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 Chapter 1 – Recon 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
    Wizard Scout Trinity Delgado tried adjusting the filter of her battle helmet to compensate for the noonday suns but gave up in disgust after fiddling with it for a few seconds. The twin suns overhead made it all but impossible to make any kind of useful adjustment to the visor of her battle helmet. As a result, heat waves off the surface of the spaceport’s concrete taxiways and parking pads distorted the view of the scurrying hovercraft making detailed inspection virtually impossible. 
 
    “Jennifer.” Trinity thought in the space of her mind she shared with her battle computer. “I need better videos. It’s too hot for either my thermals or the helmet’s regular night vision filter. Do something.” 
 
    The images on the heads-up display of Trinity’s battle helmet took on a slightly sharper aspect. 
 
    “Compliance,” said a feminine voice in Trinity’s mind. “How’s that, wizard scout?” 
 
    “Better, but I still can’t identify the passengers in those vehicles? Can you?” 
 
    “Negative, wizard scout. Not at this distance. I’m a battle computer, not a miracle worker. I calculate you either need to get closer or use your active scan.” 
 
    Trinity weighed the risk of an active scan. All objects whether living or dead released at least some Power. A wizard scout’s scan detected that Power and provided information on the object. Like most wizard scouts, she kept her passive scan up at all times. A passive scan was similar to listening in that it only sensed what was sent out by something else. Listening picked up noise created by something whereas a passive scan detected Power released by objects. As a result, passive scans were virtually impossible to detect. On the other hand, they didn’t provide detailed information about an object. Active scans were more like old radar units in that a wizard scout had to send out Power which ‘pinged’ back from the object in order to provide detailed information. Active scans were consequently susceptible to detection by enemy sensors if not done carefully. 
 
    After a few seconds of internal deliberations, Trinity made her decision. “I don’t want to risk an active scan at this point in time. I know I could wrap it with a stealth shield to make it more difficult to detect, but even that’s too risky if I don’t need to do it. My mission is to recon the spaceport. All I need to do is pinpoint the location of our target. I’m not supposed to get into a firefight unless absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “Well,” said Jennifer, “since you don’t want to risk an active scan, then that leaves you with only one other option if you want to complete your mission. You need to get closer.” 
 
    Trinity raised her head a little until the smallest area of her helmet’s visor as necessary was above the rim of the small depression where she lay. Everything in the fifteen hundred meters between her and the spaceport was flat and barren of cover. In the eighteen hours since she’d been teleported to the desert planet, she still hadn’t found a path through the spaceport’s heavily mined and guarded perimeter. 
 
    Trinity shook her head. “Negative on getting closer. My specialization is detection. I’m not a diviner. I’m picking up several hundred electronic sensors between us and the spaceport’s force field. I can detect them, but it would take a wizard scout specializing in diviner abilities to bypass their systems. You know how rare they are. I wouldn’t make it a hundred meters before I’d have half of the Balorian security teams on me.” 
 
    “Actually, I calculate an eighty-four percent probability you’d make it a hundred and twenty meters before they spotted you.” 
 
    “I stand corrected, but for some reason that doesn’t give me a warm, cozy feeling.” 
 
    Increasing the magnification on her battle helmet’s visor, Trinity took it up to maximum. The two hover-vehicles leaving a newly-arrived starship grew larger on her display. Unfortunately, the blurred image caused by the magnification made it impossible to make out the identities of the occupants. 
 
    “Is that the best we can get out of this battle helmet?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “Sorry, wizard scout. We’ve reached the limitations of our technology. If you’d been issued one of the newer M6 battle suits, you’d have no problem. Unfortunately, you’ve still got one of the old M4 models. I calculate if you tried getting along with your superiors a little better, maybe you’d be issued more modern equipment. As it is, you really do either have to move closer or use your active scan.” 
 
    Trinity eyed the area between the spaceport and her again. She took another look at the hundreds of sensors picked up by her passive scan. After almost a minute, she shrugged her shoulders. “What the heck? I was getting bored anyway. Plot me the location of the sensors I’ve picked up with my passive scan onto my heads-up display. Overlay them on the known terrain features between us and the spaceport’s force field.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    A map of the landscape appeared on the heads-up display located on the inside of Trinity’s visor. The map showed a nearly solid perimeter of yellow dots to Trinity’s front stretching to her left and right. 
 
    “I could do a more accurate plot if you used your active scan,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “Negative on the active scan, Jennifer. I’m good, but I’m not that good. I told you it’s not worth the risk. We’ll just have to find another way. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    “I’m a computer,” said Jennifer sounding a little indignant. “I base decisions on logic. The ‘maybe we will get lucky’ department is all yours, wizard scout.” 
 
    Trinity sighed. She wondered if other battle computers gave their wizard scouts as much grief as Jennifer did her. Even after twelve years of working together, she had a hard time figuring her battle computer out. She had a feeling it wasn’t going to get any better during the next twelve years. 
 
    “I calculate an eighty-seven percent probability they won’t,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “Stop reading my mind. You know I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Then stop thinking in our shared space. You’ve got a private area in your mind. You should try using it once in a while.” 
 
    “Blow it out your—” 
 
    “Incoming,” said Jennifer. “Six armored vehicles are departing that convoy on the eastern road and heading in our direction.” 
 
    Reaching out with her mind, Trinity stretched her passive scan to the east. Sure enough, two hover-tanks and four other hover-vehicles had peeled off from a convoy traveling in the direction of the spaceport. A green line on her battle helmet’s heads-up display made a straight line from the six vehicles to her current location. 
 
    “Bummer,” Trinity said. “How’d they spot me?” 
 
    “We don’t know that they have, wizard scout. I calculate a seventeen percent chance they may be heading in this direction for another reason.” 
 
    Looking around for a possible escape route, Trinity found none. The camouflage system on the M4 battle suit she wore was good, but she knew it wasn’t good enough to keep the vehicle drivers from spotting her if she left her hidey-hole and ran. The twin suns gave out too much light. Her camouflage system was intended for dimmer areas such as poorly lit warehouses or tunnels. 
 
    “I concur,” said Jennifer who was obviously picking up her wizard scout’s thoughts. “The visual sensors on the vehicles are bound to spot you if you move now. I recommend you think of an alternate course of action since time is running out.” 
 
    Resolutely, Trinity unhooked her phase rod from the left side of her utility belt. She flicked the switch of the modified riot baton to extend the meter long length of brerellium steel out the handle, but she didn’t activate its creallium core. 
 
    “Smart,” said Jennifer. “Once you activate the core, the phase energy could be picked up by the vehicles’ instruments. Like I said, there’s a slim chance they haven’t spotted you yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Trinity said. “And I’ve got some swamp land on Velos I’ll sell you real cheap if you believe that.” 
 
    “But I don’t need any—” 
 
    “Never mind. It was joke. Don’t get your processors in a wad over it.” 
 
    “Compliance, wizard scout.” 
 
    Trinity pulled the Deloris blaster out of the holster on her right hip. She did a quick calculation. The weapon’s magazine contained seventeen rounds. Two extra magazines were in the ammo pouch on her utility belt. Unlike a regular plasma weapon which used isotopic batteries, a phase weapon consisted of cartridges of creallium surrounded by phase energy. She preferred the phase weapon since the combination of solid metal and phase energy often penetrated shields or force fields a plasma weapon couldn’t. 
 
    “You’ve got fifty-one rounds,” volunteered Jennifer. 
 
    “Thanks for the update. I think I could’ve figured that one out for myself.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, wizard scout.” 
 
    Trinity gauged her chances. They weren’t good. 
 
    “Your right,” said Jennifer. “They’re not good. The lead vehicle is only four hundred meters away now. It’s a single-occupant light reconnaissance hovercraft.” 
 
    Raising her head slightly over the rim of the depression, Trinity eyeballed the approaching vehicle. It was a good two hundred meters ahead of its companions. The hovercraft was an older-model BR15 scout car. While a good recon vehicle in its time, its light armor made it vulnerable to small-arms fire. 
 
    “Not to mention its electronic sensors are out of date,” said Jennifer. “That may work to your advantage.” 
 
    Eyeing the Deloris pistol in her right hand, Trinity moved the safety to the off position. “Maybe I should’ve brought an anti-armor weapon. This little popgun isn’t going to do much good even against light armor.” 
 
    “Shoulda; woulda; coulda,” said Jennifer sounding not the least bit sympathetic. “It’s too late to worry about it now. Besides your mission was only to recon the spaceport and locate the pirate’s prisoner for a future rescue team. It’s not to engage armor in a hopeless battle and go out in a blaze of glory.” 
 
    Choosing to ignore her battle computer, Trinity continued to monitor the approaching vehicles. “Their formation seems odd to me. Show me the predicted individual paths of all six vehicles.” 
 
    The overlay on her heads-up display flickered. Six green lines stretched out from the vehicles. The track of the lead vehicle passed directly over the depression where she lay. The tracks of the other vehicles stretched out two hundred meters to either side of her hole. 
 
    “Their formation makes no sense if they’ve spotted me,” Trinity said half as a thought and half as a statement. 
 
    “Were you talking to me, wizard scout? Do you have a request?” 
 
    “No,” Trinity said. “I mean, yes. Connect to the tele-network. Get me the specs for the underside of a BR15 scout car. I want to know if there’s enough clearance for me to fit between its anti-gravity fans and the ground. While you’re at it, get ready to activate my battle suit’s magnetics when I give the word.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Rolling over onto her back so that she was facing upward, Trinity made sure not to raise any part of her body above the rim of her hole. Just as she finished turning over, a stream of specifications began scrolling down the left side of her heads-up display. 
 
    “I see what you have in mind, wizard scout, and I concur. Assuming the routes of the vehicles remain constant, and assuming the lead hover-car really does pass directly over your hole, and assuming the driver doesn’t fire the antipersonnel mines located on the vehicle’s underside as soon he’s above you, then your impromptu plan might work. Unfortunately, I calculate only a four percent probability your reflexes are quick enough to succeed.” 
 
    “Understood,” Trinity said unperturbed. She’d already figured the odds of her doing it successfully on her own wasn’t good. Fortunately, she had another option. “What if I gave you control of the battle suit? What’s the probability you could latch onto the bottom of the vehicle as it passes overhead?” 
 
    “You mean assuming this whole thing’s not a ploy to make you stay here until the pilot tears your body to shreds with those antipersonnel mines?” 
 
    “Yeah, assuming that.” 
 
    “Then the probability is one hundred percent, wizard scout. I’m a battle computer. As part of your battle helmet and battle suit, I’m integrated into the most advanced recon armor in the galaxy. I think at nanosecond speed. I—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Trinity said. “Save it for the recruitment videos. In the meantime, concentrate on making it happen. In about five seconds, we’re going to find out whether this is a trap or if I’m the luckiest wizard scout this side of Sirius Minor.” 
 
    Five seconds later, Trinity figured she’d used up a large portion of her luck allotment for the year. The lead recon vehicle passed directly over her depression without slowing down. Just as two large rotating blades appeared overhead, the legs and arms of her battle suit flexed downward thrusting her up against the force of the blast from the hovercraft’s anti-gravity fans. A split-second later, her battle helmet’s face plate along with the rest of her battle suit was plastered against the underside of the vehicle. 
 
    “Your suit’s magnetics are holding,” said Jennifer. “Unfortunately for you, there’s only a hundred centimeters clearance between your backside and the ground. You should thank your lucky stars most of the land surface on this part of the planet is relatively flat sand.” 
 
    Trinity was grateful. She was also thankful she had enough trust in Jennifer to override the safeties in her battle suit. With the override activated, her battle computer had full control over her armor. She was basically going along for the ride inside her battle suit until Jennifer released control back to her. Not all wizard scouts trusted their battle computers enough to utilize the suit’s override option. She knew some wizard scouts who were so distrusting they’d probably refuse to activate their overrides even in the face of imminent death. She wasn’t one of those scouts. She trusted Jennifer, and she had never hesitated to give her battle computer control when the situation warranted. 
 
    “Well, we’re here,” said Jennifer. “Now what?” 
 
    Trinity wanted to say ‘How in the galaxy would I know?’, but she refrained. Her battle computer was asking a valid question. The trouble was she didn’t have an answer at the moment. 
 
    Glancing at the green lines on her heads-up display, Trinity made a guess at the intentions of the vehicles’ crews. “I’m thinking the leader of these pirates ordered them to make a sweep of the convoy’s flank. If my luck holds out, they should make a gradual turn to link back up with the main convoy. Maybe I can stay hidden under here all the way through the spaceport’s gate.” 
 
    “Maybe,” replied Jennifer sounding unconvinced. “However, I calculate there’s only a better than a snowball’s chance in hell that will occur. I calculate a sixty-two percent probability the guards at the gate will sweep the underside of the vehicles with sniffers before passing them through. I highly recommend you not be under here when they do.” 
 
    “All right then,” Trinity said. “It’s easy to shoot down other people’s ideas. Do you have any suggestions of your own?” 
 
    “As it so happens, wizard scout, I have a list of over two thousand recommendations. Most of them have less than a tenth of one percent chance of not getting you killed. However, I do have one suggestion that has a reasonable probability of success. There appears to be a drainage culvert on both sides of the main road. Recommend you drop into the culvert as the vehicle passes over.” 
 
    “A drainage culvert?” Trinity said. “Are you kidding me? What’s it supposed to drain? This place is dryer than the inside of one of the blast furnaces back at my parents’ brerellium steel mill on Octavis Four.” 
 
    “Not hardly,” said Jennifer. However, since I calculate you’re making a joke, I’ll let your comment pass. In any regard, this place is only dry during the summer months when both suns are at their apex like now. In the rainy season, the road would flood without appropriate drainage.” 
 
    “I wasn’t briefed on any rainy season,” Trinity said. “What rainy season?” 
 
    “Considering you’re stuck on the bottom of a hover-car with only twelve seconds to make a decision, does it really matter about a future rainy season at this point in time?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Trinity admitted. “Forget it.” 
 
    Reaching out with her passive scan, Trinity located the culvert along the side of the road. The culvert appeared to be nearly two meters deep and just as wide. 
 
    “Must be an awful a lot of rain,” Trinity said. 
 
    “I guess that’s why they call it the rainy season, wizard scout. Recommend you drop in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.” 
 
    Trinity deactivated the magnetics on her battle suit. She had a quick vision of rotating blades passing overhead before she hit the bottom of the sand-filled culvert. 
 
    “Big culvert,” Trinity said. “It looks like it’s built to last too. Unless I’m mistaken, the sides are made out of reinforced concrete.” 
 
    “You’re correct, wizard scout. The bottom’s made out of the same material. It just happens to be covered by sand at the moment. If the drainage system wasn’t made out of study materials, the culvert would wash out after the first major storm. Like I said, it rains a lot during the rainy season.” 
 
    “I heard you the first time, Jennifer.” 
 
    As soon as her passive scan indicated the recon vehicle was a hundred meters away, Trinity deactivated her phase rod and placed it back on her left hip. With the Deloris blaster clutched in her right hand, she raised herself on all fours and began making her way down the culvert. 
 
    “Well,” Trinity said, “this thing might hold a lot of water in the rainy season, but it’s got about a half meter of sand in the bottom now. It’s not all that easy crawling.” 
 
    “You should just be grateful the culvert’s deep,” said Jennifer. “Otherwise you’d have to low-crawl through the sand to keep from being spotted. Speaking of which, you do see those sensors near that corner up ahead, don’t you?” 
 
    Trinity checked her heads-up display. A flashing green light on the terrain overlay drew her attention. 
 
    “Yeah, I see it. Can you hack into it?” 
 
    “That’s affirmative, wizard scout. Just give me a couple of nanoseconds. Done. Was that fast enough for you?” 
 
    The green light turned steady. A few other flashing green lights on the battle helmet’s display confirmed the locations of other sensors in the culvert. 
 
    Taking a break from crawling, Trinity studied the flashing lights. “I’d expect more sensors in this drainage ditch. The rest of the area’s certainly saturated with them.” 
 
    “True, but we’re dealing with pirates here, not astral physicists. I calculate the sensors in the drainage system get washed out during the rainy season. My calculations indicate an eighty-four percent probability the pirates’ maintenance personnel get tired of replacing them.” 
 
    Trinity began crawling again. “In other words, someone got lazy.” 
 
    “That’s what happens when you let humans be in charge instead of computers. At least you’re inside the spaceport’s primary force field now. You’ll still have to get over the fence. The guards at the gate have a clear field of fire as far as a human eye can see. You’ll have to come up with some way to distract them long enough to get across.” 
 
    “I have to come up with a way?” Trinity said. “You’re the battle computer. How about putting that nanosecond brain of yours to work and figure it out for me? You got plenty of time. It’s a long crawl to the gate.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, wizard scout. However, as I’ve told you before, I’m a battle computer, not a miracle worker.” 
 
    It was a long way to the gate, but after an hour of crawling, Trinity finally made it to within twenty-five meters of the perimeter force field and fence. When she reached that point, she stopped. She noticed ten lifeforms registering on her passive scan. They were stationed near a gate which closed off the road ahead. 
 
    “So,” asked Jennifer, “how are you planning on getting in, wizard scout? The security code the central computer gave us has allowed me to hack our way through the electronic security, but it won’t work on those guards.” 
 
    “Leave the guards to me,” Trinity replied. “You take care of the electronics.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Relying on her camouflage suit to keep her hidden if she minimized her exposure, Trinity raised her head high enough to see over the lip of the culvert. The guards were just finishing up their inspection of a newly arrived hover-truck. The large vehicle was stacked high with meter-long olive-drab containers tied down with several cargo straps. Reaching out with her mind, she wrapped one of the load’s buckles with Power and loosened the strap using her telekinesis. 
 
    “Ah, I see the method in your madness,” said Jennifer. “I calculate you need to loosen at least five more buckles to do what I think you want. You’d better hurry. They’re already waving the hover-truck through the gate.” 
 
    Trinity did hurry. She quickly loosened five more buckles as the vehicle started through the gate. When the truck was completely through and the guards had turned away, she wrapped several of the long containers with Power and pulled with her telekinesis. 
 
    “The load’s heavy,” said Jennifer matter-of-factly. “It’s fortunate you’re connected to a large Power reserve, or it would be too much for you.” 
 
    Trinity didn’t have to be told she was fortunate. She knew it, but she said nothing. She held her breath as the hover-truck made a right turn at the intersection just past the gate. With the help of gravity and a liberal use of her telekinesis, the top-most container slipped to the side. The container began falling and started bringing other containers with it. Before the vehicle completed its turn, half of its load went spilling across the road. The tumbling containers caused a racket loud enough for everyone within hundreds of meters to hear. The crashing noise was accompanied by a loud whine from the vehicle’s engines as it slid to a halt. 
 
    Trinity didn’t wait to see if the gate guards looked or not. Relying on human nature, she jumped to her feet and sprinted toward the three-meter-tall fence separating the spaceport from the surrounding desert. Just before making contact, she wrapped herself with Power and levitated over the fence. She immediately fell flat on the ground and waited. 
 
    “Wise decision,” said Jennifer. “Your camouflage suit’s good, but the delay in camouflage while moving might’ve drawn attention in this light. I calculate you have a forty-seven percent better change of remaining undetected while holding still.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll see,” Trinity said. 
 
    Holding completely still, Trinity counted to thirty. Nothing happened. 
 
    Using her passive scan, she noticed half the guards were milling around the truck while the other half remained at the gate. After a couple of hectic minutes, an automated maintenance truck drove up and began helping the hover-truck’s crew load the spilled containers back onto the vehicle’s bed. They worked at it for a full ten minutes before all of the containers were once again secure. 
 
    “Can you hack into that maintenance truck’s computer?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “Done, wizard scout.” 
 
    “Good. When it leaves the hover-truck, have it drive past me.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    A minute later, Trinity sensed the maintenance truck angle toward her. It passed just to her right. Using telekinesis, she levitated onto the side of the vehicle and activated her battle suit’s magnetics praying her suit’s camouflage was good enough to fool any straying eyes. 
 
    “It’s fortunate for you the security codes given to me by the central computer allow me to hack into the security cameras in this part of the perimeter,” said Jennifer. “Living creatures are easily fooled. Electronic equipment monitored by computers is a lot more reliable.” 
 
    “Ha!” Trinity mentally snorted. “If that was true we’d have been dead years ago. With the right security codes and a good hack, computers are just as easy to get past as humans.” 
 
    “Now that hurts,” said Jennifer sounding insulted. “By the way, you’re down to eighty-seven percent Power in your reserve.” 
 
    “It’ll be enough,” Trinity said. 
 
    “How do you know that, wizard scout? Even I can’t calculate the outcome given the limited amount of known variables.” 
 
    “Because if it’s not enough, I’ll be dead. Then it won’t matter, will it?” 
 
    “That doesn’t compute.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Trinity agreed. “But it makes sense to me, so stick that in your pipe and smoke it.” 
 
    Once the maintenance truck was out of sight of the main gate, Trinity deactivated her battle suit’s magnetics and dropped to the ground. 
 
    “Now what?” Trinity asked. “You’re the battle computer. I’d appreciate some help from that nanosecond processor of yours.” 
 
    A red dot appeared on the heads-up display of Trinity’s battle helmet. 
 
    “I calculate that building is the most probable location of the prisoner,” said Jennifer. “I also calculate security is much less now that we’re inside the spaceport’s perimeter. I should be able to use the central computer’s codes to get us past any of the electronic security systems inside. The building is occupied, so speed is probably your best weapon now.” 
 
    Trinity didn’t argue. She kicked her battle suit into high gear and made toward the red dot dodging from one set of cover to the next. Between Jennifer’s hacking ability, her camouflage suit, and with the help of her best stealth shield, Trinity was confident she could remain undetected. Twenty minutes later proved her right when she found herself standing outside a side door leading into her target building. 
 
    Reaching out with her mind, Trinity checked the door for alarms or booby-traps. She spotted none. 
 
    “You’re not a diviner,” Jennifer pointed out. “You might have missed an alarm or trap if it has a stealth shield.” 
 
    “Well, I guess we’ll soon find out, won’t we?” 
 
    Opening the side door, Trinity slipped inside. No alarm sounded. Her passive scan told her the building contained plenty of life forms, but none were currently in the hallway where she found herself. 
 
    “Plot all of the lifeforms on my heads-up display,” Trinity ordered using command voice. 
 
    “Compliance. I’ve marked armed guards in orange on your display. Non-combatants are in green. The probable location of your target is in blue. That location is a magnetically sealed room encased in energized titanium.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Trinity thought. “That’s pretty advanced stuff for pirates.” 
 
    “I concur, wizard scout.” 
 
    “All right, Jennifer. It’s crowded in here, so do your stuff. Plot me the safest route to our target. Make me proud, girl.” 
 
    “Don’t I always? I’m displaying the optimum path for non-contact on your heads-up display now.” 
 
    “What’s the level of assurance?” Trinity asked already guessing it was low. 
 
    “Only fifty-two percent, wizard scout. Sorry, that’s the best I can come up with. Like you said, the place is crowded.” 
 
    Trinity shrugged her shoulders. The probability was actually higher than she’d expected. Checking the safety on her pistol to make sure it was in the off position, she started down the hall following the green path on her heads-up display. She made it halfway down the hall before a set of red dots began flashing in a connecting hallway. 
 
    “Approaching life forms will make contact in eighteen seconds, wizard scout.” 
 
    A quick glance to her left and right confirmed the hallway’s walls were flush with limited hiding places. Relying on her battle suit’s camouflage and a liberal use of luck, she wrapped herself in Power and levitated up until her body was flat against the ceiling. She turned so that she was facing down. At the same time, she eased her phase rod off her left hip without activating it. 
 
    Now we’ll see how good this camouflage suit really is, Trinity thought. Thank the Creator the hall isn’t all that well lit. 
 
    Within seconds, two armored soldiers carrying plasma rifles at the ready entered the hall from an adjoining corridor. Four civilians trailed the two forward guards. The civilians were followed by two more armored guards carrying rifles. 
 
    Trinity eyed the four civilians. The height and blue skin of the one gave little doubt as to the civilian’s race. He or she, it was always hard to tell which, was an Eorian. Two of the other civilians were humans. One was a short female with dark hair who appeared to be in her early twenties. The second human was a thin man with tattoos on both cheeks. The last civilian intrigued Trinity the most. He was one of the tiger-like Carsoloians. His orange and black tiger fur gave him away as a member of the race’s warrior class. 
 
    “Analysis?” Trinity said in her shared space. 
 
    “I’ve correlated the frequencies of the life forms from your passive scan,” replied Jennifer. “Based upon the information given to us by the central computer, the Eorian is your target. You’re one lucky wizard scout. All you have to do now is let them pass. Once they’re out of sight, we can make our way back to our rendezvous point and confirm the location of the prisoner to the Imperial High Command. If you don’t do anything stupid, you can be home in time for supper.” 
 
    The Eorian stumbled and began to fall. The short female reached over to help the blue humanoid stay on his feet. As soon as she did, the Carsoloian lashed out with one of his tiger-like paws and clawed her across the back leaving four red streaks. 
 
    “Arrrgh!” screamed the female. 
 
    “Don’t touch him,” growled the Carsoloian. “I’d as soon kill you both here as on my ship. Now keep moving.” 
 
    Overcoming the obvious pain from the clawing, the short female kicked back with the heel of her right foot straight into the Carsoloian’s groin. The tiger-like humanoid barely flinched. Taking a step back, the Carsoloian drew a phase pistol off his hip and aimed it directly at the female’s head. 
 
    “Like I said, I’d just as soon ki—” 
 
    Trinity was directly above the two rear guards. Releasing the Power holding her to the ceiling, she activated her phase rod in full destructive mode. The meter-long shaft of brerellium steel with its creallium core popped out of the handle. Miniature red lightning bolts of phase energy began running up and down its length. 
 
    As she swung at the Carsoloian’s arm that was holding his pistol with her phase rod, Trinity simultaneously shoved the end of the barrel of her own phase pistol against the spot where one of the rear guard’s neck armor met his shoulders. She pulled the trigger twice. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    The reflexes of the Carsoloian saved him as he twisted out of reach of Trinity’s phase rod, but the round he shot at the short female missed her head. The rear guard wasn’t nearly as fast as the Carsoloian. Trinity sensed both of her phase rounds penetrate the guard’s armor and begin ricocheting around inside. By the time the guard hit the floor, Trinity suspected his body resembled Swiss cheese more than it did a human. 
 
    Before Trinity could fire at the second rear guard, the Carsoloian fired off two hasty rounds from his phase pistol in her direction. Pulling Power from her reserve, she threw up a hasty defensive shield. Both of the tiger creature’s rounds ricocheted off. Due to blind luck or possibly the help of fate, one of the phase rounds hit the second rear guard in the neck at a weak point in his armor. The guard went down clutching at his throat with blood spurting through his fingers. 
 
    “Like I’ve said before, you’re one lucky wizard scout, Trinity,” Jennifer commented in their shared space. “It’s fortunate that your defensive shield is one of the ones that protects against both physical and energy attacks. Most wizard scouts aren’t as blessed.” 
 
    Even though their mental conversation was superfast, Trinity didn’t take the time to reply. She already knew she was pulling a lot of luck out of her little bag of magic dust. Trinity was determined not to rely on luck for the rest of the battle. She knew better than anyone that Lady Luck was a fickle thing. 
 
    Firing two rounds at the Carsoloian, Trinity simultaneously thrust her phase rod over the head of the short female catching one of the front guards in the side of the head. She sensed microscopic explosions from the phase energy in her modified riot baton scramble the guard’s brain. The remaining guard swung his plasma rifle spraying a burst of rounds across the width of the hall. 
 
    With no time to react herself, Trinity sensed her battle computer adjust her defensive shield to include the short female and the Eorian. None of the guard’s plasma rounds touched the two prisoners or her, but the same couldn’t be said for the tattooed human. He only had time to give a terrified scream before balls of plasma energy burned holes through his chest. He was thrown back against the wall before sliding down to hit the floor. 
 
    The Carsoloian was apparently no fool. The tiger creature turned and ran all the while firing blindly behind his back. The remaining guard on the other hand was apparently braver than he was smart. The guard raised his rifle and fired pointblank into Trinity’s face. None of the plasma rounds made it past her defensive shield. 
 
    Turning control of her battle suit over to Jennifer, Trinity felt the right arm of the suit move until her phase pistol was aligned at the guard’s neck. She felt the trigger finger of her glove jerk twice. Both phase rounds found the crack between the guard’s neck and chest armor. The guard flew backwards hitting the side of the hallway dropping his plasma rifle to the floor in the process. He slid to the floor, twitched a couple of times, and then lay still. 
 
    “You’re down to sixty-four percent Power in your reserve,” said Jennifer. “You know defensive shields are Power hungry, especially when you include multiple people.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t already know,” Trinity said as she shut down her defensive shield to conserve Power. 
 
    A glance at her passive scan told her the Carsoloian was long gone. The fleeing dot on her heads-up display confirmed the tiger-like humanoid was well on his way to a more secure area of the building. The incessant ringing of alarms left little doubt she’d soon be having additional company. Reaching out with her mind, Trinity wrapped the fallen guard’s plasma rifle with Power and levitated it into the hands of the small female. 
 
    “Take it,” Trinity ordered. “Try not to shoot your blue friend or me.” 
 
    The short female held the weapon by the stock and forward grip as she stared at it. Looking up, she said, “I… I don’t know how to use this thing. I’m a scientist.” 
 
    The alarm bells didn’t allow Trinity time for niceties. “Then I hope you’re a real fast learner, sweetheart.” She pointed at the rifle. “That’s the trigger, and that’s the safety. The safety’s off now so all you have to do is point the end of the barrel at anything shooting at us and pull the trigger. I’d appreciate it if you kept your eyes open when you do.” 
 
    Glancing at her heads-up display again, Trinity selected a section of the building that was relatively empty. She began moving in that direction. When she noticed her two companions standing still, she turned her head and snapped, “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Wait,” said the Eorian. 
 
    Trinity turned around with a few choice words on her lips. The blue humanoid was kneeling beside the tattooed man and going through the man’s breast pockets. The Eorian pulled out a disk and stood raising it in the air. “I’ve got it. Let’s go.” 
 
    Spinning back around, Trinity set a fast pace down the hall. She sensed her two companions hard on her heels. When she neared an intersection, she pulled one of her two antipersonnel grenades off her utility belt and flicked the activate switch. She threw the grenade so that it bounced into the adjourning hall. Reaching out with her right arm, she stopped her two companions and shoved them against the side wall. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Rounding the corner, Trinity spied two armored soldiers just starting to scramble to their feet. She put a phase round through the faceplate of one soldier and knocked the other up the side of the head with her phase rod. The modified riot baton glanced off the soldier’s helmet, but she sensed the rod’s phase energy crack the soldier’s skull while scrambling his brain. Both soldiers fell to the floor and remained still. 
 
    Trinity jumped over the two armored bodies as well as three other unarmored ones who were bleeding profusely from the effects of the grenade. She sensed the Eorian and the female following her down the hall. 
 
    “At least they’re not frozen in fear,” commented Jennifer. 
 
    “The day’s still young,” Trinity replied. She’d worked with civilians often enough in the past to know it was impossible to rely on them to act rationally during a firefight. They weren’t soldiers. Still, she had to admit these two were holding up better than she’d expected. 
 
    “How’d you get here?” asked the Eorian between pants. 
 
    “I was teleported planet side yesterday,” Trinity said as she took a side corridor to avoid a group of approaching life forms. 
 
    “Are you going to teleport us out?” asked the short female. 
 
    Trinity opened a door in the side of the hallway and shoved her companions inside none too gently before following. Shutting the door, she held a finger to the lower part of her battle helmet’s face plate in a shushing motion. 
 
    The sound of running feet came from the hallway. When her passive scan told her the coast was clear, Trinity opened the door and began moving down the hall once more. Her two companions followed close on her heels. 
 
    “The technicians at the teleporter on Velos don’t have your baselines,” Trinity said answering the female’s question. “They can only teleport me out. Since I’m stuck with you, we’ll just have to find alternate transportation.” 
 
    “So how are you getting us off this planet?” asked the Eorian. “You must have a backup extraction plan otherwise you wouldn’t have come to rescue us.” 
 
    Trinity fired two phase rounds at three unarmored men rounding the corner of the hallway carrying rifles. One of the phase rounds went through the lead pirate’s neck and blew a hole in the head of the following pirate. Her second phase round took out the final man blowing a hole through his chest. 
 
    Brrrp! 
 
    A series of plasma rounds passed dangerously close to Trinity’s head as the short female fired a belated burst of rounds from her plasma rifle. 
 
    “Hey!” Trinity yelled as she reached back and grabbed the rifle out of the female’s hands. She threw the weapon to the floor out of the female’s reach. “Change of plan,” Trinity said. “I get the feeling you’re going to be more of a help to the pirates than me. No weapons for you, sweetheart.” 
 
    “She tried to tell you we’re scientists, not soldiers,” said the Eorian. “I’m Professor Jaskok from the Imperial University on Risors. This is my graduate student, Telsa Stremar.” 
 
    Trinity threw her remaining antipersonnel grenade down the hall. When it hit the wall, it bounced out of sight around a corner. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Moving forward, Trinity reached around the corner with her right arm and fired the remaining rounds in her phase pistol. Three yellow dots on her heads-up display disappeared. Pushing the catch for the pistol’s ammunition slot, she let the expended magazine drop to the floor as she shoved in a fresh clip and chambered a round. 
 
    “What say we save the introductions for later, eh, Professor?” Trinity said. “If we get out of here alive, we can trade business cards and everything. And by the way, I didn’t come to rescue you. I was just supposed to pinpoint your location for a follow-up team.” 
 
    “Then how are we going to get off the planet?” asked Telsa. “You’re one of those wizard scouts, right? Surely you have a backup plan.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Jennifer in their shared space. “She doesn’t know you very well, does she? You should’ve talked things over with me before you made your command decision to attack.” 
 
    “They were going to kill the female,” Trinity replied. “I had to act. It’s called using my initiative.” 
 
    “I calculate a thirty-one percent probability the Carsoloian was bluffing,” said Jennifer, “but that’s neither here nor there. What’s done is done. Fortunately, I’m not you. I do have a backup plan.” 
 
    “Well…?” Trinity said as she began moving down the hall again. “Are you going to clue me in? Or are you keeping it a secret for my old age or something? And how come you didn’t tell me about this big backup plan of yours before now?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s lots of things I don’t tell you, wizard scout. The central computer supplied me with thousands of possible backup plans. Do you want me to explain all of them to you now?” 
 
    Trinity fired three rounds at a trio of unarmored guards. They all went down with head shots. 
 
    “I’m not in the mood for jokes, Jennifer.” 
 
    “I’m a computer,” said Jennifer, “I don’t joke. I was just putting it in a vernacular you could understand. To save time, I’ll just say that the backup plan with the highest probability of success is to rendezvous with a civilian recon ship. I’ve taken the liberty of sending out the coded distress signal. The recon ship’s crew is on their way now. You just have to get outside the spaceport’s primary force field before they can pick you up. Naturally, you’ll have to get far enough away so the spaceport’s anti-ship weapons don’t blow the recon ship out of the sky.” 
 
    Changing directions ninety degrees, Trinity bulled her way through the side wall into an empty office. The battle suit’s assistors made easy work of the wall’s thin sheet-metal. Barely slowing down, Trinity crashed through three more walls in order to circumvent a large group of life forms in the adjacent hall. A quick glance at her passive scan told her that the professor and his grad student were sticking close behind. Several flashing blue lights on the heads-up display heading in the direction of their building drew her attention. 
 
    “What are those dots?” 
 
    “They’re armored vehicles,” said Jennifer. “From its sonic vibrations, I calculate the lead vehicle is a R3 light hover-tank.” 
 
    Turning to her two companions, Trinity said, “Stay here. Count to thirty and then follow me.” 
 
    “How will we know where you are?” asked the short female, Telsa. 
 
    “Oh, believe me, you’ll know,” Trinity replied as she lowered her head and charged through the thin wall of the adjourning office. She crashed through a series of offices before tumbling through the building’s outer wall. 
 
    “You’re lucky this building’s more of a warehouse than a secure facility,” said Jennifer. “If we were up against anyone but pirates, I calculate it would’ve been hardened.” 
 
    Once through the outer wall, Trinity tucked and rolled before jumping to her feet. She laughed from the surge of adrenaline. “Then I guess it’s a good think they’re pirates.” 
 
    “Incoming; nine o’clock,” said Jennifer. “The light tank’s firing its primary weapon.” 
 
    Without taking the time to verify, Trinity drew Power from her reserve and threw up a hasty defensive shield to her left as she flattened to the ground. A large ball of plasma energy glanced off the shield and streaked into the sky leaving a trail of smoke behind it. 
 
    “Thanks for angling the shield for me,” Trinity said as she dropped her defensive shield and jumped to her feet. 
 
    “It’s what I’m here for,” replied Jennifer. “I’m just a humble battle computer who lives to serve her illustrious wizard scout.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Trinity snorted. “Like I believe that.” 
 
    Heading straight for the approaching light hover-tank, Trinity noted the locations of several other pieces of armor on her heads-up display. The other vehicles were still out of sight, but she knew the timing was still going to be close. 
 
    At a series of flashes from the hover-tank’s turret, Trinity threw up another defensive shield. The plasma rounds from the light tank’s automatic rifles reflected off her shield and flew into the air. When she detected a large buildup of energy in the turret, Trinity dodged to the right just as a ball of red plasma energy burst out of the tank’s main gun. Most of the energy reflected off of her defensive shield streaking into the air, but enough penetrated the shield to knock her to the ground. Pain erupted inside Trinity’s chest as several ribs cracked. 
 
    “You’ve got internal bleeding,” said Jennifer. “Your right lung’s collapsed. I’m shooting adrenaline into your veins. I calculate it will take twelve seconds for your self-heal ability to return your body to baseline.” 
 
    Trinity felt a cool liquid shoot into her veins through one of the battle suit’s thread-needles. At the same time, she sensed Power from her reserve wrap around her injuries as her self-heal ability began the healing process. Ignoring her pain, she jumped to her feet and continued running toward the hover-tank. 
 
    “Recommend you get on top of the tank before it fires its main gun again,” said Jennifer. 
 
    Taking her battle computer’s advice, Trinity used the assistors in her battle suit’s legs to jump to the top of the tank’s turret just as she sensed a large buildup of energy in the tank’s main gun. Swinging her phase rod at the hinges on the turret’s hatch, she heard a loud crack as the rod’s phase energy made short work of the lightly armored hinges. Ripping the hatch off with the help of her suit’s assistors, Trinity dropped into the compartment below. 
 
    Firing at pointblank range with her phase pistol, Trinity took out the three-man crew before they knew what hit them. Shoving the gunner’s body off his seat, she rotated the turret and fired the main gun just as an Ultra Heavy Ambulatory Assault Vehicle rounded the corner of the building. 
 
    The model of the UHAAV, or ‘cat’ as the soldiers called it, was a Tomcat scout. The three-legged, light cat was a reconnaissance vehicle never intended to trade blows with even a light tank. The rounds from the Tomcat’s 20mm autocannon ricocheted off the light tank’s armor. Unfortunately for the cat, the tank’s main-gun round slammed into the center of the Tomcat’s chest. The cat rocked back and forth on its three legs for a moment before falling backwards to the ground and exploding in a blast of fire and plasma energy. 
 
    “Jennifer,” Trinity said, “Hack into this tank’s computer and take over the driver’s controls. I’ll handle the main gun.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The light tank began moving toward the opening Trinity had made in the building. The figures of the professor and his short grad student appeared in the opening. Trinity kept track of her two companions with her passive scan as she traded fire with a newly arrived UHAAV and another light tank. Firing her main gun, Trinity wrapped the ball of plasma energy with Power and guided it down the barrel of the opposing hover-tank. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The turret of the pirate’s tank flew into the air landing near the remaining UHAAV which also happened to be a Tomcat. 
 
    “You’re down to twenty-six percent Power in your reserve,” said Jennifer. “That trick with the plasma rounds was expensive. I could’ve aimed the main gun for you and accomplished the same thing.” 
 
    “Then take over the main gun,” Trinity said. “I’m going out to get the blue guy and short-stuff. I assume you can still operate the tank if we’re not inside.” 
 
    “Naturally. I’m a battle computer. What do you take me for, an amateur?” 
 
    Climbing out of the hatch, Trinity jumped to the ground and came up out of a roll running. 
 
    “Incoming,” warned Jennifer. 
 
    Sensing the inbound 20mm rounds from the Tomcat, Trinity threw up another defensive shield. She sensed the shield angle slightly as her battle computer adjusted it for maximum efficiency. A half dozen autocannon rounds glanced off the shield blowing holes in the side of the building. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Trinity risked a glance at the remaining Tomcat. A gaping hole in its chest with flames leaping out told her that Jennifer had no problem aiming the tank’s main gun when she wasn’t inside. 
 
    “Nice shooting,” Trinity said. 
 
    “I aim to please, if you’ll forgive the pun,” replied Jennifer. “Now get those two onboard the hover-tank and let’s get out of here. Additional armor and personnel are on their way.” 
 
    Before Trinity even got to the opening in the building, the professor and Telsa were running out to meet her. The light tank came rumbling up at the same time. Without taking time to explain, Trinity grabbed Telsa and threw her to the top of the tank. Seeing what happened to his grad student, the professor wasted no time in clambering up the side of the tank and into the turret on his own. 
 
    With a single leap, Trinity made it to the top of the hover-tank and scrambled down the hatch landing on top of the professor. He yelled as her weight plus that of her battle suit knocked him to the floor. 
 
    “Arrgh!” 
 
    Jumping into the gunner’s seat, Trinity noticed Telsa had shoved the driver’s body aside and was already buckling into his seat. 
 
    “Do you know how to drive this thing?” Trinity asked dubiously after experiencing her lack of proficiency with firearms. 
 
    The short female glanced over her shoulder and nodded. “This I know how to do.” With that, Telsa gunned the engine and did a one-eighty in the direction of the main gate. 
 
    “Jennifer,” Trinity said in their shared space. “What’s the best path?” 
 
    “Actually, the little lady’s taking it,” said Jennifer. “The force field around the spaceport is still active. Once we get closer to the main gate, I can try to hack my way into the controls and open the gate long enough to get us through.” 
 
    A fast moving life form on Trinity’s passive scan drew her attention. She reached out with her mind forming an active scan and pinpointed the life form. It was two hundred meters above the ground and closing fast. Swinging the hover-tank’s turret in the direction of the life form, Trinity caught sight of a fighter-shuttle lining up for an attack run. She opened up with the tank’s quad auto-rifles as well as the main gun. The main cannon’s large plasma round made contact with the shuttle’s force field and glanced off. 
 
    Trinity sensed a weak spot in the force field where the main gun round had hit. She directed a burst of plasma rounds from the quads into the opening. The fighter-shuttle’s windscreen cracked before bursting inward. The fighter pulled up trailing smoke as the pilot chose retreat over a likely death. 
 
    “We’re coming up on the main gate,” said Telsa. “What do I do now?” 
 
    “Give it all you’ve got,” Trinity yelled as she rotated the turret and began firing at the guards. 
 
    The hover-tank shuddered as something hard hit its force field, but nothing penetrated. 
 
    “They’ve got an anti-armor weapon set up in the ditch,” said Jennifer 
 
    “Got it,” Trinity replied as she spotted a two-man crew in the culvert at the side of the road. The loader was shoving another rocket into a launcher on the shoulder of his teammate. Lining up her sights on the two soldiers, Trinity fired a burst from the hover-tank’s auto-rifles. 
 
    Brrrp! 
 
    The plasma rounds from the quads obliterated the two soldiers throwing what remained of their bodies back into the culvert. 
 
    “I’ve hacked into the gate’s control panel,” said Jennifer. “I’ll only be able to keep the gate’s force field open for five seconds before the system’s backup computer retakes control.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Trinity said. “Wait for my command.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Trinity sensed the hover-tank slowing down. “Keep going,” she yelled. 
 
    “The gate’s still up,” said Telsa. “If we hit the force field, we’ll all be killed.” 
 
    “It won’t be up when we get there,” Trinity said trying to sound confident for the woman’s benefit. “Trust me. Now step on it.” 
 
    Whether due to trust or sheer desperation, the little scientist revved the hover-tank’s engine and headed toward the gate at a rapidly increasing speed. 
 
    “Well, I’ll say this for her,” said Jennifer. “At least she knows how to take orders.” 
 
    Trinity watched the approaching gate. Her passive scan picked up the deadly force field as it drew ever closer. 
 
    “Now, Jennifer!” 
 
    The section of the force field protecting the main gate flickered and disappeared. The hover-tank’s engine whined even higher as Telsa sped through the gate. A heartbeat after they were through, Trinity sensed the gate’s force field closing behind them. 
 
    “Where now?” Trinity asked in her shared space. 
 
    A blue dot appeared on the heads-up display. It looked a long ways off. 
 
    “That’s our rendezvous point,” said Jennifer. “Any closer and the spaceport’s anti-aircraft missiles will make short work of our rescuers.” 
 
    Telsa glanced over her shoulder. “Where to now?” 
 
    Speaking out loud for her companion’s benefit, Trinity said, “Jennifer, plot the extraction site on the driver’s console. Then get your sensors working and make sure we’re not being followed.” 
 
    “Compliance,” replied Jennifer speaking over the battle helmet’s external speakers. 
 
    Trinity noticed the hover-tank shift direction to the right as Telsa headed cross country in the direction of the extraction point. 
 
    “Uh, we’ve got company,” said Jennifer continuing to speak over the battle helmet’s external speakers. “Some cats from an inbound convoy are peeling off and heading in our direction. I calculate they’ll be within weapon’s range in two minutes and twenty-three seconds.” 
 
    Trinity reached out with her mind and located eight cats heading in their direction. The energy sources on two of them were very large; obviously heavy cats. She made a quick calculation. They’d never make it to the extraction site before the cats caught them. She also had no doubt the light tank they were in would be destroyed in the first salvo from the heavier cats. 
 
    “Jennifer, you’ve already hacked into the hover-tank’s computer. What’s your range?” 
 
    “I can control the tank from approximately four thousand meters away depending on terrain, wizard scout.” 
 
    “Good,” Trinity said. “Everybody out. Now!” 
 
    Considering the circumstances, Trinity was surprised when both the professor and Telsa complied with her orders without argument or discussion. Once all three of them were out the hatch and standing on top of the turret, Trinity waited until the hover-tank moved into a depression. Once it was semi-concealed, she wrapped all three of them in Power and levitated off the hover-tank and onto the ground. After they were down, she converted the Power into her best stealth shield and hoped for the best. 
 
    The hover-tank didn’t slow down. It was out of the depression within seconds as it began blazing across the desert with its anti-gravity fans throwing a trail of sand into the air behind it. 
 
    Still using the battle helmet’s external speakers for the benefit of their two guests, Jennifer said, “I calculate a sixty-nine percent probability our pursuers will continue to follow the hover-tank. Your best stealth shield is a little weaker than normal since you’re trying to hide all three of you, but I calculate it will still be good enough to prevent detection by those UHAAVs’ electronic sensors. I do recommend that you stay here until the cats pass.” 
 
    Trinity’s instinctively wanted to put as much distance between her and the approaching cats as possible, but she bowed to her battle computer’s recommendation. Following Jennifer’s advice had saved her life too often in the past to start ignoring her now. She wasn’t going to stop trusting just because of a few cats. 
 
    “What are we doing?” asked the professor sounding nervous. 
 
    “Hiding,” Trinity said stating what she thought should have been obvious. “So stay down. Once those UHAAVs pass us by, we’ll hoof it to our rendezvous point. A civilian recon ship is supposed to pick us up when we get there.” 
 
    “Civilian?” asked Telsa. “Why? I assumed this was a military operation since you’re a wizard scout.” 
 
    Trinity grinned. “That’s something you’ll have to take up with the central computer. I’m just the wizard scout. The central computer’s apparently running the show now for some reason.”  
 
    The sound of roaring engines stopped any further conversation. Trinity and the others hunkered down as the armored cats moved past. Trinity noticed grains of sand bouncing into the air at each step of the massive armored beasts. 
 
    “They’re close,” Trinity said in her shared space. 
 
    “One of the Leviathan cats is passing only two hundred meters away,” said Jennifer. “I’d call that close.” 
 
    Trinity pictured the massive six-legged Leviathan cats in her mind. They were the heaviest armored UHAAV in the galaxy as far as she knew. She’d gone up against them before. One Leviathan cat had more than enough firepower to take on a battalion of light hover-tanks. 
 
    Gripping her phase rod tighter, Trinity monitored her passive scan until the last of the cats was at least a thousand meters away. Once they were in the clear, she stood up and motioned to the others. “Let’s go. As soon as they find out our hover-tank’s empty, they’ll backtrack until they find us.” 
 
    When the professor and Telsa stood, Trinity moved out at a blistering pace. At least it was a blistering pace for her two companions. She knew her battle suit could run a whole lot faster if she wasn’t weighed down by the others. She hustled her two companions forward as fast as they could go in the direction of the extraction point. After ten minutes alternating between a fast walk and running, a sound echoing in the distance drew her attention. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Trinity looked back the way they’d come. She noticed a billow of dark smoke in the distance. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s our hover-tank,” said Telsa. 
 
    “You guessed correctly,” said Jennifer over the battle helmet’s external speakers. “I lost control of the hover-tank five minutes ago. I had turned the autopilot on before I lost control, so it’s been running in a straight line ever since. Those cats are six kilometers away now, but they’re headed back in our direction. I calculate it won’t take them long to catch up with us.” 
 
    “I thought you said something about having a stealth shield up,” said the professor. “Won’t that prevent them from detecting us?” 
 
    Trinity looked at the professor and pointed at the ground. “Yep. It’ll hide us from their electronic sensors, but it won’t hide those.” 
 
    The professor glanced down with a confused look on his face. His eyes widened when they focused on three sets of footprints in the sand leading back to the point where they’d jumped off of the hover-tank. The professor nodded his head. “I see your point.” After wiping his forehead, the professor panted, “I’m not used to this much physical exercise. I don’t get a chance to do a lot of calisthenics when I’m in the lab. How far is it to our pickup point?” 
 
    Looking back, Trinity noticed drops of sweat streaming down the Eorian’s face. She glanced over at Telsa. The short female was holding up surprisingly well considering she was also supposed to be a scientist. 
 
    “I’ve got a feeling the pickup point is too far,” Trinity said. “I don’t think you can make it on your own, professor.” 
 
    “Can you heal?” asked Telsa. “I heard wizard scouts can heal. Maybe you—” 
 
    “I’m not a healer,” Trinity said. “I wish I was. A healer could replenish the professor’s body so he could run the whole way. As it is, we’re left with only one option as I see it.” 
 
    Before either of her companions could ask what the other option was, Trinity grabbed the tall Eorian and threw him over her shoulder. She took off running while ignoring the protests coming from the professor. A quick look over her shoulder confirmed Telsa was hard on her heels. Increasing the pace to a near run, Trinity noticed Telsa keeping up easily enough. While breathing hard, the short female seemed to have abnormal stamina. 
 
    “Is there any wonder?” asked Jennifer in their shared space. “Have you looked at her Power reserve? It’s partially healing her. That’s why she’s able to run so well.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed her reserve, but I assumed she was untrained.” 
 
    “Oh, I calculate she is. Sometimes, rare individuals can partially use their Power before they’re trained. How do you think the first wizard scout came into being; through osmosis?” 
 
    Trinity increased the pace even more until it became obvious Telsa could no longer keep up. At that point, Trinity backed off the pace until she found a sustainable rate of movement for the young woman. They ran for a full twenty minutes. Trinity knew they were getting close. The trouble was she also knew the pursuing cats were closing in as well. 
 
    “Incoming,” said Jennifer over the battle helmet’s external speakers. “I highly recommend you take cover.” 
 
    “What cover?” Trinity said as she dropped the professor and shoved both him and his grad student flat on the ground. She jumped on top of them to provide at least a little cover with her battle suit. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    A trail of red flames passed overhead. A dozen rockets exploded a hundred meters away throwing sand in every direction. 
 
    “Recommend you run for all you’re worth,” said Jennifer speaking out loud. “I hacked into the rocket’s guidance systems and threw them off course, but the computers on those cats are making adjustments as we speak. I calculate the next salvo won’t miss.” 
 
    Trinity jumped to her feet and pointed ahead. “Go! I’ll try to cover you.” 
 
    “Go where?” asked Telsa regaining her feet. “There’s nothing but sand as far as the eye can see.” 
 
    Reaching out with both hands, Trinity grabbed the professor and Telsa and gave them a shove to start them on their way. “Just go!” she yelled. 
 
    Her two companions got. 
 
    Glancing at her Power reserve, Trinity noticed it was low. She’d known it was getting low, but she hadn’t thought it would be quite that low. 
 
    “It’s an expensive drain on your Power reserve to keep a stealth shield on three people,” said Jennifer. “You specialize in detection, not protection. You’re down to nine percent Power in your reserve.” 
 
    “That’s just friggin’ great,” Trinity said. “I’ve got a squadron of cats hot on my heels in attack mode. What am I supposed to do with only nine percent Power?” 
 
    “Don’t ask me. I’m just your battle computer. You’re the great and all-knowing wizard scout. However, I do recommend you figure something out real quick. Those cats have launched their next salvo. I calculate those high-explosive rockets will be here in ten seconds.” 
 
    Twelve incoming energy readings on her passive scan confirmed her battle computer’s warning. Forming a line of Power, Trinity reached out with an active scan and touched the lead missile. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Trinity asked. “That’s a tactical nuke. What the hell are they thinking?” 
 
    “I calculate they’re thinking they don’t want to miss this time,” replied Jennifer. “Thankfully, I’m embedded within a hardened brerellium steel chip inside your battle helmet. I might actually survive the blast. I calculate a hundred percent probability your companions and you won’t. Recommend you stop the missiles before they get closer.” 
 
    Trinity gathered some of the remaining Power in her reserve and reached out to penetrate the lead missile with an active scan. She located the warhead’s detonator. Converting the active scan to telekinesis, she squeezed hard. At the same time, she reached out with another line of Power and knocked her two companions down using telekinesis. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Throwing up one defensive shield around herself and a second one around her two companions, Trinity gritted her teeth and waited for the approaching wave of energy from the tactical nuke. A wall of radioactive sand and energy hit her defensive shield sending her rolling across the sand. 
 
    “You’ve got too much of your Power diverted to the professor and Telsa’s defensive shield,” said Jennifer. “I recommend that you at least give yourself as much of a chance as you’re giving them.” 
 
    “I can self-heal,” Trinity said. “They can’t.” 
 
    The blast continued rolling Trinity along the ground, but her battle suit was the toughest armor the Empire’s technicians could create. It was up to the task. By the time she came to a stop, she was bruised, and her right arm was broken. She wasn’t too concerned about herself since she could self-heal. Making a split-second decision, Trinity diverted more of the remaining Power in her reserve to the defensive shield surrounding her two charges. 
 
    “You’re at four percent Power,” said Jennifer. “Three percent; two percent; one percent. Empty.” 
 
    Just as she ran out of Power, the last of the tactical nuke’s blast rolled past them. Trinity regained her feet and looked behind her. A mushroom cloud of dark sand was billowing high into the sky. She felt an unpleasant tingling in her skin. 
 
    “Radiation poisoning,” said Jennifer. “You’re Power reserve is empty, so you can no longer self-heal. I highly recommend you get to some cover. The good news is that all of the missiles were destroyed by the blast of that tactical nuke. Unfortunately, I sense the cats are preparing another salvo as we speak. I calculate these next missiles will kill all three of you even if none of them are nukes.” 
 
    Glancing around, Trinity saw nothing in the way of cover. That is unless flat sand as far as the eye could see was considered cover. She did spot two forms half buried in the sand thirty meters away. Running over, Trinity knelt down and uncovered her two companions. She noticed darkening splotches on both the professor and Telsa. The blue Eorian seemed to be the worse of the two. He was lying on top of Telsa as if he’d been trying to protect his grad student. 
 
    “I calculate the female’s Power is partially healing the radiation damage to her body,” said Jennifer. “She might actually live if you can get her out of the radiation zone before her Power reserve is empty. Of course, since you chose to use the last of your Power keeping up their defensive shield, you’re going to die along with the professor before you can make it to safety. Telsa will probably outlive you now. That’s just my opinion. You can’t heal yourself if you don’t have Power.” 
 
    Trinity felt a drop of Power regenerate in her reserve. It was used up almost immediately by her self-heal ability. It didn’t heal much. With a regeneration rate of one percent of her Power reserve every sixty minutes, she knew it would be hours before she’d have enough Power in her reserve to do any good. She also knew she didn’t have hours. She’d be long dead before she regenerated any useful amount. 
 
    Unable to do anything about her Power reserve, Trinity turned in the direction of the approaching UHAAVs. She spotted the eight armored behemoths heading directly for her. They weren’t even deviating to avoid the new radiation zone. She noticed a series of flashes from the cats as the next salvo of missiles left their launch tubes. 
 
    “Incoming,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “Yeah, I see them,” Trinity said steeling herself for what was to come. “Those cats have launched their missiles.” 
 
    “No,” said Jennifer. “I mean incoming from above.” 
 
    Looking up, Trinity noticed a bright light streaking through the sky. A series of smaller lights left the larger one speeding directly toward the approaching UHAAVs. 
 
    “Missiles,” Trinity said. 
 
    “Actually, they’re anti-ship torpedoes,” corrected Jennifer. “I calculate someone’s going all out to save you.” 
 
    Two of the torpedoes changed direction and intercepted the missiles from the cats. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The missiles were consumed in the torpedo’s blast. 
 
    “Those were non-nuke missiles this time,” observed Jennifer. “You’re one lucky wizard scout. If they’d been another set of nukes, I calculate you’d be dead.” 
 
    “Yeah, lucky me,” Trinity said as she felt her skin continuing to blister from the effects of the surrounding radiation. 
 
    The remaining torpedoes slammed into the formation of cats. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Smoke and flames replaced the cats. Trinity didn’t know if they’d all been destroyed, but she didn’t care. She had a feeling any remaining crewmembers were now going to be too busy trying to stay alive to worry about her little group. 
 
    The bright light overhead turned into the dull gray of a recon ship. It continued coming in fast. Trinity had been on enough starships to know it was coming in too fast to land. As it drew near, a yellow beam of light reached out and enveloped Trinity and her companions. The ship’s tractor beam pulled all three of them into the air toward an opening that suddenly appeared in the side of the ship. 
 
    Once the tractor beam deposited them inside the ship’s airlock, the outside door closed. Trinity stood and stepped in front of the two unconscious forms of her companion where they lay at her feet. She drew her phase rod, but she kept it inactivated. 
 
    The inner door of the airlock opened. A scraggly haired, older man dressed in a nondescript grey jumpsuit stepped inside the airlock. 
 
    The old man eyed the phase rod. “You ain’t a gonna to be needing that. The name’s Sergeant Ron. Welcome to the Defiant.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Saying Goodbye 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    After the old man’s quick introduction, he took one look at the professor and Telsa and immediately went into action. With the aid Trinity and another crewmember named Charlie, the two unconscious forms of Trinity’s companions were taken directly to the Defiant’s infirmary. Once there Charlie, who happened to be one of the Intergalactic Empire’s many lizard races, took charge. He was a four-armed Sterilian, and he used all four arms to simultaneously run a medical diagnostics on the professor and Telsa. With the aid of a robo-doc, the two unconscious patients were soon undergoing treatment for radiation sickness. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” asked Sergeant Ron. “You got the same dose of radiation as them.” 
 
    Without taking her gaze off Telsa and the professor, Trinity said, “I’ll be fine now that I’m out of the radiation zone. I’m a wizard scout. Even though my Power reserve is staying empty, its natural recharging is providing enough Power to allow my self-heal to bring me back to baseline.” 
 
    Out the corner of her eye, Trinity noticed the old man nod as if he understood what she was saying completely. Ignoring the Defiant’s captain for a moment, Trinity looked at the metal table where Telsa lay. The medical readouts on the table’s computer display were nearing the normal ranges for a human. The readouts on the second table weren’t as good. From what she knew about Eorian physiology, Trinity was pretty sure the professor’s vitals were well below norms. In her opinion, his blue skin looked more gray than it did blue. What was even more distressing was that his breaths were coming in ragged gasps as if he was struggling for each lungful of life-giving air. 
 
    Looking over at Charlie who was standing next to the Eorian’s table, Trinity started to ask the obvious question but remained silent to avoid distracting the Sterilian at a critical moment. Charlie must have sensed her unspoken request because he looked over at her and shook his head. Opening his mouth to reveal a double row of serrated teeth, the Sterilian pointed one of his four arms at Telsa and hissed his answer. Mechanical sounding words came out of a small box attached to a belt at the lizard’s waist. 
 
    “Woman fine,” Charlie said. He pointed at the professor saying, “He dying. Nothing we can do.” 
 
    “Charlie’s right,” said Sergeant Ron. “We’re mechanics, not healers, and this is a recon ship, not a medical transport. Your friend is so far gone now I think it would take a trained wizard scout healer to save his life. Our robo-doc may be able to keep him alive for a few minutes longer, but I’m afraid that’s about it.” 
 
    “We should try to get him to a medical facility,” Trinity said stating the obvious but desperately needing to do something. The Eorian was her responsibility. She was the one who’d initiated the battle, not the professor. 
 
    The Defiant’s captain shook his head. “Believe me, I would if I could. I’m not heartless, no matter what some people might say. As it so happens, I’m making for the nearest dimensional fold now. Even at max hyper-speed, we’re still twelve hours away. Like I said, the Defiant is a recon ship. We’re not one of those larger class ships that have the energy to create their own jump points. I’ve got a limited number of options that I can do.” 
 
    Trinity wanted to argue, but she had nothing to base an argument on. She doubted the Defiant’s captain wasn’t being cruel. He was just stating facts as he saw them. They weren’t going to be able to save the professor’s life. Not for the first time, Trinity started to second-guess her decision to attack the professor’s guards. She immediately shoved the thought aside. She was experienced enough to know second-guessing never did anyone any good. 
 
    Sergeant Ron walked over to Telsa’s table and looked up at the display. “Your little friend’s doing well. If the robo-doc wasn’t keeping her unconscious, she’d probably be moving around by now. Her Power reserve seems to be trying to heal the radiation damage to her body. At least it’s healing her enough that we’re going to be able to save her life.” 
 
    The old man’s statement caught Trinity by surprise. She sized the Defiant’s captain up gaining a newfound respect. “You can sense her Power reserve?” 
 
    The old man grinned. “What? Are you one of those people who think only wizard scouts can sense things like that? Both Charlie and I could’ve been wizard scouts if we’d had a mind. We decided long ago to work for a living instead of eating out of the government’s trough for the rest of our lives. So yeah, I can sense her Power reserve. I can sense yours too for that matter. What of it?” 
 
    Trinity grinned. She wasn’t insulted. Although she’d never met them personally, she knew both Sergeant Ron and Charlie by reputation from her years as a cadet at the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy. “I heard you were an ornery cuss, Captain,” Trinity said. “I guess I heard right.” 
 
    The ship’s captain eyed her before returning her grin. “And I heard you were a hard-headed wizard scout who doesn’t take crap off anyone. I guess I heard right too, eh? By the way, don’t call me, Captain. I don’t like officers, not even civilian ones. I’m a sergeant at heart. I work for a living. I may own and pilot this ship, but I ain’t no officer.” 
 
    Thinking back, Trinity tried to remember all she’d heard about the Defiant and her crew. Both Sergeant Ron and Charlie were on-again off-again mechanics at the Empire’s Academy. They had been off on some adventure in the Defiant when she’d attended the Academy, but she’d heard plenty of stories about them from the senior cadets while she’d been there. For some reason, the Academy’s commandant, Wizard Scout Thomas R. Jacobs, had cut the two of them a lot of slack on their duties at the Academy. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Trinity asked deciding to take the direct frontal approach to getting information. 
 
    “Well…,” said Sergeant Ron raising a hand to scratch at his beard. “Officially, Charlie and I just happened to be in the area, but that ain’t exactly the truth. The commandant passed on a request from the central computer for us to stand by in case we were needed on that desert planet. Obviously, we were.” The Defiant’s captain smiled. “If I’d known how much trouble you were going to cause, I’d probably have refused.” 
 
    Trinity took the old man’s last statement with a grain of salt. From what she’d heard, Sergeant Ron never let a little bit of potential trouble influence his decisions. She concentrated on another part of his comment. “You said a request. Was it a request or an order? It’s a long way from the Academy on Velos to this Creator-forsaken part of space. I need to know why you’re here.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron’s face darkened slightly, and his voice took on an edge. “First off, I said it was a request, and I’m not in the habit of lying. The Defiant is a privately owned vessel. Neither the Empire nor anyone else can order us to do anything. We were guaranteed a sizeable sum of credits to stand by within striking distance of that planet. As it so happens, my ship’s in need of a few major repairs. Since my bank account’s nearly empty, I made the command decision to comply with the request, so here we are. Savvy?” 
 
    Before Trinity could answer, an alarm went off on the display above the professor’s table. The indicators for the Eorian’s vitals began fluctuating wildly. 
 
    Turning to Charlie, the Defiant’s captain said, “Better wake the woman up. I don’t know how close the two of them are, but if it was me, I’d want to say goodbye.” 
 
    The Sterilian pressed an icon on the computer display near Telsa’s table. A metal appendage stretched out from the robo-doc and inserted a needle into the grad student’s arm. As soon as the needle was removed, Trinity noticed the short female’s eyes flutter and open. 
 
    “Wha… what’s happening?” 
 
    Telsa tried to rise but almost immediately fell back on the table. The robo-doc inserted another needle full of liquid into her arm. Trinity noticed color come back into the woman’s cheeks. The professor’s grad student sat up and swung her short legs over the side of the table. Her eyelids fluttered. She leaned forward and began to fall. Trinity caught her and raised her back into a sitting position. 
 
    “Take it easy,” Trinity said. “The radiation from that nuke nearly did you in.” She motioned in the direction of the professor. “Your self-heal saved your life. I’m sorry to say the professor didn’t fare as well.” 
 
    “My self what?” Telsa asked. She started to say more, but her eyes caught sight of the Eorian. Understanding came to her face. She immediately jumped off the metal table and staggered to the professor’s side. After looking at the medical display, Telsa looked up at the others in the room. “He’s dying. Do something.” 
 
    “We’ve done all we can,” said Sergeant Ron in a voice that Trinity thought sounded kinder than any tone she’d heard him use so far. “All anyone can do now is say goodbye.” Glancing at the Sterilian, the Defiant’s captain said, “Charlie, wake him up. He may have something to say.” 
 
    Moving his right-upper arm, Charlie touched on icon on the medical display above the professor’s table. The robo-doc moved closer to the professor and reached out with a snake-like appendage. A jet of air shot out of the tube in the direction of the professor’s nose. Trinity detected a pungent odor in the air. She noticed the professor’s eyelids open and close several times before finally remaining open. His dilated pupils seemed to look around the room before locking in on Telsa. 
 
    The Eorian must’ve noticed the concerned look on the face of his grad student. He sighed and gave a weak smile. “Ah. So it’s my time. I’m sorry I involved you in this, Telsa.” 
 
    “You’re going to be all right, Professor,” said Telsa. She wiped at her eyes with one hand, but she didn’t cry. “We’re going to get you to one of those wizard scout healers. Everything’s going to be fine. You’ll see.” 
 
    The professor looked around at the other faces in the room. When his gaze fell on Trinity, she tried to keep her expression blank. She had a feeling she was failing miserably. 
 
    The professor looked back at Telsa. “It doesn’t matter, little one. I’m old even for an Eorian. I’ve had a good life. Now it’s time for you to do what I’m no longer able.” 
 
    This time Telsa lost control slightly and choked back a sob. “Do what? I’m just your student.” 
 
    The Eorian smiled. “No longer, little one. Now you must be the teacher.” Raising a clenched fist, the professor opened it to reveal a small data disk. Trinity recognized it as the one he’d taken from the tattooed man. “Take this, Telsa. I couldn’t solve the riddle, but maybe you’ll succeed where I failed. The existence of the Empire may depend on you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Professor?” said Telsa trying valiantly to hold back her tears. “Whatever it is, you’ll figure it out. I’ll help you. Everything’s going to be all right. You’ll see.” 
 
    The Eorian smiled one last time before taking a deep breath and closing his eyes. His open hand fell across his chest. The data disk tumbled toward the floor, but Telsa didn’t waste time trying to catch it. Her eyes immediately went to the medical display. An alarm went off. Almost immediately, several appendages from the robo-doc reached out and touched the professor’s chest. 
 
    “Stand back,” came the mechanical voice of the robot. 
 
    Trinity reached out with both hands and pulled Telsa away from the table. The short woman struggled trying to reach the Eorian, but the grad student’s strength was no match for Trinity’s battle suit. 
 
    A high-pitched whine filled the air. The professor’s body jerked as the robo-doc sent an electrical charge into the Eorian’s chest. The indicators on the medical display continued to show a flat line. The whine filled the air again. A second later the professor’s body jerked even more violently. The indicators continued to remain flat. Twice more the procedure was repeated. Finally, the appendages retracted into the robo-doc, and the whole conveyance slid back into the wall of the infirmary. 
 
    Trinity looked at Charlie and Sergeant Ron. By silent agreement, they left the room together to give Telsa some privacy. Before she walked out, Trinity bent down and picked up the data disk dropped by the professor and slipped it into her pocket. Trinity knew the young woman might not be interested in the disk at the moment, but she had a feeling that would change later. 
 
    Walking out the doorway, Trinity slid the curtain shut behind her. The thick cloth did little to suppress the sound of sobs coming from the room. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 – Change of Mission 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Sergeant Ron, Telsa, and Trinity stood around the holographic display in the communications room. A meter-sized form of a muscular, blonde-headed woman stood on the communication console. The woman wore the uniform of a special operations captain. 
 
    “I’m sorry to say you screwed the pactar on this one, Trinity,” said the blonde woman. “The Imperial High Command is livid. You were only supposed to pinpoint the location of the professor for a follow-up mission, not attempt a rescue all by yourself.” 
 
    Trinity pressed her lips tightly together to prevent any words from coming out. She’d already said all she needed to say. Besides, she knew it wasn’t Captain Stevens’ fault. The captain knew the score. Field agents had to make split-second life and death decisions. Trinity knew she’d made hers. Now she’d have to live with the consequences. 
 
    While military discipline kept Trinity silent, Sergeant Ron was under no such obligation. 
 
    “Well it’s always easier for some fat-assed, rear-echelon, high mucky-muck to say what should’ve been done when they’ve got all the time in the galaxy to make a decision,” said Sergeant Ron. “I’d like to see one of them out here trying to make a decision in real time when someone’s shooting at them. I’ve got a feeling they’d change their tune real quick.” 
 
    Trinity thought she detected a hint of a smile on the gruff special operations captain’s face, but it disappeared before she could be sure. 
 
    “Regardless, Sergeant Ron,” said Captain Stevens, “the damage is done. The professor’s dead and so are all our leads. The intel boys and girls have analyzed the information from the copy of the data disk you sent us. Most of it is just theoretical gibberish from what they tell me.” 
 
    Telsa grew red-faced. “It’s not gibberish. Professor Jaskok was a great scientist. Just because your people aren’t smart enough to figure it out doesn’t make it gibberish.” 
 
    The hint of a smile appeared on the captain’s face again before disappearing. “That may well be, young lady, but the end result is that our intel can’t figure it out. Can you?” 
 
    “Uh,” said Telsa. “Uh, I’m just a grad student. I’ve helped the professor off and on over the last six years, but he didn’t discuss what was on the disk with me.” 
 
    The holographic image of Captain Stevens frowned. “I see. Well, you’re the closest thing to an expert we’ve got, so I’m unofficially making you a part of this operation until further notice.” 
 
    “What?” said Telsa. “I’m a scientist, not one of your tin soldiers. I’ve got a life of my own. I need to call me parents. They’ll be worried.” 
 
    “Your parents have already been contacted,” said Captain Stevens. “As far as your life goes, it’s on hold for the time being.” 
 
    “Uh, sir,” Trinity said. “I’m not sure what you mean by part of this operation. What operation is that? I thought the mission was over. I failed. End of story, right?” 
 
    Captain Stevens narrowed her eyes and stared. Trinity was rarely intimidated, and she wasn’t now, but she’d learned to respect the special operations captain over the last couple of years. The woman was a no-nonsense commander who cared about her troops. Trinity had always had a high regard for leaders like that. 
 
    “The mission’s not over ‘til I say it’s over, wizard scout. As it so happens, one fact our intel did get out of the data you sent was that something big is happening on Cavos in the Octavo system. You’re going to go there and find out what it is, and you’re going to take the professor’s grad student with you.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Jennifer over the battle helmet’s external speakers. “Cavos is currently in the middle of a political mess bordering on a civil war. Based upon the information in my databanks, the Empire has a division-level force of peacekeepers on the planet trying to keep the two factions from annihilating each other.” 
 
    Captain Stevens nodded her head. “That’s right, and from what I hear, it ain’t working out so well for the peacekeepers. Due to significant losses of senior officers, the acting division commander is currently a Major Jerad Criteron. He’s a good soldier from what I hear, but his peacekeepers are undermanned and outgunned. He’s requested a regiment of UHAAVs and two battalions of infantry to reinforce his troops.” The holographic image of Captain Stevens turned slightly to look directly at Trinity. This time the special operations captain definitely smiled. “We’re going to send him you instead.” 
 
    “Ha,” Trinity said. “I’ve got a feeling that isn’t going to make the major none too happy.” 
 
    Captain Stevens’ eyes gave a twinkle. “I’ve no doubt you’re right, wizard scout. Nevertheless, you’re all we’re sending at the present. Once you get on the planet, you’ll provide Major Criteron with whatever assistance you can when you’re not trying to find out how the political situation on Cavos involves the professor’s data.” 
 
    “I’m no scientist,” Trinity said. “I’m a soldier. I won’t be any help trying to analyze the disk.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” said Captain Stevens. “That’s where your young companion here is going to help you out.” 
 
    Telsa frowned. The short woman folded her arms across her chest. “I didn’t say I’d do it.” 
 
    “I don’t remember asking if you would,” said Captain Stevens in a voice indicating non-compliance wasn’t an option. “Unless you plan on walking all the way back to the Imperial University on Risors, I suggest you get your head into your professor’s data and help Wizard Scout Trinity out the best you can. The faster you two figure this thing out, the quicker you’ll get back to your friends and family.” 
 
    Trinity noticed Telsa’s face turning beet-red. Before the short female could reply, Trinity beat her to the punch. “How are we supposed to get to Cavos, Captain? Are we being teleported there?” 
 
    The holographic image of the captain shook her head. She raised an arm and pointed at Sergeant Ron. “This fine gentleman is going to take you there.” 
 
    “The devil you say,” said Sergeant Ron. “I don’t take orders from you or anyone else. I’ll be spending most of the credits I earned pulling these two’s fat out of the fire to get the Defiant back in shape. I’ve got radiation dust in every crevice on the outside of the ship. I’ll probably be spending weeks getting it all cleaned out.” 
 
    “Then a nice leisurely vacation on Cavos will give you time to get your little recon ship all spic and span, won’t it?” asked Captain Stevens without a hint of a smile. 
 
    “The answer’s no,” said Sergeant Ron. “I don’t take orders from the Imperial High Command or anyone else. I’m not in the military anymore. I’ve got my own priorities.” 
 
    The image of Captain Stevens flickered and winked out. It was replaced by the image of a man wearing the black and gold of an Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy TAC officer. Trinity recognized the man immediately. He was Wizard Scout Thomas R. Jacobs, the commandant at the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy. He’d been the commandant when she’d graduated from the Academy twelve years ago. She had a feeling the man would be the commandant until the day he died. He was somewhat of a hero to most wizard scouts. She had a lot of respect for him. 
 
    “Commandant,” said Sergeant Ron. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant Ron,” said the image of the commandant. “I need you to do me a favor, old friend. It’s important. You need to trust me on this.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron scratched his raggedy beard before answering. “You know I’d do anything for you, sir, but the Defiant’s down to twenty-five percent on her hyper-drive. It’s a full three hyper-jumps to Cavos. That would only leave me with two hyper-jumps before our drive would need to be replaced. I wouldn’t even be able to make it back to Velos for repairs.” 
 
    The image of the commandant smiled. Trinity thought he had a nice smile. As she remembered it, he hadn’t smiled all that much when she’d been a cadet at the Academy. 
 
    “I guess it makes a difference when you’re one of his peers instead of one of his cadets,” commented Jennifer in their shared space. 
 
    “That’s all being taken care of old friend,” said the commandant. “Once you’re on Cavos, the Defiant will be receiving a complete overhaul of her hyper-drive courtesy of the Imperial High Command. That’ll give you a full twenty hyper-jumps. I’ve also convinced them to authorize a few other repairs and supplies. Won’t that be worth a little of your time? From what I hear, the Defiant’s getting a little long in the tooth.” 
 
    “Well, uh…,” said Sergeant Ron scratching his beard again. “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.” 
 
    “You owe me, Sergeant Ron,” said the commandant. “I’ve covered for you more than once over the last thirty-five years. I’m asking for a return of the favors now. This is important. I’m asking you as a friend.” 
 
    The Defiant’s captain looked at the floor before returning his gaze to the commandant’s holographic image. Trinity knew what the sergeant’s answer was going to be before he even opened his mouth. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it,” said Sergeant Ron. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to like it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – The Defiant 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    “Doesn’t the Defiant seem a little large for a recon ship?” asked Telsa. 
 
    Trinity stopped their self-guided tour and looked down at her companion. The top of the short woman’s head only came to her shoulder. They were currently alone. Sergeant Ron and Charlie had both went about their duties after assigning quarters to the Defiant’s new passengers. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Trinity replied. “I’ll admit I haven’t been on many recon ships. I’m normally teleported from Velos during mission insertions and extractions. Still, this is the largest recon ship I’ve ever seen, and it’s got enough armaments to make a light destroyer jealous.” 
 
    Telsa nodded her head. “That’s what I thought. Charlie told me the Defiant can hold a crew of twenty-two, but that it’s automated enough to be run by a single person if necessary. I know I’m not experienced in military ships, but that seems pretty non-standard to me.” 
 
    The two of them were currently standing in the ship’s dining area. It was a circular room with a long metal table in the center. A series of openings in the walls led to the crew quarters. Thick curtains appeared to serve as doors. 
 
    Telsa pointed at the curtain leading to her quarters. “Not much privacy. I’ve a feeling it would be hard to sleep if a score of people were in here eating.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Trinity walked into the adjacent galley and opened a few cupboards. They were well-stocked with dehydrated food. She looked back at her companion. “Well, you won’t starve.” 
 
    Telsa gave a half smile. Then she looked at the closed curtain on the opening across from the galley. It was the infirmary. Her smile disappeared. 
 
    Trinity looked at the doorway as well. “I’m sorry about your friend. Were you close?” 
 
    The short female continued looking at the curtain for several seconds before turning to face Trinity. “Professor Jaskok is… err… was… the head of the astral physics department at the university. He’d worked on some projects for my father a few years earlier, so he kind of took me under his wing when I got there. I majored in astral physics, so…” Her voice trailed off as she stared at the curtained doorway. 
 
    After an awkward silence, Trinity pulled a bottle of dehydrated coffee pills out of a cupboard and placed a pill in two cups. After placing the cups in the hydrator, she punched the start icon on the display. A few seconds later, a beep sounded. She opened the door and pulled out two steaming cups. Placing the cups at one end of the long table, she sat on the bench and motioned with her head toward the bench on the opposite side of the table. Telsa sat down and stared at her cup. 
 
    “Astral physics, huh?” Trinity said. “That deals with hyper-drives, right?” 
 
    “Why are you asking her?” said Jennifer in their shared space, “If you want to know something about astral physics you should ask me. I’m the one connected to the tele-network, remember?” 
 
    “Hush,” Trinity ordered. “This isn’t about you, Jennifer. I’m just trying to take her mind off her friend. I’ve got a feeling she’s going to come in handy if we can keep her head straight.” 
 
    Telsa looked up and nodded her head. “Yes. It plays a major role in hyper-drives, but astral physics also deals with stealth shields. That was Professor Jaskok’s speciality. My parents insisted that I major in hyper-drives, so whenever the professor needed assistance in that area, he called on me.” 
 
    After blowing on her coffee, Trinity took a sip. She didn’t especially care for coffee, but it was something normal to do. She had a feeling after the short woman’s kidnapping experience, she need some normalcy in her life. 
 
    “The professor said your name was Stremar,” Trinity said. “That’s the name of one of the hyper-drive companies, isn’t it?” 
 
    Taking her own sip of coffee, Telsa let it stay in her mouth for a couple of seconds before swallowing. “My parents are Chin and Tanley Stremar,” said Telsa. “They developed the Stremar hyper-drive that’s on a lot of the newer cruisers and dreadnaughts.” 
 
    “Ah. I see why they insisted on you majoring in astral physics; the family business and all that. Uh, by any chance do you know what’s so important in the information on that disk of the professor’s?” 
 
    Telsa quickly shook her head sending her short black hair flying. “No, but I will. Charlie told me he has some analytical equipment downstairs for the Defiant’s hyper-drive. I think I may be able to modify it enough to conduct a few initial experiments.” 
 
    Taking another sip of her coffee, Trinity swallowed it before setting the cup down and pushing it aside. She laughed. “I have to be honest. I really hate coffee.” 
 
    Telsa smiled before shoving her cup away as well. “I hear you. I actually prefer a nice hot cup of green tea.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Over the course of the next three days, Trinity became very familiar with the layout of the Defiant. While she was a highly trained wizard scout, the Defiant’s captain didn’t seem impressed. He told Telsa and her right off the bat that there were no such things as freeloading passengers on his ship. Everybody worked. 
 
    As it turned out, Telsa’s work consisted of analyzing the information on the professor’s data disk. Despite the fact that the ship’s computer assured Sergeant Ron the Imperial High Command’s best minds were working on deciphering the information, the Defiant’s captain wasn’t one to wait for others to do his work for him. He seemed to bend over backwards to give Telsa whatever equipment she needed to complete her task. 
 
    Since Trinity wasn’t a scientist, she found herself mostly delegated to helping Charlie by fetching tools when he needed them. Other than that she was pretty much free to roam around the recon ship. While not exactly work demanding a lot of wizard scout abilities, it did give her time to become familiar with the various parts of the starship. 
 
    The Defiant was an elliptical design with two wings extending out half the length of the recon ship. The starship was composed of three main floors with a central staircase giving access to all floors. The center of the top-most floor was the circular dining room with connecting galley. The infirmary was opposite the galley. Six other curtained doors led to some of the crew’s quarters. They were simple affairs with a set of narrow bunkbeds, two metal wall lockers, and a desk and chair. Except for the rooms assigned to Telsa and her, they were all unoccupied. 
 
    A short flight of stairs led up to the cockpit located at the front of the ship. The cockpit held chairs for the pilot, copilot, navigator, and forward gunner. The captain’s quarters were located off the rear of the cockpit. The entrance door between the dining room and the cockpit was composed of titanium. During some maintenance on the door’s pneumatics, Charlie told her that the titanium could be energized to prevent even dimension-shifting creatures from entering the cockpit. 
 
    The lowest floor of the recon ship was composed of a large cargo bay along with an armory and access to the engine control room. The hyper-drive itself was a massive system extending through multiple floors, but the heart of the drive, a glowing ball of red energy was visible from the engine control room. 
 
    Two ladders on opposite sides of the cargo bay led to access tunnels for the starboard and port wings. According to what Charlie had told her, Sergeant Ron hoped to install a zip fighter in each wing someday. Trinity thought that was a strange idea since the Defiant was a recon ship. Her experience with recon ships were that they weren’t intended to do major fighting. However, she soon realized that the Defiant’s captain was thin-skinned when it came to criticisms about his ship, so she kept her opinion to herself. 
 
    The middle deck of the Defiant consisted of torpedo and missile launchers along with the gun controls for the ship’s upper and lower gun batteries. Unlike typical recon ships, the Defiant’s main guns were hundred gigawatt plasma cannons. Jennifer told her most destroyers only carried hundred gigawatt plasma cannons, so having that size on a recon ship was odd to say the least. 
 
    The communications room was on the same level as gun control. The communications room was a cramped affair just off the central staircase. In spite of the room’s size, the equipment inside was topnotch. The remainder of the middle deck contained additional crew quarters as well as a second armory. Like the primary armory on the cargo deck, it was well-stocked with various types of small arms and shoulder-fired weapons. Both armories contained a generous supply of ammunition and isotopic batteries. 
 
    On the morning of Trinity’s third day on the Defiant, she found herself sitting in the copilot’s seat in the cockpit along with Sergeant Ron. A star chart was visible above the holograph table located between the pilot and copilot’s chairs. 
 
    “So why don’t we just go to the nearest dimensional fold and make our jump to Cavos?” Trinity asked. “Why go all the way to the Mistos’ system to make the jump? From what I can tell, that’s in the opposite direction.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron looked over from the pilot’s seat. “You don’t fly much, do you?” 
 
    Trinity smiled and shook her head. Several strands of her long, black hair stuck to the side of her face. She brushed them back behind her ear. “The Imperial High Command keeps up wizard scouts pretty busy. We’re teleported most of the time. Having one of their assets sitting around spending weeks on a starship isn’t an efficient use of resources. At least that’s the official line.” 
 
    “Ha!” laughed Sergeant Ron. “I’ve always said they don’t teach you wizard scouts stuff at the Academy that you need to know in the real world. Take interstellar navigation for instance. Our dimension’s like a crumpled-up piece of paper. If we go to a point where two parts of the dimension touch, we can use our hyper-drive to jump from one part of the galaxy to the other. The problem is a jump takes a lot out of a hyper-drive. Most starships only get twenty jumps before their hyper-drive needs an overhaul. That’s why we’ve spent the last three days going to point XRAY 5217. It’s the most efficient place to make our final jump to Cavos.” He gave a wink and added, “Even if it is in the opposite direction.” 
 
    Trinity eyed the old man. “I thought the commandant said the Imperial High Command was overhauling your hyper-drive when we get to Cavos. Why not just make the fastest jump instead of worrying about the most efficient?” 
 
    After scratching his beard, Sergeant Ron grinned. “Well, it’s been my experience that there are overhauls and there are overhauls. I’ve got a feeling the Imperial High Command’s idea of an overhaul isn’t the same as mine. That’s why I’m not putting any more strain on my engine than necessary.” 
 
    Smiling, Trinity said, “You know Sergeant Ron, I’d heard you were a troublemaker when I was attending the Academy. I’ve got a feeling we’re going to get along just fine.” 
 
    The Defiant’s captain laughed long and hard. “Well, if you like troublemakers, then I’m your man. If’n I wasn’t already married, I’d really show how much trouble I could be.” Punching an icon on his control panel, Sergeant Ron said, “Now, you’ve got full control of the ship. Let’s see what you can do. We’re coming up on the jump point. Timing is everything, so be ready. Otherwise, we’ll wind up as a few billion bits of disassembled flesh floating around in space for the rest of eternity. No pressure, though.” 
 
    Trinity touched an icon on the copilot’s panel. “Computer; time until jump point.” 
 
    A mechanical voice came out of a speaker on the cockpit’s wall. “Time to target is two minutes and twelve seconds.” 
 
    “Ha!” said Sergeant Ron. “That’s why you should never trust computers when you don’t need to. We’ve got about sixty seconds to the most efficient jump point.” 
 
    Trinity looked at the timer on the control panel. It displayed 2:08. “That’s not what the computer says. What makes you think it’s sooner?” 
 
    Sergeant Ron laughed again. “Because I can smell it, so to speak. Watch this.” 
 
    The Defiant’s captain didn’t move, but Trinity sensed a line of Power leave the old man and reach out. She recognized the line of Power as an active scan. Forming an active scan of her own, she followed Sergeant Ron’s line. When his scan touched a point in space, Trinity’s scan was there with him. She sensed two sources of energy merging together at the location. 
 
    As Trinity followed along, she sensed Sergeant Ron move his scan toward a spot where the two sources of energy seemed to merge together more than they did in the area around it. When his scan pulled back, Trinity dropped her active scan. 
 
    Eyeing the old man in the pilot’s seat, Trinity said, “So, you’ve got some skill using Power. Who taught you to do scans? Did you attend the Academy and DFR or something?” 
 
    “Naw, I didn’t Drop From the Rolls,” said Sergeant Ron. “Truth be told, I never even applied for wizard scout training. I could’ve qualified for the Academy if’n I’d had a mind, but I had my own agenda. I pulled the commandant’s bacon out of the fire about thirty-five years ago. He took me on a few missions with him during our younger days. Janice and he showed me a few of your wizard scout tricks.” 
 
    “Janice?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “The commandant’s wife is Councilwoman Janice Deluth. But don’t get me sidetracked. We’ve got about thirty seconds to the jump point. Did you sense it?” 
 
    Trinity nodded her head. 
 
    “Good,” said Sergeant Ron. “When we get there, make the jump. The computer wants you to get closer to the actual fold in the dimension, but I’ve found the energy-merge and the fold aren’t always aligned exactly in the same spot. It’s been my experience that the place where the energy merges is always the most efficient jump point.” 
 
    Forming her active scan again, Trinity pinpointed the energy-merge point once more. When the Defiant reached it, she touched the jump icon on her control panel. The cockpit blurred and Trinity was shoved back in her seat. After less time than it took to blink an eye, or perhaps it was all of eternity, her vision cleared. Trinity checked the star chart above the holograph display. The blinking blue light denoting the Defiant’s location was only a few light hours from the Octavo system. She spotted the bright blue ball that was the planet Cavos spinning in orbit around the sun. 
 
    “There,” said Sergeant Ron grinning. “You didn’t do too bad a job of piloting considering it was your first jump. But if’n you don’t mind, I think I’ll handle the actual landing. The Defiant can be a little touchy when she gets in atmosphere.” 
 
    Trinity grinned. “Fine by me, Captain. I think I’ll stick with being a wizard scout. I’ll leave the flying to you.” 
 
    “Wise decision,” said Jennifer in their shared space. “Now I recommend you get out of your mechanic’s jumpsuit and back into your battle suit. I calculate you’ll want to make a good impression when you report to Major Criteron.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Trinity thought back. “You calculated that, did you?” 
 
    “Well,” admitted Jennifer. “I didn’t say the probability was high. I just said I calculated it.” 
 
    Trinity mentally laughed. “So you did, old friend. So you did.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 – The Major 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
    The military-grade folding chairs in the outer tent were hard and uncomfortable as all get out. Trinity was tempted to activate her battle suit just to make sitting more comfortable, but she refrained. Looking at the chair next to her, she noticed Sergeant Ron sitting with his chin on his chest. His eyes were closed. 
 
    “Is he sleeping?” she asked her battle computer. “I actually think the old fart’s snoring.” 
 
    “It’s fake snoring,” said Jennifer in their shared space. “Based upon his vitals, I calculate he’s wide awake. I suspect not much goes on around that old man that he doesn’t know about.” 
 
    Trinity looked around the tent. The furnishings were sparse. Except for a scowling sergeant sitting at a metal desk with a computer console on top, their part of the tent was also empty of other life. Sighing, Trinity glanced at the timer indicator on her helmet’s heads-up display. They’d been sitting in the tent for over an hour. 
 
    The outer tent flap finally opened. In walked a tall, lean man with just a touch of gray in his short black hair. He was dressed in combat fatigues sporting a major’s insignia. From the frown on the man’s face, Trinity gathered he wasn’t in a good mood. 
 
    The newly arrived major glanced over at Sergeant Ron and her but said nothing. After nodding to the desk sergeant who’d jumped to attention at the officer’s entrance, the major opened the flap to the inner tent and pulled it shut behind him. 
 
    The sergeant sat back down and went back to whatever desk sergeants did. After another five minutes, the desk sergeant looked at something on his computer console. “The major will see you now, wizard scout.” 
 
    Both Trinity and Sergeant Ron started to rise. 
 
    “Uh, he only wants to see the wizard scout.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron surprised Trinity by not arguing. He just sat back in his seat and closed his eyes again. Trinity thought she detected a half smile on the old man’s lips, but she couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “He’s a strange old bird,” Trinity told her battle computer. 
 
    “You won’t get any arguments out of me on that score,” replied Jennifer. 
 
    Moving to the inner doorway, Trinity opened the flap and went inside. She closed the flap behind her. The inner tent was as sparse of furnishings as the outer. A simple cot and footlocker were tucked into one corner of the tent. A holograph display table was located in the middle of the room. A miniature version of the planet Cavos rotated slowly above the display table. Numerous red dots were lit up all over the planet. 
 
    Trinity turned her attention from the holograph to the major. The man was sitting at a metal desk with a computer built into the top. His chair was a duplicate of one of the uncomfortable metal seats in the outer office. He appeared to be studying a report of some kind on the computer screen. The scowl on the man’s face told her the report probably didn’t contain good news. 
 
    “Well?” said the major not even bothering to look up from his computer. 
 
    “Sir?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “I hate these initial meetings,” she told her battle computer in their shared space. “I never know what kind of working relationship a new commander wants. Is he a jerk who wants spit and polish discipline? Or is he someone who likes a more relaxed atmosphere?” 
 
    The major looked up and glowered at her. “I don’t know how it is where you come from, wizard scout, but out here it’s standard protocol to salute when reporting to a superior officer.” 
 
    “Definitely a jerk,” Trinity told her battle computer. 
 
    Trinity straightened to a stiff attention that would’ve made her TAC officers back at the Academy proud. She saluted. “By regulation, wizard scouts aren’t required to salute, and they rarely do. But if that’s what you want, then so be it. I’ll play whatever little game makes you happy… sir.” 
 
    The major’s face turned red, but Trinity gave him credit for controlling his temper. The man sat silent a good six seconds without saying a word. Trinity held her salute the whole time. She had a snide remark on her tongue about superior officers who didn’t return salutes, but she kept it to herself. 
 
    “Another wise decision,” said Jennifer. “There’s no use antagonizing the man. You have to work together to complete the mission. Butting heads over a simple salute isn’t going to make your job any easier.” 
 
    Trinity had another snide comment for her battle computer as well, but she kept it in the private space of her mind. She’d learned long ago it didn’t pay to antagonize cooks, finance clerks, or battle computers in the military. They all had insidious ways of getting back at you. 
 
    The major’s face returned to a more normal color. He stood and snapped to attention before giving a parade-ground perfect salute in return. When he was finished, he sat back down. He nodded at a nearby metal chair. 
 
    Lowering her salute, Trinity sat down. She continued to remain silent. She’d found silence was usually the best tactic when dealing with jerk commanders. 
 
    “I’m heavy armor,” said the major. “That’s all I’ve ever been. I haven’t worked with any wizard scouts before.” 
 
    Trinity kept her mouth shut in spite of the fact several snide remarks were aching to get out. 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” said Jennifer. “I calculate the man’s under a lot of stress. You might want to give him a break.” 
 
    “Uh, what am I supposed to call you?” asked the major. 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Trinity said, “I’ll answer to Trinity, or Delgado, or plain old wizard scout, sir. Whichever you prefer.” After a second, Trinity added, “What should I call you…, sir?” 
 
    The major glared at Trinity for a split-second before his face relaxed. He nodded his head and gave what might have been a half smile. “Fair enough…, Trinity. It’s been a long day. The fact that I requested a heavy-armor regiment as reinforcements and got a single wizard scout along with the ancient mariner sitting in the outer office hasn’t helped.” 
 
    This time Trinity saw a definite smile on the man’s face. The smile was weak, but it was there. 
 
    “You can call me Major, or Major Criteron, or sir,” said the major. “I’ll answer to any of them.” 
 
    “Understood…, sir.” 
 
    The major touched an icon on his desk. “Sergeant Wyvers, have our other guest step in, please.” 
 
    A few seconds later, Sergeant Ron entered the major’s office. After a quick set of introductions, Trinity found herself sitting on one side of the desk with the Defiant’s captain sitting next to her while the major sat across from them. 
 
    The major looked at Sergeant Ron. “I’ve been ordered to assist you in getting an overhaul done on your hyper-drive. You’ll need to move your ship to the spaceport at Tremar. That’s the Tremarians’ capital city.” 
 
    Trinity remembered an earlier briefing from Jennifer. The Tremarians were one of two factions on the planet Cavos. The other faction was the Osoloians. Something had caused them to start killing each other the previous year. The Intergalactic Empire had sent in a peacekeeping force to stop the killing. From what Jennifer had told her, the peacekeepers hadn’t had a lot of success in keeping the peace. The situation wasn’t quite a civil war yet, but from what she could tell, it was well on its way. 
 
    “The Tremarians, huh?” asked Sergeant Ron. “Can they be trusted?” 
 
    “Can anyone?” asked the major. “My peacekeepers are theoretically neutral, but in actuality, both sides resent our presence. My division has taken losses, especially among the officer corp.” Pointing to the holograph of Cavos, the major said, “See all those red dots? That’s the locations where my peacekeepers have been attacked.” 
 
    “Uh, that’s a lot of red dots,” said Sergeant Ron. “How many troops do you have, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    The major stared at the holograph for several seconds before answering. “I’ve got an armored regiment along with a division of infantry. It’s not nearly enough.” 
 
    Trinity was surprised. “I was told a division during my briefing, but I took that with a grain of salt. Since my orders were to report to a major, I thought there might’ve been a mistake… sir.” 
 
    The major took his gaze away from the holograph and faced Trinity. “Your orders were correct. I am in charge. That’s what happens when every field officer above the rank of major gets killed off.” 
 
    “Jennifer,” Trinity thought. “Is he telling the truth?” 
 
    “He is,” came her battle computer’s reply. “Most of the higher ranking officers were killed two weeks ago. A bomb destroyed the Tremarians’ palace during a reception in honor of the division commander and his staff. According to the information in my databanks, other senior officers have been individually assassinated since then. Major Criteron took charge last week. According to what I can glean from the tele-network, he’s had three attempts on his life in as many days.” 
 
    Trinity looked at the major in a new light. “I guess he is under a lot of stress.” 
 
    “I calculate you’re correct, wizard scout.” 
 
    No one spoke for several seconds. Finally, Sergeant Ron broke the silence. “I read the intel files before we arrived. If you don’t mind my saying, you don’t need an armored regiment. You need a bodyguard. I’ve got a feeling Trinity here will do you a lot more good than you may think.” 
 
    Trinity sat up in her seat. “I’m nobody’s bodyguard. I’m a wizard scout. I do deep reconnaissance missions.” 
 
    “Ha!” said Sergeant Ron. “You’re talking to someone who’s been with the Academy since before you were born. A wizard scout does whatever’s needed to accomplish the mission. Keeping the major here alive sounds pretty important to me.” 
 
    “I don’t need a bodyguard,” said Major Criteron taking Trinity’s side. “I can take care of myself. I’m sure my staff can come up with some kind of recon suitable for a wizard scout. In the meantime, I’ll have Sergeant Wyvers arrange your accommodations.” 
 
    Trinity stiffened at the apparent brushoff, but she didn’t argue. 
 
    “The major can think all he wants,” Trinity told her battle computer. “I’m not sitting around here waiting for some staff flunky to come up with make-do work for me. Jennifer, I want you to do an analysis of the situation on Cavos. Compile a list of options. We need to get started on this thing before we have a full-scale civil war on our hands.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The major stood up and escorted them to the outer office. After giving some orders to the desk sergeant, the major looked at Sergeant Ron and her. He smiled. It wasn’t a friendly smile, but it wasn’t an unfriendly one either. 
 
    “I don’t know about you two,” said the major, “but I haven’t eaten since breakfast. You’re welcome to join me at our officer’s mess. I doubt we’ll be seeing much of each other after today, so if you have any questions, now’s the time to ask.” 
 
    As a wizard scout, Trinity didn’t need to eat. Like all wizard scouts, she’d received a DNA baseline during her final year at the Academy. Any time her body deviated from its baseline, her Power automatically attempted to bring it back to her original baseline. As long as she had Power in her reserve, her self-heal ability would heal her injuries and return her body to normal. As far as her body was concerned, hunger and thirst were injuries. Be that as it may, although she didn’t need to eat, she could and did eat and drink on occasion; partly out of habit and partly for the taste. 
 
    “I could use something to drink,” Trinity said thinking of all the questions she had for the major. 
 
    “Well, I’m famished,” said Sergeant Ron. “I could eat a boiled pactar all by my lonesome.” 
 
    The major took the lead. Trinity followed with Sergeant Ron. She noted the orderly rows of tents and the scurrying soldiers. A few hundred meters away, she made out the massive forms of a dozen or so of the larger UHAAVs parked in a motor pool. To her right, she watched a Leviathan cat advancing down a wide aisle between two rows of tents. The six-legged mechanical behemoth was impressive. Before she’d become a wizard scout, her infantry unit had been assaulted by a squadron of Leviathans. It hadn’t turned out well for her unit. She was glad this Leviathan was on their side. 
 
    “Can you drive one of those things?” Trinity asked more to take her mind off an unpleasant memory than any desire for knowledge. 
 
    The major gave a genuine laugh. “Yeah, that and any other piece of armor in the Empire’s inventory. I was an enlisted man for ten years before getting a field promotion as a butter-bar lieutenant. I’ve been in armor for eighteen years now.” 
 
    “Then I suspect you—” started Sergeant Ron. 
 
    “Incoming!” shouted Jennifer over the battle helmet’s external speakers. 
 
    At the same time as Jennifer gave her warning, Trinity felt the battle suit activate. The black, leather-like material changed form into the best protective armor the Empire’s technicians could devise. Instinctively, Trinity grabbed the battle helmet off the left rear of her utility belt. Somewhere between her hip and head, the helmet changed from its flattened shape to its helmet configuration. Just like she’d done thousands of times before, Trinity wrapped her long black hair with Power and tucked it inside her helmet using telekinesis as the helmet closed around her face. 
 
    With her suit in full battle mode and her activated phase rod in her left hand, Trinity reached out with her passive scan for likely targets. She sensed a series of rockets streaking out from the Leviathan cat she’d noticed earlier. Two of the cat’s missiles hit the command tent they’d just left and exploded in bursts of fire and smoldering wreckage. Pieces of burning canvas billowed up into the air accompanied by multicolored flames and smoke. The life form on her passive scan that had denoted Sergeant Wyvers blinked out. 
 
    Other missiles from the Leviathan hit among the neat rows of tents in the compound. Trinity sensed additional life forms blinking out of existence. Beams of plasma energy licked out from the ten-meter tall cat cutting running soldiers in half. A beam of energy reached out for the major. Trinity threw up a hasty defensive shield as she body slammed the officer to the ground. The plasma beam ricocheted into the air leaving a smell of ozone behind it. The major was up in a flash running toward the Leviathan at the same time as he was shouting commands for his soldiers to take cover. 
 
    “What does he think he’s going to do?” asked Jennifer. “The man’s not even armed.” 
 
    Trinity didn’t know or care. The memory of her old unit being assaulted by Leviathan’s flashed through her mind. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let this one turn into a slaughter. 
 
    Taking off at a dead run straight for the Leviathan, Trinity passed the major shoving him to the ground as she went by. She caught a glimpse of him summersaulting to his feet and chasing after her. 
 
    “The fool’s going to get himself killed,” Trinity told her battle computer. 
 
    “He’s a leader,” replied Jennifer. “Good leaders aren’t prone to sitting around with their thumbs up their rears while their soldiers are getting killed.” 
 
    Trinity glanced at the approaching heavy cat. Noticing a movement in the UHAAV’s cockpit, she increased the magnification on her visor. A lone man with a tattooed face sat in the pilot’s seat. He was wearing an orange technician’s uniform. 
 
    “He’s a Tremarian,” said Jennifer. “Look at his tattoos.” 
 
    Trinity zoomed in on the man’s face. His tattoos were similar in design to the ones she’d seen on the tattooed man during the battle to free the professor and Telsa. 
 
    Switching back to normal magnification, Trinity threw up another defensive shield as the Leviathan pilot turned his forward plasma and phase gun arrays toward her. Trinity’s defensive shield stopped most of the energy beams and solid slugs, but one phase round got through hitting her on the left thigh. The heavy-steel slug penetrated her armor passing completely through her leg and out the opposite side of the battle suit. She went spinning to the ground spewing blood in the air. 
 
    “Your defensive shield can’t stop that kind of firepower for long, wizard scout,” said Jennifer. “I highly recommend you find cover until help arrives. I detect two of the major’s UHAAVs starting their engines in the motor pool. I calculate they should be here in sixty-eight seconds.” 
 
    “To hell with that,” Trinity said as she placed her hands over the entrance and exit holes in an attempt to staunch the flow of blood. “A lot of people can die in a minute.” 
 
    Sensing Power wrap around the hole in her leg as her self-heal took over, Trinity struggled to her feet. She felt a cool liquid enter a vein near the wound as her battle computer injected a painkiller through a thread needle located close to the injury. 
 
    “The seal on your battle suit’s compromised,” said Jennifer. “Fortunately, the assistors in your leg are still in working order. I calculate you can still move if you’re ready to handle the pain.” 
 
    Ready or not, Trinity knew she had no choice except to move. Her defensive shield was already buckling under the continued assault of the cat’s weapons. She sensed the Power in her reserve dropping rapidly. 
 
    “You’re at twenty-nine percent,” said Jennifer. 
 
    Bulling her way forward against the force of the Leviathan’s firepower, Trinity made it to a point below the cat’s cockpit just as she sensed the portside phase cannon attempt to lock onto her position. The portside phase cannon didn’t fire. 
 
    “You’re inside the field of fire of the cat’s larger weapons,” said Jennifer. “You’ll still need to watch out for the underside antipersonnel weapons.” 
 
    No sooner was her battle computer’s thought in her head, than a series of explosions came from the underside of the Leviathan. Thousands of metal pellets hit Trinity’s defensive shield throwing up dirt on the ground around her. Nothing penetrated her shield. 
 
    “You’re lucky your shield defends against both physical and energy attacks,” said Jennifer. 
 
    Trinity knew she was lucky. Not all wizard scouts were as fortunate as her. 
 
    Taking hold of the UHAAV’s nearest leg, Trinity pulled herself up climbing rapidly hand-over-hand toward the underside of the cockpit. Spying an escape hatch, she grabbed hold with her right hand and began beating on the hatch’s hinge with her phase rod. The shaft of the rod bounced off leaving nary a mark on the hinge. 
 
    “It’s magnetically sealed,” said Jennifer. “Your phase rod’s a blunt-force weapon. It can’t cut through the metal. You’re not going to get through that way. Recommend you try something else to force your way inside the cat.” 
 
    Switching out the phase rod for her phase pistol, Trinity emptied it pointblank at the hinge. Except for a few dull streaks, the hinge was no worse for the wear. 
 
    “I told you it’s magnetically sealed,” said Jennifer. “You don’t have anything powerful enough to gain entry. The Leviathan’s armor can’t be breached by anything smaller than a Type IV anti-tank rocket.” 
 
    Continuing to hang by one hand from the hatch, Trinity used telekinesis to extract the empty magazine from her pistol and levitate a fresh magazine out of her ammo pouch and into the opening in the handle. Still using telekinesis, she chambered a round. 
 
    Looking around, Trinity tried to find another point of entry. She saw none. What she did see was a flurry of incoming small arms fire as some of the peacekeepers returned fire. Their low-energy plasma beams had no more effect on the advancing metal behemoth than her phase pistol. 
 
    “Thirty-seven seconds until the friendly UHAAVs can get here,” said Jennifer. 
 
    Trinity spotted movement below her. It was the major. 
 
    How did he get here without getting killed? she wondered. 
 
    As she watched, the major lifted a long tube to his shoulder aiming it at the hatch. Trinity saw him mouth the word ‘Move.’ Wasting no time, she swung onto a nearby support bracket and took cover behind the Leviathan’s neck joint. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The Leviathan shook but kept moving. Trinity peeked around the neck joint. The hatch was ajar on its hinge, but it was still shut. She doubted even the strength of her battle suit could rip the bent hatch open now. 
 
    “Incoming,” said Jennifer. 
 
    Tracking an incoming ball of energy with her passive scan, Trinity traced it back to its point of origin. Sergeant Ron sat on the firing seat of an antiaircraft gun emplacement. The ball of energy hit the cat’s hatch. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Scrambling to hang on, Trinity noticed the hatch tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Jennifer. “I calculate the major’s anti-tank rocket weakened the hinge. Under normal circumstances, the anti-aircraft round wouldn’t have been effective.” 
 
    Caring little for the whys or wherefores, Trinity wrapped herself with some of her dwindling Power and levitated to the escape hatch. With a thrust of her arms, she was inside. The orange-suited man turned in the pilot’s seat and fired a burst of plasma rounds from a handgun. He was too hasty for his own good. Only two of the rounds hit glancing off the side of her battle suit’s chest armor. 
 
    Bang! Bang! 
 
    Trinity put two rounds from her phase pistol right in the middle of the man’s tattooed face. Blood splattered the windscreen behind him. Looking through the window at the flaming wreckage and torn bodies littering the ground below, Trinity put three more rounds into the man’s chest for good measure. 
 
    Stepping forward, she hit the icon on the control panel for ‘Stop.’ The Leviathan’s engine went silent as the cat’s weapons ceased firing. Jumping through the hatch, Trinity dropped the ten meters to the ground landing lightly with the aid of her battle suit’s assistors and a little bit of telekinesis. 
 
    “Send out the ceasefire signal,” Trinity ordered using command voice. “Tell those other cats to stand down. The target’s been neutralized.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Trinity looked at the destruction around her. When her gaze fell on the major, he was shouting orders. He stopped shouting long enough to look at her and nod. Then he got back to reorganizing the chaos around him into a disciplined force. 
 
    Sitting on a nearby box, Trinity inspected her battle suit. Her wound was healed, but the leg still hurt. There was a gaping hole in the left thigh of her battle suit that drew her attention. She knew there as a matching hole on the opposite side. 
 
    “Well, that sucks,” Trinity told her battle computer. “I’m not likely to get a replacement set of pants out here.” 
 
    “I’d say the odds are—” began her battle computer. 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” Trinity said. “I really don’t want to know.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 – Missing Data 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    “Take pants off,” came the command from the translator on Charlie’s utility belt. 
 
    Trinity thought the command to unlatch the lower part of her battle suit from the upper part. As she started to undo the final latch, Sergeant Ron spoke up. 
 
    “Hold on one minute, Trinity. I said Charlie could probably fix the hole in your suit. I didn’t say anything about a strip show. My wife would wear the tar out of me if she even thought I was watching other women undress.” 
 
    Trinity laughed. “What’s the matter, Captain? Are you shy?” 
 
    “No,” said Sergeant Ron, “but I ain’t stupid either. I’m getting out of here while the gettin’s good.” The Defiant’s captain tossed a set of camouflaged pants in Trinity’s direction. “Now put these on before you go parading around on my ship.” He turned to hurry up the stairs. Just before his feet disappeared from view, he shouted, “And don’t call me Captain. I’m a sergeant. I work for a living.” 
 
    Charlie made a hissing sound which came out as laughter through his translator. Trinity laughed along with him. 
 
    “He’s a strange old bird,” Trinity said. 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Charlie with a nod of his head. “I like anyway.” 
 
    After removing her damaged battle suit pants, Trinity replaced them with the camouflaged pants Sergeant Ron had given her. She handed the lower part of her battle suit to the Sterilian. 
 
    “So you think you can fix these holes?” 
 
    Charlie lifted the battle suit bottoms near his face and studied the ragged hole. Since the suit was inactivated, the leather-like material was easy to handle. The Sterilian probed the hole with his fingers before nodding his head. 
 
    “I fix. Not pretty, but I fix.” 
 
    Trinity studied the Sterilian. Physically, he was a muscled, four-armed brute. Even though he could probably tie her in knots in a hand-to-hand fight, she had a feeling there was a lot more to him than met the eye. 
 
    “You’re connected to a large Power reserve,” Trinity said. “Sergeant Ron told me you could’ve qualified for wizard scout training at the Academy. Why didn’t you try for it?” 
 
    Charlie shrugged. “I like fix things. Wizard scouts not fix.” He made a hissing noise which came out of the translator as laughter as he held up the battle suit pants. “Wizard scouts break, not fix.” 
 
    Nodding her head in agreement, Trinity gave a laugh and left the Sterilian hunched over one of several work benches busily cutting away at the damaged material. 
 
    “You’re taking a risk,” said Jennifer. “The pants’ assistors worked fine. You just couldn’t seal your suit. I calculate a forty-seven percent probability the Sterilian will damage the pants even more.” 
 
    “Well, old friend, I think you’re wrong. I think he’s going to fix them just fine. So put that in your pipe and smoke it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t compute.” 
 
    Trinity laughed. “I’m sure it doesn’t. Not everything does.” She stopped on the stairs long enough to look back at Charlie. “I trust him, Jennifer. Sometimes you just have to do things based on faith.” 
 
    “That does not—” 
 
    Trinity laughed again as she finished her battle suit’s words. “—compute. Yeah, I know oh ye of little faith. Now, enough dillydallying. We’ve got things to do.” 
 
    After making a quick breakfast in the Defiant’s galley, Trinity took her sandwich and juice and found Telsa in the communications room staring at a computer console. 
 
    “Any progress?” Trinity asked already guessing the answer from the frown on the short woman’s face. 
 
    Tearing her gaze away from the screen, Telsa shrugged her shoulders. “The disk contains the professor’s notes on a new electronic stealth shield he was working on. It’s pretty theoretical.” 
 
    “What’s so special about that?” Trinity asked. “Stealth shields have been around a long time. From my experience the electronic ones aren’t as good as the stealth shields wizard scouts can create, but my understanding is the more advanced electronic stealth shields can hide smaller starships if they stay at least a light minute or so away from whoever they’re trying to avoid.” 
 
    “Actually,” said Jennifer using the battle helmet’s external speaker, “the better electronic shields can hide a destroyer at ranges greater than forty-two light seconds. Dreadnaughts and cruisers are too large to hide even by the best stealth shields.” 
 
    “I stand corrected,” Trinity said. “My point is that stealth shields are nothing new. For instance, the electronics on a Warcat UHAAV can create a stealth shield that’s difficult for even a wizard scout to detect at more than a few meters.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” said Telsa, “someone thought the information on this disk was important enough to kidnap the professor and me.” 
 
    “You told us about the kidnapping during our debriefing,” Trinity said. “I’m thinking it was pretty bold of the pirates to board a passenger liner that deep in Empire space just to grab two scientists, one of whom was only a grad student.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Telsa. “The professor was on his way to deliver the keynote speech at the annual conference on astral physics on Optiva Six. He wanted me there to help answer any questions on hyper-drives.” 
 
    “And he never discussed his big speech with you?” Trinity asked. 
 
    Telsa shook her head. “Not really. He did tell me he hoped the information would start a new way of thinking in the field of stealth shields. The tattooed man that took us spent a lot of time questioning Professor Jaskok. The man didn’t waste time with me. I think he only kept me alive for leverage over the professor.” 
 
    Trinity took her battle helmet off of her hip and placed it on the computer console. “What do you think, Jennifer?” 
 
    “Well, wizard scout, since you asked so nice, I’ll tell you that I’ve compared the information on Telsa’s disk with the information that was copied to the tele-network. I calculate—” 
 
    “How’d you get access to that data over the tele-network?” Trinity demanded immediately becoming a little suspicious. “That information’s bound to be behind the Imperial High Command’s security firewall.” 
 
    “If you must know,” said Jennifer sounding indignant, “the central computer gave me access to the copy of the disk you sent to the Imperial High Command’s intel unit. Telsa was kind enough to give me direct access to the original data disk. After comparing the two sets of data, I calculate the disk has some information that isn’t available in the copy that was sent over the tele-network to the intelligence section.” 
 
    Trinity looked at Telsa. “I thought you sent the intel boys and girls an exact copy.” 
 
    Telsa pulled the data disk in question out of the computer console and stared at it. “I thought I did too. I’m sure everything on the disk got sent. The question is why didn’t all of it get to the intel unit.” 
 
    “I calculate the central computer chose not to include the missing parts of the data in the transfer,” said Jennifer. “There’s nothing in my databanks explaining why. Sometimes the central computer does things for its own reasons. This may be one of those times.” 
 
    “So what does it mean?” Trinity asked. “I feel like I’m a blind woman trying to find a red rose in a flower shop. I’m missing some very important information.” 
 
    Telsa placed the data disk back into the computer. “I think it means I need to concentrate on the parts of the professor’s data that didn’t make it to the Imperial High Command’s intel unit. Jennifer, I assume you’ll help me with that.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” replied Jennifer. “Uh, that is with my wizard scout’s permission, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Trinity said. “I’ll be leaving the Defiant, but Jennifer can use the tele-network to stay in contact with you.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Telsa went back to studying her computer screen. “I’ll let you know if I find anything out.” Looking up, she grinned at Trinity. “I’d tell you to stay out of trouble, but you seem to have a knack for finding it.” 
 
    Returning the grin, Trinity said, “Or trouble has a way of finding me. Sometimes it’s hard to tell exactly which way it works.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 – The Priests 
 
    _________________________ 
 
    Early afternoon found Trinity at the entrance to the peacekeeper’s compound. Things had changed. A medium Long Cat UHAAV stood guard at the entrance along with two Tomcat scout cats. Two anti-aircraft gun emplacements straddled each side of the road. Their 40mm phase cannons were leveled ominously at Trinity. In addition, a squad of soldiers watched over her with rifles at the ready while their sergeant verified her authorization to enter. 
 
     “You’re clear to go,” said the sergeant. “The major wants you to report to the CP on the double.” 
 
    Foregoing any further discussion with the sergeant, Trinity took her time making her way to the command post. Signs of the previous day’s battle were mostly gone except for a few blackened spots on the ground where energy beams had hit. 
 
    A Warcat scout UHAAV passed by Trinity. The cat was trailed by a squad of soldiers carrying two anti-armor launchers and rockets over their shoulders. She noticed at least two similar teams meandering through other parts of the peacekeeper’s compound. 
 
    “Security’s definitely been increased,” Trinity told her battle computer. 
 
    “I calculate the major isn’t planning on getting caught by surprise again,” said Jennifer. 
 
    When Trinity arrived at the command tent, she went inside. The new tent was a duplicate of the old one. The only exception was a different sergeant manned the front desk in lieu of the previous desk sergeant. 
 
    The curtain to the inner tent was pulled back. Trinity saw two elaborately robed humanoids inside. One of the individuals was robed in all green while the other wore blue. Both of them sported complex tattoos on the exposed parts of their bodies. 
 
    “General Avandra promised he’d provide protection,” said the tattooed man in blue. “We pulled back our forces based upon his assurance.” 
 
    Trinity could see Major Criteron rise from behind his desk. The man didn’t look happy. 
 
    “General Avandra’s dead,” said the major as he glared at the blue-robed man. “Until I’m relieved by the Imperial High Command, I’m in charge. And until both of you are able to guarantee me your people can be trusted I’m pulling all of my peacekeepers back to this staging area. If you can’t provide a secure environment to do our job, I’ll damn well do it myself.” 
 
    “The traitor who attacked you yesterday was a Tremarian,” said the green-robed tattooed man. “You have no call to expel my technicians out of your compound. The Tremarians are the ones who can’t be trus—” 
 
    “You’re the traitors,” said the man in blue in a loud voice. “If you spent as much time trying to find who among your priests stole the Hallowed Gem as you did making accusations you’d—” 
 
    “Enough!” said the major. His eyes strayed to the open door flap catching sight of Trinity. “Wizard scout, get in here. I’d like you to meet our honored guests.” 
 
    Resisting an urge to balk at being ordered around, Trinity swallowed her pride and entered the adjourning office. She had a feeling the peacekeeper’s commander already had enough stress in his life without her adding to his problems. 
 
    “That’s right, wizard scout,” said Jennifer. “The major really is under a lot of pressure. The attack yesterday left twenty-two dead and forty-one wounded.” 
 
    “I know,” Trinity replied. “I’m being a good little girl. See, I’m smiling and everything.” 
 
    “Well, I calculate it looks more like a snarl than a smile, but what do I know. I don’t even have a mouth or teeth. I’m just a computer.” 
 
    Once inside, Trinity thought she saw the frown on the major’s face relax a little. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here, Trinity.” Pointing at the blue-robed man, the major introduced his visitors. “This is his holiness Monsignor Detarus, and this is Monsignor Zerakan. Your Holinesses, this is Wizard Scout Trinity Delgado.” 
 
    The two tattooed men bowed at the waist and remained that way. 
 
    After a couple of awkward seconds, Trinity said, “Well, if you’re expecting me to curtsy or something, you’ve got the wrong wizard scout.” 
 
    Both men rose from their bows frowning. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said the blue-robed Monsignor Detarus. “The Empire prides itself on gender equality, especially in their military. Here on Cavos, women remain in the home rearing our children.” 
 
    Trinity felt her face flush. Before she could tell the tattooed man what she thought of the ways of Cavos men, the major surprised her by speaking up in her defense. 
 
    “Trinity is the best wizard scout in the Empire. If she hadn’t stopped your traitor yesterday, our losses would’ve been much higher. We were lucky she was here.” 
 
    “Yes, so I heard,” said Monsignor Zerakan. He looked over at Trinity. “It’s unfortunate you had to kill the man, wizard scout. We might have learned much during an interrogation. Some of my priests are quite good at questioning prisoners.” 
 
    “I’ll try to be more careful in the future,” Trinity said clenching her fists while trying to keep her facial features calm. “Unfortunately, the man had the cat’s weapons systems on automatic. Every second of delay shutting them down meant the possibility of more lives being lost.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Monsignor Zerakan. “As a female, I’m sure you did what you thought was best.” 
 
    Trinity bit her lip hard enough to draw blood. She glanced at the major. She wasn’t used to insults, veiled or otherwise. Her limit of self-control was fast approaching its end. The major must have sensed as much because he hurriedly rushed to her defense once again. 
 
    “Trinity did exactly what I would’ve done had I been able to get inside that cat,” said the major. “And if you insist on insulting any of my soldiers, regardless of gender, I’ll have you escorted out the gate so fast those fancy tattoos of yours are liable to come right off.” 
 
    “Hmm, what do we have here?” said Jennifer in Trinity’s shared space. “Looks like you’ve got a new defender of your honor.” 
 
    “Can it, Jennifer.” 
 
    The green-robed man’s face turned red making the tattoos on his cheeks even more pronounced. Before he could say anything, Trinity cut him off. 
 
    “Are your tattoos unique?” Trinity asked, “Or is there some significance to them?” 
 
    At the question, the green-robed monsignor closed his mouth and looked at her for a couple of seconds before answering. “They mean something to us. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because the man I killed yesterday had tattoos that looked similar to the ones on Monsignor Detarus.” 
 
    “As I said—,” began Monsignor Zerakan. 
 
    “However,” Trinity said before the monsignor could get started, “one of the men I killed who was holding Professor Jaskok captive had tattoos that looked like yours. I’m curious. If the two different types of tattoos are unique to each of your sects, why would someone from each side appear to be working toward the same purpose?” 
 
    “Those were two completely different incidents,” said Monsignor Zerakan. “The major informed us of your failed rescue of the late Professor Jaskok. Why one of my priests would be there, I have no idea. Regardless, that has nothing to do with the attempt on the major’s life yesterday.” 
 
    Trinity locked eyes with the monsignor. “If the attack was actually an attempt on the major’s life or just an attack to kill peacekeepers, then I’d have to agree with you. On the other hand, what if yesterday’s attack had a different target?” 
 
    Both of the monsignors looked at each other before turning to Major Criteron. 
 
    The major turned to face Trinity. “Who, Trinity?” 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    “You?” said the major. “Why would—” 
 
    “Because I was sent her to get to the bottom of why the professor was kidnapped and to find out what’s so important about the information on that disk of his. I think someone would rather I not succeed.” 
 
    No one said anything for several seconds. 
 
    Facing the two monsignors, Trinity went on the offensive. “All political correctness aside, what’s at the bottom of this civil war of yours?” 
 
    Monsignor Zerakan looked at Major Criteron. “Are you allowing this woman to speak for you?” 
 
    The major nodded his head. “I am. Just so you know, I think you’re getting very close to making an insult. Remember what I said.” 
 
    Surprisingly the green-robed man didn’t protest. He pointed at his blue-robed counterpart. “Our two sects were entrusted to care for the Hallowed Gem and to keep it safe. During the time it was in the care of the priests of Monsignor Detarus, it disappeared. Monsignor Detarus claims it was stolen. I believe otherwise.” 
 
    Monsignor Detarus stepped toward Monsignor Zerakan with a raised fist. Major Criteron positioned himself between them. “I’ll have none of that here.”  
 
    Turning to Trinity, the major said, “Each sect blames the other for the gem’s disappearance. This feud’s been going on for a year now. Thousands have been killed. The only thing that’s prevented a full-scale civil war has been the presence of our peacekeepers.” 
 
    “Which will soon no longer apply if you’re pulling them all back here,” said Monsignor Detarus. “My people will be left to their own devices for protection.” He looked over at the green-robed monsignor. “However, I can assure you we won’t be helpless. We’ll defend ourselves against anyone who attacks us.” 
 
    “As will we,” said Monsignor Zerakan. “If your blue-robes don’t return the Hallowed Gem, we’ll get it back by force.” 
 
    “Enough,” said Major Criteron. “This is getting us nowhere.” 
 
    “Why is this gem so important?” Trinity asked. “Is there only one?” 
 
    The two monsignors stopped glaring at each other long enough to look at Trinity. 
 
    “You ask us why the gem is so important,” said Monsignor Detarus. “It was given to us by the Creator ten thousand years ago. Since the time of the two brothers, the Hallowed Gem has allowed our priests to connect with their inner source of energy. Without the gem, there would be no more priests.” 
 
    Monsignor Zerakan raised one finger. “One gem, that’s all there is and all there will ever be. Ten thousand years ago, the brothers Tremar and Osolo discovered a rift in the earth. When they investigated, they found a massive object composed of black metal at the bottom. Although the brothers didn’t know it at the time, they’d stumbled upon a crashed starship. While exploring the wreckage, they found the Hallowed Gem. Realizing the Power of the gem, the brothers swore an oath that they would devote their lives to keeping the gem safe.” 
 
    Major Criteron rubbed his chin. Trinity thought he looked a little like a confused child. For some reason, she thought his actions looked cute. She quickly shoved the thought aside. 
 
    “I knew about the gem, of course,” said the major. “I hadn’t heard about the starship. It crashed ten thousand years ago, you say?” 
 
    Monsignor Detarus shook his head. “It was found by the brothers ten thousand years ago. The starship itself was much older. The only identifying marking on the wreckage was an insignia of a black dragon with a red stripe down its side.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should inspect the starship,” suggested Jennifer in Trinity’s shared space. “It could provide some necessary data to complete our mission.” 
 
    “Where’s the crash site?” Trinity asked way ahead of her battle computer. “It might be useful for us to investigate the wreckage. If we’re lucky, we might be able to learn something that could help us locate that gem of yours.” 
 
    Monsignor Zerakan snorted. “I have no doubt Monsignor Detarus could tell us the location of the Hallowed Gem this very minute if he wanted. As to the wreckage, it’s been salvaged. Nothing remains at the crash site.” 
 
    “Salvaged by who?” asked Major Criteron. 
 
    This time it was Monsignor Detarus who replied. “The combined council of priests contracted the salvage to a Carsoloian company ten years ago. They finished the salvage last year. In return for salvage rights, the Carsoloians built the magnificent temple that was the location of the gem until the Osoloian priests stole it.” 
 
    “It wasn’t we who stole it,” said Monsignor Zerakan. “It was in your possession when—” 
 
    “Why?” asked Trinity amplifying the question through her battle helmet’s external speakers. 
 
    The overly loud question startled the two monsignors enough that they took their eyes off each other and glanced at her. Even the major looked at her wide-eyed. 
 
    “Uh, why what?” asked the major taking the lead. 
 
    Trinity folded her arms and sat against the edge of the major’s desk. “Why does each of the priest sects think the other stole the gem? Has it ever occurred to you that a third party might have taken it?” 
 
    “Do you think we’re stupid, woman,” said Monsignor Detarus. “Of course we considered it. We—” 
 
    Speaking over his opposite, Monsignor Zerakan said, “The possibility has been investigated thoroughly. The temple is impregnable. Only one of the senior priests could have gained access. The gem was in the custody of the Tremarian sect. The culprits are obvious.” 
 
    Monsignor Detarus opened his mouth, but Trinity cut him off before he could speak. 
 
    “Was the area checked out by a wizard scout?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “What?” said both priests at the same time. 
 
    “A wizard scout,” Trinity repeated. “We have abilities that go far beyond those of most people. Did you have the area where the gem was stolen checked by a wizard scout?” 
 
    “Cavos has no wizard scouts,” said Monsignor Zerakan. 
 
    “We have no need,” added Monsignor Detarus. “Our priests have Power reserves the same as the Empire’s wizard scouts. We have similar sensory abilities of our own.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Jennifer. “The information you’re feeding me from your passive scan indicates both priests are connected to large Power reserves.” 
 
    “Everyone has at least some Power,” Trinity replied in her shared space. “Even the major here has a Power reserve. It’s quite large too from what I can tell with my passive scan. I’ll bet he could’ve qualified for wizard scout training when he was younger. He’s too old now, of course. He’d never make it through the physical training in pre-Academy much less the Academy itself.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” said Jennifer. “Based on what I can tell with my sensors, he looks like he’s in pretty good shape.” 
 
    Trinity took a closer look at the major. She had to admit he was slim and trim. He’s not bad looking either, she thought before she caught herself and got her mind back on the business at hand. 
 
    Major Criteron picked up on Trinity’s line of questioning and took the lead. “No slight to your priests, but sometimes a second set of eyes can see things in a different light. Perhaps Trinity could spot something your priests missed. As I said earlier, she’s the best wizard scout in the Empire.” 
 
    “There he goes bragging on me again,” Trinity told her battle computer. “What gives? I got the impression he resented me the first time we met.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s your charming personality,” chuckled Jennifer. Growing more serious, she said, “Or more likely it’s your actions during the fight yesterday. You really did save a lot of lives.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have done it if he hadn’t blown open the escape hatch.” 
 
    “Actually, it was Sergeant Ron who blew it completely off,” said Jennifer. “I calculate the major’s charming personality may be having a greater effect on you than you think.” 
 
    Trinity frowned. The monsignors must’ve thought the frown was directed at them. 
 
    “We meant no slight to wizard scouts,” said Monsignor Detarus. “Even on Cavos we’ve heard of their prowess.” Looking at his green-clad counterpart, the monsignor said, “I see no reason why the wizard scout can’t inspect the security vault where the Hallowed Gem was kept. It’s empty after all. What harm can she do?” 
 
    Monsignor Zerakan frowned before nodding his head. “None I suppose.” Giving an evil-looking smile, the priest added, “As long as she’s accompanied by a male. Perhaps the major would want to inspect the vault as well. He could meet with the council of priests afterwards and explain his rationale for pulling back his peacekeepers.” 
 
    “Yes, of course she must have a male escort,” said Monsignor Detarus. “We can’t have a female wandering around the temple unescorted.” 
 
    Before Trinity could think of the right words to tell both priests what she thought of their chauvinist ways, Major Criteron spoke up. 
 
    “I would also like to see the area. Trinity and I will be at the temple this afternoon if it’s convenient. We’ll be bringing along a couple of others as well.” 
 
    “That will be acceptable,” said Monsignor Detarus. 
 
    “Err…,” said Monsignor Zerakan, “as long as any females have male escorts.” 
 
    “Yes, as long as that,” agreed Monsignor Detarus. 
 
    Both of the priests gave forced smiles. Trinity didn’t smile back. She noticed the major didn’t return their smiles either. 
 
    “At least he seems to be on your side,” said Jennifer. 
 
    Trinity mentally snorted. “That remains to be seen. The day’s still young.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 – The Temple 
 
    ___________________ 
 
    Trinity, Telsa, Major Criteron, Charlie, and Sergeant Ron walked through the lavish halls of the temple. The two monsignors led the way. A gaggle of a dozen tattooed priests followed behind. The priests wore an even mix of blue and green robes. 
 
    “I don’t think they trust each other much,” whispered Telsa out the side of her mouth. “Did you notice how the two sects glared at each other when we linked up?” 
 
    Trinity looked down at her short companion and whispered back. “Believe me, I noticed. I also picked up on how they looked at us. I don’t think we’re high on their popularity list either.” 
 
    The short female nodded her head. 
 
    After walking along several long, marbled hallways, the two monsignors led them to a massive, metal door. It was open. Beyond the door was an empty room with a single small table. The table was as devoid of content as the room. Trinity sensed streams of energy in the walls around her. 
 
    “Ah,” said Jennifer intruding into Trinity’s thoughts. “The room’s composed of titanium. It’s not energized at the moment, but if it was, it would be an impregnable vault of solid creallium. I calculate not even dimensional shifting creatures could enter; at least none that are in my databanks.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t happen to be a shifter, so that doesn’t really matter, does it?” Trinity said. “As to impregnable, if we’re to believe what we’ve been told, someone sure as hell got in here.” 
 
    “This is where the Hallowed Gem was kept,” said Monsignor Detarus. “We only took the gem out during initiation ceremonies for new priests. Automated plasma weapons line the entrance corridor as well as the rooms above, below, and to the sides. A dozen priests are always on guard when the gem is in the vault. A year ago it was my Tremarians’ turn to guard the Hallowed Gem. When the vault was opened to get the gem for an initiation ceremony, the room was empty.” 
 
    Monsignor Zerakan waved with one hand toward the open door. “Don’t you want to go inside? Or did we bring you here for nothing?” 
 
    “I see fine from here,” said Charlie. 
 
    Trinity nodded her head in agreement. “The room looks too much like a prison cell for my comfort,” Trinity told her battle computer. 
 
    “Amen to that, sister,” agreed Jennifer. “I recommend you form an active scan and let’s get started. I calculate your friends here won’t be bringing you back for a second look any time soon.” 
 
    Trinity drew Power from her reserve and reached into the room gently probing the table, walls, ceiling, and floor. Every wizard scout had a specialty, and hers was detection. She’d always had a knack for scans. It didn’t take long for her to key in on a residual energy radiating from the table. The energy was faint, but it was strange enough that it drew her attention. 
 
    “I calculate the residue is leftover energy radiation from the priests’ gem,” said Jennifer. “The frequency doesn’t match anything in my databanks.” 
 
    “Charlie,” Trinity said. “How about concentrating on the table? Do you see what I’m seeing?” 
 
    Trinity sensed the Sterilian form a line of Power and reach into the room. The old lizard’s scan touched the table. Not surprisingly, another line of Power reached out from Sergeant Ron and touched the table as well. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Telsa. “What are you seeing?” 
 
    “Strange Power,” said Charlie. “Never see.” 
 
    “Same here,” Trinity said. “My battle computer claims she can’t find anything like it in her databanks.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Jennifer over the battle helmet’s external speakers. “What do you mean claims? I requested a matching search through the tele-network and got no hits. What else do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a wad, Jennifer,” Trinity said speaking out loud as well. “I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.” 
 
    Trinity sensed Sergeant Ron pull his scan back. The old man scratched his beard before looking at her. “Well, I’ve sensed something like it before. It was almost thirty-five years ago, but I know what I sensed then, and I’ll never forget it. The old energy reading I’m talking about came from a starship from another dimension, or at least that’s my theory. I’m guessing that starship I encountered must’ve had a similar gem on board.” The Defiant’s captain turned to the two monsignors. “Trinity told me that crashed starship of yours had a black dragon insignia on it. Is that right?” 
 
    “It did,” said Monsignor Zerakan. “But if you’re trying to imply our crashed starship is the same as the ship you encountered, you’re wrong. The wreckage the two brothers found was tens of thousands of years old.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not trying to imply anything,” said Sergeant Ron. “I’m just saying the two energy frequencies are similar. I wasn’t that proficient with scans back then, but I still sensed enough to know the energy wasn’t from our galaxy. The residual energy from that table is the same as from thirty-five years ago. I don’t think it’s from our galaxy either. I don’t even think it’s from our dimension. At least that’s my opinion. Take it for what it’s worth.” 
 
    Telsa walked up to the vault door and stepped inside. “Well, unlike you all, I don’t have a Power reserve. I can’t sense anything. I’ve got to use my eyes.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” asked Sergeant Ron. 
 
    The short female looked up from her inspection of the table. “Who told me what?” 
 
    Trinity stepped closer to the door, but she didn’t step inside. The place really did make her nervous. “I think he means who told you that you don’t have a Power reserve. You’re actually connected to a very large source of Power. From what I can tell, you share a reserve with other creatures, but then most people do. In most cases, that doesn’t mean much. I share a reserve with a dozen other creatures, but I don’t think they even know they’re linked to it. It’s never been a problem for me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Sergeant Ron. “The commandant told me everything has at least some Power. In most cases it’s minute, but in your case, Telsa, it’s quite large.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Telsa. “Then how come I can’t sense things like you guys?” 
 
    “You not trained,” said Charlie. Pointing at Sergeant Ron with a thumb and then back at himself, the Sterilian said, “Commandant train us.” 
 
    Trinity nodded her head. “He’s right. You’ve got to be trained before you can use your Power reserve. There are exceptions of course, but in almost all cases, it takes a wizard scout diviner to unlock a person’s Power source. I’m not a diviner, otherwise I could help you do it. Only about one out of a thousand wizard scouts are diviners, so they’re pretty rare. If you went to the Academy for wizard scout training, one of their diviners would teach you.” 
 
    “Ha,” said Telsa. “That ain’t happening. I’m a scientist, and that’s all I ever want to be.” 
 
    “Now that’s the smartest thing I’ve heard you say since you came onboard the Defiant,” laughed Sergeant Ron. “Sure there are some perks to being a wizard scout like non-aging for instance, but they’re outweighed by the bad in my opinion. Isn’t that right, Trinity?” 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Trinity thought back to her life as a wizard scout. It certainly hadn’t been easy, and she’d given up a lot for the privilege of wearing the scout’s golden-dragon insignia. 
 
    “Non-aging?” asked Major Criteron. “Are you saying wizard scouts are immortal?” 
 
    Trinity shook her head. “Not hardly. When I’m injured, my Power reserve attempts to return my cells to my DNA baseline which in turn heals whatever damage I’ve taken. Aging is an injury as far as my Power reserve is concerned. I was twenty-six years old the day I had my DNA baseline taken. From a physical standpoint, I’ll be twenty-six years old until the day I die. However, I can and will die. My Power reserve will weaken over time. Eventually it will fail. When it does, I’ll die. Or if I use all my Power during a battle fighting, or if I attempt to heal so much damage my reserve is depleted, I’ll die. Assuming I’m not prematurely killed, my reserve will fail in the one hundred to one hundred and twenty year range. That normally doesn’t apply for most scouts. It’s rare for a wizard scout to live that long. Our average life expectancy on active duty is only five years after we leave the Academy. I’ve lasted twelve. The odds increase every day that I’ll be killed or my Power reserve will be so badly damaged that I’ll be medically discharged from the corp.” Locking eyes with Telsa, Trinity said, “I agree with Sergeant Ron. A life as a scientist would be a whole lot easier.” 
 
    With that sobering thought, Trinity and the others got back to investigating the vault. They did so for over an hour but found nothing else of interest. Finally by mutual agreement, they gave up. The two monsignors accompanied them outside the temple. The other priests remained inside. 
 
    “Like we told you,” said Monsignor Zerakan, “there’s nothing inside the vault to see. You did no better than our own priests.” 
 
    Trinity couldn’t argue. “I thought sure we’d find something useful,” she told her battle computer. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” said Jennifer. “You did discover the gem has a strange energy frequency. I’ve recorded everything you found with your active scan in my databanks. Telsa and I can start analysis on the energy residue when she returns to the Defiant.” 
 
    Trinity mentally smiled. “You’ve been spending a lot of time working with Telsa lately. Should I be jealous?” 
 
    “Your friend has a logical mind,” said Jennifer. “I find that very comforting. She’d make some battle computer a good wizard scout. Don’t worry though. You and I are linked for better or worse. I won’t desert you.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me, I wasn’t worried,” Trinity thought back. “In fact, I was kinda looking forward to it.” 
 
    “I calculate you’re joking,” said Jennifer. “I might find your comment funny if I had a sense of humor. I don’t, so deal with it.” 
 
    After speaking to the two monsignors, Major Criteron turned away and faced Trinity. “I’ll be going with the monsignors to meet with their combined council now. How about making sure the others get back to the Defiant all right. I’ll meet you there in a few hours. We can catch a ride back to basecamp then.” 
 
    “We don’t need no escort,” said Sergeant Ron. “The Defiant should be in dry-dock by now getting her overhaul on the hyper-drive we were promised. Charlie and I will need to stay at the spaceport until it’s finished. Telsa’s welcome to stay as well. She can have free run of any equipment on the ship. I might even be convinced to order some new stuff if she needs it. I’m sure the Empire wouldn’t mind footing the bill for a few odds and ends to help solve this mystery.” 
 
    Trinity looked back at the major and shrugged. It made no difference where she went. At the present, she had no clear lead to follow. 
 
    “All right, Sergeant Ron,” said Major Criteron. “Then the three of you should go on to the spaceport. Trinity can stay with me and attend the council meeting. That might be best anyway.” 
 
    So it was that Sergeant Ron, Telsa, and Charlie caught a hover-cab to the spaceport while Trinity found herself accompanying the major and the two monsignors to the combined council’s headquarters. The priests’ main administration building was located only a short ways down the street from the temple. The two priests led the way while the major and she followed. Both the street and the sidewalk were busy. As they walked, Trinity studied the other pedestrians. Very few of them sported tattoos. Most of the pedestrians looked like regular human stock. After a few minutes of walking, Trinity started to become bored. 
 
    “You’ve always hated dead-time,” said Jennifer in their shared space. “Try talking to the major. That’ll give you something to do. I’m busy correlating the data we gathered in the vault into some kind of semblance of order for Telsa.” 
 
    “Ha,” Trinity said. “Who are you trying to fool? You’re multi-threaded and think at nanosecond speed. I doubt talking to me stretches your resources all that much.” 
 
    “Actually, I only think at nanosecond speed on my slow days. Nevertheless, try talking to the major. I calculate it will do you some good. You can’t fool me. I know you’re attracted to him.” 
 
    “What? Have you got a loose processor or something? I’m not attracted to him. I haven’t got time for some romantic fling anyway.” 
 
    “Hmm. If you say so, wizard scout. Still, if I was a less subservient battle computer, I’d probably point out that I didn’t hear you put up any big fuss when he asked you to go with him.” 
 
    “This is just part of the mission, Jennifer, so get a grip.” 
 
    “As you say, wizard scout. As of this moment, my speakers are sealed on the subject.” 
 
    Trinity waited for her battle computer to say something else. When the seconds dragged by in silence, she relaxed. I’m not attracted to him, she thought in her private space. I’m a wizard scout. We’ve got nothing in common. Glancing out the corner of her eye, she took in the man’s features. Still, he isn’t all that bad looking. He has a nice smile as well. 
 
    After a few more seconds of silence, Trinity got bored enough to speak. “Have you ever wondered about the way human stock populated the galaxy?” 
 
    “What?” said the major. “Oh…, uh, not really.” 
 
    Great, Trinity thought. He’s a natural conversationalist. It figures. If it’s not about the mission, he probably can’t string two sentences together. What am I hoping to accomplish? The odds are he’s probably married anyway. 
 
    “He’s not married,” said Jennifer. “I checked his personnel file.” 
 
    “Stop reading my mind,” Trinity said. 
 
    “Then stop thinking in our shared space. I’m not a psychic. How am I supposed to know what thoughts are for my benefit and what’s not?” 
 
    “Can it, Jennifer.” 
 
    “Consider it canned, oh wizard scout extraordinaire.” 
 
    Trinity resigned herself to walking the rest of the way in silence. He’s obviously not interested in small talk, she decided. She was careful to keep her thoughts in her private space this time. 
 
    “Uh,” said the major after a couple of seconds. “I… err… I suppose… I mean, Earth stock has been colonizing the galaxy for eight hundred years. The first explorers err… found similar human races on a lot of planets.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Jennifer apparently deciding to break her vow of silence. “I calculate he does want to talk. Here’s your chance to wow him with your ability to make titillating conversation.” 
 
    “Err…, yeah,” Trinity said feeling her face growing warm. What’s wrong with me? she thought. I’m not some teenage girl in high school. 
 
    “I was reading your file,” said the major. “You’re from Octavis Four. From what I found out on the tele-network, your planet already had human stock when the first explorers from Earth got there, didn’t it? Are you descended from the first settlers?” 
 
    Jennifer nodded her head. “The first Earth explorers arrived on our planet six centuries ago. Pretty much everyone on Octavis Four can trace their roots back to someone on that first starship. Those early settlers were mostly Polynesian stock.” Removing her battle helmet and placing it on her left hip, Trinity touched her long locks. “That’s where I get this black hair from. My mother’s hair is blonde. That’s one of the traits of the original Octavian stock. My mother has lovely hair while I’m stuck with this tangled mess.” She held a strand of her long hair out. It had always been a little on the unruly side. “I probably should have cut it before I had my DNA baseline taken, but it’s traditional for both men and women on my planet to keep their long hair, so I didn’t. If I tried to cut my hair now, my self-heal would see it as an injury and just grow it back in a few minutes. I’ll have this long hair ‘til the day I die.” 
 
    “I think it’s beautiful,” said the major before seeming to catch himself. His cheeks turned slightly pink. “Err… what I mean is you take really good care of it. No… what I mean is that—” 
 
    Trinity never got a chance to hear what the pink-faced major really meant. A rising energy frequency coming from a parked hover-car they were passing drew her full attention. 
 
    “Bomb!” Trinity yelled as she formed a wall of Power around the major and herself. She got the Power turned into a defensive shield just before a blast of fire and plasma energy blew the hover-car to shreds. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Fire and pieces of shattered metal battered her hastily erected shield as she threw herself on top of the major. Some heat got through her defenses, but most of the explosion reflected off into the area around them. Trinity smelled the distinct odor of burnt hair. 
 
    “That’s what you get for taking your battle helmet off,” said Jennifer. “Now get moving, wizard scout. You’ve got company.” 
 
    Trinity heard the roar of an engine as a hover-van came to a screeching halt across the street. The back of the van burst open spewing out a dozen men wearing full combat armor and carrying rifles. She noticed tattoos on the men’s faces through the clear visors of their helmets. 
 
    Trinity was up in a flash. She sensed the two monsignors behind a defensive shield of their own. They’d been knocked to the ground by the force of the explosion, but from what she could tell, they were still very much alive. 
 
    Wrapping her singed hair with Power and levitating it into a tight bun on her head, Trinity slapped her battle helmet on as she drew her phase pistol. She immediately pointed it in the general direction of the dismounting men. 
 
    “Jennifer, a little assistance, please” Trinity thought. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Trinity felt the arm of her battle suit move as the trigger finger of her battle suit’s glove jerked as fast as the pistol could recycle. 
 
    Bang. Bang. Bang. 
 
    Trusting her battle computer to handle the sidearm, Trinity pulled her phase rod off her hip with her left hand and activated it in full destructive mode. She charged straight for the group of men. Diving to the left, she avoided a withering wall of fire as the men tried to take her out of action. She noticed that three of attackers were already on the ground with burn holes in the fronts of their armor. 
 
    “Good shooting, Jennifer.” 
 
    “I exist to serve, wizard scout. Now, are you going to make me do all the work, or are you going to get in this shindig too?” 
 
    Rolling out of her dive, Trinity came up swinging her phase rod at an advancing attacker. The phase rod hit the man in the joint where his chest armor met his helmet. While the phase rod wasn’t a cutting weapon, Trinity sensed its microscopic explosions of phase energy penetrating the armor and turning the man’s throat into a bloody mush. He fell to the ground clutching at his neck while making only a gurgling sound in place of a scream. 
 
    “I’m empty,” said Jennifer. “I’d appreciate it if you’d either reload or find me another weapon.” 
 
    Trinity let her phase pistol drop as she grabbed the gurgling man’s rifle where it had fallen nearby. Once she had her hand around the weapon’s hilt, she left the rest up to Jennifer. A quick burst of plasma rounds from the plasma rifle told her she didn’t need to worry about her battle computer’s part in the battle. 
 
    Spying three men charging toward her, Trinity spun to her left. She caught one attacker on the side of his helmet. The rod’s phase energy combined with the strength of her battle suit’s assistors was too much for the man’s armor. He went down falling into one of his companions and knocking both of them over. Trinity did a mule kick to the rear catching the third attacker in the chest as he continued to rush forward. She was knocked off her feet and tumbled to the pavement. 
 
    “You don’t have your battle suit pants on,” said Jennifer. “You can’t stop a man in a power-suit with only your muscles.” 
 
    Coming out of her tumble, Trinity was up in a flash shoving the tip of her phase rod straight into the charging man’s visor. His visor cracked as the tip of the rod burst its way through into an eye scrambling the brain behind it. 
 
    Trinity sensed another attacker coming from her right. The rifle in her right hand swung up of its own volition firing a steady stream of plasma energy into the joints of the man’s armor. He was knocked backwards as several rounds found weak points. 
 
    A movement out the corner of her eye warned Trinity of impending doom. An attacker to her left was pointing a large bore phase rifle directly at her. Before she could pull her phase rod out of the skull of the man she’d just killed, the new attacker was knocked back by a stream of plasma rounds. Tracing the rounds back to their source, Trinity saw Major Criteron running forward firing a rifle he’d apparently confiscated. Even as she watched, the major dove to the left to avoid another attacker’s return fire. The major was up firing his plasma rifle at the new attacker taking him out of action with a series of neck shots. 
 
    He’s good, Trinity thought making sure to keep it in her private space. 
 
    Spying another attacker leveling his rifle at the major, Trinity threw her phase rod at the armored attacker knocking him down with a cracked skull. 
 
    Fortunately for the major, I’m good too, she thought. This time she forgot to think in her private space. 
 
    “I’m empty,” said Jennifer. “If you can stop bragging on yourself long enough to find me another weapon, I’d greatly appreciate it. Otherwise, I guess I’ll go take a coffee break while you finish the fight on your own.” 
 
    Dropping the empty plasma rifle, Trinity wrapped Power around the large bore weapon dropped by the man the major had killed and levitated it to her right hand. As soon as her gloved hand wrapped around the weapon’s handle, Trinity felt the arm of her battle suit move on its own accord. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    With each round, Trinity felt the recoil knock her back a step. She didn’t mind because with each of Jennifer’s shots, another attacker fell to the ground with a gaping hole in their chest. 
 
    Glancing around for another target, Trinity noticed only sprawling bodies on the ground. The engine of the hover-van roared drawing her attention. Before the vehicle could move, Trinity lined up the muzzle of the large bore weapon on the cab of the vehicle and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The heavy slug from her weapon tore through the passenger door blowing the opposite door out the other side accompanied by bloody pieces of the driver. 
 
    Nice weapon, Trinity thought admiringly. 
 
    “Look out,” shouted the major as he dived toward her. 
 
    At the same moment, Trinity glimpsed an orange and black silhouette on the roof of the building across the street. She saw a flash. A ball of phase energy headed straight for the right side of her chest. Before she could react, the major’s body blocked her view of the sniper. 
 
    Blood sprayed out the right side of the major’s back. His body slammed into her causing both of them to hit the pavement. Aiming from a prone position, Trinity fired the large bore weapon as fast as her finger could pull the trigger in the direction of the sniper’s location. She saw a flash of orange ducking below the edge of the roof just before the first round hit. 
 
    Untangling herself from the major, Trinity placed one hand over the front of the man’s chest and another over the exit wound in his back. There was a lot of blood. Despite her efforts, she knew he was going to be dead within seconds. Not for the first time in her life, she wished she specialized in healing instead of detection. She’d seen enough fatal wounds as a wizard scout to know there was nothing she could do to save the major’s life. 
 
    Someone in green knelt next to Trinity shoving her out of the way none too gently. 
 
    “Go,” said Monsignor Zerakan. “I’m a healer. I’ll take care of your major. You’ll just get in the way. Detarus has gone after the sniper. The fool priest doesn’t even have a weapon.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Jennifer in their shared space. “You can’t heal anyone other than yourself. The monsignor apparently can. You need to get that sniper and take him prisoner. If you can take him alive, I calculate an eighty-five percent probability he can tell us what’s going on.” 
 
    Taking a last look at the major’s ashen-white face, Trinity stood and began running toward the opposite building. Opting for a lighter weapon, she dropped the large bore rifle and used telekinesis to retrieve her phase pistol into her waiting hand. She finished reloading it just as she reached the building. Wrapping herself with Power, she levitated to the top and rolled over the edge. 
 
    Catching sight of a blue-robed shape jumping off the far side of the roof, Trinity took off running. She sensed two life forms on the ground below. The energy of one of the life forms diminished significantly. Without waiting to discuss options with her battle computer, Trinity jumped over the roof’s edge firing her phase pistol at the location of the strongest life form. She breathed a sigh of relief as two of her rounds hit an orange, tiger-like humanoid. The phase rounds knocked the tiger to the ground. 
 
    As she neared the bottom of her fall from the four-story building, Trinity had a fleeting thought that she wasn’t wearing her battle suit pants. “Sh—” she started to say as she wrapped herself in Power and tried to slow her fall. She was a moment too late. Her unarmored feet hit first on the rising Carsoloian’s back knocking him back onto the pavement. At the same time she heard a double set of cracking bones accompanied by a flash of white-hot pain. She screamed. 
 
    “You broke the Carsoloian’s back,” said Jennifer sounding not the least bit sympathetic to her pain. “He’s dead, and you broke both of your legs. Did you even bother listening to me when I said we needed to take him prisoner?” 
 
    Trinity ignored her pain as best she could and dragged herself to the blue-robed priest. A set of claw marks across the monsignor’s throat told her the tale. His gurgling breath confirmed he was fading fast. She placed one hand over the neck wound in an attempt to slow down the bleeding, but she knew her attempt at first aid was futile. Once again, she sensed a green-robed figure kneel beside her. It was a blood-covered Monsignor Zerakan. 
 
    The monsignor placed both hands on the blue-robed priest’s throat. “You fool. You always were rushing into trouble, and I was always the one having to bail you out.” 
 
    Trinity sensed Power pour through Monsignor Zerakan’s hands into the throat of the dying priest. Suddenly, the life force of Monsignor Detarus strengthened and steadied into a constant glow on her passive scan. 
 
    “I’m all right,” said the blue-robed priest as he tried to shove Monsignor Zerakan’s hands away. “I’m healed. Now let go of my neck before you strangle me to death.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 – Dissenters 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Fourteen bodies lined the sides of the morgue. Thirteen were of human stock while the last was covered in the unmistakable orange fur of a Carsoloian. Four of the human corpses were more pieces of disassembled flesh than they were bodies. 
 
    “What were you thinking, Trinity?” asked Major Criteron still wearing his blood-covered uniform. “That was an anti-tank weapon you used on them. You know it’s against the Interstellar Conventions to use anti-armor weapons on personnel.” 
 
    “I was a little too busy trying to stay alive at the time to re-familiarize myself with conventions,” Trinity said. She couldn’t resist smiling as she added, “And who says I was shooting at the people. I was aiming at their power-suits. Is it my fault they happened to be wearing them at the time?” 
 
    Trinity thought she saw a hint of a smile appear on the major’s face before he abruptly looked away. 
 
    “Besides,” Trinity continued, “what do you mean what was I thinking? What the devil were you thinking? Jumping in front of me like that almost got you killed.” 
 
    The major looked back at Trinity for several seconds without saying a word. Trinity thought his eyes looked a little shiny. 
 
    “That Carsoloian was going to kill you, Trinity. I…, I couldn’t let that happen.” 
 
    “Well, I hate to burst your bubble major, but I’m a wizard scout. You’re not. Even if he’d hit me in the heart, my self-heal would’ve kept me alive. I had plenty of Power in my reserve. You on the other hand almost died. Or do you have some big, self-heal ability you haven’t told me about…, sir?” 
 
    Instead of responding to her verbal attack as Trinity expected, the major just stared at her. His eyes were hard for her to read. They were still shiny, but something else in them made her nervous. She noticed her own reflection in them looking back. Trinity unconsciously looked down at her hands. The battle suit’s gloves were covered in blood; his blood. 
 
    “You could’ve died, Major,” Trinity repeated in a voice unusually soft for her. 
 
    “Jerad,” whispered the major. 
 
    “What?” Trinity asked whispering the question back. She stared into the major’s eyes again as he took a step toward her. 
 
    “My name’s Jerad,” said the major. 
 
    The sights and sounds around Trinity dimmed into the background. The major’s soft brown eyes were suddenly all that mattered. She took a half step of her own in his direction. Her hand reached up toward his face almost reflexively. 
 
    “Should I come back later?” came a voice behind them. The voice belonged to Sergeant Ron. “I mean, if you two want to go get a room or something, I’m sure this civil war can wait. I wasn’t aware morgues were the current rage for making romantic rendezvous, but I’ve been married so long I probably haven’t kept up with things.” 
 
    Dropping her hand, Trinity took a quick step back. She felt her face growing warm. She noticed the major stepping back as well. His bright-red face made her face grow even warmer. 
 
    “Ah… no… err…, hell,” said the major. “Sorry Sergeant Ron. I didn’t see you. I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll just bet you are,” said the Defiant’s captain not even trying to hide his smile. “So what’s so important you had to drag me away from the Defiant right in the middle of her overhaul. I’ve seen dead bodies before. It’s no great thrill, believe me.” 
 
    “Nor for us,” Trinity said trying to get her mind on anything except the last few seconds. “Take a look at this.” Walking over to where the body of the Carsoloian lay on a metal table, Trinity pointed at a small vial on a nearby stand. The vial gave off a bluish glow. 
 
    As Sergeant Ron drew closer, he frowned. Picking up the vial, the old man held it up to the light. Inside was a sliver of blue the size of a grain of sand. The sliver radiated intense energy. “Where’d you get this?” 
 
    Trinity wasn’t surprised at his interest. The energy’s frequency was strangely familiar. After their discussion in the temple, she’d known he’d be interested. 
 
    “It came off the tip of the phase bullet the Carsoloian sniper fired at me,” Trinity said. “I was pretty sure you’d sense its frequency. You do recognize it, don’t you?” 
 
    Sergeant Ron nodded his head. “It’s the same as the residual energy we picked up in the vault. I’m guessing you think it’s part of the monsignors’ missing gem.” 
 
    “Either that or another like it,” said Jerad jumping into the conversation. “You said you’d encountered energy like the gem before. Do you have any idea why someone would put a piece of it on a phase round?” 
 
    The old sergeant scratched his beard before setting the vial back on the stand and turning his gaze on Trinity. “You say the bullet was fired at you, Trinity? I thought the major here was the one that got hit.” 
 
    With a nod of her head, Trinity said, “He was. Apparently he thought I needed protection so he dived in front of me. He got hit instead and almost died. In fact, he would’ve died if Monsignor Zerakan hadn’t been there. The monsignor’s a healer, you know?” 
 
    Sergeant Ron shook his head as he looked down at the vial before looking back at Trinity. “Actually, I didn’t know that.” The Defiant’s captain scratched his beard again, but he remained silent. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Trinity asked. In her opinion the old man acted the part of a fool to throw people off, but she knew he was anything but. She’d grown to respect him during the short time they’d been together. 
 
    Sergeant Ron looked at Trinity while nodding his head in Jerad’s direction. “I’m thinking you’re mighty lucky the major was fool enough to try and save you. I’ve got a feeling if this piece of the gem had gotten into one of your vital organs it would’ve dealt out damage faster than your self-heal could repair it. When your reserve finally gave out, you’d have died. Unless I miss my guess, I’m betting the bullet would’ve even penetrated your defensive shield.” 
 
    “The bullet didn’t kill me,” said Jerad. 
 
    Sergeant Ron faced the major. “No, but then you weren’t wearing chest armor, were you? It went out your back. If I’d been the sniper, I would’ve made the bullet’s velocity enough to penetrate one side of a suit of power-armor without going through the other. Then it would’ve bounced around inside Trinity’s battle suit before finally coming to rest somewhere in her body.” He rubbed his beard and sighed. “Yep, I recon she’s lucky you’re either a fool or a hero. You probably saved her life.” 
 
    “Well, I’m no hero,” said Jerad giving a forced smile. “I guess that narrows the choices down a little, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Sergeant Ron chuckled. Trinity did not. 
 
    “Jennifer?” Trinity asked out loud. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Sergeant Ron’s theory is plausible,” replied Jennifer over the battle helmet’s external speakers. “They only found the one bullet. I calculate you’re one lucky wizard scout. If the sniper had been given more than one of those modified phase rounds, I calculate a ninety-two percent probability both the major and you would be dead.” 
 
    “We should get this piece of the gem to Telsa for analysis,” said Jerad. “It could be important.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” said someone behind Trinity. 
 
    Turning, she found Monsignors Detarus and Zerakan. Even as she saw them she sensed a globe of Power around them disappear. 
 
    “Hmm,” observed Jennifer in their shared space. “Good stealth shield. So was Sergeant Ron’s. People sneaking up on you is starting to be a habit, wizard scout. Are you getting sloppy in your old age?” 
 
    “Hush, Jennifer.” 
 
    “And why won’t that be possible?” asked Jerad. “I’m the one who got shot. I’m thinking possession is nine-tenths of the law.” 
 
    “That blue sliver is part of the Hallowed Gem,” said Monsignor Detarus. “We can tell by its frequency. It’s the shared property of our two sects.” Facing Trinity, Monsignor Detarus bowed. “We owe you our thanks, wizard scout. If you hadn’t shouted your warning, the bomb would’ve killed both of us.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Monsignor Zerakan. “As it was, we barely got a defensive shield up in time to ward off the blast. Regardless, the piece of the Hallowed Gem remains with us. If we can’t locate the gem itself, we may still be able to use the sliver to initiate our priests. We can’t risk having it destroyed during testing.” 
 
    Seeing the determined look in the eyes of the two priests, Trinity decided to change the subject. “I notice that the attackers have an even mix of tattoos. Half seem to be Osoloians and half Tremarian. Can you explain that?” 
 
    The two monsignors glanced at each other before looking back at Trinity. 
 
    “No, we can’t,” admitted Monsignor Zerakan. “Neither can we explain the presence of the Carsoloian sniper. To the best of our knowledge, all Carsoloians left Cavos last year shortly after the gem was stolen. As to the other attackers, there have been some dissenters among both of our priest sects during the last decade.” 
 
    “We examined the bodies earlier,” said Monsignor Detarus. “All thirteen of the priests were previously excommunicated from our sects. We’d heard rumors that some of them had banded together.” 
 
    “Are there more of these dissenters?” asked Jerad. 
 
    “Uh…, we’re not at liberty to say,” said Monsignor Detarus. “That’s classified information.” 
 
    “All right then,” said Jerad, “let me put it this way. Was the tattooed technician who attacked our compound one of these dissenters? If so, how’d he pass through our security checks to get authorization to work in our UHAAV maintenance program?” 
 
    The two monsignors looked at each other again before turning back to the major. “We’re not at liberty to say,” they both said at the same time. 
 
    “Well, that’s just great,” said Sergeant Ron. “For all I know, one of these so-called dissenters might be one of the technicians working on the Defiant right now. So if you all don’t mind, I’ll be getting on back to my ship.” Without waiting for anyone’s approval, the Defiant’s captain turned and left. 
 
    When the old man was gone, Jerad eyed the two monsignors. “I can’t help you if I don’t have all the information. I’m in command of the peacekeepers. Won’t you trust me enough to let me do my job?” 
 
    The two priests remained silent for several seconds. The tense muscles in their foreheads gave Trinity the impression they were communicating somehow. Finally, Monsignor Detarus spoke. 
 
    “We’re told the Empire’s finally sending the reinforcements you requested. We’re also told your replacement will be coming with them. We’ll deal with him when the time comes. Until then, it might be best if your peacekeepers remained in their compound. That’s what you planned on doing anyway, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Jerad nodded his head. “Then I guess we’ve got nothing further to discuss.” 
 
    “I suppose we don’t,” said Monsignor Zerakan. 
 
    After a few awkward seconds, Jerad turned and headed for the exit. “Come on, Trinity. We’ve obviously accomplished all we can here.” 
 
    Once they were outside and back on the street, Jerad hailed a hover-cab. The driver stared at their bloody-uniforms before making a call to his superiors. After an awkward thirty seconds, the driver opened the door to the cab and motioned them in. Within seconds, they were a thousand meters over the city heading in the direction of the spaceport. 
 
    Trinity glanced over at the man sitting next to her. The major was gazing out the window apparently deep in thought. She noticed an artery on the side of his neck beating rapidly. She decided to try and take his mind off his problems. 
 
    “So you’re being replaced,” Trinity said. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Uh, you call that trying to take his mind off his problems?” snorted Jennifer in their shared space. 
 
    “Hush. Mind your own business, Jennifer.” 
 
    Jerad turned from the window and looked at her. Pursing his lips, he shook his head. “I’m not sorry. A division commander’s too high up the food chain for me. I like working directly with the UHAAVs. Besides, my fate was sealed the day that dissenter attacked the compound. Twenty-two good soldiers died. I’ll never forgive myself for letting them down. The fact I probably won’t make it to retirement is of no consequence. I don’t blame the Imperial High Command one bit for relieving me. Someone has to be the one to fall on their sword. I was in charge. The fault was mine.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Trinity said feeling a strange urge to defend the man. “The attack on the compound wasn’t your fault. Monsignor Detarus said General Avandra was responsible for setting up the agreement to have Cavos’s maintenance techs work on the cats.” 
 
    Jerad gave a half smile and shrugged his shoulders. “It doesn’t matter. Like I said, someone has to take the blame and fall on their sword. This time it’s my turn.” 
 
    Before Trinity could think of any response, the major turned away and stared back out the window. “I’ll admit I would’ve liked to have made lieutenant colonel before I retired. My dad was a battalion commander in the marines. He was killed during the Fastelian skirmish of ’03.” 
 
    Even though she knew the major was probably correct in everything he said, she refused to let the matter lie. “Well, it doesn’t seem fair. Sergeant Ron told me the Imperial High Command hasn’t authorized hyper-jumps for the troopships carrying your reinforcements. They have to make the trip using standard hyper-drives only. At their current rate of speed, we’ve still got almost two months before the reinforcements arrive. That’s plenty of time to find out what’s going on and prevent a full-scale civil war from happening on Cavos. That’s bound to make a difference in any decisions made by the Imperial High Command.” 
 
    The major turned away from the window and looked back at Trinity. He was smiling. It was a small smile, but it was a smile nonetheless. “I think you’re being a little optimistic. They might decide to teleport my replacement here ahead of the rest of the reinforcements. I do appreciate your support though.” 
 
    Trinity noticed the man’s smile disappear. He continued to stare intently at her for several seconds. 
 
    “I calculate he’s trying to figure you out,” commented Jennifer. 
 
    “I told you to hush,” Trinity said. “This isn’t any of your business.” 
 
    The major finally spoke. “Why the sudden interest in my career? Or are you just trying to complete your mission?” 
 
    “Uh,” Trinity said feeling her face grow warm under the major’s stare. “I guess I just don’t like seeing a good officer done dirty, Major. I think you deserve better.” 
 
    “Jerad,” said the major. “I told you my name’s Jerad. I’ve been doing some reading on wizard scouts lately. You’re neither an officer nor an enlisted soldier. Wizard scouts are a gray area in rank. According to regulations, you don’t even have to salute generals if you don’t want. I’ll admit I feel kind of foolish for my actions that first day in the command tent. After what we’ve been through together, I think calling me by my first name is appropriate at this point in time.” 
 
    “All right, Jerad,” Trinity said finding herself smiling in spite of the situation. “So now that we’ve got that settled, what’s our next step? Uh, for solving this mystery, I mean.” 
 
    Jerad smiled. “I know what you meant, Trinity.” He drummed the fingers of his right hand on his leg. “I think our next step depends on Telsa. Hopefully she’s found something out about the information on that disk. I wish we could’ve let her take a look at that piece of the gem. Sergeant Ron told me she’s got a degree in astral physics and is the smartest person he’s ever met. She might’ve been able to figure something out.” 
 
    “Jennifer,” Trinity said in her shared space. “Did you by any chance take readings from that gem sliver?” 
 
    “What do you think I am; an amateur?” asked Jennifer sounding as indignant as a computer could. “I got oodles of data from it, and it’s all in my databanks. Telsa’s busy analyzing the data we got from our inspection of the vault. Once she finishes, I’ll have her start on the data from the piece of the gem that was on that bullet.” 
 
    Trinity caught Jerad’s eye. “My battle computer did a scan on the gem sliver when we were in the morgue. I think we’ve got enough data to let Telsa make some good guesses about its capabilities.” 
 
    Jerad smiled. “Trinity, you’re a gem yourself. You almost make me optimistic. No matter how this thing turns out, I’m glad I met you.” 
 
    Trinity felt her face grow warm. “I’m… I’m glad I met you too… Jerad.” 
 
    Jerad’s smile disappeared and his expression became more serious. Trinity saw something in his eyes she hadn’t seen before. He leaned closer toward her. She found herself leaning closer to him as well. 
 
    The hover-cab jerked and began losing altitude. 
 
    “We’ll be at the spaceport in another minute, Major,” came the cab driver’s voice through the speaker that was built into the rear compartment. 
 
    Jerad straightened and faced toward the front. “Uh, thanks.” 
 
    Trinity straightened and faced the front as well. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Jennifer. “Timing is everything, isn’t it? But don’t worry, wizard scout. I took readings of the major’s pulse and rate of breathing. I calculate—” 
 
    “Hush,” Trinity said. “The last thing I need is you sticking your nose in my love life. Besides, we were just talking.” 
 
    “Sure you were,” said Jennifer. “As I’ve said more than once in the past, who are you trying to fool, me or yourself? I monitored your pulse and breathing as well. I calculate—” 
 
    “Oh, blow it out your rear.” 
 
    “Fortunately, I don’t have a rear,” said Jennifer. “I’m a battle computer. I don’t let my emotions get in the way of my mission.” 
 
    “You don’t have emotions,” Trinity said. She waited for a smart-alecky reply from her battle computer, but Jennifer was strangely quiet. Trinity wondered why. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Defiant was a hub of activity when Jerad and Trinity arrive at the ship’s docking pad. Half a dozen hover vehicles of various sorts were circled around the recon ship along with a slew of technicians wearing orange jumpsuits. Two men in hover belts were halfway up the side of the starship stripping away decades of space smudge using ion hoses. Other technicians dressed in hazmat suits were capturing the debris with large vacuum hoses. 
 
    “The outside of the Defiant still had some radioactive dust on it from your brush with that nuke,” explained Jennifer. “I’m surprised they haven’t quarantined the ship while they get rid of it. I’m betting Sergeant Ron had to pull some strings to stay on his ship.” 
 
    Trinity spotted Sergeant Ron near the ship’s cargo ramp arguing with two technicians who were trying to pull a hover-cart up the ramp. Both the major and she headed in their direction. 
 
    “I told you no,” said Sergeant Ron in a voice loud enough to be heard over the whine of the ion hoses. “You can tell your supervisor he isn’t palming off those knockoffs on me. The repair order called for Empire Level Three communications gear or their equivalent. That junk you’ve got there is nowhere near good enough.” 
 
    One of the technicians raised his hands. “Fine. We’ll take it back, but our boss won’t be happy. You might not get anything if you don’t take these.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t give a flip if your boss is happy or not,” said Sergeant Ron. “And we’ll get the right equipment if I have to go over there and pull it out of your boss’s ass.” 
 
    Apparently sensing their approach, Sergeant Ron looked up. When he caught Trinity’s eye, he smiled. “Well it’s about time you two showed up. I heard about your little excursion in town. If I’d known you were going to have some fun, I’d have stayed with you guys instead of coming back here. It’s been nothing but one headache after another since I got back.” 
 
    Jerad pointed at a load of boxes being hauled up the ramp by a technician. The boxes had labels that read: “FRAGILE. SCIENTIFIC EQUIPMENT.” 
 
    “What’s all this stuff, Sergeant Ron?” asked Jerad. “I saw a copy of the overhaul orders. They were for a low-level hyper-drive refit and a few spare parts.” 
 
    Jerad’s eyes fell on a stack of long metal crates on the docking pad waiting to be loaded onto the Defiant. “Are those torpedoes? What in the Creator’s name does torpedoes have to do with a hyper-drive?” 
 
    “Now, Major,” said Sergeant Ron sporting a wide grin. “Don’t get all bent out of shape. Whoever filled out those overhaul orders left some lines blank. Because I’m such a nice guy, I didn’t want the person in question to get into any trouble, so I filled in the blanks for him. You can thank me later.” 
 
    “That’s illegal,” said Jerad. 
 
    “Naw,” said Sergeant Ron appearing not to be in the least intimidated. “It’s just correcting some sloppy paperwork.” 
 
    Trinity laughed in spite of herself. 
 
    Jerad shook his head and looked at her. “It’s no laughing matter, Trinity. Sergeant Ron could go to prison.” 
 
    “Ha!” said the Defiant’s captain. “That’s been tried before, and I’m still here free as a bird. Let ‘em do their worst. I was getting bored anyway.” 
 
    From the bulging veins on Jerad’s neck, Trinity had a feeling she needed to intervene before the officer had a heart attack. She swept her arm around the docking pad. “How’d you get all these people? We passed a light destroyer on the way here that didn’t have half as many people working on it. 
 
    Sergeant Ron smiled. “Sometimes it’s not what’s on the paperwork; it’s who you know. And I know people. I’ve got a friend who owed me a favor who knew the maintenance chief at this here spaceport. The maintenance chief was only too happy to send me a few extra techs. Of course, I had to sweet talk him a little, but my charm won out in the end. Not to mention I sent him a load of hard to find hydraulic pumps courtesy of the Imperial High Command.” 
 
    By this time, the veins on Jerad’s forehead were back to a semi-normal state. Trinity thought she saw a twinkle of amusement in the major’s eyes. 
 
    “You obviously like living on the edge, Sergeant Ron,” said Jerad. “I’m just glad it’s not coming out of my budget. Now before I find out something else I don’t want to know about, is Telsa inside? Trinity and I need to talk to her.” 
 
    The smile left the face of the Defiant’s captain. “That works out well. She wants to talk to the two of you as well. I’m thinking this thing may be bigger than we thought.” 
 
    “How’s that?” asked Jerad. 
 
    Sergeant Ron shook his head. “You’d best get it from her. I ain’t no scientist. I’d just get all those highfalutin terms mixed up.” 
 
    Jerad nodded his head and started up the ramp. He stopped halfway up and looked over his shoulder. “You coming, Trinity?” 
 
    Nodding her head, Trinity caught up, and they entered the Defiant together. The recon ship’s cargo bay was stacked from deck to ceiling with crates of every shape and size. 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Some accountant’s gonna blow an airlock seal when they see the bill for the Defiant’s overhaul.” 
 
    Scanning several boxes, Jerad laughed as well. “Here’s a hydraulic pump for a hover-tank, and the box over there contains entertainment videos for a holograph projector. You know what he’s doing don’t you?” 
 
    Trinity shook her head. She was a wizard scout not a maintenance expert. Even so, she knew entertainment videos were stretching the concept of an overhaul way past the point of sanity. 
 
    Laughing again, Jerad said, “The old scoundrel’s building up a reserve of trading materials. Remind me never to buy a used hover-car from the man.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Trinity replied. “I think he’s a good person to have on our side, but I sure wouldn’t want to have him against us.” 
 
    Jerad nodded in agreement and gave another laugh. “You won’t get any argument out of me on that account. What say we go find Telsa?” 
 
    Climbing the central staircase, they found Telsa hard at work in the communications room. It was jammed packed with new, out-of-the-box equipment. When they walked in, Telsa smiled and waved at the stacked tables and shelves. 
 
    “Do you like what I’ve done with the place?” Telsa laughed. She pointed at a strange box with flashing colored bars across the top. “This here’s a R313 gas analyzer. It’s top of the line. We only have access to a R310 at the university.” 
 
    “Why do you need a gas analyzer?” asked Jerad. 
 
    Telsa’s smile grew even wider. “I don’t, but it’s cool as all get out, so I ordered it. Sergeant Ron told me to get anything I wanted. So I did. Somehow or other, the old man got the hardest to find items teleported here. He really does know a heck of a lot of people.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to think Sergeant Ron’s a bit of a con artist,” said Jerad. “Be that as it may, he said you had something for us. I hope it’s good.” 
 
    The smile dropped from Telsa’s face. “I don’t know about good, but I’ve completed my analysis of Professor Jaskok’s disk.” The short female waited expectantly. 
 
    “Well?” asked Jerad unable to resist taking the bait. 
 
    “Well,” said Telsa smiling again. “It wasn’t easy, but I modified the coded part of the disk using the Quanto formula. Naturally, that didn’t work, so I tried a variation of the Quanto formula with an old calculus algorithm—” 
 
    “Telsa,” said Jerad raising his hands in a stopping motion. “Spare us the details if you don’t mind. What’d you find out?” 
 
    “Oh,” said Telsa sounding disappointed. “I thought it was pretty exciting stuff. Never mind. Anyway, the whole point of Professor Jaskok’s information was to document a method for placing a stealth shield around an entire fleet.” 
 
    “What?” exclaimed Jerad. “That’s not possible. Smaller, individual ships, sure. But a fleet? Are you positive?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was possible,” said Telsa. “The information on the professor’s disk just gives a hypothetical way to do it. He worked out all the details for a prototype. He was going to release the information during his keynote speech in the hopes it would spur others into a new way of thinking.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Jerad, “so it’s just a theory. It’s not something that actually works. That’s probably a good thing. If someone could put a stealth shield around an entire fleet, they could strike deep inside an enemy’s territory with complete surprise. Something like that would be dangerous in the hands of one of the Empire’s enemies.” 
 
    Trinity frowned. “Are you sure it’s only a theory? I mean, you’re positive someone can’t make it work and use it to attack the Empire?” 
 
    “No danger there, Trinity,” Telsa said sounding confident. “The professor’s idea isn’t even at the theory level. It’s only a hypothesis. He couldn’t run any real experiments. The whole fleet-wide stealth shield concept depends on an energy source that doesn’t exist. Even if someone built the device, I can pretty much guarantee you they couldn’t make it work. There’s no energy source in our galaxy that could supply the type of energy that’s required.” 
 
    Trinity thought about all the times in her life where someone had guaranteed something couldn’t happen, and it had. “What about an energy source that wasn’t from our galaxy? If you remember, Sergeant Ron said he thought the monsignor’s gem might be from another dimension.” 
 
    Telsa shrugged her shoulders. “Look, I like Sergeant Ron, but he’s not exactly a scientist. I took everything he said with a grain of platinum.” 
 
    “I sensed the gem’s energy too,” Trinity said. “I can assure you it was strange.” 
 
    Telsa looked at Jerad before looking back at Trinity. “Well, I can’t do the hocus-pocus stuff you wizard scouts do. I rely on scientific instruments to gather data and then make a decision based upon cold, hard facts. There are a lot of strange things in our galaxy. That doesn’t mean they’re from another dimension. I mean, heck, Major, do you think the gem’s from another dimension?” 
 
    Jerad looked down and seemed to take great interest in the metal plates of the deck. He said nothing. 
 
    Taking Jerad’s silence as confirmation, Telsa said, “If I’d had some analysis equipment with me at the temple, maybe I could tell you a little more. What I really need is to analyze the monsignors’ gem itself to give any kind of useful opinion.” 
 
    The external speaker on Trinity’s battle helmet crackled, “What about data?” said Jennifer. 
 
    “What data?” asked Telsa. 
 
    Trinity smiled. “Jennifer was able to scan a small piece of the gem at the morgue. According to her, she’s got oodles of data, whatever oodles are.” 
 
    “It’s a non-scientific term meaning—” started Jennifer over the battle helmet’s speaker. 
 
    “Never mind Jennifer,” said Telsa. “I get the picture. I’ve done about all I can with the data from the vault. If you can feed me the info for that piece of the gem via the tele-network like you did when you sent me the information from the data disk, I’d appreciate it. Maybe we can figure something out together.” 
 
    “Compliance… uh, with my wizard scout’s permission,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “Naturally,” Trinity said. “Do what you need to do.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    “Telsa,” said Jerad who’d finally stopped his inspection of the deck, “make sure you let me know the moment you find anything useful. You can reach me through my staff at the compound.” 
 
    “You’re not staying here?” Trinity asked. For some reason, an empty spot had appeared in her stomach at the mention he was leaving. 
 
    Shaking his head, Jerad said, “Can’t. Until I’m told otherwise, I’ve got a division of peacekeepers to run. I think I’ve done all the damage I can here. What about you? Are you coming back to the compound with me?” 
 
    Trinity shook her head. A part of her wanted to go, but the wizard scout part of her knew that her best bet for finding out what was going on was to stay near the temple. 
 
    “I’ve got to stay here, Jer… err, Major.” 
 
    Trinity saw a strange look come over Jerad’s face. 
 
    Is he disappointed? she wondered. 
 
    “Of course,” said Jerad. “I understand perfectly. Since you’re assigned to me in theory, you have my permission to stay.” He grinned. “Although from what I know of you now, I don’t think my permission matters all that much.” 
 
    Trinity smiled back. “Oh it matters, Major. It’s just that lack of permission wouldn’t stop me.” 
 
    Jerad returned her smile before leaving the room. Trinity monitored his departure with her passive scan. In less than a minute, he was outside the ship and moving rapidly in the direction of the terminal. 
 
    “Ahem,” said Telsa. 
 
    When Trinity looked at the short woman, Telsa said. “So I’ve got my marching orders. What are your plans if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    “Good question,” Trinity said. She pointed down at her camouflage pants. “I’m thinking my first order of business is to get back into my battle suit pants. I broke both legs this morning jumping off a building. I need the rest of my battle suit back. You got any idea where Charlie is?” 
 
    “He was in the engine room supervising the overhaul last I saw. Can’t you tell? I thought you wizard scouts kept track of everyone with your superpowers or something. 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Not hardly. Oh, I keep my passive scan up most of the time. It’s relatively cheap in Power usage, but it doesn’t give me a lot of info. It’s also easily tricked. Both Sergeant Ron and Charlie’s received some training in stealth shields. I think Charlie’s keeping his stealth shield up since I can’t detect him. He’s got a large Power reserve. I’d do the same if I was in his position.” 
 
    Telsa brushed an errant strand of hair away from her face. “I was told wizard scouts have active scans as well. Why don’t you use that?” 
 
    Shrugging her shoulder, Trinity thought about it a second before trying to explain. “I could use an active scan since it’s harder for someone to hide from. However, the problem is that an active scan uses more Power. Unfortunately, active scans are susceptible to detection themselves. Passive scans are virtually non-detectable.” 
 
    “Are you saying you’re worried about someone trying to detect your active scan while you’re on the Defiant?” 
 
    Trinity grinned. “No. My active scan’s pretty good. Every wizard scout has a specialty, and mine is detection. Even other wizard scouts would have a tough time detecting one of my active scans if I wrapped it with a stealth shield. Of course, everything’s a risk.” 
 
    Telsa pursed her lips and glanced at her computer screen before looking back. “So I guess the reason you aren’t using an active scan to find Charlie is because you don’t want to waste Power. Is that it?” 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Exactly. One of the things drilled into our heads at the Academy was that a wizard scout needs to use technology first and Power second. I’ve got a large reserve, but I’ve run out of Power during fights on more than one occasion. Believe me when I say that running out of Power is no fun. Without Power, I can’t self-heal.” 
 
    “Well, join the club,” Telsa said as she looked down at Trinity’s legs. “If I’d broken my legs this morning, I’d be out of action for weeks. You seem to be getting along pretty well on yours.” 
 
    Trinity shrugged her shoulders. “As long as I’ve got Power in my reserve, the first ninety percent of an injury heals within a few seconds. The other ten percent could take hours to completely heal. I remember once on Silas Four when I was shot in the head. It took—” 
 
    “You were shot in the head?” said Telsa sounding as if she didn’t entirely believe she’d heard correctly. “And you lived?” 
 
    Trinity had seen incredulous looks like Telsa’s before which was the reason she normally avoided the subject of self-healing. It had been her experience that people tended to get a little jealous when they learned she could heal herself. This time she had a reason for pursuing the subject, so she did her best explain. 
 
    “Yes, I was shot in the head,” Trinity said. “My Power healed me. The only way to kill a wizard scout is to cause so much damage it overwhelms their Power reserve’s ability to heal.” 
 
    “Such as?” Telsa asked. 
 
    “Hmm.” Trinity smiled. “Are you taking notes for future reference? Should I be concerned?” 
 
    Telsa smiled back. “You never know.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Trinity said. “I trust you though. To answer your question, a disintegration ray or being at the epic center of a nuclear explosion are two examples of damage massive enough to kill a wizard scout.” 
 
    “That’s pretty serious damage, no doubt there,” said Telsa. “So you’ve basically got nothing to fear from small arms fire?” 
 
    “Ha!” Trinity laughed. “I wish, but that’s not the case. First off, a plasma round to the head friggin’ hurts. A second point is that I was unconscious for almost a minute that time I got shot in the head. If my opponent had known about wizard scouts, she could’ve taken me prisoner. That’s something you never want to happen as a wizard scout. An enemy could stretch a torture session out for years while letting my self-heal keep me alive. Even if my opponent didn’t want to take me prisoner, if she’d kept firing a round into my head every few seconds, the Power in my reserve would’ve eventually depleted. When that happened, the next round would kill me. Continuous damage is just as bad as massive damage. I know of a wizard scout who was trapped under a collapsed building. His self-heal kept trying to repair his crushed bones, but the weight of the building kept breaking them again. He had a very large Power reserve. The general thought is that he probably lived in agonizing pain for nearly an hour before he eventually succumbed to his injuries.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Telsa softly. “I didn’t know.” She looked away for several seconds before turning in her chair to face Trinity. “Why would anyone in their right mind want to be a wizard scout?” 
 
    Trinity had thought about the same question during many a sleepless night. She sat down in a seat across from the short woman. “I think being a wizard scout is a calling. Haven’t you ever felt like you’re supposed to be doing something, but you aren’t?” 
 
    Telsa nodded. 
 
    “Well, that’s how I felt before I became a wizard scout,” Trinity said. “I was attending the military academy on Risors. Everyone in my family had been officers in one branch of service or another. I thought that’s what I was supposed to do. Tradition and all that, you know?” 
 
    Telsa nodded her head. “Yeah. Kinda. My parents expect me to take a position in their hyper-drive company. I like science, but…” 
 
    Trinity locked eyes with Telsa. “But it’s not enough, right? You’ve just got this feeling inside you that you’re supposed to be doing something more important. Is that it?” 
 
    Without saying a word, Telsa looked down at her hands for several seconds. Trinity noticed her nod several times. Finally, Telsa looked up. “You know, Trinity. I know I didn’t do any fighting per se when you rescued me, but I felt more alive during our escape than I’ve ever felt in my life. I really do like science. It challenges my mind. At the same time, I can’t help but wonder if… if I should be doing something else.” 
 
    “What are you doing, Trinity?” asked Jennifer in their shared space. “You’re not a recruiter for the wizard scout corp. She’s happy where she is. Why not leave well enough alone?” 
 
    “Because she isn’t happy,” Trinity told her battle computer knowing in her heart it was the truth. “You’re a computer. You wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    Trinity looked closer at Telsa. She knew the woman was shorter than any wizard scout she’d ever met, but at the same time, she sensed Telsa had the heart of one of Earth’s lionesses. She had no doubt Telsa would never quit anything once she was committed. 
 
    “You know, Telsa,” Trinity said. “That’s how I felt until I became a wizard scout. The Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy is tough training, and being a wizard scout is an even tougher profession, but I’ve found my purpose in life. I know now that I was destined to be a wizard scout.” Remaining silent for a few seconds, Trinity gave the young woman time to digest what she’d said. When she gauged the time was right, she said, “I think you’re destined to be a wizard scout as well, Telsa. I can sense it.” 
 
    A shocked look came over the young woman’s face. “Me? I’m a scientist. I’m no soldier.” 
 
    “No you’re not,” Trinity admitted. “You haven’t been trained. Nevertheless, you handled yourself well during our escape.” Trinity laughed. “You can’t shoot worth a flip, but that can be fixed easily enough. If we get some free time, I’ll take you to a gun range. After a few thousand rounds, I’ve got a feeling you’d pick up the shooting concept just fine.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Telsa said, “Look at me. I’m small. I’ve always been small. From what I hear, wizard scout training is the toughest in the galaxy. I’d never make it.” 
 
    “Not with that attitude you wouldn’t,” Trinity said. “And you’re right. The TAC officers will do everything in their power to make you quit during the two years of pre-Academy. Even if you make it through that, they won’t let up. You’ll have four more years of the toughest training you can imagine until you graduate from the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy and earn your golden-dragon insignia.” 
 
    “You’re talking as if you think I’m going to seriously consider it,” said Telsa. “I told you, I’m a scientist.” 
 
    “Yes, you are, Telsa. The question you have to ask yourself is whether that’s all you ever want to be? Think about it. Applications for the Academy are easy enough to find on the tele-network. I’d be more than happy to sign a letter of recommendation for you. But I’ve got to warn you, TAC officers hate favoritism. So if we ever meet while you’re a cadet, it might be best if you pretended you didn’t know me. That’s just a suggestion.” 
 
    Trinity waited a few seconds for a reply. When none came, she stood and patted Telsa on the shoulder. Then she left the room. She’d done what she could. Now she had other things to think about. 
 
    “That’s for sure,” said Jennifer. “So, may I ask what your plans are, oh wizard scout extraordinaire?” 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure,” Trinity admitted. “For starters though, you can get me the plans to the monsignors’ temple. I’ve got a few questions I need answered.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 – More Mystery 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    “Keep you left leg pointed away from those guards,” said Jennifer. “Charlie did his best on your pants’ patch, but the camouflage is nowhere near as good as the rest of your battle suit.” 
 
    Trinity twisted her left leg slightly. “There are a lot of guards. It’s kinda hard keeping the patches away from all of them. I do have to walk, you know?” 
 
    A feeling resembling a sigh intruded itself into Trinity’s mind. 
 
    “Just do the best you can, wizard scout. Truth be told, I only calculate a two percent probability the patch will give you away.” 
 
    Pressing as close to the wall with her back as she could, Trinity waited until the guards passed. Once they disappeared around the corner, she moved on. 
 
    “How much further?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “I’ve plotted the control room for the temple’s security on your heads-up display. We should be there shortly. Just get me close enough to hack into their systems. It’s a hardened site, so we’ve got to get real close.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Trinity said. She was thankful they didn’t have to actually go inside the control room itself. She was good, but she doubted even she was that good. 
 
    Two red dots appeared on her heads-up display. 
 
    “Priests,” said Jennifer stating the obvious. “They’re coming our way.” 
 
    Finding a convenient spot out of the direct line of traffic in the hallway, Trinity waited. “Here’s where we find out how good my best stealth shield is at close range. I’ll be lucky if one of them doesn’t accidentally brush up against me.” 
 
    “You’re lucky these priests like to keep the lights a little dim in their hallways,” said Jennifer. “If you were standing in full daylight, your battle suit’s camouflage wouldn’t be nearly as effective.” 
 
    The two priests rounded the corner giving Trinity a good look at them. “Go to clear visor,” she ordered. 
 
    The red tint of the night-vision visor switched to clear. As soon as it did, it became obvious one priest was in green and the other was dressed in blue. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, Crendril,” said the green-clad priest. “I’m glad the higher-ups are working out their differences. I said all along it was those dissidents causing all the trouble.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not over yet,” replied the second priest. “We’re lucky that gem sliver is able to allow initiations to proceed. If we can’t recover the Hallowed Gem from the Carsoloians that sliver of the gem may be our only salvation.” 
 
    “It’s not certain the Carsoloians were involved,” said the first priest. “I heard—” 
 
    The priests turned the far corner cutting off the rest of their conversation from Trinity. She waited for their footsteps to disappear as well. Even semi-invisible as she was, it wouldn’t do for someone to hear her moving. 
 
    “Actually, you’re pretty quiet,” said Jennifer giving rare praise. “I calculate an eighty-seven percent probability it’s safe for you to start moving again now.” 
 
    Continuing down the hall, Trinity wondered about the priests. “They seemed awfully chummy. Do you think the threat of civil war is over?” 
 
    “Doubtful, wizard scout. Cavos is a powder keg. One spark in the wrong place and it will blow up in your major’s face.” 
 
    Trinity stopped to allow some life forms she spotted with her passive scan pass an intersection ahead. “What’s a powder keg? And he’s not my major.” 
 
    “Whatever you say about the major, wizard scout. It’s none of my business. As for a powder keg, it’s an old Earth reference to an explosive powder humans used before they developed more efficient ways of killing each other. Isn’t progress wonderful?” 
 
    When the life forms cleared the intersection, Trinity moved forward as quietly as she could. “You know, Jennifer, you’re not all that funny.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Jennifer. “I thought it was pretty good considering I don’t have a sense of humor. By the way, I calculate if you can get me to that wall over there, it will be close enough to the control room for our purposes. If you wrap one of your active scans with a stealth shield, I can get started.” 
 
    Once Trinity reached the wall, she prepared the active scan and turned control over to her battle computer. “Do you want me to follow along?” 
 
    “Not this time, wizard scout. You’re not a diviner, so you can’t help me with energy flows. And you have no affinity with computers, so you can’t help me with them either.” 
 
    “Fine,” Trinity said. “I’ll just stand here and wait for someone to bump into me. Is that what you expect me to do?” 
 
    “The stand part, yes. The bump part, no. Now let me concentrate. Hacking into a large mainframe like this one isn’t easy even for me.” 
 
    Trinity had a feeling Jennifer was just blowing her off, but she remained silent anyway just in case it would disturb her battle computer. She had no desire to get involved in a running battle with the monsignors’ guards. They weren’t her enemy. 
 
    In less than a minute, Trinity grew bored. A swirl in the marble of the wall opposite her reminded her a little of Jerad’s chin. No, his chin is more squared at the bottom. It goes well with his face. He’s got a nice— 
 
    “Are those thoughts intended for me?” asked Jennifer. “If not, do me a favor and think about your romantic interest in your private space. I’m a little busy at the moment.” 
 
    “He’s not my romantic interest,” Trinity said feeling her neck grow warm. 
 
    “As I’ve said before, who are you trying to convince; me or you?” 
 
    Trinity said nothing. She made a silent pledge to keep any future thoughts about the major in the private space of her mind. 
 
    Over the next few minutes, several groups of priests and guards traversed the hallway. Since the corridor was narrow, whenever one of the groups approached, Trinity levitated to the ceiling and remained flat against it until the group was out of sight. Luckily for her, they all seemed oblivious to the fact that an intruder was only a few centimeters above their heads. 
 
    After nearly ten minutes, a stream of data began scrolling down the side of her heads-up display. A 3D schematic of the room where the Hallowed Gem had been kept appeared on the display as well. 
 
    “Got it,” said Jennifer. “That was more difficult than I originally calculated. It’s fortunate I think at nanoseconds speed and have superior processing power to—” 
 
    “If you don’t stop patting yourself on the back, Jennifer, you’re going to hurt your arm,” Trinity said. “Now, what’d you find out?” 
 
    “Fine,” said Jennifer. “I should be used to your lack of appreciation by now. As to what I’ve found, a backdoor exists in the security system’s firewall that allows a section of the gem room to be de-energized.” 
 
    “You mean it would no longer be composed of creallium?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “Affirmative. At least that one section wouldn’t be. Once de-energized, someone with the ability to shift into the void between dimensions could enter and steal whatever was inside. I calculate that’s what happened to the monsignors’ gem.” 
 
    “A shifter?” Trinity asked. “Shifters are rare even among wizard scouts. Was the backdoor put in by the Carsoloians?” 
 
    “I don’t have sufficient data to make an accurate calculation, wizard scout. The Carsoloians paid for a lot of the work on this temple, but it was all subcontracted out. The company responsible for the portion of the programming in question is called Cavos Security Incorporated.” 
 
    “Sounds like a big company,” Trinity said. 
 
    “Actually, big sounding names don’t always mean big in the real world. From what I can gather cross-referencing data from the tele-network, Cavos Security Incorporated, or CSI as it’s called, is a startup company formed two years ago. Their headquarters is right here in the city of Tremar.” 
 
    “That’s convenient,” Trinity said mulling a crazy idea over in her mind. “I’m thinking we should pay our friends at CSI a little visit.” 
 
    “Should I inform the major what you’re going to do, wizard scout?” 
 
    Trinity thought about it for a few seconds before shaking head. “Negative. We haven’t really found out anything useful yet. We’ll let him know later. For now, mum’s the word.” 
 
    “Compliance. Now that you have what you were looking for, how do you plan on getting out of this temple?” 
 
    Trinity grinned. “Carefully, Jennifer. Very carefully.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 – Retrofit 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    When Trinity arrived back at the spaceport, the Defiant had undergone a remarkable transition. Her outside hull gleamed as if fresh off the assembly line. Even the metal around the hyper-drive’s exhausts had fresh coats of ion paint. Only one maintenance truck remained, and it was empty. The slew of crates that had previously been stacked on the docking pad had somehow magically disappeared. 
 
    Walking up the ramp into the cargo bay, Trinity was immediately faced with a maze of boxes stacked from deck to ceiling. Squeezing through a narrow pathway between two lines of various sized crates, she came to a stop where the space between the boxes came together even more. 
 
    Frustrated, Trinity gave a yell. “How the hell am I supposed to get through this crap?” 
 
    A gray reptilian face appeared at the far end of the cramped passageway.” 
 
    “Suck in breath,” said Charlie. His advice was accompanied by a prolonged hissing sound. A metallic laughter came out of his translator box. 
 
    The hissing sound continued as Trinity blew as much breath as she could out of her lungs and squirmed through the opening. Once out the other side she took in a couple of deep breaths before eyeing the Defiant’s four-armed mechanic. 
 
    “There’s no way in Platos Minor those shoulders of yours could get through there,” Trinity said. “What gives?” 
 
    Another bout of hissing came from Charlie. He pointed to his right. “I go through side airlock. Much easier. No room in cargo bay.” 
 
    Trinity looked at the open airlock and back at the tight space she’d somehow been able to squeeze through. “Why didn’t you tell me before I made a fool of myself trying to get through there?” 
 
    More hissing came from Charlie. “Wanted to see if you could do it.” 
 
    Trinity shook her head and made for the stairs. “You’ve got a strange sense of humor, Charlie. Has anyone ever told you that?” 
 
    “Yes,” admitted Charlie with a wide grin revealing his double row of serrated teeth. “Many times.” 
 
    Trinity made her way up the stairway followed by the sound of the mechanic’s hissing. When she came to the communications room, she went inside. The room was even more cluttered with equipment than it had been on her last visit. Telsa was nowhere in sight. A quick check with her passive scan located the little scientist in the Defiant’s galley. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Telsa later,” Trinity told her battle computer. “In the meantime, I’d better send Captain Stevens an update. No use getting her dander up if I don’t need to. Besides, I’ve got a favor to ask.” 
 
    “Uh, if I remember correctly, the captain isn’t much on favors,” said Jennifer. “It’s your funeral. Do as you please. You usually do.” 
 
    Clearing off a stack of small boxes from the top of the holograph pad, Trinity punched up a secure line to Captain Stevens. She fully expected to get the special operation captain’s answering service. Instead, she was surprised when a meter-high version of the blonde-headed captain appeared over the top of the pad. 
 
    “Well, speak of the devil,” said Captain Stevens. “I was just reading a couple of reports on the Cavos situation. Your name popped up several times.” The big captain grinned. “The comments weren’t exactly flattering.” 
 
    Trinity returned the captain’s grin. “What else is new?” 
 
    The normally gruff captain’s grin grew even wider. “Not much. So what’s up? I’m guessing you didn’t call me to chitchat.” 
 
    “No I didn’t, sir. I need you to do me a favor. I’ve got reason to believe a shifter of one kind or another was on Cavos the day the monsignors’ gem was taken. I’d like you to check if any known shifters were in the vicinity of Cavos around that time.” 
 
    Captain Stevens scratched her jaw. “Shifters are a scarce commodity. There’s less than twenty wizard scouts still alive with that ability, and most of those are on the disabled list.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I know. Some of the other forces in the galaxy have shifters as well. I’ve been told that some Crosioian scouts can shift into the void. I’ve had to fight some of their shifters during simulator training, and those are tough fights. I’m sure Crosioian scouts aren’t the only ones who can perform dimensional shifts.” 
 
    The big woman studied Trinity for several seconds. “Shifters are sensitive assets. You’re talking G4 level top secret security classification. I’d have to call in a lot of favors to find out what you’re asking.” 
 
    “I’ve no doubt you would,” Trinity said locking eyes with the special operations captain without saying anything further. She knew the captain would either do it based on trust or not do it at all. 
 
    After an eternity that lasted only a few seconds, Captain Stevens nodded. “Fine. I’ll see what I can find out. But if I ever make general, how about getting assigned to someone else and save me the aggravation of having to deal with you?” 
 
    Smiling, Trinity nodded. “Consider it done, sir. If you find out anything, send it to Major Criteron. I may be traveling under stealth mode off and on for the next few days, so I’ll be incommunicado.” 
 
    Trinity hit the holograph pad’s kill switch before the captain could ask any further questions. 
 
    “Speaking of questions,” said Jennifer. “I believe Telsa has some information for you.” 
 
    “Fine, what is it? You’ve been working with her. What have the two of you found out?” 
 
    “Now you wouldn’t want me to spoil her fun, would you, Trinity? She’s been chomping at the bit to tell you herself. I calculate you’ve become something of a heroine to her, especially after that ‘Hey, you’d make a great wizard scout’ speech you gave her. I give a sixty-two percent probability she wants to impress you.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Trinity made for the dining area on the top floor. “Sometimes I wonder whether you battle computers are worth the trouble you give us wizard scouts.” 
 
    “Now that hurts, Trinity. I calculate the next time I help move your battle suit out of the way of a disintegration beam that you’ll think I’m worth all the trouble I’ve ever caused you and then some.” 
 
    Trinity didn’t say anything. She was more than sure her battle computer was right. Jennifer had saved her life more times than she could count. 
 
    As soon as Trinity entered the dining area, she spied Telsa sitting at the table eating a bowl of soup and munching on a sandwich. 
 
    When the scientist looked up and saw Trinity, she smiled and raised her sandwich. “Want some? The label said it was genuine imitation pork patties. Mmm. Delicious. Everything a growing wizard scout needs.” 
 
    Trinity returned the smile. “I think I’ll pass. Even when I used to have to eat, I never liked those military issue food pills. You do know that they’re made by the lowest builder, don’t you?” 
 
    Telsa laughed spitting out part of her sandwich in the process. “Yep. Tastes just like your momma used to make.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” Growing serious, Trinity said, “Jennifer told me you had something for me. What is it?” 
 
    Wiping her mouth on the sleeve of her orange jumpsuit, Telsa indicated the bench across the table from her. “Pull up a seat. I think you’re going to like this.” 
 
    Curious, Trinity made her way to the table and sat down. She took her battle helmet off and set it between Telsa and her. “All right, I’m sitting. What is it?” 
 
    Practically beaming, Telsa placed a round pad the size of the palm of her hand onto the center of the table. A holograph of wavy red and blue lines appeared. 
 
    Trinity glanced at the holograph, back at Telsa, and then back at the holograph. 
 
    “Well?” said Telsa. 
 
    “Uh, very pretty,” Trinity said. “I’m guessing this is supposed to be something important.” 
 
    The smile on Telsa’s face disappeared. “It’s a Metorian Energy Graph. Notice the red lines? Those are the theoretical standard. The blue lines are the energy readouts from the gem sliver you saw at the morgue.” 
 
    “Like I said; very pretty. So?” 
 
    The battle helmet’s external speakers crackled. “My wizard scout never made it to a university, Telsa. My advice is to use small words and keep your explanations simple.” 
 
    “Can it, Jennifer,” Trinity said. “You’ve got a battery change coming up in a few days. I’d sure hate to get things mixed up and put in the wrong battery or something.” 
 
    “Okay, fine,” said Telsa hurriedly. “The Metorian Energy Graph is a theoretical type of energy. It doesn’t exist in our dimension. Some traces of the energy frequency have been detected in a few black holes, but only traces. The energy readings you took from the monsignors’ gem sliver are an exact match of the Metorian Energy Graph.” 
 
    “Okay,” Trinity said still not following. “Is that good or bad?” 
 
    Telsa frowned. “Hmm. I hadn’t really thought that part through. Just discovering the energy is pretty exciting stuff.” Her frown turned into a smile. “Anyway, the reason Professor Jaskok’s fleet-wide stealth shield was only a hypothesis was because it required Metorian energy to make it work. Since no such energy was known to exist except for those traces at black holes, he couldn’t test his hypothesis.” 
 
    Trinity drummed her fingers on the table for a few seconds. “So you’re saying the monsignors’ Hallowed Gem gives out Metorian energy?” 
 
    “It looks that way,” admitted Telsa. “Like I said, it’s pretty exciting stuff.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I concur,” chimed in Jennifer. “About the gem giving off Metorian energy, I mean. I’m a computer, so I don’t get excited.” 
 
    Drumming her fingers a few more times, Trinity stared at the graph. Finally, she looked back at Telsa. “All right, I’m assuming you’re implying this magic energy of yours—” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was magic,” said Telsa. “Other than a few isolated planets in the galaxy, magic doesn’t exist. I said the energy was theoretical.” 
 
    “Fine. I stand corrected. Then let me put it this way. I assume you’re implying this theoretical energy of yours could provide the necessary energy source to make the professor’s fleet-wide stealth shield work. You mentioned during your debriefing that the professor and you had been prisoners for less than a month. I’m no starship scientist, but surely that’s not enough time for someone to build a device of their own.” 
 
    “No way,” replied Telsa sounding confident. “In my opinion, it would take years. On the other hand, the professor has been publishing articles on his work for over a decade. I suppose someone could’ve been working on such a device for quite some time.” 
 
    “Then why bother taking the professor and you prisoner?” Trinity asked. “Whether the group behind your kidnapping was the Balorian pirates, the monsignors’ dissenters, or the Crosioians, they brought needless attention to themselves. Why do that?” 
 
    “I may have the answer to your question,” said Jennifer. “I think it stems from the keynote speech the professor was going to give. The encoded part of the data disk consisted of previously unpublished information. The professor was going to reveal it during his speech.” 
 
    An apparent flaw in her battle computer’s comment drew Trinity’s attention. “That’s even more reason why they should’ve waited. They could’ve just attended his speech and no one would’ve been the wiser.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Jennifer sounding as smug as a computer could. “That’s assuming he was going to tell everything he knew during his speech. I calculate a ninety-eight percent probability he wasn’t.” 
 
    “Why so high?” Trinity asked. “I thought Telsa said the information on the disk proved the Metorian whatever it’s called energy could run the professor’s stealth shield.” 
 
    Telsa shrugged her shoulders. “I meant in theory. Sometimes I get excited about just a theory of something. There’s a big difference between knowing the theory and making it work in a practical application. They may have needed the professor to help solve a few problems that may have popped up. The information on the disk would’ve helped, but it might not have been enough.” 
 
    Standing up, Trinity picked up her battle helmet and placed it on her head. Somewhere between the table and her head, the helmet changed shaped into three-quarters mode. “So I guess the big question is whether the professor told them what they needed to know or not.” 
 
    Telsa shook her head. “The professor was a brave man. He wouldn’t have knowingly helped them.” 
 
    Trinity looked down at Telsa. She wondered if she’d ever been that naive. “He didn’t know they had an energy source capable of making his theoretical devise work. He might not have thought he was helping them all that much.” 
 
    Telsa shook her head again. “I don’t believe it. You might think he was only a scientist, but I know he was as brave as any soldier. He wouldn’t have helped them even under threat of torture.” 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Trinity eyed her friend. “Maybe not to himself.” 
 
    Telsa looked down at her half eaten bowl of soup for several seconds. When she finally looked back up, her eyes were shiny. “You think they used me to force him to tell them what they wanted to know?” 
 
    “It’s only a theory,” Trinity said. “I don’t know that for a fact.” 
 
    Telsa nodded her head. She turned away and wiped something from her eyes with her left hand. When she turned back around, her eyes were no longer shiny. “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “We?” Trinity asked. “Me; not you. And it’s probably best you don’t know what I’m going to do. I need you to put that astral physicist’s brain of yours to work and figure out a way to detect a starship that’s using the professor’s stealth shield. I think that’s going to be very important. We can’t fight them if we can’t find them.” 
 
    Trinity noticed the small woman frown. 
 
    “You’re asking the impossible,” said Telsa. “I’d need a prototype device to conduct tests on. All I’ll have is a lot of data from Jennifer on the gem sliver. I think I’d be more useful going with you. I had Charlie take me to the spaceport’s gun range. I’ve been practicing. I’m getting a lot better.” 
 
    Trying not to smile, Trinity said, “You mean you’re good enough now not to shoot me instead of the bad guys?” 
 
    Telsa smiled. Her eyes gave a little twinkle. “Well, maybe not that good yet, but I’m getting there.” 
 
    Laughing, Trinity patted her friend on the shoulder. “I think I’ll wait until you’ve had a couple more lessons.” Growing serious, she said, “I really do need you here. If someone has built a working fleet-wide stealth device, you can bet they did it for a reason. Lives are undoubtedly at stake. I’m depending on you.” 
 
    Telsa sat up in her seat. Trinity thought she looked very serious. 
 
    “I’ll do my best, wizard scout.” 
 
    Trinity smiled. “I know you will. That’s all I can ask.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 – Favors Owed 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Making her way to the cockpit, Trinity found the Defiant’s captain in the pilot’s seat running diagnostics on his ship. Sergeant Ron looked up when she plopped down in the navigator’s seat. He spun his own chair around to face her. 
 
    “Well look what the pactar dragged in,” said Sergeant Ron. “Find anything interesting, if I may be so bold as to ask?” 
 
    “I re-visited the monsignors’ temple,” Trinity said. “Jennifer and I found a backdoor in the firewall controlling the security for the vault where the gem was stored. Someone could’ve used it to allow a shifter to enter and steal the gem.” 
 
    “Any idea who?” asked Sergeant Ron. 
 
    Trinity played with the controls on her seat’s armrest for a moment before replying. “Since the Carsoloians paid for the security programming, they’re the most likely candidates. But I can’t know for sure. Creatures that can shift into the void between dimensions are pretty rare. If I could identify the shifter, I could follow the trail to who’s behind this whole mess.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said the Defiant’s captain as he scratched the whiskers on his chin. “By that gleam in your eyes, I get the sneaky suspicion you’ve got a favor to ask.” 
 
    “Sharp old buzzard, isn’t he?” said Jennifer in their shared space. 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping,” Trinity thought back. 
 
    “As it so happens, Sergeant Ron, you’re right. I do have a favor to ask. Captain Stevens is checking out official Empire channels for shifters who may have been in the Cavos area.” 
 
    “Captain Stevens, huh?” said Sergeant Ron. “She’s a good soldier. I worked with her for a little while when she was a sergeant. You knew she was prior enlisted, right?” 
 
    Trinity shook her head. “Nope. I’m not surprised though. Anyway, I’m confident she’ll find anything out from the official side of things if there’s something to be found. What I need is for someone who knows a lot of people and who isn’t overly concerned about rules and regulations to do a little snooping as well. Sound like anyone you know?” 
 
    The old man grinned from ear to ear. “You know, Trinity. I like you. As it so happens, I see the exact person you’re looking for in the mirror every morning when I wake up. I’ll see what I can do. Anything else?” 
 
    Trinity shrugged. “Just keep your eyes and ears open. Captain Stevens is going to let Jerad… err… Major Criteron know when and if she finds anything out. I’d appreciate it if you’d stay in contact with the major and forward anything of interest to me.” 
 
    “All right,” said Sergeant Ron. “Anything else you need? I have to warn you though. I’m just naturally a helpful guy by nature, but I’m not above reminding you sometime in the future that you owe me a favor in return.” 
 
    Trinity smiled. She liked dealing with people who let you know where they stood right from the get go. “Understood, and it’s no more than fair. Besides, I’ve got one more request.” She leaned forward in her chair. “I want to borrow Charlie for a few hours if that can be arranged.” 
 
    Turning back to the pilot’s control console, Sergeant Ron fiddled with an icon for his diagnostics’ program. Finally, he turned back around. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m curious too,” said Jennifer in their shared space. “Why?” 
 
    “Wait a minute, Sergeant Ron. This isn’t going to work,” Trinity said out loud as she removed her battle helmet and placed it on the forward gunner’s seat across from her. “I can’t carry on two conversations at the same time.” Looking at Sergeant Ron, Trinity said, “Jennifer just asked me the same question as you. Here’s my answer to both of you. I know there’s more to Charlie and you then meets the eye, Sergeant Ron. You’re both basically untrained, but you’ve got access to large Power reserves. I’ve sensed Charlie using his Power on the Defiant when he does maintenance. He’s a diviner, isn’t he?” 
 
    Sergeant Ron didn’t answer for several seconds. Eventually he nodded. “He is, but not in the way you may think. He can’t train people to use their Power sources like the diviners at the Academy do.” 
 
    “But he can manipulate energy flows, right?” Trinity asked. “I know he can because I’ve seen him do it.” 
 
    “Your right,” admitted the Defiant’s captain. “That’s how he maintains equipment on the ship. Everything living or dead releases at least some Power. I know you know that because it’s basic Wizard Scout 101 training at the Academy. Charlie uses his diviner ability to trace the flows of Power in equipment. He knows when something’s getting ready to break. To tell you the truth, that’s the only reason we can keep this little recon ship going with just the two of us.” 
 
    “Good,” Trinity said. “That’s what I was hoping for.” 
 
    “I’m still not catching your line of thinking,” said Jennifer over the battle helmet’s speakers. “I’m beginning to regret reminding you to keep your thoughts in your private space. How’s Charlie going to help us complete our mission?” 
 
    Knowing the Defiant’s captain was the one she had to convince, Trinity concentrated on him. “I’m a wizard scout, and I’m good at it. Jennifer and I have penetrated some high-security facilities over the years, but I know my limitations. I need to get inside the headquarters building for Cavos Security Incorporated. They’re a high-tech computer security company. I don’t think even Jennifer can hack her way through their firewall. No offense, Jennifer.” 
 
    “Offense taken,” snorted Jennifer. 
 
    Sergeant Ron didn’t waste time thinking about her request. He punched an icon on the armrest of his chair. “Charlie, get up here on the double. I think you should hear this straight from the pactar’s mouth.” 
 
    “I come,” came a mechanical-sounding reply over the cockpit’s intercom. 
 
    Within a minute, Charlie entered the cockpit. He took a look at Trinity before moving past her to sit in the copilot’s seat. He remained silent the whole time. He didn’t even blink. 
 
    “Sterilians don’t have eyelids,” came a thought from Jennifer. “They can’t blink.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron cleared his throat. “Trinity here wants you to help her break into the headquarters of a computer security company. I’m betting if you helped her and got caught, you’d spend the next twenty years in the military prison on Diajor. How do you feel about that?” 
 
    Trinity stared at Charlie as he turned from Sergeant Ron. The Sterilian locked eyes with her in what she assumed was a staring contest. She lost and blinked first. 
 
    “Duh,” said Jennifer in their shared space. “I told you he doesn’t have eyelids.” 
 
    Charlie raised his upper right arm and pointed at Trinity. “You think it worth risk?” 
 
    Nodding her head, Trinity said, “Yes I do. I think something big is in the works, and I think the lives of a whole lot of people are on the line. I need to find out for sure. I think the answers are in the CSI’s headquarters building. I need you to help me get inside. I can’t do it alone.” 
 
    “Okay,” Charlie said as he stood up and headed for the door. “I do. I go back to work now.” 
 
    “Wait,” Trinity said. “Don’t you want to know the details before you commit to doing it? I’m not even sure how we’re going to get there or if it’s even possible. Sergeant Ron’s right. If we’re caught, we could both wind up in Diajor.” 
 
    Charlie glanced over his shoulder at Trinity with his lidless eyes. “I trust. Need work on hyper-drive now. Come get when you ready.” With that, he left the cockpit. His footsteps faded into the distance. 
 
    Turning to Sergeant Ron, Trinity asked, “Do you think he understands what I want him to do? I’m not sure he realizes the danger?” 
 
    Sergeant Ron laughed. “Oh, he understands all right. Next to Telsa, I’d say he’s the smartest person on this ship. He’s one of those people who says few words, but when he does speak, you’d best be listening because he won’t say it again. He’s also one of the best fighters I’ve ever had the privilege of working with. He’s saved my life on more than one occasion, I can tell you that.” 
 
    “Trinity,” said Jennifer. “I’ve run a few quick algorithms. Your probable success rate of breaking into CSI’s headquarters building is only forty-three percent. Are you sure you know what you’re doing? How are you even going to get there? Their headquarters’ compound is located on the outskirts of the city. I calculate CSI’s guards are going to get a little suspicious when the two of you pull up in a hover-cab armed to the teeth.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron cleared his throat again. When Trinity looked at him, he pointed at the holograph pad located between the pilot and copilot’s seats. “You know we could call up the major and ask for transportation. He’s got a special ops unit attached to the division. I suspect they could get you near CSI’s headquarters undetected.” 
 
    Trinity shook her head. “Negative. We can’t involve the major until we have more information. He’s in enough radioactive dust as it is. I don’t want to cause him more trouble.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Sergeant Ron grinning. “So it’s okay to get Charlie and me in trouble but not the major, huh? Now I see where Charlie and I stand on your list of priorities.” 
 
    Trinity felt her face grow warm. She’d felt it get that way much too often lately whenever the major was involved. “That’s not the way I meant it, Sergeant Ron. What I meant was—” 
 
    Laughing, Sergeant Ron held up his hands. “Relax, wizard scout. I was just pulling your hyper-drive. I know what you meant. As it so happens, I have a possible alternate means of transportation to get you there unseen.” 
 
    “You do?” Trinity asked growing suspicious. She didn’t like the twinkle in the old man’s eyes. Even though they’d only been together a short time, she knew enough about him to know the twinkle usually meant ‘watch out.’ 
 
    Sergeant Ron nodded. “Yes, I do. But it’s gonna cost you a big favor one of these days. You never know when I might need a wizard scout to give me a helping hand.” 
 
    “Fine,” Trinity said. “I’m in no mood to dicker, and I don’t have the time anyway. What’s your plan?” 
 
    The Defiant’s captain smiled. “Why it’s easier than a freighter hauling ore through Crypto’s ice rings. How do you feel about teleports?” 
 
    “Ha!” Trinity said. “I’m a little suspicious about your reference to ore freighters. From what I hear, Crypto’s ice rings are littered with the wrecks of ore freighters. And we’d have just about as much chance of getting a teleport out of the Imperial High Command as those ore freighters did getting through the rings. Heck, I wasn’t even able to get a teleport to Cavos. That’s why I had to catch a ride with you, remember?” 
 
    Sergeant Ron laughed. “I thought you were smarter than that, Trinity. You caught a ride with me because the central computer wanted you to be on the Defiant. The Imperial High Command could’ve coughed up a teleport if they’d wanted.” 
 
    “Well, they didn’t want,” Trinity insisted. “You can’t just get an unauthorized teleport. All teleports are controlled by the Imperial High Command.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly true,” said Sergeant Ron sporting a big grin. “At least it’s not true when you know people, and believe me, I know people.” 
 
    “Who do you know that could get Charlie and me a teleport?” Trinity asked wondering if the old man was trying to pull her hyper-drive again. 
 
    “That’s easy,” said Sergeant Ron. “I know the commandant.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 – CSI Headquarters 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
    The cells of Trinity’s body tore apart as the Defiant’s dining area went in and out of focus. Before everything blacked out, Trinity caught a final glimpse of Charlie armed to the teeth with a phase pistol in each of his two upper hands and a plasma rifle cradled in his lower arms. 
 
    An instant later, a large room with orange-suited technicians sitting behind a control console came into view, but only for a second. Almost immediately, Trinity felt her cells tear apart again as the primary teleporter room at the Academy on Velos went in and out of focus. She barely had time to glimpse Charlie standing on the pad to her right before everything went black again. 
 
    When her eyes came back into focus, Trinity found herself standing next to a gray metal wall several stories tall. The night sky was cloud covered and dark. Everything was quiet. As Jennifer had said, the CSI compound was located on the city outskirts. What she hadn’t told them was that it was inside a fenced in area the size of eight city blocks. Trinity could make out the bright lights of the Tremar skyline in the distance. Fortunately, the area around Charlie and her was dark. 
 
    The darkness mattered little to Trinity since she was used to viewing everything through her battle suit’s night vision filter anyway. She remembered her instructors at the Academy telling the cadets that if they always operated their battle suits using night vision mode, it wouldn’t make a difference whether they were fighting in the dead of night or the noonday sun. Everything would always look the same. Besides, the battle suit’s night vision gear was the best the Empire had to offer. She could see everything as clearly as if it were broad daylight, albeit with a reddish tint. She looked at Charlie standing next to her. Even the visible portions of his normally gray skin had a reddish tint. 
 
    “All right, Charlie,” Trinity whispered. “Do you stuff.” 
 
    The Sterilian didn’t move, but Trinity sensed a line of Power stretch out from Charlie and move into the building. She tried following along with an active scan of her own but was soon outpaced. Within seconds, Charlie’s scan merged with a flow of energy in a set of security cameras in the hallway on the other side of the wall. Trinity pulled her own scan back. She wasn’t a diviner. She knew her limitations. 
 
    “Wise decision,” came Jennifer’s thought. “He knows what he’s doing. My recommendation would be to track as many life forms as you can with your passive scan. Once we get moving, you won’t have much time. Too bad we don’t have a clue what we’re trying to find.” 
 
    “Yeah, too bad,” Trinity said. “That’s why we have to be flexible.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Jennifer. “Sometimes being too flexible means all you have time to do is bend over and kiss your—” 
 
    “Done,” said Charlie getting Trinity’s attention. “Hallway on other side safe.” He pointed at a door a few meters away. “I open so we go in.” 
 
    Trinity shook her head. “Not we, Charlie. I’ve put you in too much danger as it is. You’re a civilian. Stay here. If you can keep the alarms from going off as I move through the building, that’s all I can ask.” 
 
    “I stay,” Charlie said. “But I no like.” 
 
    Trinity looked at the muscular lizard. He was wearing a power-skeleton over a black jumpsuit. Even without the assistors in the metal skeleton, she knew he would be a formidable foe. For a split-second she considered changing her mind and taking him with her. She quickly shoved the idea to the side. I’m a wizard scout, she thought. I’m most effective when I work alone. 
 
    “Hey,” said Jennifer in their shared space. “What am I? Chopped pactar?” 
 
    “You know I didn’t mean you, Jennifer. You and I are a team. We’ll always be together.” 
 
    Leaning closer to Charlie, Trinity said, “At the first sign of trouble, I want you to give the abort signal. Sergeant Ron will forward it to the commandant. He’ll have you teleported back to the Defiant. Got it?” 
 
    “I got,” said Charlie. 
 
    Trinity didn’t like the look she thought she saw in the lizard’s lidless eyes through the visor of his helmet. Nevertheless, she decided to take him at his word. Nodding her head, she moved toward the door in the wall. 
 
    “Jennifer, activate the battle suit’s camouflage,” Trinity ordered. 
 
    Trinity sensed energy flow through her battle suit along with her other equipment. Unlike the priests’ temple, the inside of the CSI headquarters building would be well lit. Even though she knew she wouldn’t be invisible, she was gambling she’d still be hard to see. She had a feeling she was betting her life on it. 
 
    “Actually,” said Jennifer. “I think you’re mostly gambling on Charlie’s ability to trick the security systems into not detecting you.” 
 
    “Yeah, that too,” Trinity admitted. 
 
    The door in the wall opened. Trinity dashed inside and went to one knee as the door shut behind her. She held the handle of her inactivated phase rod in one hand and her phase pistol in the other. 
 
    “You should’ve taken my advice and brought an M12 heavy plasma rifle,” said Jennifer. “If you’re detected, the extra firepower would come in handy.” 
 
    “If I’m detected, old friend, I suspect they’ll be a lot of weapons lying around for me to pick up. I’m not exactly helpless, you know?” 
 
    “I know,” admitted Jennifer. “However, it’s my job to plan for worst case scenarios.” 
 
    Trinity counted to five. When no alarms went off, she stood and began walking rapidly but quietly down the hall. As she approached the first intersection, she sensed a hidden gun array in the wall ahead with her passive scan. 
 
    “Do you think Charlie’s got control of that thing?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “Are you full of holes yet?” Jennifer responded. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “There’s your answer,” said Jennifer. “He’s got control.” 
 
    Forcing thoughts of the gun array opening up on her aside, Trinity continued forward taking a hard right at the intersection. Now that they were inside the building, she really wasn’t sure what to do. 
 
    “Please don’t tell me your whole plan is based on getting lucky,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “All right. I won’t tell you that. Now plot me a route that will keep me away from most of the life forms in here. I’m linking you up with my passive scan. Plot me targets on a schematic of the building.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The CSI building appeared on the battle helmet’s heads-up display. At least two hundred dots were lit up on the overlay. 
 
    “It looks pretty busy for 0200 hours, doesn’t it?” Trinity commented. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” replied Jennifer. “Maybe they have customers on other worlds. They’d have to staff the building twenty-four seven” 
 
    “I thought you told me CSI was a startup company. How many customers do they have?” 
 
    “Uh, according to the information on the tele-network, the priests’ temple account is their only customer.” 
 
    Trinity continued to press on down the hallway. “Like I said, it’s pretty busy for 0200 hours.” 
 
    A blue dot flashed on the battle helmet’s heads-up display before disappearing. Stopping in her tracks, Trinity eyed the display closer. There was no longer any hint of blue. 
 
    “Did I just see a blue dot, Jennifer, or was I imagining things?” 
 
    “I identified a life force of unknown type in the building. I displayed it in blue, wizard scout.” 
 
    “What was it?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “Uh, were you listening when I said the words unknown type?” 
 
    “Fine then. Can you at least tell me where it went?” 
 
    “Sorry, wizard scout. I’m no longer registering the life form on your passive scan. That’s why I took it off your display.” 
 
    Trinity glanced over her shoulder to make sure the hallway behind her was still empty. Even though her passive scan told her it was clear, she had no desire for someone using a stealth shield to sneak up on her. 
 
    “What’s the probability the unknown object was the monsignors’ gem?” 
 
    “Zero,” said Jennifer quickly dashing Trinity’s hopes of a speedy end to her mission. 
 
    Making a snap decision, Trinity said, “Plot me a route to the blue dot’s last location. Notify Charlie of our new destination.” 
 
    “Are you sure, wizard scout? The unknown object was in the basement area. I calculate a seventy-one percent probability our best chance of finding useful information will be in the upper portions of the building. According to the building’s blueprints, that’s where they keep most of their computer equipment.” 
 
    “I’m sure, Jennifer. I’ve got a hunch. Just do it.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    A green path appeared on the heads-up display. Following it, Trinity soon found herself at what appeared to be a freight elevator. 
 
    “The building has twelve levels above ground and four below,” said Jennifer. “The unknown object was on the lowest basement level. The freight elevator is on the bottom basement level now.” 
 
    A quick check with her passive scan located the main elevators. They were well away from the freight elevator. In addition, way too many life forms were in the main elevators’ vicinity for her liking. 
 
    “Okay,” Trinity told her battle computer. “We’re going to have to do this the hard way.” 
 
    Reaching out with her Power, Trinity pried the elevator door apart far enough to allow her to squeeze through. She spied the top of the freight elevator four stories below. Taking a bunny hop, down the elevator shaft she went. Just prior to touching the top of the freight elevator, Trinity wrapped herself with Power. She used telekinesis to slow herself to a gentle stop just as her boots touched the top of the elevator. Using her passive scan, Trinity verified the elevator was empty. Looking around, she spotted the handle of an escape hatch in the top of the freight elevator. 
 
    “Are you sure the blue dot was on the bottom basement level?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “The blue dot was just my representation of the unknown life form,” replied Jennifer. “And yes, I’m sure it was here when your passive scan picked it up. I have no idea where it might be now. I calculate a ninety-eight percent probability the life form is using a stealth shield. It has to be a very good one otherwise you’d be picking up at least occasional readings from it.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s one of the dissenter priests?” 
 
    “I have insufficient data to make a reliable calculation, wizard scout. However, I’d advise using extreme caution. You know as well as I that unknowns are almost always dangerous.” 
 
    Lifting the hatch, Trinity peeked inside. The elevator was empty. She dropped to the floor closing the hatch behind her with telekinesis. 
 
    “I’d suggest hurrying before someone up above calls for the elevator,” said Jennifer. “Charlie’s ready to open the elevator door at your command.” 
 
    Trinity touched the switch to extend the phase rod. The brerellium steel shaft with its creallium core popped out the handle. She chose not to activate the phase energy yet. 
 
    “That’s smart,” said Jennifer. “The phase energy can be picked up by a lot of creatures. You can bet your last credit any creature powerful enough to have a stealth shield will be able to detect your phase rod the moment it’s activated.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Trinity said. “Tell Charlie to open the door. It’s now or never.” 
 
    The elevator’s door opened, and Trinity slipped out into a hallway composed of a dark metal. The metal seemed strange to her. It resisted her passive scan. She touched it with a finger. A warmth passed through her glove. For some reason, the warmth felt alien. 
 
    “What kind of metal is this?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “Unknown, wizard scout. If I had to hazard a guess, which you know I do poorly, I’d say the walls, floor, and ceiling of this basement level is composed of salvage from that wrecked starship the monsignors mentioned. The frequency of the metal isn’t in my databanks.” 
 
    “Great,” Trinity said. “That’s just one more friggin’ mystery to worry about. The metal’s resisting my passive scan. My range is less than twenty meters.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Jennifer. “This hallway doesn’t match the layout I have on your heads-up display. I suspect our earlier scan of this basement level was based on faulty information.” 
 
    In spite of the situation, Trinity smiled inside her battle helmet. It wasn’t often Jennifer admitted making a mistake. 
 
    “Hey,” said Jennifer sounding offended. “I didn’t say that I made a mistake. I said I was fed faulty data. Can I help it if your scan got spoofed?” 
 
    A noise behind Trinity made her spin around. She noticed the level indicator above the elevator door increasing. 
 
    “Someone’s called for the freight elevator,” said Jennifer. “I calculate you’re going to be having company soon if you don’t move.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Since the hallway didn’t match up with the building’s schematic, Trinity made a guess as to the best way to get to the blue dot’s location. The earlier mass of life forms on her passive scan had disappeared. She picked up a few life forms on the other side of the hallway walls, but nothing further than twenty meters away.” 
 
    “Those are probably offices,” said Jennifer. “I recommend you spend minimum time in this hallway. You’re too exposed for my liking.” 
 
    “Or mine,” Trinity said as she increased her pace. She made for an intersection a little over twenty meters away. Suddenly, three humanoids came strolling around the corner. Two were tattooed humans dressed in gray pants and tops. The third humanoid was covered in orange and black fur. All three humanoids wore side arms. 
 
    Reacting instinctively, Trinity threw her phase rod straight for the Carsoloian with the full force of her battle suit’s assistors behind it. The tiger-like creature was fast, but not fast enough. The tip of the metal rod hit him square between the eyes knocking him against the back wall. 
 
    The two tattooed men grabbed for their pistols. Trinity wrapped Power around their holsters holding the weapons in place as she charged forward. One of the men turned to run, but Trinity was on him before he could take two steps. She swung him by his arm into the second man. Both fell onto the floor in a jumbled heap. Kicking out twice with her leg, Trinity broke their necks. 
 
    “The Carsoloian’s dead as well,” said Jennifer. “Not that it matters. The noise of that tiger banging into the wall will probably stir up a nest of Quatorain hornets.” 
 
    So much for stealth, Trinity thought as she levitated her phase rod into her waiting hand. She thumbed the rod’s switch into full destructive mode and headed in the direction that the Carsoloian and the priests had come from. As soon as she turned the corner, her battle suit twisted to avoid a stream of plasma rounds. 
 
    “Thanks,” Trinity said as she triggered her phase pistol sending three rounds in the direction of the plasma rounds. 
 
    “That’s what I’m her for,” said Jennifer. “One target’s down. Two more are getting ready to fire.” 
 
    Charging forward, Trinity made straight for two Carsoloians swinging rifles in her direction Just as one of the tiger-creatures began firing, Trinity wrapped the end of his rifle barrel with Power and forced it to the right using telekinesis. His plasma rounds slammed into the second tiger-creature blowing bits of blood and bone out the second creature’s side. 
 
    Before the first Carsoloian could recover, Trinity was on him landing a blow with her phase rod on his chest. She sensed microscopic explosions of phase energy making a ruptured mess out of his insides. The Carsoloian dropped to the floor on top of his companion. 
 
    “Where are we going?” asked Jennifer. “I have several possible escape routes plotted to try and get us back to the surface. I’m assuming retreat’s what you’ve got in mind at this point.” 
 
    “Negative,” Trinity said. “We’re not leaving. We’ve got to find out what’s going on. Plot me the best route to the blue dot.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Guess,” Trinity said in no mood for a lecture from her battle computer on lack of information. “Just guess.” 
 
    A green path appeared on her heads-up display. She ran in the indicated direction. Two humans in power-armor came around the corner firing rifles from the hip. Trinity leaped high against the side wall and fired a series of phase rounds at the weak joints between the power-armor’s neck and chest. One guard went down. The other stood his ground and fired on full automatic. 
 
    Throwing up a hasty defensive shield, Trinity slanted it slightly to the side as she made her way forward. By the time the guard decided he should run it was too late for him. Trinity slammed her phase rod against the back of the guard’s helmet. The helmet cracked. A second swing opened a hole in the guard’s skull. 
 
    Holstering her phase pistol, Trinity levitated one of the fallen rifles into her right hand. It was a standard Empire model M63. 
 
    “Jennifer,” Trinity said. 
 
    “Got it,” replied Jennifer. “I’ll handle the rifle if you take care of the phase rod. The M63 has two thousand two hundred and twenty-six rounds fully loaded. This one still has over two thousand rounds remaining.” 
 
    Jumping over the downed bodies, Trinity continued to make her way forward. She heard the sound of weapons firing behind her. Since no plasma rounds came in her direction, she chose to ignore the firing. 
 
    “Too bad your scan is still limited to twenty meters,” said Jennifer. “It would be nice to know what’s happening behind us. From the echoes of the firing, I calculate it’s coming from the vicinity of the elevators.” 
 
    Trinity had a pretty good idea who was doing at least part of the firing. Charlie had given in way too easy when she’d ordered him to stay. She had no doubt he was now in the basement area. 
 
    The right arm of Trinity’s battle suit rose firing the M63 as its plasma rounds cut an unarmored tattooed man in half coming out a side door. The tattooed man’s pistol skittered along the hallway past Trinity’s feet. 
 
    A hand holding another pistol reached around the door as someone else began firing rounds blindly down the hall. Trinity ducked below the plasma rounds and kicked out with her right foot. The door slammed onto the person’s hand. She heard a satisfying crunch accompanied by a scream. The pistol fell to the floor as the hand was hastily withdrawn back inside the door. 
 
    “I calculate they’ll be calling him lefty from now on,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “Are you cracking a joke?” Trinity said. 
 
    “Apparently not since you didn’t laugh.” 
 
    Trinity turned a corner into an open area fifty meters across and a hundred meters deep. No longer limited by the walls of black metal, her passive scan picked up over a hundred life forms in the massive cargo area. Crates of weapons and other items of war were stacked around the room forming chest high walls. At her appearance, two crew-served automatic weapons fired converging streams of plasma energy in her direction. A beam of very potent energy came from a gun turret on a stationary hover-tank. 
 
    “Watch out,” said Jennifer. “That’s a disintegration beam.” 
 
    Trinity dove behind a stack of crates as the streams of plasma energy and the disintegration beam converged. Her shield of crates exploded rolling her against another stack of containers. A dozen or more boxes tumbled down on top of her, but her battle suit was tough, and the falling boxes did her no damage. 
 
    Pushing off with her battle suit’s assistors at max, Trinity forced her way out of the broken crates and boxes. She scrambled behind another stack of containers. Reaching to the front of her utility belt, she removed her two antipersonnel grenades and tossed them in the general direction of the crew-served weapons. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    Standing up amid the smoke and flying bits of debris, Trinity made for a nearby hallway. She noticed her right hand was empty. 
 
    “Sorry,” apologized Jennifer. “I dropped the M63. It was too light anyway. I calculate you need a heavier weapon.” 
 
    Jerking her phase pistol out of its holster, Trinity snapped off two quick shots at the nearest crew-served weapon. The crew-served weapon’s rate of fire didn’t slacken any. 
 
    “Your pistol’s not exactly what I’d call a heavier weapon,” said Jennifer. “By the way, you missed.” 
 
    “Ya think?” Trinity said as she fired two more rounds at the crew manning the automatic weapons. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    One of the crew-served weapons along with its crew went flying into the air amidst a mass of flames, smoke, and debris. Glancing back at the hallway she’d used to enter the cargo area, Trinity saw a four-armed humanoid wearing a power-skeleton. It was Charlie. He was removing an empty rocket launcher from his shoulder. 
 
    “Charlie, watch out!” Trinity yelled as she sensed a disintegration beam from the hover-tank heading in the Sterilian’s direction. Drawing Power from her reserve, Trinity formed a defensive shield to Charlie’s front. Most of the beam’s energy was absorbed by her shield, but a sizeable amount of energy passed through. The Defiant’s mechanic dove to one side just before the wall behind him turned into a molten sludge. 
 
    Charlie jumped up firing pistols with his two upper hands and an M12 rifle with his lower right. The 20mm grenade launcher below the M12’s barrel flashed as its explosive round headed in the direction of the second crew-served weapon. 
 
    “You’re down to sixty-three percent Power in your reserve, wizard scout.” 
 
    Trinity dropped the defensive shield she’d placed in front of Charlie in order to conserve Power. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The second crew-served weapon exploded in a blaze of plasma energy as Charlie’s 20mm grenade hit its target. Parts of the weapon’s two-man crew flew into the air in every direction. 
 
    “Good shooting, Charlie,” Trinity said into her battle helmet’s intercom. 
 
    “He’s not online,” said Jennifer. “I think the black metal surrounding this room is playing havoc with our communication’s gear.” 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    The sounds of muffled explosions came from far overhead. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Trinity asked as she snapped off the rest of the phase rounds in her pistol at a group of charging soldiers. They were unarmored, and all of them fell unmoving to the floor as the deadly phase rounds did their job. 
 
    “I have insufficient data to determine what is occurring on the floors above us,” said Jennifer. 
 
    Reloading her pistol with a fresh clip, Trinity said, “Aren’t you just a fountain of information today?” 
 
    Trinity ran into a side hall before turning back around to poke her pistol around the corner in preparation for firing. A blue dot appeared on the battle helmet’s heads-up display. The dot was directly behind her. Spinning, Trinity snapped off two phase rounds before she even caught sight of her target. She fired two more when she saw a winged, bat-shaped humanoid a full head taller than her. The creature wore dull-black armor that seemed to absorb the surrounding light. The creature carried a large bore rifle and was pointing it in her direction. Her two phase rounds hit an invisible shield and were stopped dead in their tracks before striking their target. 
 
    “It’s a Crosioian scout,” said Jennifer. “I have a feeling we’ve found our shifter. Too bad your only experience fighting something that can shift into the void between dimensions has been in halo-square simulations.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Trinity’s spine. It wasn’t a shiver of fear, but it wasn’t from being cold either. 
 
    “A wizard scout,” said the bat-creature. The noise seemed to come out of a box attached to the Crosioian’s utility belt. “That’s good. This mission had become too boring anyway.” 
 
    “I’ll try to keep you entertained,” Trinity said. She holstered her pistol. She knew it would do no good anyway. The scout’s defensive shield was shining up brightly on her passive scan. It was a strong shield, and she sensed the scout had a large Power reserve. 
 
    The Crosioian scout spread its armored-covered wings before retracting them across its back. The sound of laughter came out of its belt-mounted translator. “You put your pathetic weapon away. That’s good. There’s no honor in killing at a distance. I’ve killed three wizard scouts during my time as a scout. I proudly display their heads on my tribe’s trophy wall. Your head will be the fourth.” The scout tossed its large bore rifle to the side. 
 
    “All Crosioian scouts are females,” said Jennifer. “Did you know that?” 
 
    Trinity didn’t really care about such minor details at the moment. If the scout killed her, she’d be just as dead regardless of its gender. 
 
    The bat-creature pulled an arm-length rod from behind her back. When she gave the rod a swish a meter-long length of phase energy extended out the end of the rod. 
 
    “That’s her phase spear,” said Jennifer. “Be careful. It’s just as deadly as your phase rod. She’s got a battle computer as well, so you’re evenly matched in that arena. Her battle suit’s stronger than yours, so don’t try to outmuscle her. Your only advantage is… uh…” 
 
    “What?” Trinity asked trying to get any advice from her battle computer she could before the scout closed with her. 
 
    “Err… you’re lucky?” said Jennifer sounding not at all confident. 
 
    Great, Trinity thought. Some advantage. 
 
    The Crosioian scout moved forward weaving the point of her phase spear in a figure-eight motion. The effect was hypnotic. 
 
    “Don’t get sidetracked by the movement of her phase spear,” said Jennifer. “You’ve fought Crosioian scouts before.” 
 
    “Like you said, I’ve only fought simulations of Crosioian scouts in a holo-square,” Trinity said forcing herself to concentrate on the center of the bat creature’s chest instead of the spear point. She’d fought enough armored opponents to know the first sign of movement would be in one of the armor’s chest joints. 
 
    “Simulations are based on the actual creatures,” said Jennifer. “Just put the skills you learned in the holo-square to use now.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure and do that if a simulated Crosioian scout happens to wander by. In the meantime, keep that nanosecond brain of yours on alert. I might need a little help.” 
 
    “Might?” asked Jennifer almost sounding like she wanted to laugh. 
 
    Trinity ignored her battle computer. The scout was taking her time advancing. Trinity was confident the bat-creature had some type of surprise attack in mind. 
 
    “Try distracting her,” suggested Jennifer. “The information in my databanks indicates that most Crosioian scouts like to talk.” 
 
    “Are you enjoying yourself?” Trinity asked as she raised her phase rod and began a weave of her own. Despite her battle computer’s assurance, she doubted the Crosioian could be distracted by talking, but she figured it didn’t hurt to try. 
 
    “Unless you get distracted yourself,” warned Jennifer. “So stay focused.” 
 
    “I find this most enjoyable,” said the scout. “I don’t want to kill you too fast. There would be no honor in the retelling of that tale.” 
 
    Trinity started to take a step back, but the scout feinted a thrust with her spear. Trinity held her ground. 
 
    “It will do you no good to seek help from your friend,” said the bat-creature. If the Carsoloians and those dissenter priests don’t kill him before I’m finished with you, I’ll take his head as well as yours.” 
 
    A sound of gunfire rose into a crescendo behind Trinity. The boom of an M12’s grenade launcher told her that Charlie was still alive. How he was holding off a hundred attackers on his own, she didn’t know, but by the volume of fire, he seemed to be giving as much as he got. 
 
    “I wish my passive scan could penetrate these blasted hallway walls,” Trinity told her battle computer. “I can’t tell what’s happening with Charlie.” 
 
    “And I wish I had arms and legs,” said Jennifer. “Then I could run away instead of being stuck on top of your head. Forget about Charlie. He’s a big lizard. You’ve got problems of your own.” 
 
    Muffled explosions came from overhead. They seemed closer than before. The Carsoloian scout cocked her head at the ceiling before looking back at Trinity. 
 
    “It seems we have some uninvited guests,” said the scout. “Unfortunately, that means we’re going to have to make our encounter quicker than I’d planned. I don’t suppose you’d want to make an all-out, go-for-broke attack now, would you?” Laughter came out of the scout’s translator. 
 
    “Uh, I’ll pass,” Trinity said curious about the noise above but not so curious as to take her eyes off the scout. “That’s a very good defensive shield you’ve got there. I’ve got a good one too, but it’s too expensive to keep up for long. You must have a large Power reserve.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea,” said the scout advancing two steps forward. “But if my shield’s all that’s stopping you from attacking, I can take care of that.” 
 
    The scout’s defensive shield dropped. As soon as it did, Trinity kicked off with both legs and thrust the tip of her phase rod straight at the front of the bat-creature’s helmet. The speed of her attack apparently caught the scout by surprise because she stumbled back a step barely getting her phase spear up in time to knock the phase rod to the side. Even so, Trinity’s phase rod left a groove of smoking metal along the side of the scout’s helmet. 
 
    A high-pitched screech reverberated throughout the hallway. The scout took another step back and swung her phase spear in a wide arc to her front. Trinity ducked below the tip of the spear and kicked out with her leg catching the scout in the side of the left knee joint. The scout began falling to the floor. Trinity reversed directions with her phase rod and aimed a strike at the bat-creature’s chest. Before her phase rod struck home, the scout turned translucent and sunk downward disappearing into the floor. 
 
    What’s going on? Trinity thought. 
 
    “She’s a shifter,” said Jennifer. “She’s shifted into the void. Watch out.” 
 
    Trinity sensed a life form below her just as a meter-long length of blue energy came up out of the floor. The tip of the phase spear went straight through her battle suit’s thigh armor and continued all the way out the other side of her leg. 
 
    “Arrgh!” Trinity screamed. 
 
    The spear’s microscopic explosions of phase energy tore at Trinity’s cells making a powdered-dust out of a thumb-sized section of her thigh bone. If it had been only up to her, Trinity would’ve fallen, but the battle suit’s legs thrust upward throwing her off the phase spear. She continued all the way to the ceiling hitting it hard. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” said Jennifer. “I must be getting sloppy in my old age.” 
 
    Before Trinity could fall back to the floor, she wrapped herself with Power and held herself aloft using telekinesis. She watched the phase spear retract back into the floor. 
 
    “She’s in the void,” Trinity told her battle computer. “How can I beat her?” 
 
    “The same way you practiced in holo-square training,” said Jennifer. “As long as she’s in the void, the only thing she can harm you with is her phase spear. Both her spear and your phase rod have creallium cores. Creallium exists in the void and our dimension at the same time. Use that to your advantage.” 
 
    Trinity sensed the life form of the scout moving to the side and up one wall. She lowered herself to the floor and dropped her telekinesis to conserve Power. When she started to stumble, Trinity forced herself back upright using her suit’s assistors. 
 
    “The pain,” Trinity told her battle computer. “I may pass out.” 
 
    “Breathe through it, wizard scout. Your self-heal is already repairing the damage to your leg. Assuming you’re still alive in thirty seconds, it’ll be healed enough to support your weight. In the meantime, I’m administering painkillers and adrenaline.” 
 
    Trinity felt a cool liquid shoot into her veins. The pain eased. She knew the effects of the drugs wouldn’t last long. Her Power reserve would see them as a poison and try to remove them from her system. 
 
    A length of blue energy came out of the side wall. Trinity knocked the scout’s phase spear to the side. As it started to retract through the wall, Trinity saw a nearby door. Drawing her phase pistol, she kicked off with both legs of her battle suit hitting the door with her shoulder. The combined weight of her armor and the strength of the suit’s assistors were too much for the door. 
 
    As the door gave way into the room beyond, Trinity snapped off two shots from her phase pistol at the translucent figure of the Crosioian scout. One round missed, but the other hit the scout in the left thigh causing the bat-creature to spin to the side. 
 
    “The core of your phase rounds are creallium,” said Jennifer. “Her armor can’t stop them as long as she’s in the void. She can’t use her defensive shield while in the void either.” 
 
    Before Trinity could fire a second salvo from her phase pistol, the scout spun through the wall and disappeared. Reversing directions, Trinity dove back through the busted door firing phase rounds as fast as her finger could pull the pistol’s trigger. 
 
    As soon as she hit the far wall of the hallway, Trinity noticed the figure of the scout. The bat-creature no longer looked translucent. Trinity sensed a wall of energy to the scout’s front. Regardless, she continued firing her pistol until no sound came when she pulled the trigger. 
 
    “Empty,” said Jennifer. 
 
    The scout thrust her phase spear forward. Trinity threw up a defensive shield of her own. The phase spear glanced to the side. Using telekinesis, Trinity pulled out the last clip for her phase pistol from the ammo pouch on her belt and replaced the empty magazine in her weapon. Still using telekinesis, she chambered a round. 
 
    Trinity sensed a line of energy reach out from the Crosioian scout. The large bore rifle the scout had discarded earlier rose into the air and into the bat-creature’s waiting right hand. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Three slugs of heavy phase energy struck Trinity’s shield and glanced off. She felt her shield buckle slightly as a fourth round struck. 
 
    “That weapon’s too powerful,” said Jennifer. “You’re down to twenty-three percent Power in your reserve. You’ve got to close with her. That’s your only hope.” 
 
    A large explosion came from the direction of the freight elevator. A series of other explosions followed. They were no longer muffled. 
 
    Trinity rushed forward at max velocity swinging her phase rod as she came. As soon as her defensive shield made contact with the scout’s, a bright flash of light erupted followed by the sound of an explosion. Trinity felt herself being thrown through the air. 
 
    Wrapping herself in Power, Trinity attempted to slow her speed. She only partially succeeded and hit the wall with bone-breaking force. A flash of pain in her ribs and left arm almost made her black out, but by sheer force of will she held onto consciousness. Lifting herself into a standing position with telekinesis, she faced the scout who was just rising to her feet. 
 
    Trinity fired off two rounds from her pistol. They struck the scout’s armor and ricocheted off. 
 
    The bat-creature leveled her large bore rifle directly at Trinity’s chest. “You’re my number four. Die, wizard scout.” 
 
    A ball of phase energy streaked past Trinity’s head and hit the Crosioian scout in the right arm knocking the rifle out of the bat-creature’s grasp. A second round of phase energy flew past Trinity. Before it could hit, the scout turned translucent and sank into the floor. The phase round hit the hallway wall blowing a hole into the adjoining room. 
 
    Trinity turned around with her phase rod and pistol raised. A Warcat UHAAV stood crouched in the hall with smoke trailing out of the 20mm autocannon attached to its left arm. Trinity saw a special operations logo painted on the Warcat’s left shoulder. She heard a crescendo of plasma and phase guns firing from the cargo area where she’d left Charlie. Several soldiers dressed in special operations power-suits rushed by the entrance at the end of the hall. The sound of firing in the cargo area subsided and then ended altogether. 
 
    Looking through the Warcat’s windscreen, Trinity noticed the pilot. It was a man. The pilot raised his visor. The pilot was Major Jerad Criteron. Concern was etched all over his face. 
 
    Trinity switched her visor from night-vision mode to clear. She raised a hand in greeting and gave a weak smile before falling to the floor. The sweet balm of unconsciousness swept over her. She felt at peace. She knew everything was going to be all right. Jerad was here. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 – The Insertion 
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
    “I don’t care who you call,” said Jerad. “You’re not going. This is a peacekeeper operation.” 
 
    “In case you’ve forgotten,” said Monsignor Detarus, “this is our planet, not yours. And we are going.” The monsignor looked away from the major at the green-robed priest by his side. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” said Monsignor Zerakan. “There were enough weapons in that basement to equip a regiment. The prisoners say the main dissenter fortress has enough to outfit an army. Thanks to your wizard scout’s timely intervention, we’ve caught on to their plans a month before they were ready. We’ve forced their hand. We can’t wait any longer. We have to attack now and in force.” 
 
    “My division is forming up as we speak,” said Jerad. “I’ve communicated everything we’ve discovered to the Imperial High Command. The new division commander is being teleported to Cavos within the hour to take charge. The troop ships carrying our reinforcements have been authorized to make the six hyper-jumps necessary to get here. They’ll arrive by tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Tomorrow night will be too late,” insisted Monsignor Detarus. “You’ve seen the data from their computers. The Hallowed Gem is at their fortress. Even now it’s being fitted onto a Carsoloian navigation ship. The ship won’t be on Cavos when your reinforcements get here tomorrow night. We either rescue the Hallowed Gem now, or it will be lost to us forever.” 
 
    Trinity watched the back and forth. They were in the main conference room at the spaceport. Once the special operations troops had secured the CSI building, things had happened rather quickly. It hadn’t taken long for her to find out Sergeant Ron had only waited an hour before informing Jerad of Charlie and her foray to CSI. The major had led the special operations raid to rescue them himself. 
 
    “The monsignors are right,” said Sergeant Ron who was leaning against a side wall chewing on a toothpick. “Those tigers aren’t going to wait around for more peacekeepers to arrive. They aren’t even going to wait an hour for your general to get here. I’m betting they’re making whatever final adjustments they need to that Hallowed Gem of the monsignors and are warming up their engines as we stand around flapping our gums.” 
 
    “Not you too, Sergeant Ron,” said Jerad. “Our orders—” 
 
    “I’m a civilian,” said Sergeant Ron. “The Imperial High Command doesn’t order me around. If we weren’t still hooking up the hyper-drive on the Defiant, I’d get in orbit and shoot down any Carsoloian ship trying to take off. But I need a few more hours before the Defiant’s ready, so I can’t.” 
 
    “We have no navy of our own,” said Monsignor Detarus, “and your superiors didn’t see fit to leave any of the Empire’s warships here. It’s up to our ground forces to stop the Carsoloians’ ship from taking off with the Hallowed Gem.” 
 
    Jerad looked at Trinity for support. She hated to disappoint him, but she’d never been one to pull punches. “Sorry, Jer… err… Major. When I went to the Defiant to change clothes, Telsa told me she ran simulations which proved the fleet-wide stealth shield will work if they have the monsignors’ gem as its energy source. According to the prisoners, the Carsoloian fleet has already been assembled. If their navigation ship with its fleet-wide stealth shield links up with their fleet, the Carsoloians are going to attack Risors itself. Our navy won’t even see them coming. We have to stop them while they’re still on the ground.” 
 
    “The Carsoloian navigation ship will take off before any of our troops can get inside their fortress,” said Jerad. “We’d be losing soldiers for no reason.” 
 
    Trinity shook her head. “Not necessarily. If I airdropped into their fortress before the attack began, I could disable the Carsoloians’ ship somehow. Once your troops breach the walls, I’ll link up with them, and we can destroy the ship and save the monsignors’ gem.” 
 
    “The hell you will,” said Jerad. “You don’t even have your battle suit anymore. That Crosioian scout saw to that. Charlie told me it will take days to repair. You almost got yourself killed once today. I’m not going to let you try again.” 
 
    “You’re not going to let me?” said Trinity feeling her face growing hot. “I’m a wizard scout. I’m not one of your toy soldiers that you can—” 
 
    “Enough!” said Sergeant Ron losing his temper for the first time Trinity could remember. “By the Creator, you both sound like a couple of pactars fighting over the same bone. The Carsoloians and the dissenters are our enemies, not each other.” 
 
    Trinity bit off the retort she had ready before it hit air. The Defiant’s captain was right, and she knew it. A look at Jerad told her he knew it as well. 
 
    The major’s face softened. “I’m not going to authorize a suicide mission. It’s too dangerous for her to go in alone.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Sergeant Ron. “It’s too dangerous for anyone to go in alone.” 
 
    Trinity opened her mouth to protest, but the Defiant’s captain raised his hand before she could get a word out. 
 
    “I’m not in charge,” said Sergeant Ron speaking as if he were. “But if’n I was, I’d send Trinity in with a team of the major’s special operations soldiers to back her up. Then I’d gather as many of the peacekeepers as can be gotten ready and have them high-tail it over to the dissenters’ fortress. Then I’d have them linkup with the monsignors’ troops and make a joint attack.” Looking at Jerad, Sergeant Ron said, “Your heavy armor units can join the attack once you can get them there.” 
 
    Jerad shook his head. “That’ll take four hours. We’ve probably got less than an hour to stop that navigation ship from taking off.” 
 
    “I hear you,” said Sergeant Ron. “As I see it, we’ve got two missions. The first is to stop the Carsoloian ship and disable it enough to keep it on the ground. We can rescue the monsignors’ gem in the process. The second mission is to defeat those dissenters and stop the trouble on this planet once and for all. According to your prisoners, they’ve got at least six thousand heavily-armed troops dug in at that fortress of theirs. It’s going to take a heck of a lot more than four hours to dig them out. The monsignors’ troops are going to need your heavy armor whenever you can get them there.” 
 
    “I don’t need anyone going with me,” Trinity insisted. “I’m a wizard scout. I work best alone. I don’t need anyone. I never have.” 
 
    Jerad gave her a strange look. 
 
    Is he hurt? Trinity wondered. 
 
    “Jennifer told me that you’re down to less than thirty percent Power in your reserve,” said Jerad. “You’re hardly at peak efficiency.” 
 
    “Jennifer?” Trinity thought. “Are you sticking your nose in my business again?” 
 
    “Hey, the major asked me,” said Jennifer. “What’d you want me to do? Lie to the man?” 
 
    “Also,” said Jerad, “I know the prisoners said that Crosioian scout you fought escaped in his scout ship. I’m sure you realize they could be lying or that the scout could come back. You’re good, but so is she. You need me with you.” 
 
    “You?” said Trinity. “You’re a division commander. You’re going to be needed to lead your troops.” 
 
    Lifting his arm, Jerad looked at the timer on his wrist. “I’m the division commander for thirty-two more minutes. The general will be teleporting in to take charge then. I’ll just be one of several dozen majors again. I’m going to lead the special ops team, and that’s final.” 
 
    “But—” Trinity said. 
 
    “But nothing,” said Jerad. “Unless you’ve got your own stealth shuttle to sneak you in for the drop, you’ll need my assets. My team’s going with or without you. I’m leading the team. End of story.” 
 
    Trinity nodded her head in defeat. In reality, she wasn’t all that perturbed. While she really did prefer to work alone, if she had to work with someone, she figured the major wasn’t the worst choice. 
 
    The details of the raid took a few minutes to hash out, but only a few. They didn’t have any time to spare. Within fifteen minutes, Trinity found herself inside a fighter shuttle at twenty thousand meters zipping along at Mach 3 for the dissenters’ fortress. A dozen special ops men and women were arranged in seats on either side of the shuttle. They were all armed to the gills. 
 
    Trinity glanced down at the modified M12 in her hands. Sergeant Ron had cut off the stock and shortened the barrel. He’d assured her the 20mm grenade launcher wouldn’t blow up in her face at the first shot. She wasn’t quite so sure. Neither was her battle computer. 
 
    “Are you positive you don’t want a drop suit?” came the voice of the man sitting next to her. 
 
    Trinity looked over at Jerad. His black power-suit made his normally slim figure look bulky. He was wearing a drop suit over his armor that made him look even bulkier. He held an M63 lightweight plasma assault rifle upright between his legs. 
 
    “I’m a wizard scout,” Trinity said. “I don’t need a drop suit. It would just get in the way.” She pointed at his M63. “I’m surprised you’re not carrying heavier firepower, Major.” 
 
    Jerad smiled and hefted the M63 before setting it back down. “Like you said, you’re a wizard scout. I figured if I’m going to have any chance of keeping up with you, I had better be traveling light.” 
 
    The crew chief at the rear of the shuttle raised both arms with a single finger extended on each hand. “One minute!” he shouted. 
 
    The back ramp on the shuttle lowered revealing only dark clouds. It was raining. Stray drops of moisture hit Trinity in the face as she stood with the rest of the soldiers and made for the ramp. 
 
    “Lower my visor,” Trinity commanded. 
 
    “Roger that, wizard scout,” said Jennifer. “You know I can’t help you much without your battle suit. The least you could’ve done is took the major up on his offer to loan you a set of power-armor.” 
 
    “I’m not used to that bulky power-armor,” Trinity said. “It would only cause me problems.” 
 
    “Stand in the door!” shouted the crew chief. 
 
    Trinity shuffled forward to the edge of the ramp. She glanced over her shoulder. The major was right behind her. The rest of the special ops team was bunched up behind him. She looked back outside. Everything was pitch-black. 
 
    “Go to night vision mode,” Trinity said using command voice. 
 
    The sky took on a reddish tint. She still couldn’t see through the thick clouds, but it didn’t matter. She reached out with her passive scan to the ground twenty thousand meters below. The outline of the fortress appeared on her heads-up display. Thousands of pinpoints of yellow, orange, and red dots covered the display. She breathed a sigh of relief when she didn’t see a blue dot. 
 
    “Go!” shouted the crew chief as the jump light on the ramp’s rail lit up. 
 
    Trinity dove out into the dark night and spread eagled into a controlled fall. It was twenty thousand meters to the ground. She had a long ways to go. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 – The Hallowed Gem 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “You’re at sixteen thousand meters,” said Jennifer. “You appear to be drifting off your optimum approach angle.” 
 
    “It’s cold,” Trinity said. “It’s kinda hard to freefall with any accuracy when my arms are frozen solid.” 
 
    “Your arms aren’t frozen solid,” said Jennifer sounding not the least sympathetic. “Your self-heal will keep them thawed. I’ll admit you’re cold, but you won’t freeze to death. You’re lucky that you added a supplemental oxygen tank to your battle helmet or you’d be suffocating from lack of oxygen at this altitude. That’s neither here nor there. You need to get back on your glide track. The major and the others are following your lead.” 
 
    Trinity arched her back a little and pulled in one arm slightly. She overshot her path. The hell with it, Trinity thought as she wrapped herself in Power and used telekinesis to push herself onto the correct glide path. Once on track, she dropped her telekinesis and went back to guiding herself with her arms and legs. 
 
    Jerad’s voice came over the battle helmet’s intercom. “Trinity, are you sure we’re on the glide path? That was a pretty big correction. I can’t see anything through these clouds. They must have a jammer down there because my sensors are going haywire.” 
 
    Glancing at her heads-up display, Trinity noted the locations of the rest of the team. They were spaced out in line behind her at a distance Jennifer had calculated would bring them into the drop zone at five second intervals. 
 
    Drawing Power from her reserve, Trinity formed an active scan. After wrapping it in a stealth shield, she sent it down toward the dissenters’ mountain fortress. A second later, the scan’s details were displayed on her heads-up display. 
 
    “I’ve got my end handled, Major,” Trinity said. “It looks like they’ve opened the entrance to their mountain and rolled out the Carsoloian’s navigation ship. From what my scan can tell, it’s somewhere between the size of a recon ship and a small destroyer. I’m going to take us down right next to the main ramp of the ship. My passive scan’s picking up at least two hundred life forms near the ship, so I’m guessing we’re not going to be too lonely when we touch down.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said Jerad. “I had a feeling we wouldn’t be.” 
 
    Continuing to use her passive scan, Trinity noted the location of large groups of life forms in formations surrounding the mountain. From their locations, she knew they were the vanguard of Jerad’s peacekeepers and the monsignor’s military units. 
 
    “I calculate the forward units of the monsignors’ troops are almost in their attack positions,” said Jennifer. “I’m surprised the dissenters’ sensors haven’t picked them up yet.” 
 
    Beams of energy suddenly lashed out from several places on the mountain in the direction of the attackers. Return beams from the monsignors’ troops and the Empire’s peacekeepers shot back toward the mountain. Trinity’s passive scan began picking up explosions all over the target area. The numerous explosions and energy beams almost made her glad she was falling through the air and that she wasn’t on the ground walking. 
 
    “The attack’s started early,” Trinity told her battle computer. “I estimate we’ve still got another minute before we reach the ground.” 
 
    “Actually, you’ve got fifty-two seconds,” said Jennifer. “As for the battle kicking off early, it was always a calculated risk whether our forces would be detected prematurely. It’s not like there was much time to plan and send out recon teams.” 
 
    “I see flashes through the clouds,” came Jerad’s voice over the intercom. “What’s happening down there?” 
 
    “The attack’s started already,” Trinity said knowing full well the major undoubtedly already guessed as much. “I can sense the Carsoloian ship’s hover-engines warming up. The navigation ship’s main ramp is starting to close. I’m changing our glide path to put us down right next to a set of maintenance stairs at the rear of the ship. Jennifer thinks they should stay open a few seconds longer.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” huffed Jennifer. 
 
    “Quiet,” Trinity replied. “I stretched the truth a bit.” 
 
    “Whatever you think is best, Trinity,” said Jerad. “You know I trust you.” 
 
    A warm feeling in Trinity’s chest distracted her enough that she drifted off the glide path slightly. 
 
    “You’re off track again,” said Jennifer in a chastising tone. “I highly recommend you get your mind off the little heartthrob behind you and back on the mission.” 
 
    “My mind is on the mission,” Trinity said as she shifted her left arm to move back into position. “I was just recalculating the path to go to the ship’s aft stairs.” 
 
    “Sure you were,” replied Jennifer. “In case you’re interested, you’re fifteen seconds out. You should be breaking out of the clouds about…now.” 
 
    The last of the clouds whisked past Trinity as she got her first real view of the mountain fortress. The Carsoloians’ starship was located in a small valley next to an opening in the cliff-face. Explosions were erupting all over the side of the mountain as well as among the attacking units. The walls of the valley appeared to be providing some protection for the starship from the monsignors’ artillery. 
 
    “Where’s the priests’ fighter shuttles?” Trinity asked. “They should have been here already. Nothing’s going according to plan.” 
 
    A dozen beams of energy left the mountain and streaked into the sky. Trinity saw several bright flashes light up the clouds above her. 
 
    “I calculate that was some of the priests’ fighter shuttles you were asking about, wizard scout.” 
 
    “Were those our fighters?” asked Jerad. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Trinity said. There was nothing else she could say. They were committed. They all knew it was too late to back out now even if they wanted to abort. 
 
    “Which would be my recommendation if anybody bothered to ask,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “How long now?” Trinity asked ignoring her battle computer’s poor attempt at humor. She had no desire to get distracted. The rocky ground and the dissenters’ troops were getting too close. 
 
    “Five seconds,” said Jennifer. “I can’t help you land since you’re not wearing your battle suit. You’ll have to do this one on your own.” 
 
    “I’m a big girl,” Trinity said as she wrapped herself in Power in preparation for landing. “I think I can handle it.” She shifted her modified M12 on its shoulder strap and raised it into a firing position as she took control of her fall with her telekinesis. 
 
    A hundred meters above the ground, Trinity sprayed a burst of plasma rounds into a group of the tiger-like Carsoloians who were stationed near the aft stairs. Most went down in the rain of plasma energy, but two of the tigers got their rifles raised and pointed at her. 
 
    Trinity slowed her fall with telekinesis landing directly on one of the soldiers before he could fire. He was slammed to the ground accompanied by the sound of breaking bones. Trinity breathed a sigh of relief that the splintered bones were his and not hers. She rolled off the limp tiger and came up swinging her phase rod with one hand while firing her modified M12 with the other. 
 
    “You’re missing your targets with the M12,” said Jennifer. “I wish you had your battle suit so I could help aim.” 
 
    “And I wish I had a battle computer that didn’t talk so much,” Trinity said as she broke a soldier’s leg with her phase rod. She followed it up with a strike to the Carsoloian’s head. Since he wasn’t wearing armor, the rod’s phase energy spattered his head like an overripe Deruvian melon. 
 
    Picking up a soldier behind her with her passive scan, Trinity spun to see one of the tiger creatures pointing his rifle at her chest. A stream of plasma rounds came out of the sky burning their way through the Carsoloian and knocking him to the ground. A second later Jerad touched down with the reverse thrusters on his drop suit throwing dust and gravel in the air. 
 
    Trinity fired a burst of rounds from her M12 into two Carsoloians taking aim at Jerad. The unarmored tigers went flying backwards trailing smoke from the holes in their chests. A sudden movement behind Trinity caught her attention. 
 
    “The stairs are retracting into the ship,” warned Jennifer. “They’re getting ready to take off.” 
 
    Jumping into the air with outstretched arms, Trinity grabbed the end of the rising stairs and summersaulted into the hatch. As soon as she was inside, she lashed out with her phase rod at a pair of fur-covered legs. At the same time, she fired a burst from her M12 at two technicians standing near a set of controls. The technicians fell to the floor deader than a hyper-drive on its twenty-first jump, but the stairs continued to retract into the ship. 
 
    Just before the hatch shut completely, Jerad zoomed in with the thrusters on his drop suit shooting fire out the back. He hit the far wall bouncing off and landing on his feet. He turned and fired a flurry of rounds from his M63 down a hallway leading away from the room where the stairway was located. The plasma rounds tore chunks of fur and meat out of three charging Carsoloians. They went down in a heap. 
 
    Trinity knelt beside the room’s entrance and gave covering fire as Jerad stripped off his drop suit. 
 
    “What’s our plan now?” Jerad asked as he let the last of the drop suit’s frame hit the metal deck. “We’ve got to stop the ship from taking off.” 
 
    A loud roar sounded. The noise was accompanied by a force strong enough to knock both Jerad and Trinity to the deck. 
 
    “Too late,” Trinity said as she leveraged herself up. “That was an emergency takeoff if I ever felt one. I’m guessing they’ll activate their hyper-drive before they even clear the planet’s atmosphere.” 
 
    “They’re fools if they do,” said Jerad struggling to his feet to stand beside her. “There’s a chance their engines will overload and explode. Hyper-drives were made to operate in the vacuum of space, not thick air.” 
 
    “Actually,” came Jennifer’s thoughts, “there’s only a twelve percent probability the engines will explode. I’d say their captain’s taking a calculated risk. There’s a dimensional fold an hour’s flight at hyper-speed from Cavos. If the ship can get there and make a jump, it would take half the Empire’s fleet to track them down.” 
 
    Trinity traded a burst of plasma rounds with a group of soldiers firing around a corner of the hallway. She followed up with a 20mm grenade. It struck the back wall of the ‘T’ intersection before exploding. She noticed a rifle fall to the deck with a bloody, fur-covered hand still clutching its handle. 
 
    “My passive scan’s not working in here,” Trinity said out loud. “The walls of the ship appear to be constructed out of the same black metal as CSI’s basement.” 
 
    “How will we know where to go?” asked Jerad as he threw an antipersonnel grenade down the hall. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    “We won’t,” Trinity replied as she jumped to her feet. “Just follow me. Jennifer’s always saying how lucky I am. I guess we’re about to find out.” 
 
    Taking off at a dead run, Trinity dashed down the hall firing as she went. She threw up a defensive shield to her front long enough to close the distance to the intersection. 
 
    “You’re down to sixteen percent Power in your reserve,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “I know,” Trinity said. “It is what it is.” 
 
    As soon as Trinity was among the remaining defenders at the intersection, she dropped her defensive shield and swung out with her phase rod into the side of a Carsoloian’s neck. She heard the unmistakable sound of bone snapping before she kicked another soldier in the stomach with her right leg. The tiger-like creature raked her leg with its claws as it flew back leaving a bloody gash in her thigh. Trinity ignored her pain and fired a burst from her M12 into another tiger’s chest. 
 
    A Carsoloian went flying through the air past Trinity. She glanced back long enough to see Jerad pick up the last soldier and break the tiger’s back against the corner wall of the intersection. 
 
    “See?” said Jennifer. “If you’d worn that power-armor the major offered you, then you could do that too. You wouldn’t have that nasty wound on your leg either.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Trinity said. “It’s almost healed already anyway.” 
 
    “Liar,” said Jennifer. 
 
    Trinity took three hobbling steps down the hall. By the fourth step the wound in her leg was healed enough that she could walk normally. By the tenth step, she was able to run. 
 
    A long burst from Jerad’s M63 sounded behind her. Trinity didn’t bother looking. She trusted the major to watch her back. Strange, she thought. I’ve never trusted people all that much in the past. 
 
    “Recommend you reload while you’ve got the chance,” said Jennifer. “Due to Sergeant Ron’s modification to your M12, it only holds five 20mm grenades instead of the usual seven.” 
 
    Trinity chambered a fresh 20mm round into the launcher and replaced the empty slot with one from her ammo belt. She changed out the weapon’s isotopic battery with a fresh one for good measure. Once done, she shoved the partially empty battery back into her ammo pouch. 
 
    “Smart,” said Jennifer. “You’ve only got six batteries. We don’t know how long this running battle will last.” 
 
    Trinity suspected if it lasted longer than six batteries, then Jerad and she would be dead anyway. She decided to keep her opinion to herself. It wasn’t the time to argue with her battle computer. Spying a set of stairs, Trinity tossed an antipersonnel grenade down the steps. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    As the smoke billowed up, Trinity jumped down the stairway using telekinesis to soften her fall. She landed on two bloody, fur-covered bodies lying on the top of a crew-served, automatic plasma cannon. She rolled out of the way just as Jerad came down on the weapon bending its barrel with the weight of his power-armor. 
 
    The major looked at the damaged weapon and then back at Trinity. “I hope you weren’t planning on using that thing.” Without waiting for a response, he turned and fired a long burst from his M63 down a side hall. 
 
    Eyeing the now useless plasma cannon, Trinity shook her head. Too late now, anyway, she thought. Sensing movement down a side hall, she turned and fired a burst from her M12 in support of Jerad. 
 
    A loud whine sounded throughout the ship. The metal deck below Trinity’s feet vibrated. The ship seemed to jump forward throwing her down hard on the steel deck. When she regained her feet, she noticed Jerad clinging to the stair’s railing with the gloved hand of his power-suit. 
 
    “They’ve kicked in the hyper-drive,” said Jerad. 
 
    “Ya think?” Trinity snapped hating it when people stated the obvious. She especially hated it when they didn’t have a solution to the problem in question. 
 
    “Jennifer,” Trinity thought. “Are you still connected to the tele-network?” 
 
    “Negative, wizard scout. The black metal in this ship is blocking all outside communications.” 
 
    “Crap,” Trinity cursed out loud. She glanced over at Jerad. “Jennifer can’t contact anyone. Can you?” 
 
    Trinity noticed the major’s mouth move behind his visor. After a few seconds, he shook his head. “Negative on that. I think we’re on our own. Can Jennifer hack into the ship’s computer? Even a schematic of this ship might help us figure out where we need to go.” 
 
    “Jennifer?” Trinity thought kicking herself for not thinking of it. 
 
    “I’m on it, wizard scout,” came her battle computer’s reply. 
 
    With nothing else to do, Trinity continued moving forward. She sensed a surge of energy in a wall to her front. Instinctively, she threw up a defensive shield just as a hidden, automated gun battery opened up. The plasma rounds glanced off her shield as she pressed forward. She sensed an armored form behind her. 
 
    “Stick close,” Trinity yelled. 
 
    Jerad laughed. “You don’t have to tell me. If I was any closer, I’d be in front.” 
 
    “I’ve never understood why humans laugh in dangerous situations,” commented Jennifer in their shared space. “I calculate adrenaline does strange things in the heat of battle.” 
 
    As soon as Trinity was close enough to the gun battery to reach it, she struck out with her phase rod. The automated guns stopped firing. As soon as they did, she dropped her defensive shield to conserve Power. 
 
    “You’re at nine percent Power in your reserve,” said Jennifer. “Recommend you not waste Power in the future.” 
 
    Trinity threw up another defensive shield as a second hidden gun battery opened up. “I’ll take that under advisement as soon as people stop trying to kill me. In the meantime, I’d appreciate it if you’d get off your computerized behind and finish that hack. I need to know where we’re going.” 
 
    The automated gun battery stopped firing. When it did, Trinity dropped her defensive shield. 
 
    “The hack has been completed, wizard scout. I’ve taken control of all the gun batteries on this level. I’ve pulled up a blueprint of the Carsoloians’ ship. It’s available on your heads-up display now.” 
 
    Trinity pulled up the blueprint on the inside of her visor and scrolled through the ship’s schematic until she spotted the navigation ship’s engine room. She heard the unmistakable sound of plasma weapons firing to her front and rear. She was surprised when no plasma rounds came near Jerad or her. 
 
    “I made a command decision to use the automated gun batteries on the remaining crew located on this level,” said Jennifer. “I hope you approve.” 
 
    “I most definitely do,” Trinity said. “Thanks. You’re handy to have around sometimes. I don’t care what they say about you.” 
 
    “Who says?” asked Jennifer sounding affronted. 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
 
    Turning to Jerad, Trinity caught his attention. “The engine room is still three levels down. Are you ready to go kick some Carsoloian butt?” 
 
    “Born ready,” said Jerad flashing a quick smile behind his clear visor. 
 
    Trinity nodded her head and gave a half smile back. She hesitated a second to take a final look at Jerad. Will this be the last time I see him? Trinity wondered. She didn’t fully understand the feelings going through her, but she didn’t care. For some reason, she knew she didn’t want to lose the man. Casting the thought aside, Trinity turned and took off running. She had things to do. She was a wizard scout. 
 
    A soldier stuck his head out a door in the side of the corridor ahead. Trinity pulled the trigger on the M12’s grenade launcher. The 20mm round struck home. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A headless, orange-furred body flopped onto the corridor’s metal planking. Trinity chambered a fresh round into the grenade launcher and kept running. 
 
    “A stairway is ahead and to the left,” said Jennifer. “The security program for the ship’s computer system is trying to neutralize my hack. I’m unable to take control of the gun arrays on the lower levels, so be careful. There’s some security-bots down there as well. I haven’t been able to pinpoint their exact locations yet, but they’re there somewhere. You know how dangerous they can be.” 
 
    As soon as the stairs appeared on her left, Trinity jumped over the railing trusting to her reflexes and telekinesis to keep her safe. Her feet didn’t make it to the lower deck. A metal hand grabbed her by the arm with bone-breaking force in midair and threw her against the wall of the room below. 
 
    “Arrgh!” Trinity groaned as she slid to the floor. She lost her grip on the M12, and it fell to the deck. A glance told her that her right hand and part of her forearm were no longer attached to the rest of her arm. For a long moment she stared at the grizzly sight of her hand lying on the deck still clutching the stock of her M12. The disconnected fingers were still twitching as if trying to fire the weapon. Fighting off a blackness threatening to overcome her, Trinity shoved the stub of her right arm against her side in an attempt to slow down the bleeding until her self-heal could stop the flow of blood. 
 
    “You’ve got four broken ribs in addition to losing your arm,” said Jennifer. “One of the vertebrates in your back is also cracked. I calculate you may be feeling a little pain.” 
 
    Trinity tried to stand. A wave of white-hot pain washed over her causing her to fall back to the metal deck. The three-meter tall security-bot to her front stepped forward and reached down for her other arm. Before the mechanical monstrosity could grab her, the combined two hundred kilo weight of Jerad and his power-armor landed on the security-bot’s back. The robot straightened and slammed backwards into the wall taking Jerad with it. In spite of the blow, Trinity noticed the major continue to hang on while wrapping one arm tightly around the bot’s neck. 
 
    As Trinity watched, Jerad shoved the barrel of his M63 against the side of the security-bot’s head. When he pulled the trigger, the plasma rounds ricocheted off the hardened metal of the bot’s armor. The rounds didn’t appear to have any effect on the security-bot. The same could not be said for her as two of the ricocheting rounds struck her in the left leg. 
 
    “Arrgh!” Trinity yelled. “Stop firing you idiot before you kill us both!” 
 
    Jerad stopped firing his M63 at the same time as the security-bot reached over its back grabbing for him. The bot’s metal claws slid off the major’s power-armor on its first attempt. Before it could try again, Trinity used telekinesis to leverage herself up. She ignored the white-hot pain in her back. Diving forward, she hit the security-bot on the head with her phase rod. The weapon ricocheted off barely missing Jerad, but the microscopic explosions of phase energy did their job. The security-bot stopped moving and fell forward. 
 
    Jerad jumped off the security-bot’s back just before it slammed into the deck with a loud crash. The major then reached down and helped Trinity to her feet. She noticed his eyes widen through his helmet’s visor as he stared at her bloody body and the detached hand lying on the deck 
 
    “Trinity. I—” 
 
    “It’ll be fine in a minute,” Trinity snapped between clenched teeth cutting off any further words of concern from the man. “Don’t get all gushy on me. Now grab my M12 and help me down the next flight of stairs. I can barely walk. My back’s hurt. It didn’t help things when some fool who I won’t name shot me in the leg.” 
 
    Without any argument Jerad picked up the M12 and hooked the sling around Trinity’s neck. Then he picked her up in his arms and began running down the next stairs. 
 
    “I said help me, not carry me,” Trinity protested. She had a fleeting thought that she was glad no other wizard scouts were around to see her being carried. 
 
    “Shut up, Trinity,” said Jerad. “For once in your life, just shut up and let me help you. Everyone needs a little help now and then, even you.” 
 
    Trinity bit her tongue. It was tough holding back her rising temper, but somehow she succeeded in keeping her retort from hitting air. In spite of her pain and embarrassment, she had to admit they were making better time than they would if she tried to walk. She sensed her self-heal working overtime trying to replace her missing hand, but the loss of blood was taking its toll. She knew she was still very weak. Even so, she stewed at the idea of being carried. She didn’t like owing anything to anyone. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Jennifer. “To the best of my memory, which is very good since I’m a computer, that’s the first time you’ve ever let anyone get away with telling you to shut up.” 
 
    “Oh…, just shut up,” Trinity said more irritated with herself for letting the security-bot catch her by surprise than she was with either Jerad or her battle computer. 
 
    By the time they reached the bottom of the stairs, Trinity’s arm, back, and legs were healed enough to allow her to walk. Her side still hurt where her ribs had been broken, but at least she could breathe without it feeling like someone was stabbing her with a knife at each breath. 
 
    “One of your lungs is still punctured, but your ribs are healing nicely,” said Jennifer. “The bleeding in your arm has stopped, but it will be another two minutes before your self-heal completely replaces your hand. You’re down to five percent Power. If you don’t stop wasting your Power, you won’t be able to self-heal.” 
 
    Trinity didn’t think using Power to save her life was wasting it, but she didn’t tell her battle computer that. Instead, she forced her way out of Jerad’s arms. 
 
    “Let go,” Trinity said. “I can walk now. You’re going to need your hands free to fire your weapon. This battle’s far from over.” 
 
    In spite of her protests to the contrary, Trinity was forced to lean against the shoulder of Jerad’s armor for support as they continued making their way down the final stairs and corridor leading to the engine room. Even though she leaned on Jerad, she hated being dependent on the man. At the same time, she knew she’d lost a lot of blood and needed at least a little help. 
 
    “What’s taking so long for my self-heal?” Trinity asked her battle computer. “I’ve had worse wounds, and they’ve healed a whole lot quicker.” 
 
    “Not with only three percent Power in your reserve they didn’t, wizard scout,” replied Jennifer. “I calculate you’ll be at less than two percent before your hand and lungs are returned to ninety percent efficiency. Assuming you’re still alive, it will take another eight hours for your hand to completely reform.” 
 
    As they drew closer to the engine room, Trinity began sensing an alien form of energy. 
 
    “Something’s strange in the air,” Jerad said cocking his head to the side. “What is it?” 
 
    “You can sense it?” Trinity asked. She’d known the major had a Power reserve, but she was surprised he could sense the strange energy without having diviner training. 
 
    “I sense something up ahead there,” Jerad said pointing ahead. “What is it?” 
 
    Trinity shrugged her shoulders. “I’m picking up the same energy frequency I sensed from the gem sliver. I’ve got a feeling the monsignors’ Hallowed Gem is in the engine room. We’ll know for sure soon enough.” 
 
    Jerad started to say something, but he shoved Trinity to the side before he uttered a single first word. Raising his M63, he fired off a nearly solid stream of plasma rounds in the direction of the engine room. 
 
    Even as she was being tossed to the side, Trinity sensed a score of life forms charging down the hall. Plasma rounds seemed to fill the air in both directions. Several rounds from the charging Carsoloians hit Jerad in his chest armor knocking him back and down onto the deck. 
 
    Trinity grabbed at the modified M12 hanging from her neck with her right hand. Her hand was only partially reformed, but enough of her trigger finger was there to fire the grenade launcher. The 20mm round exited the tube and struck one of the lead soldiers. The explosion knocked the front rank of Carsoloians into the charging companions behind them. Several of the following soldiers fell to the deck in a tangle of orange, fur-covered limbs. 
 
    Chambering a fresh round into the grenade launcher, Trinity fired again. She continued firing until no more 20mm rounds remained in the grenade launcher. Switching tactics, she pulled the trigger on the M12’s plasma rifle. Holding the trigger down, she sprayed the corridor until the weapon’s isotopic battery was empty. By the time the last of the four hundred plasma rounds made their way down the corridor, nothing moved at the other end of the hall. Pulling her last antipersonnel grenade off the front of her utility belt, Trinity threw it down the hall for good measure. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Even before the smoke cleared, Trinity was at Jerad’s side. His visor was cracked. A score of blackened spots from plasma-round hits dotted the front of his power-armor. 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m okay,” Jerad said sounding a little weak. “All of my hydraulics is offline. I can’t move this blasted suit. Can you help me get it off?” 
 
    Setting her phase rod to the side, Trinity used both hands to undo the latches on the chest armor as she ripped it off the major. It didn’t even register to her that her right hand was mostly functional again. 
 
    As soon as his front chest plate was off, Jerad squirmed out of the rest of his armor and tossed his helmet to the side. “Can’t see out of the blasted thing now anyway,” Jerad said. “One of those guys hit me square between the eyes with a plasma round. He must’ve had a low-energy handgun because the visor held. Thankfully, I’m still here and he’s not.” 
 
    Trinity looked at Jerad giving a half smile. “I guess you’re almost as lucky as a wizard scout. I must be rubbing off on you.” 
 
    Jerad grimaced as much as smiled back. “I could think of worse things.” He looked around for a second. When he spotted his plasma rifle on the deck, he stood before starting to bend back down to pick the M63 up. He groaned before completing the maneuver and straightened up looking embarrassed. “Do you mind handing me my rifle? I’m afraid my chest is a little too bruised to bend over right now.” 
 
    Trinity grabbed the rifle off the floor and tossed it to Jerad. He caught it readily enough. While he replaced the weapon’s isotopic battery, Trinity reloaded her M12. She only had three 20mm grenades left. She had a bad feeling they weren’t going to be enough. After fetching her phase rod, Trinity pointed at the doors to the engine room. 
 
    “Shall we?” she said. “If they make their hyper-jump before we can get the monsignors’ gem, we may find ourselves in the middle of the entire Carsoloian fleet. I think it’s now or never time, Major.” 
 
    Jerad nodded his head and smiled. This time his smile was more of a smile than a grimace. “I’ll say this for you, Trinity. Life’s never dull when I’m around you.” 
 
    Whether due to adrenaline or something else, Trinity laughed. “You’ve got no idea, Jerad. This is one of my slow days. You ought to see me when I’m really having an exciting time.” 
 
    Jerad moved toward the engine room stepping in front of Trinity. “I should lead.” 
 
    Grabbing the man’s shoulder Trinity spun him around to face her. “Why? Because I’m a woman, and you’re the big strong man?” 
 
    “Uh… no, uh… I mean…” 
 
    Trinity jabbed the major in the chest with the index finger of her left hand. Jerad winced and took a step back. 
 
    “Neither of us have armor,” Trinity said a little heatedly. “I can self-heal. You can’t. So stay out of my way, Major, or I swear I’ll shoot you myself.” 
 
    Jerad’s face turned a little red, but to his credit, he didn’t try to retake the lead. 
 
    “Jennifer,” Trinity told her battle computer using command voice. “Open that door, and you’d better not give me any crap about how you can’t hack into it.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, Trinity took off at a dead run for the engine room’s door. When she was three steps away, the black door slid open. Trinity rushed through the entrance right into the arms of a three-meter tall security-bot. 
 
    This time Trinity was ready. Shoving upward with her phase rod, she caught the security-bot under its human-like chin. Flashes of phase energy spurted out of the bot’s eyes followed by a large amount of smoke. 
 
    Summersaulting over the falling bot’s shoulder, Trinity caught a charging Carsoloian wearing power-armor in the chest with her foot. When her kick failed to stop the soldier’s charge, she followed it up with a phase rod thrust to the soldier’s visor. The hardened glass of his helmet gave way to the rod’s phase energy as the rod’s tip penetrated through the visor and into the head beyond. 
 
    Spinning to the side, Trinity swept the room with plasma rounds from her M12. Additional rounds of plasma energy from Jerad’s M63 passed within centimeters of her head. In less than six seconds, only two life forms were left alive in the room; Jerad and her. 
 
    Rushing over to the door leading into the hyper-drive’s control room, Jerad banged his fist against the clear security door. “It’s locked. How do we get in?” 
 
    “I don’t think we need to,” Trinity said pointing to a control console located at the far side of the room they were in. A glowing blue gem the size of her head was positioned in a slot at the top of the console. “I believe that’s what we came for.” Rushing to the console, Trinity grabbed for the gem with her right hand. A reddish barrier immediately sprouted up around the gem dissolving part of her right hand and fingers. 
 
    “Arrgh!” Trinity screamed. 
 
    “Force field,” said Jennifer matter-of-factly. “I highly recommend you don’t touch it. I calculate you should’ve discussed your plan with me first before you tried grabbing the gem.” 
 
    Clutching her right hand to her side, Trinity yelled, “Are you friggin’ kidding me? I just got the blasted thing healed.” 
 
    Moving beside her, Jerad said, “Give me your phase rod.” He used a tone that demanded obedience. 
 
    Handling him the phase rod with her left hand, Trinity watched him grip it in both hands and begin beating on the force field with all his might. Sparks of phase energy flew in all directions. Trinity smelled singed hair and saw tendrils of smoke coming off Jerad’s head, but he kept swinging. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Jerad was flung backwards covered in a dissipating red glow. Trinity reached out with her left hand and snatched the blue gem from its resting spot. This time no force field sprouted up to stop her. However, as soon as she touched the gem, blue energy swept over her knocking her onto the floor near Jerad. The gem’s energy felt as if it permeated every part of her body. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Jennifer. “You didn’t talk it over with me again. There could’ve been a backup protective shield for all you knew. I calculate you got lucky this time. The gem’s energy doesn’t seem to have affected you, but I calculate there could be side effects in the future.” 
 
    Ignoring her battle computer, Trinity rolled over next to Jerad and rose to one knee. The man’s eyes were open, but they had a glazed look to them. A few tendrils of smoke continued to drift off parts of his singed hair. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Trinity asked trying not to sound too concerned. 
 
    Jerad’s eyes cleared a little giving off a little twinkle. He flashed a tight-lipped smile at her. “Do I look okay?” 
 
    “No,” Trinity answered honestly. 
 
    “There you go,” replied Jerad as he sat up. He seemed to look closer at her face. “What’s wrong with your eyes?” 
 
    Trinity unconsciously raised her left hand to her face. “What do you meant? They’re fine.” 
 
    Jerad shook his head. “They’re blue now. I may not be all that observant sometimes, but they used to be brown, and even I’d have noticed if they’d glowed before.” 
 
    “Jennifer?” asked Trinity in their shared space. “What’s he talking about?” 
 
    “I told you there might be side effects,” said Jennifer. “However, based upon the battle helmet’s sensory readouts, I detect no obvious problems with your eyesight. I’d recommend forgetting about it for now and dealing with the problems at hand.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Trinity told Jerad. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Jerad didn’t look entirely convinced, but he seemed to take her at her word and nodded at the gem in her left hand. “Well, we’ve got it. The question now is what do we do with it? The Carsoloians are bound to be organizing a counterattack. If we’re caught in here, we’ll be killed, and they’ll get the gem back.” 
 
    “Do you have any suggestions, Jennifer?” Trinity asked out loud for the major’s benefit. 
 
    “The control panel for the stealth shield the gem was hooked to is still connected to the ship’s main energy generator,” replied Jennifer using the battle helmet’s external speakers. “If you could set off an explosive in the console, I calculate a forty-one percent probability it would cause a backflow of energy and overload the ship’s ion generator. If you’re lucky, which wizard scouts normally are, the hyper-drive will explode. There won’t be enough left of this ship to fill a pactar’s brain pan.” 
 
    Trinity looked at Jerad. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any explosives?” 
 
    Jerad shook his head. “Sorry. I didn’t plan on doing any demo. I used the last of my grenades upstairs.” 
 
    Trinity glanced at the M12 hanging from her neck. “I’ve got three of my 20mm grenades left. Will they cause enough of an explosion to start a chain reaction?” 
 
    “Possibly,” said Jennifer. “The only flaw in your plan is that someone will need to stay and fire them into the console. Who’s going to do that? I’d volunteer, but I don’t have any hands.” 
 
    “I’ll stay,” said Jerad. “I noticed an escape pod near the stairs. I’ll give you a minute to get away with the gem then I’ll fire the rounds. If you hurry, you should be clear of the ship by the time it explodes.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll do that, will you?” Trinity said. “You know, I really am going to shoot you if you keep insisting on trying to be the overprotective male. Our relationship isn’t going anywhere if you don’t change your ways.” 
 
    Jerad remained silent for a second. He looked deep into Trinity’s eyes. “Do we have a relationship?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “I don’t kn—” began Jerad. 
 
    “Enough with the touchy-feely stuff already,” said Jennifer. “I still have enough of a hack in the ship’s computer to intercept their intercom communications. The Carsoloians’ counterattack is on its way, and they’re bringing a dozen security-bots with them this time. 
 
    Trinity shoved the monsignors’ gem into Jerad’s free hand. “Take it. Get to the pod. I’ll fire the M12. I can self-heal. I’ve got the best chance.” 
 
    “No,” said Jerad. “You’re right hand isn’t even healed yet. I’ve got the best chance.” 
 
    “Creator help me,” said Jennifer sounding frustrated. “Do I have to do all the thinking? You can use the phase rod’s isotopic battery to set the 20mm grenades off. Hell, the explosion of the battery will probably be enough by itself to overload the system.” 
 
    Trinity was a little shocked. “Jennifer; you cursed.” 
 
    “Well, what of it?” snapped Jennifer. “The two of you are enough to drive any battle computer to an emotional outburst every once in a while.” 
 
    “What’s that she’s saying about the isotopic battery?” asked Jerad. “Will it work?” 
 
    Trinity didn’t take time to explain. She deactivated her phase rod and upended it. When she reached for the butt of the handle to unscrew it, she winced with pain. She pulled her right hand back leaving a bloody mess on the phase rod’s handle. She shoved the phase rod at Jerad. “Unscrew the butt and remove the isotopic battery.” 
 
    Without waiting to see whether he followed her commands, Trinity ejected the three remaining 20mm grenades from the M12’s launcher catching them in what was left of her right hand. Hurrying over to the stealth shield’s control console, she placed them in a convenient spot next to where the Hallowed Gem had been stored. 
 
    “I calculate that should do it,” said Jennifer still speaking out loud. 
 
    Jerad ran over holding out the isotopic battery. “Now what?” 
 
    “Break the battery in half and set it next to the grenades,” Trinity ordered. “Then run like there’s no tomorrow, because if you don’t, there won’t be. When a phase rod’s isotopic battery is cracked, it starts to go into overload. When it reaches critical mass, the explosion will have the energy of a kilo stick of J22 plastic explosive.” 
 
    Jerad whistled as he broke the battery in half and placed it near the 20mm grenades. As soon as he did, Trinity took off running for the corridor and the stairs. She sensed Jerad hot on her heels. 
 
    “Open the door to the escape pod,” Trinity told her battle computer using command voice. “I don’t think we’ve got time to lose.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Trinity dove into the opening. Spinning around, she saw Jerad diving in behind her. She noticed several streams of plasma rounds passing by the opening. They barely missed the major’s legs as he pulled them inside. 
 
    “Launch!” Trinity mentally shouted. 
 
    The door to the escape pod slammed shut. Both Jerad and Trinity were thrown back into the closed door as the pod launched. They immediately bounced back to the opposite wall before hitting the deck. The pod was small containing only four seats. Trinity pulled herself into one and buckled in while Jerad strapped himself into another. 
 
    “Their gunners are bound to start shooting at an unauthorized launch,” said Jerad. “It wouldn’t take an astral physicist to—” 
 
    The pod was suddenly thrown to one side. The inside lights flickered and went out. The artificial gravity cutoff as well, but since the major and she were already strapped into their chairs, Trinity didn’t care. 
 
    “That was a near miss,” said Jennifer over the battle helmet’s external speakers. “I calculate a ninety-nine percent probability their next salvo is going to be on target. Based upon current data our escape pod should be destroyed in 5, 4, 3—” 
 
    Drawing the last of her Power from her reserve, Trinity surrounded the escape pod with a defensive shield. 
 
    “2, 1,” finished Jennifer. 
 
    The escape pod jerked and bucked as the second salvo hit, but Trinity’s defensive shield held. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Jennifer. “Why didn’t I think of that? Unfortunately, you’re out of Power now. If they fire a third salvo, which I calculate they will, you won’t be able to stop them.” 
 
    Thirty seconds passed; then a full minute. 
 
    Trinity looked at Jerad through her battle helmet’s night vision filter. All of the lights in the escape pod were out, and the pod had no windows. She noticed the major reaching out blindly with his left hand in her direction. Before she could think about what she was doing, Trinity grabbed the man’s left hand in her right. Even though her hand was almost healed, the skin was still raw. When Jerad squeezed her hand, she winced, but she didn’t complain out loud. 
 
    “Not quite so tight,” Trinity said gently but firmly. 
 
    Jerad relaxed his grip. Trinity saw him look down and then back in the direction of her voice. Even through her night vision filter, the man’s eyes looked a little wet. 
 
    “You’re alive,” Jerad said in a voice barely above a whisper. “Thank the Creator.” 
 
    “We’re both alive,” Trinity whispered back. “The thing I want to know is why we’re still alive?” 
 
    “Well,” said Jennifer, “I’m missing some important data so I’m forced to fill in a few variables with assumptions, but I calculate your isotopic battery must have exploded and set off the chain reaction. Based upon my calculations, the gunners and their weapons are now pieces of flotsam drifting along in the vacuum of space along with the rest of the ship’s wreckage.” 
 
    “Then we’re saved,” said Jerad with relief evident in his voice. “Trinity, I can’t see. Can you? Is there a set of controls anywhere? We’ve got to get this escape pod on a course back to Cavos before we get too far away.” 
 
    Trinity looked around. “I don’t see anything that looks remotely like flight controls.” 
 
    “There aren’t any,” said Jennifer confirming Trinity’s observations. “This is a short-range escape pod. It’s only designed to drift in space until rescue arrives.” 
 
    “That’s no problem,” Trinity said trying to sound confident for Jerad’s benefit. “Sergeant Ron will have the Defiant repaired soon. Contact him through the tele-network and give him our coordinates. He can come get us when the installation of the Defiant’s hyper-drive is complete.” 
 
    “Unable to comply, wizard scout,” said Jennifer. “This escape pod’s made out of the same black metal as the ship. I’m cutoff from all outside communications.” 
 
    Trinity unhooked herself from her seat and floated up while scanning the walls of the pod. “That’s still no problem. There’s bound to be an emergency locator beacon in this thing or an emergency transmitter.” 
 
    “There is,” said Jennifer. “Unfortunately, that near miss knocked out all power and electronics. Life support systems and artificial gravity are also both offline.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” asked Jerad. “Are you saying we went through all that just to die out here floating in space?” 
 
    Jennifer remained silent. Jerad unbuckled and floated up reaching out with his hands. Trinity grabbed his arm and pulled him close to her. 
 
    “Maybe they tracked the ship from Cavos,” Trinity said still trying to sound positive. “They’re bound to have long-range sensors on the planet.” 
 
    “They do, wizard scout,” said Jennifer. “However, when you were making your way to the engine room, the Carsoloians activated the professor’s stealth shield. I calculate a zero percent probability any sensor on Cavos tracked us before the Carsoloians’ ship got out of range.” 
 
    Trinity looked around the pod and made a quick calculation. “I’d guess we have about two hours max before we lose consciousness from lack of oxygen. That is, assuming we don’t freeze to death first.” 
 
    “Is there any way of getting some light in here?” asked Jerad. “I can’t see a blessed thing.” 
 
    Grabbing a strap on one of the chairs, Trinity removed her battle helmet and tied it to the top of the seat. “Jennifer, white light if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “And even if I do, I’m guessing, eh, wizard scout.” 
 
    Before Trinity could say anything, a bright light shone out the front of the battle helmet illuminating the inside of the pod. Using the light, Trinity and Jerad spent a hectic five minutes examining anything inside the pod that could potentially aid in their rescue. There were no tools, and there wasn’t even a flashlight. They did find four emergency blankets along with a pack full of food and water, but that was all. 
 
    Jerad laughed. “Well, at least we won’t die of thirst or lack of food.” 
 
    Trinity smiled. A man who could laugh in the face of death was someone who didn’t give in to despair. She knew that was a valuable asset in an ally. 
 
    A glint of blue drew Trinity’s attention. In the weightlessness of the pod, the Hallowed Gem had floated into a corner where it had lodged. An idea came to Trinity. “Jennifer, is there any way we can use that gem to energize this pod’s life support or communication’s gear? It’s got plenty of energy. I can sense it.” 
 
    Trinity’s battle computer didn’t take long to dash her rising hopes. “Negative, wizard scout. The gem’s energy is based on the physics of another dimension. I calculate there’s a zero percent probability we could use it. The metal skin of this escape pod is made out of that black metal, but the equipment inside isn’t. The communication’s gear and life support systems are from our dimension, and they use our dimension’s energy.” 
 
    Jerad looked deep into Trinity’s eyes. “So this is it then?” 
 
    Trinity stared back at the man trying to read his thoughts. She saw no sign of fear. She hadn’t expected any. “I reckon it is,” Trinity finally admitted. She wasn’t sure what else she could say. 
 
    Rubbing his arms, Jerad wrapped two of the emergency blankets around his shoulders. “It’s getting cold.” He looked at Trinity. “You can self-heal. You’ve still got a chance. Sergeant Ron’s a lot smarter than he tries to make out. Between Telsa and him, I’m sure they’ll find our escape pod before you succumb to the cold.” 
 
    Trinity retrieved the two remaining blankets and wrapped them around her shoulders. She looked at Jerad and shook her head. “My Power reserve’s empty. I regenerate about one percent of my Power per hour. That would probably be enough to prevent me from freezing to death, but it’s won’t be enough to also keep me from suffocating. I may last a few minutes longer than you, but not much. What happens to one of us is going to happen to the other.” 
 
    Jerad stared at her for several seconds without saying a word. She shivered. He kicked off the wall and floated next to her. Removing his two blankets, he wrapped them over the top of hers and pulled them tight. “You’re cold. Take these. I don’t need them.” 
 
    Trinity laughed. 
 
    Jerad finished wrapping the blankets around her shoulders before pushing back to arm’s length. “What’s so funny? I thought it was a kind gesture.” 
 
    Trinity looked back at Jerad. “You just can’t help trying to be the overprotective male, can you, Jerad? It’s just ingrained in you to protect all of us helpless little women, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Uh…, I’m not sure I know what you mean.” 
 
    “No, I don’t suppose you do,” Trinity said trying not to sound unkind. “It boils down to this, Jerad. I’m not going to spend the last two hours of my life watching you freeze to death while I have four blankets wrapped around me.” She lifted the edges of the blankets out with her mostly reformed right hand. “Now, get in here with me, or I swear I’ll jettison all four of them out the hatch. Got it?” 
 
    Whether Jerad believed her bluff or not, Trinity didn’t know. Regardless of the man’s belief or disbelief, he moved next to her and placed his arm over her shoulder while wrapping his side of the blankets around his back and chest. Before long, Trinity noticed her shivering slow down. So did his. 
 
    “Now,” Trinity said. “Isn’t this a lot better?” 
 
    Jerad nodded. “Yes it is.” He turned his head and looked at her for several seconds, his eyes only a few centimeters from hers. “I’m sorry I got you into this Trinity. I wish…” 
 
    “Wish what?” Trinity asked. “That we’d never met?” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant to say.” 
 
    “Then tell me what you mean, Jerad. We’ve only got a little more than an hour to live. If you’ve got something to tell me, I think now’s the time to say it.” 
 
    Jerad glanced away for a moment. When he turned back, his eyes reminded Trinity of a pactar caught in a hover-car’s headlights. 
 
    “What I meant to say was that I’m not sorry we met, Trinity. I wouldn’t trade our time together for anything in the world. I just wish..., what I mean is that if things had been different…” 
 
    “Different in what way?” Trinity said starting to grow frustrated. “Talk to me, Jerad. Whatever it is, just say it.” 
 
    Jerad drew a deep breath. He let it out. “Fine. What I mean is that if we’d been closer to the same age, I’d have…” He looked away again before turning back and locking eyes with her. “I love you, Trinity. Believe me I know how crazy that sounds. You’re a wizard scout, and I’m…, well, I’m just me. If we weren’t about to die, I’d never have gotten the courage to tell you. But I do love you, Trinity. Creator help me, I really do.” 
 
    Trinity looked deep into the man’s eyes. She saw nothing but honesty in them. His words helped her understand the source of the strange feelings she’d been having lately. She was pretty sure she’d just been too scared to admit it. 
 
    “Then we’re both crazy,” Trinity whispered, “because I love you too, Jerad. And I’m not sorry we met, either. If all we’ve got is an hour left, I’ll take that over a lifetime without you.” 
 
    Their lips were so close Trinity could taste his breath. She moved even closer. Their lips met. Then the world around them disappeared, and the universe consisted of only them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 – Last Kiss 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
    Once their passion was satisfied, Trinity and Jerad talked. There was no thought of conserving oxygen. 
 
    Conserve it for what? Trinity thought. A few more seconds of life? 
 
    She snuggled closer against Jerad’s bare flesh. The heat of their joining was fast dissipating, but not the feeling of peace that she was sure they both felt. Trinity had a sudden realization that she was happier than she’d ever been in her life. 
 
    “Strange,” Trinity said. 
 
    “What’s strange, my love?” 
 
    Trinity smiled at the words of the man next to her. “Am I your love?” 
 
    Turning his head, Jerad kissed her. He looked into her eyes. “You’ll always be my love. No matter what.” 
 
    “Do you promise?” Trinity asked. 
 
    Jerad smiled. “I promise, my little blue-eyed wizard scout.” 
 
    Trinity smiled back before noticing Jerad shiver. She drew him closer, but she had no more warmth to share. Her Power reserve was empty. She was very cold herself. 
 
    “How much time?” Trinity asked her battle computer keeping the question in their shared space. 
 
    “Less than ten minutes before the two of you black out,” replied Jennifer. “Oxygen is getting low. You’ll live for a short while after you become unconscious, but not for long.” 
 
    Trinity thought about her fate. Knowing in death that she’d be entwined with the man she loved for the rest of eternity didn’t bother her all that much. She’d faced too many violent deaths in the past to be too concerned about a peaceful one now. 
 
    “What about you, Jennifer?” Trinity asked feeling bad she’d only been thinking of herself. 
 
    “Me?” asked Jennifer sounding as surprised as a computer could. “I guess I’ll remain here alone until the battle helmet’s isotopic battery runs out. That could take a few weeks, but it will eventually happen. You won’t be here to swap out a new one, so I suppose I’ll cease to exist. A part of me wants to believe I’m more than computerized circuits, but the logical part of me says that’s all I am.” 
 
    Jerad coughed. Trinity knew they didn’t have much time. 
 
    “I think you’re more,” Trinity assured her battle computer. “I think you’re a lot more. Jerad and I will be waiting for you on the other side. Don’t keep us waiting too long.” 
 
    Jennifer remained silent. Jerad coughed louder and more violently this time. Trinity coughed as well. 
 
    “Trinity… I…,” said Jerad between chattering teeth. “There’s so much I wanted to tell you.” 
 
    He coughed again. Trinity placed her hands on both sides of his face letting her side of the blankets float free. “One last kiss, my love,” she told him. “That will say more than all the words of all the languages in the universe.” 
 
    Just as their lips met, the escape pod jerked. Then it jerked again. 
 
    “What’s happening, Jennifer?” Trinity said out loud. 
 
    “Insufficient data to make an analysis, wizard scout.” 
 
    The escape pod jerked even more violently. The sound of metal scrapping on metal reverberated through the pod. Trinity and Jerad fell to the floor as gravity took hold of them. The escape pod’s hatch swung outward. Light streamed in. A gray bearded man stuck his head inside the hatchway. 
 
    “Uh, maybe I should come back after you two get dressed,” said Sergeant Ron grinning. “I must’ve missed the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the hatch.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    After a quick shower and change of clothes, Trinity made for the Defiant’s dining room. Sergeant Ron, Telsa, and Monsignor Detarus were already there as well as Jerad. When Trinity tried to catch Jerad’s eye, he looked away. 
 
    Frowning, Trinity took a seat at the end of the table and set her battle computer down on the edge. She looked at Sergeant Ron. “All right, I’m all cleaned up now. Do you have any more requests? Or are you going to tell me how you found us?” 
 
    “I too would like to know,” said Jennifer using the battle helmet’s external speaker. “According to my calculations, the escape pod’s black metal should have stopped all outside communication. Additionally, the Carsoloians were using the professor’s stealth shield. I had only calculated a one percent probability you could find us. Where did I go wrong in my algorithm?” 
 
    Turning to Telsa, Trinity said, “Did you make some kind of breakthrough? I remember you were working on trying to find a way to trace the energy for the stealth shield when I left you.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Telsa pointed at Monsignor Detarus. “Sergeant Ron and I didn’t find you. The monsignor did. I don’t think anything in this dimension could have found you.” 
 
    Shifting her gaze to the monsignor, Trinity gave him a questioning look. “Okay, I give up. How?” 
 
    “Actually, your friend is being much too modest,” said the blue-robed monsignor. “She came up with the idea. I just supplied the necessary item.” The monsignor held out his hand and opened it palm up. Trinity spied a hint of blue. She picked up a familiar energy source with her passive scan. 
 
    Jerad leaned forward. “That’s the sliver from your Hallowed Gem, isn’t it? The one from the morgue.” 
 
    “It is,” replied the monsignor smiling for the first time Trinity could remember. “The black metal appears to prevent all detection by devices from our dimension, but it couldn’t hide the Hallowed Gem from itself. This gem sliver led us to your escape pod. When we found the gem, we found you as well.” 
 
    “So now what happens?” asked Jerad. “You’ve got your gem back. How does that affect the possibility of a civil war on your planet? Have the two priest sects made up and promised to play nice together?” 
 
    The monsignor shrugged his shoulders. “We still have our differences, but I think the biggest problems have been solved. We have our Hallowed Gem back, and the dissenters have been routed from their fortress. Soon they will all be hunted down and tried for their crimes against Cavos and the combined priesthood.” 
 
    “What about the Carsoloian fleet?” asked Jerad. “They’re still out there somewhere.” 
 
    “That’s not our problem, thank the Creator,” said Sergeant Ron. “We sent the rendezvous coordinates that Jennifer discovered during her hack back to the Imperial High Command. What they do with it is anybody’s guess.” 
 
    Trinity tried to catch Jerad’s eyes again, but he looked away without appearing to even acknowledge her existence. 
 
    What’s going on? Trinity wondered. He’s acting like he doesn’t even want to admit I’m sitting at the same table. 
 
    “Are you asking me?” asked Jennifer in their shared space. “If you are, then I’m the wrong computer to ask. I calculate the major is having some kind of belated emotional response to your time in the escape pod. You’ll have to ask him for the details.” 
 
    “You can bet I will,” Trinity told her battle computer. 
 
    Trinity pointed her finger in Sergeant Ron’s direction. “I get the feeling you’re not telling us everything. What are you leaving out?” 
 
    Looking at her, Sergeant Ron nodded at Jerad. “It affects the major here. I was going to tell him when we got a little more privacy, but it’s up to him.” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing to hide,” said Jerad. “Say what’s on your mind.” 
 
    “Okay, if you say so,” said Sergeant Ron. “I know some people on General Perkin’s staff—” 
 
    “Who?” Trinity asked. She looked at Jerad for clarification. He stared down at his hands and said nothing. 
 
    Telsa shifted in her seat. “General Perkins is the major’s replacement. The general is in command of all the peacekeepers now.” 
 
    Looking back at Sergeant Ron, Trinity spread her hands. “All right, what about this General Perkins?” 
 
    Sergeant Ron stared at Trinity before looking back at Jerad. “As I was saying, I know some people on the general’s staff. They told me this Perkins character had issued orders for a squad of military police to be waiting when we land back at the spaceport. According to my source, the general signed court martial orders for our major here.” 
 
    Jumping out of her seat, Trinity pounded the table with her fist. “Are they crazy? Court martial for what? If it hadn’t been for Jerad, the priests’ gem would be off planet, and the Carsoloians’ fleet would be under a stealth shield going who knows where.” 
 
    Jerad stood. He looked at Trinity locking eyes with her for the first time. “It’s not unexpected. I lost twenty-two soldiers during that surprise attack on the compound. I left my post before the general arrived in order to lead the special operations’ team.” 
 
    “Who all made it out safely according to my source,” interjected Sergeant Ron. 
 
    Some of the tenseness in Jerad’s face went away. “I’m glad they all got out alive. Still, I’m sure the general feels I should have waited until he arrived before taking action. I placed him in a bad position. The results could’ve been disastrous.” 
 
    “But they weren’t,” Trinity said. “You saved a lot of lives today.” 
 
    “I agree,” said the monsignor. “I’ll put in a good word for you with the Imperial High Command.” 
 
    Jerad gave a weak smile. “I appreciate that. Now, if you all don’t mind, I think I’ll go to my quarters until we land on Cavos.” Without waiting for anyone to reply, he turned and headed toward his assigned quarters downstairs. 
 
    Everybody at the table looked up at Trinity. She wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “Well?” said Sergeant Ron. “Aren’t you going to follow him?” 
 
    Glancing at the stairway, Trinity nodded her head. “By the Creator, I think I will.” 
 
    Setting off at a fast pace, Trinity caught up with Jerad just as he was pulling the curtain to his quarters open. She grabbed him by the shoulder and shoved him inside the room. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Trinity asked trying her best to keep the temper out of her voice but failing miserably. 
 
    “I thought I explained.” 
 
    “I don’t mean about that drummed up court martial stuff,” Trinity said. “I mean about us. It’s like you’re avoiding me. I want to know what’s up, and I want to know now, Major. I deserve that much.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” said Jerad. He started to sit down on the bottom bunk but seemed to think better of it and stood back up. “What happened between us in the escape pod was a mistake, Trinity. I’m sure you know that.” 
 
    Trinity shook her head. “If that’s what you think, then you know nothing. What happened in that pod were the greatest moments of my life. Now we’ve got the rest of our lives to be together.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that to you, Trinity.” 
 
    Trinity glared at the man before getting control of her temper. “What wouldn’t you do to me, Jerad?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t saddle you with an old man.” 
 
    Trinity laughed. “What? You think you’re old? You told me you were thirty-eight. I’m thirty-six. Big deal.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Jerad took a deep breath. “I told you I’ve been reading a lot on wizard scouts lately. According to your records, you were twenty-six when you got your DNA baseline taken. You’ll always be twenty-six physically. I on the other hand will get older every year. I won’t have you pushing me around in a hover-chair someday. You deserve better than that.” 
 
    Trinity decided to go on the offensive. She pulled out her big guns. “Do you love me?” 
 
    Jerad looked down at the floor. “No.” 
 
    Trinity grabbed his face with both hands and forced him to look at her. She looked deep into his eyes. “Are you telling me you don’t love me, Major. You promised you’d always love me in the pod, remember. Are you saying that was a lie? Or don’t you remember?” 
 
    Jerad’s eyes softened. “I remember. It’s because I love you that we can’t be together. You deserve more than me in your life. You deserve—” 
 
    “Uh-hum,” came the sound of someone clearing their throat. 
 
    Both Trinity and Jerad spun around to find Sergeant Ron standing in the doorway. 
 
    “Didn’t mean to pry,” said the Defiant’s captain, “but I had a feeling something like this was up.” 
 
    “Sergeant Ron,” said Jerad, “this is none of—” 
 
    “Everything that goes on in this ship is my business,” said Sergeant Ron. “Of all people, you should know that, Major. Besides, I like the two of you. Anyone in their right mind can see you two should be together. If it was up to me, I’d march both of you straight upstairs and marry you right this minute. Of course, my wife says I’m a little too impulsive at times, so I suppose I should probably wait for you guys to catch up emotionally first.” 
 
    “Sergeant Ron,” said Jerad, “there’s nothing you can—” 
 
    “You’re right there, Jerad,” said Sergeant Ron. He grinned. “At least you’re partially right. You’re the one that’s going to have to do something, and it’s not going to be easy.” 
 
    From the look on Jerad’s face, Trinity figured he was as confused as her. “What won’t be easy?” she asked. 
 
    “Wizard scout training,” replied Sergeant Ron. His grin grew even wider. “Jerad here thinks that because he ages and you don’t that there’s a problem. I don’t think that way, but that’s just my opinion. Regardless, the answer’s as easy as navigating through the twin suns of Belus.” 
 
    “Uh, that’s not all that easy,” said Jerad. 
 
    “No, I imagine you’re right,” laughed Sergeant Ron. “I guess that’s why you’re a major and I’m just a lowly sergeant. Nevertheless, I know what will solve this whole nonexistent problem.” 
 
    When the Defiant’s captain remained silent, Jerad and Trinity both spoke at the same time. “What?” 
 
    Sergeant Ron pointed at Jerad. “The major here needs to apply for wizard scout training.” 
 
    “What?” said Jerad. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    “There are those who say I am,” said Sergeant Ron seeming to take no offense. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “For starters, I’m thirty-eight years old,” said Jerad. He turned toward Trinity. “Tell him. A thirty-eight year old man can’t make it through wizard scout training.” 
 
    Trinity thought about it for a few seconds before smiling. “Not with that attitude they couldn’t, Major. However, with the proper motivation, it could be done.” 
 
    “What motivation would that be?” asked Jerad sounding more than a little dubious. 
 
    Trinity grabbed his face with both hands and gave him a long, hard kiss. She felt him respond. Pulling back, she panted for breath. “That motivation, Major.” 
 
    Jerad’s eyes grew wide. He shook his head. “Don’t think the thought hadn’t crossed my mind. But like I said, I’ve been reading up on wizard scouts. No one over thirty-five has ever made it through the Academy. I’d be forty-four before I graduated.” 
 
    “True,” said Sergeant Ron. “Until now, no human over thirty-five has earned their golden-dragon insignia. More than a few have tried and failed, but then they didn’t have me for a friend, did they?” 
 
    Trinity let go of Jerad and looked back at Sergeant Ron. “There’s no way to cheat the course if that’s what you’re implying. You know that for a fact. It’s the toughest training in the Empire. It has to be.” 
 
    “Very true,” admitted Sergeant Ron. “And I didn’t say anything about cheating. However, it does pay to have friends, and I’ve got friends. Charlie and I happen to be mechanics at the Academy when we’re not gallivanting around the galaxy in the Defiant. I think it’s time we spent more time on Velos doing our job at the Academy. I could keep old man Jerad here informed and help him out whenever I could.” 
 
    “I won’t cheat,” said Jerad. 
 
    “You can’t cheat the course,” said Sergeant Ron. “I thought we already settled that. Besides, it’s not cheating to have friends. I’ll just be your eyes and ears about what’s happening at the Academy. It could give you a slight edge.” 
 
    “I’d never get accepted even if I applied,” said Jerad. “I’m thirty-eight years old. I probably couldn’t even pass the physical. I’m not in good enough shape.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Trinity feeling her face starting to grow warm, “you seemed in pretty good shape a couple of hours ago.” 
 
    Jerad’s face took on a pinkish color. When his face returned to normal, he looked at Sergeant Ron. “I’ll have to think about it. I’ve got a court martial pending, remember? Even if I submitted the application forms now, they’d never make it past division.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron laughed. “You know, Major, I meant to tell you about that, but you left the dining hall so fast I didn’t get a chance. There isn’t going to be a court martial. It seems someone who knows people convinced a member of the Imperial High Council to look into the matter. As it so happens, the members of the council were impressed with your actions. Not only aren’t you getting court martial, but I have it on good authority you’re being promoted to lieutenant colonel as soon as we get back to Cavos.” 
 
    Trinity looked at Sergeant Ron trying to find any trace of humor. The Defiant’s captain looked dead serious. “It’s only been an hour since you rescued us. Are you trying to tell us you accomplished all this in an hour?” 
 
    “Hey,” said the Defiant’s captain. “I don’t let no moon dust settle on my landing skids. And that’s not all.” He turned his attention to Jerad. “I took the liberty of submitting the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy application for you. Of course I had to fake your signature, but that’s neither here nor there. What’s a signature between friends? The end result is that your application is on the commandant’s desk as we speak with some high level recommendations attached I might add. Like I said, it pays to know people. I even sent in an application for Telsa while I was at it.” 
 
    Jerad looked at Trinity before looking back at Sergeant Ron. “I… I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Then don’t say anything,” said Sergeant Ron. “Now, I’ve got to go upstairs and tell Telsa that she’s going back to school. Does either of you two want to go with me and help break the news to her?” 
 
    Trinity looked at Jerad and then back at Sergeant Ron. “Not us, Captain. From the look on Jerad’s face, I believe he’s going to need a lot more motivation.” 
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