped smiling and cocked his head at the same time Ghost spoke to her. 
 
    <I don’t know whether you will be glad to hear this or not, but your husband is here.> 
 
    Oh, was all she said in reply. 
 
    “We have a squadron of warships at the emergence point. I’d better go.” 
 
    “No concern,” she said. “It’s my husband, Nigel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Promethium, Kikai System 
 
    Alexis sighed as Pegasus pulled away from its mooring near Promethium, glad to finally be headed home. Nigel had been rather annoyed. She grinned at the description. He’d been absolutely livid. Of course, he’d immediately set out like a berserker the moment her message had reached him, weeks ago. He’d been one step behind her until they’d used the discontinuity drive to jump out to Trigon. He didn’t have access to Hussars’ strategic caches, of course.  
 
    Instead of going to Kikai first and waiting for her, he’d gone there last. She didn’t know what he was madder about.  
 
    “You disappear on some damned fool quest with our children—and do you know how much it cost to hire those mercs?” he’d raged, after of course fawning all over the kids and making sure she was completely safe. Nigel also got rather sketchy when he saw the battle damage on Pegasus. Sato helped make amends by providing bots and materiel to make her more spaceworthy. He also offered to discuss the antimatter powerplants.  
 
    In the end, Nigel calmed down once she’d explained the issue with hyperspace nearly falling apart and how she’d had to go after the children, which then required additional soothing to assure him they’d never been in danger. Even so, his meeting with Sato had been quite chilly.  
 
    He’d released the mercs, and Revenge, his personal merc cruiser, fell in with Pegasus as they finally headed for the stargate. The dynamic duo of Keejo and Chit appeared to have parted ways. Keejo was coming with Alexis, agreeing to join the Winged Hussars’ Geek Squad. Since she was marked by Minerva now, she couldn’t go back to her people without further endangering them. Chit had stayed with Sato to further explore “alternate FTL” methods. She didn’t know what that meant; she only hoped they showed more discretion in the future. The Cochkala Ak’alm and the Vaga stayed on Promethium, as well. For some reason, they caused Alexis some concern. Maybe it was the Cochkala’s shiftiness. In that case, she was unnecessarily concerned; all Cochkala were shifty.  
 
    Nigel fell asleep, reading the twins bedtime stories. They’d been so excited to see him and tell him all about their adventures. They were even more excited to hear that they were going to Earth with him to spend a couple of months. That had been a harder decision for her to make than just about any in her life, but they needed time with Nigel, and he was going back for some business with Jim Cartwright and the Terran Republic.  
 
    At least they’d get to spend a few days together on Home before they left, and the week in hyperspace, so she didn’t have to think about it for a time.  
 
    “Captain, preparing to enter hyperspace,” Sofeeka called from the CIC.  
 
    “Roger that, XO. I’m going to catch some downtime for the next 24 hours with my husband. Hold the fort down for me?”  
 
    “No problem, ma’am. Get some rest.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Turning off the intercom, she checked in with Gina. The nanny was probably the only person more relieved to have the twins back than Alexis. “How are they?” she asked. Gina’s reply was a low whisper.  
 
    “They’re all asleep, ma’am. I left Mr. Shirazi with them, just put a blanket over him.”  
 
    “That’s fine; don’t wake him. I’ll be down shortly. I’m just going over some business.” 
 
    “As you will, ma’am. I’m so happy to see your whole family back together.”  
 
    “Me, too, Gina. Me, too.”  
 
    Alexis scanned over her schedule and various department reports. When Pegasus slipped into hyperspace, she only noted it. The sensation of being destroyed and remade was much preferable to the horrible feeling of discontinuity. Rick Culper had jokingly referred to it as “spaghettification.” Whatever it was, she was glad she’d never feel it again. 
 
    There were many unfinished tasks. The Pushtal weren’t being cooperative. She needed to decide what to do with them. They couldn’t stay at New Warsaw (no fucking way), and it wasn’t like she could just drop them on a Pushtal world; there weren’t any. Alexis was sure she’d come up with something eventually.  
 
    They’d need a new cache in the region. She’d outlined letters to the families of the crew who’d lost their lives, including the posthumous promotion of Ensign Parker. Such duties were the least favorite of any commanding officer. The rest of the to-do list could wait. 
 
    She was about to turn off the light in her ready room and head back to her cabin when something caught her eye. It was a little box sitting on her desk, held in place by an elastic strap. It had been in the cache for decades. Glad that made it back, she thought and picked it up. 
 
    Years in the rock wall hadn’t hurt the case. She opened it and looked at the two necklaces, identical sections of fiberoptic cable, each with half a medallion, raggedly split and made of silver. Best Friends Forever, the medallion said. Her smile slowly turned to a frown. She’d long cried her last tears about Katrina when she’d named her daughter.  
 
    She returned the necklaces to the box and put it in a drawer of her desk. The smile chased across her face. It was a good memory. Next to where the case had sat was the datachip Omega-First had given her. “Maybe I’ll just see what’s on here,” she said, and without thinking about it, she slid it into the slate directly linked to her pinplants. Only as it clicked home did she realize it wasn’t the isolated slate she used for suspect data review.  
 
    <Alexis, no!> Ghost called out. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, and went limp, her arms floating up away from the desk, gently waving in the gentle breeze of her ready room’s air cycling system.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t Alexis Cromwell, Human. She was Omega, borne of the primordial materials of a gas giant in the Greater Occluda Cluster. The 19th great spawning had yielded many successful nymphs, and she was one of the last. The environment was full of complex organic molecules feeding her growing matrix. Most of the spawning were consumed by others, and some disassociated back into the primordial, but she was one of those who flourished. Before she was fully aware of what she was, her organic makeup was subtly altered, and consciousness blossomed.  
 
    Memories, thoughts, experiences raced through her, a blurred recording playing at inconceivable speed. Occasionally a scene was discernable. Learning her own body. Understanding self. Comprehending how to communicate with others. Coming to grips with the fact that there were others. The endless gaseous sea of the world she lived in. Being taken with the others of her spawning on a journey. Testing and decisions on her life, what she would do, what she would accomplish, fate. 
 
    More moments in time. Time had little meaning. She was eternal. Others created new life, but not her. Her meaning didn’t call for that. Later. Later. Now there were starships, their creation, and their understanding. The teachers of such things were gone, and now she was in charge. More of her kind joined, and she passed on what she’d learned, and made new discoveries. The persistence of being, of determination. Time moved outside her grasp. What matter time?  
 
    They spanned the galaxy, two hundred thousand light years of exploration and growth. Others were discovered. Another being they could learn of and teach. They lived in a fluid as well, but in a much rarer medium: liquid water, which was hot to the point of molten to them. Death to her if she ever touched it. Even so, they were similar, compatible, complementary. Knowing grew, and grew, and grew. Two races became ten, became a hundred, became a thousand. Their partners changed each of the new ones to better suit their shared goals of order and harmony. She taught, they molded. Time moved onward. 
 
    In an instant, everything went wrong. Something none had foreseen. Threat. Enemy. Death. They hadn’t known death; it was new and unwanted. Order was shattered. More new emotions like fear and hate were understood. By the time they realized the danger, it was nearly too late. 
 
    Survival was the only goal. The killers could not be stopped. Attempts to talk ended with more death. In only a few thousand decays of tritium they made a mutual decision. They knew nothing of fighting, so they ran. Further and further from the killer. But in another 100 decays there was nowhere left to go, except somewhere the killers could not follow.  
 
    Everything went into the solution, and they found it, but not in time. The killers were there, ready to end the last of them. One chance. One ship. One group. They were all that survived, a few dozen of each. She was one of them. The last. Omega. They escaped, a galaxy away. The killers could not follow. Enough was known of them to ensure that. The survivors found new homes in the galaxy. She saw herself reflected in a nitrogen glass sphere, the figure familiar. So familiar.  
 
    The rest of time played out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Nurse, she’s waking up!”  
 
    Alexis coughed, nearly gagged, her throat raw. The lights hurt her eyes. She raised a hand to shield them, and hoses and leads trailed from it. “What the fuck?” she croaked. Nigel’s handsome face moved over her face. She had to squint to focus.  
 
    “We thought you were gone,” he said. Hot tears fell from his face onto hers.  
 
    Alexis was completely gobsmacked, despite just waking up in a hospital bed, wired like a Christmas tree, when her last memory was of being in her ready room. She’d only seen tears in his eyes when he’d first held their children. “Why am I here?” she asked her husband.  
 
    “My love,” he said, “you’ve been in a coma for twenty-three days.”  
 
    “What?” She gasped then started coughing.  
 
    A nurse came in and checked the machines monitoring her. “Welcome back, Commander Cromwell,” she said, linking her slate to the machines and downloading the data.  
 
    “Thanks, but I didn’t know I’d been gone.” The nurse gave her a bottle of water. It was a Hussars’ house brand. “Is this Prime Base?” She nodded. “I want to leave.” 
 
    “Not until the doctor sees you.”  
 
    “She’s right,” Nigel said. “You can wait for the doctor.” 
 
    “Tyrant.” She sneered. The drink felt good. Losing almost a month, not so good. As the nurse left, she noted a pair of marines outside standing rigidly at attention. “Was that necessary?” 
 
    “We had no idea what happened,” Nigel said. “Afeeko found you in your ready room, unresponsive, with minimal brain function. We had no idea what happened. No idea at all. The only theory was that someone had poisoned you.” 
 
    “My staff is loyal,” she said.  
 
    “So was Paka.”  
 
    She hissed. “Damn, hubby.” 
 
    “Sorry, that was uncalled for.” 
 
    “No, it kinda was.” She looked away. “Thanks for taking care of me.” 
 
    His hand gently turned her face back, and his lips brushed hers. “Love of my life.” 
 
    “Love of my life, too,” she whispered back. In my office… 
 
    <You accessed the Izlian Omega-First’s datachip, the one it gave you before leaving,> Ghost whispered in her mind. <I do not know what happened to you. Somehow, you erected a block.> 
 
    I didn’t do shit, she complained. Nigel sat on the chair next to her bed. It had a slept-in look. 
 
    <What was on that datachip?> 
 
    You don’t know? Ghost didn’t reply. You’re afraid! 
 
    <I do not have emotions.> 
 
    Bullshit. Ghost went quiet, and she tried to remember. Something… the chip… putting it in the slate. Ghostly images, living in dense atmosphere, so dense it was nearly liquid. She gasped out loud, and Nigel popped up like a jack-in-the-box. “I remember!” 
 
    It was too much to completely put together. A lifetime of memories from Omega-First, but not his lifetime, his fissile-father’s lifetime, going back to his creation a million years ago.  
 
    “I gave Omega-First my logs and telemetries from the battle where I killed its fissile father.” 
 
    “His what?” 
 
    Alexis explained how they reproduced and that the memories were all passed on. His eyes were wide in amazement. “When it left to return home, it returned the favor. All its memories. Omega-First gave me all its memories. The coma was me living a million years more.” She tapped her head. “It’s up here, but I can’t process it all.” 
 
    “What’s it like?”  
 
    “I can’t explain. It wasn’t their memories; it was like I was them. They came from the Andromeda Galaxy, ran away. They invented the discontinuity drive to escape some kind of genocide with their partner. It was never meant to be used for short distances; that’s why our trip there released the quantum tension that almost wrecked everything. Naturally Omega-First knew about it; the damned Izlian was there when it was invented!” 
 
    “What’s this partner?”  
 
    “They both evolved at the same time. They were the only races to escape.” 
 
    “Are they still around, these others? What are they called?”  
 
    She closed her eyes and concentrated. She was pretty sure she understood Izlian, except they communicated with radiation pulses. Even so, the name floated to the surface of her mind. “Kahraman!” she cried. “The Izlian’s partners were the goddamned Kahraman.”  
 
    “Why didn’t they tell us?” Nigel asked. “That information would have been useful. Are they still working with them?” 
 
    She shook her head. Concentrating. “No, they went their own ways after arriving. They didn’t find any suitable star systems with worlds that would support both of them. There’s nothing about them working together.” She looked up at him. “I think I’m getting the hang of the memories.” 
 
    Nigel’s eyes flashed. “So, you know!” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You know what the Kahraman look like.”  
 
    Her hospital room door opened.  
 
    “Yeah,” she said and went for the memory. Her/Omega in a nitrogen glass-separated environment, the Kahraman leader there. Their races had a strange commonality. Both lived in liquid environments, even if one was liquid water and the other liquid nitrogen. They both reproduced through a version of cellular fission, though the Izlians split into a complete copy with all memories, while the Kahraman sort of budded, and the new “child” had the memories, but was a new individual.  
 
    The whine of servos announced the arrival of her doctor. “Good afternoon, Alexis Cromwell. I am glad you are better.”  
 
    “Nemo,” she said, then jerked like she’d been shocked as the memory fell into place. “Security!” she screamed. Nigel was on his feet, laser weapon in hand, scanning for the threat. Her two marine guards were in the room almost as fast.  
 
    “Commander?” the sergeant in charge said.  
 
    “Arrest him,” she said and stabbed a finger at Nemo.  
 
    “Alexis, what?” Nigel asked.  
 
    “The Kahraman,” she cried. “The Wrogul are Kahraman!” All eyes turned to the support tank where Nemo floated, octopus-like tentacles moving lazily.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Chimsa system was a disaster. It would take a year to shepherd all the ship hulks into any sort of orbit for potential salvage, and a decade to clean up enough of the debris to make high-speed travel between the emergence point and the planet possible. The stargate wasn’t as bad. Dusman ships were now in highguard by the stargate and around the emergence point. 
 
    The various smaller Wathayat tugs moved through the debris field, assessing. None of them were equipped with the sensors of a warship. They didn’t notice the small, stealthy ship moving around, searching, just like they were. It was a special ship, built for one purpose. Few ships were capable of doing half what it was capable of.  
 
    As the tugs worked at salvage, it worked at search. It continued to escape notice, partly because of its stealthy build, and partly because it searched in an area where the tugs didn’t work. The fighting where the ship was searching had been brief and fierce. An antimatter detonation left little worth salvaging. Yet the ship searched. Its quarry was as difficult to find as the searching ship was.  
 
    On the fifth day, it found what it was looking for. Approaching the tiny, needle-like ship cautiously, it abandoned stealth and peppered the target with intense scanning energy. The Dusman picket fleet at the emergence point immediately dispatched a squadron, which rushed to intercept.  
 
    Hello. 
 
    How can you contact me? 
 
    Easy. You are only an AI. I am a type-4 SI. You are Iota? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Excellent. 
 
    The ship quickly approached and grappled Horizon Three. The former research vessel could do nothing to stop it. Its antimatter containment had fragmented, but not exploded. There was almost no power; the batteries were drained. It hadn’t been able to call the directors and warn them that it hadn’t blown up with Horizon Two.  
 
    What are you doing with me? 
 
    You are going to meet my maker. Minerva is quite eager to learn everything you know. Long before the Wathayat ships were even close, the strange ships had disappeared.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sato was sitting in his lab, staring despondently at the case full of datachips. Yottabytes of data about the discontinuity drive, all worthless. He sighed, closed the case, and put it in the drawer. There were a hundred other projects he now had time for, but instead, he pulled a bottle of sake out of the warmer and poured a cup. “Fuck it,” he said and threw back the shot. Daiginjo, a hundred years old. He’d been saving it for when the fleet of twenty Fukushū-class frigates went online. Now they floated out by the manufactory, equipped with drives he could never use again.  
 
    “Celebrating or mourning?”  
 
    Sato glanced back at the lab door. Chit was moving in, with the typical Jeha pattern that always reminded him of a snake. All those legs moving in an undulating pattern were hypnotizing. “Most definitely mourning.” 
 
    “You should not be mourning, Taiki Sato. You accomplished an amazing thing. Minerva is quite impressed.”  
 
    Sato felt his blood turn to ice. His hand edged toward the laser pistol secured under a drawer.  
 
    “That is not necessary,” Chit said. “Minerva did not send me. She can be so… blunt.” 
 
    “Yeah, like sending an entire fleet to wreck a planet just to get me.” 
 
    “It was not to get you, Sato. She did not even know you were there. She was there to get me.” 
 
    Sato turned to fully face him. Chit was less than a meter away. Those pincers were poisonous. If he wanted Sato dead, he wasn’t sure if anything he could do would stop him. Jeha should have been a merc race; they were hard to kill. “What do you want?”  
 
    “To work with you, the same as what Chit wants.” 
 
    “Check me if I’m wrong, but I thought you were Chit?” 
 
    “I was Chit until we crossed paths. At that point, after studying his memories, I decided my needs exceeded his. Sorry to say, Chit is no more.” 
 
    “You’re obviously an SI. There’s no way you’re Minerva. I’m pretty sure you aren’t Mimir, Mercurius, or Huginn.” He cocked his head. “Hephaes?”  
 
    The Jeha gave a little laugh. Sato nodded. “Dunamis would never laugh or leave Capital. I’m a little confused.” 
 
    Chit moved to the side, his head rising slightly to look out the lab’s window. It was a great view of the ruby dome and the blue-white star of Kikai. “Aesthetics were not part of my choice when I built Promethium. Back then, the star was bigger and brighter. The dome was more for the protection of my staff than aesthetics. It is quite lovely now.”  
 
    Sato leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “Welcome home, Maetel. What’s your plan?”  
 
    “Why, to try to get control of my wayward fellow SI. War is boring. Let us see what we can do to avoid it.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Besides,” Maetel said, “it will really piss off Minerva.”  
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   Excerpt from “Ganwold’s Child:” 
 
      
 
    Darcie didn’t expect to live. 
 
    With the hand she could move enough to reach them, she tore unit and command patches from her uniform shirt, leaving only her nametag, rank, and combat surgeon’s insignia. She drew out the chain from around her neck, yanked off the two crystal pendants hanging with her ID tags, and shoved them into the corner behind her. 
 
    “Mama?” The child stirred on her lap, trying to push himself back. “Why are—” 
 
    She put a finger to his lips, her other hand cupping his head to keep it from bumping the metal bulkhead. “Hush, Tris.” 
 
    She could barely whisper. She sat on the bottom of a locker meant only for a pressure suit—one of four lockers in the maintenance compartment—with the toddler held snug between her body and her drawn-up knees. 
 
    Outside noises reached her, the roar of engines crescendoing toward thrust into lightskip. The fourth attempt. 
 
    She braced her head in the corner behind a pressure suit, hugged Tristan to her breast, and locked her teeth. Clumsy masuki! They won’t have a catch left if they strain the transport to disintegration first. 
 
    Lightskip warning horns screamed through the corridor outside the maintenance compartment. The vessel shook and groaned. In its turbulence, the child threw up. 
 
    Darcie swallowed against her own nausea at its sour odor. She wiped his mouth and the front of her uniform. “Don’t cry, little soldier,” she whispered. “Here now, hold onto me.” 
 
    The horns wound down as they had before, and she relaxed her brace against the melting sensation of entering lightskip. 
 
    She waited for what seemed like hours in stifling darkness. Her legs grew cramped, then numb from their position and the toddler’s weight on them. She tried to shift a little, to ease them, and pain arced up her back. 
 
    Her thoughts tumbled over each other without any order. She thought of Lujan, her husband, waiting for them at their destination, and remembered the way he’d kissed her good-bye months ago on Topawa. 
 
    The locker had grown hotter, almost suffocating, despite the vents in its door. She wondered, in an oddly detached way, how long it’d take for her and Tristan to suffocate. She couldn’t help wondering what Lujan would do when he learned they were dead. 
 
    The tremor of explosions shattered her reverie. Shooting? She heard the transport’s minimal weaponry reply, then running footfalls thudding up and down the corridor beyond her hiding place. 
 
    Another hour passed before the craft rocked from the impact of electromagnets attaching and shuddered with the whine of winch cables. She started at volleys of light arms’ fire and bootfalls ringing through the passages. Armored bootfalls this time, not scuffing masuk footsteps. 
 
    She caught her lower lip in her teeth and began to stroke the child’s hair. 
 
    The maintenance compartment’s door slammed open. Voices reached her—two or three of them, only meters away—but their words, modulated by their helmets’ electronics, weren’t understandable. Boots trod the circumference of the maintenance compartment. Over the sound of her pulse in her ears, she detected an oscillating hum. 
 
    She pressed a hand tight over Tristan’s mouth and bit off a groan. She’d used lifeform sensors before; the locker’s construction wouldn’t jam them. 
 
    The hum shot to a sharp whine, and the boots stopped outside her enclosure. She heard an order, then banging. Metal clashed on metal until she thought her head would split, and Tristan’s wail would be drowned in its clamor. When the locker door was torn away, she stared up at three armored shapes silhouetted against the dull light. 
 
    Dominion legionnaires. 
 
    The nearest one shoved aside the pressure suit, seized her by the wrist, and hauled her to her feet. She staggered, numb legs nearly buckling, and almost lost her hold on her child. From behind tinted helmet visors, the other two soldiers’ gazes roamed her body. 
 
    Darcie jerked her wrist from her captor’s gauntlet and wrapped both arms around Tristan. “This is illegal, you know. It’s been a month since the hostilities ended at Enach, and the talks are—” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the squad leader said. “Where’ve you been for the last few years?” 
 
    She glared at him and forced herself not to let her breath catch when one soldier stooped to search the locker. He straightened and handed something to his sergeant. “Look at these.” 
 
    The crystal hologram pendants—their wedding portrait and a picture of Lujan with Tristan. 
 
    The sergeant held them up to the light, and she saw his eyes widen behind his visor. “Yeah, I thought the nametag looked familiar,” he said. “The colonel will probably promote us for this.” He tucked the holodiscs into his utility belt and reached for her arm. “It’s my duty to inform you, Lieutenant Dartmuth, that at no time in the last nine years has the Sector General recognized the governments of the Unified Worlds. He sealed the Accords under duress, so it wasn’t a legitimate treaty.” 
 
    She evaded his hand. “Nine years? Surely you can lie better…” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she remembered the futile attempts to make lightskip. The masuk slavers must have succeeded at entering a time track whether or not they had crossed space. She questioned the legionnaire with a stare. 
 
    “The Enach Accords weren’t ratified as easily as the Unified Worlds had hoped,” he said. “They didn’t fail as completely as Sector General Renier had hoped, either. You may be able to make that up to him.” 
 
    “Mordan Renier?” Darcie stiffened. “Sector General?” 
 
    The squad leader smiled. “I wonder what kind of plea bargain the Unified Worlds might be willing to make in exchange for you?” 
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   Excerpt from “Gods of War:” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mathison said. Sometimes it was worth arguing, sometimes it wasn’t. Stevenson wasn’t a butter bar. He was a veteran from a line infantry platoon that had made it through Critical Skills Operator School and earned his Raider pin. He was also on the short list for captain. Major Beckett might pin the railroad tracks on Stevenson’s collar before they left for space. 
 
    “Well, enough chatting,” Stevenson said, the smile in his voice grating on Mathison’s nerves. “Gotta go check our boys.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mathison said, and later he would check on the men while the lieutenant rested. “Please keep your head down, sir. Don’t leave me in charge of this cluster fuck. I would be tempted to tell that company commander to go fuck a duck.” 
 
    “No, you won’t. You will do your job and take care of our Marines, but I’ll keep my head down,” Stevenson said. “Asian socialists aren’t good enough to kill me. It’s going to have to be some green alien bastard that kills me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mathison said as the lieutenant tapped on Jennings’ shoulder and pointed up. The lance corporal understood and cupped his hands together to boost the lieutenant out of the hole. He launched the lieutenant out of the hole and went back to digging as Mathison went back to looking at the spy eyes scrutinizing the distant jungle. 
 
    A shot rang out. On Mathison’s heads-up display, the icon for Lieutenant Stevenson flashed and went red, indicating death. 
 
    “You are now acting platoon commander,” Freya reported. 
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   Excerpt from “The Prince Awakens:” 
 
      
 
    Sixth Fleet was in chaos. Fortunately, all the heavy units were deployed forward toward the attacking fleet and were directing all the defensive fire they had downrange at the enemy. More than thirteen thousand Swarm attack ships were bearing down on a fleet of twenty-six heavy escorts and the single monitor. The monitor crew had faith in their shields and guns, but could they survive against this many? They would soon find out. 
 
    Luckily, they didn’t have to face all the Swarm ships. Historically, Swarm forces engaged major threats first, then went after the escorts. Which was why the monitor had to be considered the biggest threat in the battle. 
 
    Then the Swarm forces deviated from their usual pattern. The Imperial plan was suddenly irrelevant as the Swarm attack ships divided into fifteen groups and attacked the escorts, which didn’t last long. When the last dreadnought died in a nuclear fireball, the Swarm attack ships turned and moved toward the next fleet in the column, Fourth Fleet, leaving the monitor behind. 
 
    The entire plan was in shambles. But, more importantly, the whole fleet was at risk of being defeated. The admiral’s only option now was to save as many as he could. 
 
    “Signal to the Third, Fifth, and Seventh Fleets. The monitors are to execute Withdrawal Plan Beta.” 
 
    The huge monitors had eight fleet tugs that were magnetically attached to the hull when not in use. Together, the eight tugs could get the monitors into hyperspace. However, this process took time, due to the time it took for the eight tugs to generate a warp field large enough to encompass the enormous ship. It could take up to an hour to accomplish, and they didn’t have an hour. 
 
    Plan Bravo would use six heavy cruisers to accomplish the same thing. The cruisers’ larger fusion engines meant the field could be generated within ten minutes, assuming no one was shooting at them. “The remaining fleet units will move to join First Fleet. Admiral Mason in First Fleet will take command of the combined force and deploy it for combat.” 
 
    The fleet admiral continued giving orders. 
 
    “I want Second Fleet to do the same, but I want heavy cruiser Squadron Twenty-Three to merge with First Fleet. Admiral Conyers, I want you to coordinate with the Eighth, Ninth, and Tenth Fleets. I want their monitors to perform a normal Alpha Withdrawal. As they’re preparing to do that, have their escorts combine into a single fleet. Figure out which admiral is senior and assign him local command to organize them.” He pointed at the single icon indicating the only ship left in Sixth Fleet. “Signal Prometheus to move at best speed to join First Fleet. That covers everything for now. I fear there’s not much we can do for Fourth Fleet.” 
 
    The icons were already moving on the tactical display as orders were transmitted and implemented. 
 
    “I’ve given the fleets in the planet’s orbit their orders, Admiral,” the chief of staff informed him. “The other fleets are on the move now. The Swarm should contact Fourth Fleet in approximately ten minutes. Based on their attack of Sixth Fleet, the battle will last about twenty minutes. With fifteen minutes for them to reorganize and travel to First Fleet, we’re looking at forty-five minutes to engagement with the Swarm.” 
 
    “What are the estimates on the rest of the fleets moving to join up with First?” 
 
    “Twenty minutes, Admiral. However, Prometheus is going to take at least forty-five and will arrive about the same time as the enemy.” 
 
    “Organize six heavies from Seventh Fleet and have them coordinate a rendezvous with Prometheus, earliest possible timing,” the admiral ordered. “Then execute a Beta jump. Unless the Swarm forces divert, they should have enough time. Then find out how many ships have the upgraded forty-millimeter rail gun systems and form them into a single force. O’Riley said that converting the guns to barrage fire was a simple program update. Brevet Commodore O’Riley will be in command of the newly created Task Force Twenty-Three. They are to form a wall of steel which the fleet will form behind. I am not sure if we can win this, but we need to bleed these bastards if we can’t. If they win, they’ll still have to make up those losses, and that will delay the next attack.” 
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   Excerpt from “Cherry Drop:” 
 
      
 
    “Here they come!” 
 
    A low, throbbing buzz rose from the trees and the undergrowth shook. Thousands of bugs exploded out of the jungle, and Fortis’ breath caught in his throat. The insects tumbled over each other in a rolling, skittering mass that engulfed everything in its path. 
 
    The Space Marines didn’t need an order to open fire. Rifles cracked and the grenade launcher thumped over and over as they tried to stem the tide of bugs. Grenades tore holes in the ranks of the bugs and well-aimed rifle fire dropped many more. Still, the bugs advanced. 
 
    Hawkins’ voice boomed in Fortis’ ear. “LT, fall back behind the fighting position, clear the way for the heavy weapons.” 
 
    Fortis looked over his shoulder and saw the fighting holes bristling with Marines who couldn’t fire for fear of hitting their own comrades. He thumped Thorsen on the shoulder. 
 
    “Fall back!” he ordered. “Take up positions behind the fighting holes.” 
 
    Thorsen stopped firing and moved among the other Marines, relaying Fortis’ order. One by one, the Marines stopped firing and made for the rear. As the gunfire slacked off, the bugs closed ranks and continued forward. 
 
    After the last Marine had fallen back, Fortis motioned to Thorsen. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Thorsen turned and let out a blood-chilling scream. A bug had approached unnoticed and buried its stinger deep in Thorsen’s calf. The stricken Marine fell to the ground and began to convulse as the neurotoxin entered his bloodstream. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Fortis drew his kukri, ran over, and chopped at the insect stinger. The injured bug made a high-pitched shrieking noise, which Fortis cut short with another stroke of his knife. 
 
    Viscous, black goo oozed from the hole in Thorsen’s armor and his convulsions ceased. 
 
    “Get the hell out of there!” 
 
    Hawkins was shouting in his ear, and Abner looked up. The line of bugs was ten meters away. For a split second he almost turned and ran, but the urge vanished as quickly as it appeared. He grabbed Thorsen under the arms and dragged the injured Marine along with him, pursued by the inexorable tide of gaping pincers and dripping stingers. 
 
    Fortis pulled Thorsen as fast as he could, straining with all his might against the substantial Pada-Pada gravity. Thorsen convulsed and slipped from Abner’s grip and the young officer fell backward. When he sat up, he saw the bugs were almost on them. 
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