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 Chapter 1 – Buried Alive 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
    A bead of sweat trickled out from underneath twenty-two-year-old mech-pilot Jake Striker’s flight helmet. Raising his left arm, he wiped the moisture away with the already wet sleeve of his grease-stained flight suit. He glanced to his left at the slim figure of the woman occupying the copilot’s seat of the Paladin Ultra-Heavy Ambulatory Assault Vehicle, or “cat” as it was called by those who drove the large armored vehicles. 
 
    His copilot, Maggie, wasn’t wearing a helmet. Her long red hair flowed over the back of her seat in a definite nonmilitary fashion. The sleeves of her gray flight suit were rolled up above her elbows. She was leaning back in her chair with the heels of her black boots kicked up on the copilot’s console, dangerously close to the ‘FIRE MISSILES’ selection lever. Although the heat inside the cat’s cockpit was atrocious, nary a bead of sweat could be seen on the woman’s exposed skin. Even her clothing appeared bone dry. 
 
    As far as Jake was concerned, his copilot looked way too comfortable for his liking. For some reason, it irked him to no end. “Are you sure we can’t have the air conditioning unit on? It’s hot enough in here to fry an egg on my control console.” 
 
    Maggie rolled her eyes before pointing at a gauge on her side of the dashboard. “The temperature in the cockpit’s thirty-eight point eight degrees Celsius, or a hundred and two degrees Fahrenheit if you prefer the way some of your ancestors back on Earth measured it. To answer your question, yes, you can certainly turn on the air conditioner if you so desire. However, things haven’t changed in the five minutes since the last time you asked me. The air conditioner and some of the other nonessential life-support systems gets power from my auxiliary generator. It’s not fully shielded for stealth mode like the primary generator that runs the systems we need in order to fight.” She gave him a wink. “You know…the unimportant things like my force field, hydraulics pumps, targeting computers, sensors, and whatnot. If you’d cough up the credits to get one of the newer shielded auxiliary generators, you could be living it up in air-conditioned comfort as we speak. Until then, turning on anything but the minimal life-support systems will increase the odds one of the Crosioians’ UHAAVs will detect us before they stumble into your one-man ambush.” She smiled, making her cute nose freckles stand out more than usual. “Of course, the decision’s yours, Tiger. Turning it on will probably get both you and the teammates you so foolishly left behind in hidey-holes killed, but who am I to complain? I’m just your AI.” Her blue eyes sparkled mischievously. “Why should you take my word for it?” 
 
    Jake sighed. From force of habit, he tried looking out the cockpit’s forward windscreen. All he saw was sand. That’s all he’d seen for the last six hours. He looked around the cockpit for something to change the subject. Nothing came to mind. To be honest, he’d known before he’d opened his mouth that he couldn’t win an argument against his tactical computer. On the other hand, sometimes he just liked to complain. He supposed complaining when he was bored was something he’d picked up during his early years mining for copper back home. As for his copilot, they both knew she was more than just his cat’s tactical computer. They’d been working together for ten years now. During the last four of those years, they’d been mercenaries in the 57th Medium Mechanized Company. As far as he was concerned, Maggie was as much a friend as she was the most advanced UHAAV tactical computer the Intergalactic Empire had ever developed. As he’d come to find out before the war with the bat-like Crosioians had started three months earlier, Maggie wasn’t just a set of electronics with programming code. She was a living creature. 
 
    After wiping another bead of sweat off his forehead, Jake pointed a finger at his copilot. “First off, you’re not my AI. You’re a gas-based life form, and you’re just as much alive as any carbon-based one. As for the air conditioner, I didn’t say I was going to turn it on. I just asked if you were sure I couldn’t. Buried in the side of a sand dune like we are with only life support running, the heat’s way past what I’d call comfortable. My flight suit’s soaked. The least you could do is pretend you’re hot. If I could roll up my flight suit’s sleeves like yours, I’d probably be ten degrees cooler.” 
 
    Maggie laughed and took her boots off the dash. She spun her seat 360 degrees with one of her feet before stopping to face him. Of course, she hadn’t really turned the chair with her foot. The tractor beams built into the cockpit’s hologram projectors had done the deed. Knowing what happened didn’t change the realism of the action. The tractor beams were so integrated into the projectors that every nuance of Maggie’s movements looked like that of a real person. His grandfather had originally come up with the idea of using a hologram to make the Paladin’s human and computer counterparts work better as a team. 
 
    Actually, the old man knew what he was doing. Maggie and I’ve survived more close calls over the years than I can shake an ice comet at. We’re the best UHAAV team in the 57th, maybe even the Intergalactic Empire. 
 
    “Hey,” said Maggie, drawing Jake out of his thoughts. She touched her chest with her right hand, “I can dress however I want. Can I help it if my body’s a hologram and yours isn’t? I could sit over here stark naked if I wanted and still do my job, so having my sleeves rolled up is no big deal. You on the other hand need your flight suit. It’s fire retardant, so I highly recommend keeping your sleeves rolled down and your gloves and helmet on. If one of the Crosioians’ anti-armor missiles gets past our force field and we catch on fire, you’ll be glad your sleeves are down and that you’re wearing gloves and a helmet.” 
 
    “Well, I ain’t planning on us getting hit. And you don’t have to remind me you’re a hologram. I’ve spent enough credits over the years keeping the cockpit’s hologram projectors and tractor beams up and running to forget. The least you could do is use the hydration unit Jason and Tilley put in the cockpit to make it look like you’re sweating. They’re our mechanics, but scrounging up and installing the hydration system was above and beyond what we pay them to do.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Maggie’s red hair and her flight suit appeared soaking wet. Dripping water formed a puddle on the cockpit’s steel deck. “There. Are you satisfied?” 
 
    He looked at the puddle of water and frowned. “Is that real water or a hologram of water?” He was already regretting his demand that she use the newly installed hydration unit. 
 
    Maggie snorted. “I wasn’t created yesterday. It’s a hologram. I’m not going to rust up the inside of my cockpit just to make you happy. By the way, does the hologram of me sweating make you feel any cooler?” 
 
    “Not really,” Jake admitted. “You know, I think you’re purposely trying to make me feel bad because you’re still pissed I made you bury yourself in the sand.” 
 
    Shrugging, Maggie repositioned her seat to face forward. “I don’t have body functions, so obviously I’m not pissed. I’ll admit I’m not happy. Jason and Tilley are going to have to spend a couple of hours pumping grease into the Paladin’s joints to get all the sand out when we get back to base, but pissed isn’t the word I’d use to describe what I’m feeling.” She glanced over. “Let’s just say I’m feeling used and abused and leave it at that.” 
 
    Jake was feeling a little used and abused himself, but he doubted he’d get any sympathy from his copilot. That morning, the 57th’s leader, Commander Ronald Onstott, had ordered him to take his four-cat team and set up an ambush near a plasma energy-well in the planet Veoshoo’s desert. Based upon the lack of experience of some of the other pilots in his team and the overall crappiness of the mission they’d been given, he’d come up with the idea of burying his cat in a large sand dune near the well. He’d situated the remaining three UHAAV’s in his team under portable camouflaged shelters two kilometers away. His hope was that the less experienced members of his team could stay hidden until the actual fighting started. He’d set up the ambush six hours earlier. The Crosioians were now at least two hours overdue. 
 
    “Weapons check,” he said, more to give himself something to do than anything else. 
 
    Maggie shook her head, but she gave the weapons status anyway. “That’s the third time you’ve asked me in the past two hours, and nothing’s changed. I’ve got thirty rounds in the magazine for the 75mm phase cannon in my right claw. The Gatling gun in the left claw will be useless against cats. We’ve got eight anti-armor missiles in each of our shoulder launchers with a reload of eight more for each launcher in the internal magazines. The 30 megawatt plasma cannons located on each side of our windscreen are rechargeable. I recommend using them as much as possible if we get in a fight.” She turned in her seat to look at him. “You hate waiting, don’t you? Why don’t you just gather up the rest of the team, and we’ll go look for the enemy?” 
 
    He was almost tempted by her suggestion. He looked at the tactical hologram located between the pilot and copilot seats. Three white dots marked the locations of the other cats in his team. Under normal circumstances, they’d have been positioned a lot closer. Circumstances were far from normal. 
 
    “Everybody’s staying right where they are, Maggie, and you know why. Only Jerry in our team’s Warcat has any experience. Dupree in the Long Cat is fresh out of the mercenary academy. This will be her first action. As for Taylor and Matt in the Marauder, they aren’t much better. Their experience consists of one firefight last week, and that was against infantry. All three of those newbies should’ve gotten a couple of months advanced tactical training before being thrown into a meat grinder like we’ve got on Veoshoo. They’re just kids.” 
 
    Maggie snorted. “Says the man who still gets an occasional pimple. You know as well as I their current location’s too far back to help you when the fighting starts. You’re using us to shield them from the worst of the danger.” She turned her seat to face him. “You can’t fool me. It’s been three months, but you still blame yourself for Casey’s death. You think by—” 
 
    “Don’t start! I told you before I’m done talking about it.” The image of the woman he’d loved flashed in Jake’s mind. The cockpit started to blur. He forced his eyes to clear. 
 
    “That’s the problem. You haven’t talked about it. Every time I bring it up, you change the subject. You weren’t the one who killed her, and trying to protect the rest of your team by taking most of the risk isn’t going to bring Casey back. The Crosioians and the Empire are at war, and in case I have to remind you, the Empire isn’t doing so hot. Every unit’s taken heavy losses, and that includes the 57th. Combine that with the fact the Empire’s Imperial High Command stripped mercenary units of half their crews to fill vacancies in the regular military units, and it’s no wonder we’re short experienced pilots. You should be counting your blessings Commander Onstott gave you any replacements at all for our team.” 
 
    Jake didn’t feel very blessed. He also didn’t like having a team-leader position forced on him. He’d lost four good crews during the last two weeks of fighting. When he’d seen his replacements, he’d argued until he was blue in the face with his commander about being assigned three wet-behind-the-ears cat pilots. Even so, he’d known Onstott had no choice. They were at war, and the Empire was fighting for survival. Thanks to their employer, the business corporation known as the Conglomerate, the mercs had an ample supply of equipment. Crews were where they were coming up short. 
 
    “I’m not going to send those newbies into combat until they have more train—” Jake started. 
 
    A warning light flashed on the forward console. 
 
    “Something’s coming,” said Maggie. She locked her seat in the forward position as her hair and flight suit appeared instantly dry. The simulated puddle of water on the floor disappeared. 
 
    Training took over as Jake looked down at the tactical hologram. Five orange dots were only a kilometer from the three white dots of his teammates. “Crap. They’re not coming down the road like we were told they’d be. They’re traveling cross country. It looks like they’re heading straight for our guys.” 
 
    “Not straight,” said Maggie. “Based upon their current course and speed, I calculate the Crosioians should pass a hundred meters to the right of Dupree. Those camouflage shelters Jason and Tilley rigged up for the other cats are good. All Dupree’s got to do is stay in stealth mode with only minimal life support activated. If she’s got the nerve to stay put and let the Crosioians pass by, I calculate there’s a seventy-nine percent probability she won’t be spotted.” 
 
    Jake took his eyes off the tactical hologram long enough to glance with more than a little suspicion at the hologram of his copilot. “Are your calculations based on her being a newbie? Or did you use the reactions of an experienced pilot in your algorithm?” 
 
    Maggie’s face turned a little red. “Err…I based my calculations on an experienced cat pilot.” She turned her head to look at him. Her normally blue eyes had a greenish tint. “Now don’t go and do something rash. I think—” 
 
    Jake had a feeling that sometimes do-something-rash was his middle name. He flipped the switch to power-up the Paladin’s hydraulics. The hydraulic icon on his heads-up display changed from red to green. As soon as it did, he pushed the leg lever with his left foot, raising his cat to its full five-meter height. The sand fell away from the windscreen, revealing the fifty-meter tall drilling platform of the plasma well and the empty road leading up to it. 
 
    The sound of explosions came through the cat’s intercom. Jake didn’t have to be told what the noise meant. 
 
    “Dupree got spooked,” admitted Maggie. “She’s out of her hidey-hole. The Crosioians are converging on her position.” 
 
    Another image of Casey flashed in his mind. This time it was of her bloody body lying on the floor after she’d been shot. I failed her, I don’t care what Maggie says. I’m not going to let Dupree and the others down now. Jake shoved the throttle to max acceleration and pushed his control stick forward. The Paladin broke out of its self-dug grave, spraying sand in all directions as it went. “I told Onstott those new guys weren’t ready. I want a full sensor sweep, and don’t give me any crap about breaking stealth mode. While you’re at it, contact headquarters and tell them we need air cover. Now!”  
 
    “Compliance,” replied Maggie as her hands fairly flew across the controls on her console. “Analysis complete. I’m displaying the results on your helmet’s heads-up display.” 
 
    Jake took a quick glance at the heads-up display on the inside of the visor for his flight helmet. A triple set of orange dots were engaging the other three cats on his team. Two additional orange dots were heading straight for him. As he watched, they spread out as if they wanted to come at him from two directions at once. 
 
    “Weapons are online,” said Maggie. “What are your orders?” 
 
    Jake’s initial impulse was to rush to his team’s aid, but he forced himself to consider the situation. The shortest route to intercept the oncoming enemy cats was over the top of the sand dune, but he wasn’t foolish enough to silhouette himself against the skyline. He turned the Paladin hard on its two footpads and headed for the side of the dune. Although he knew it would take him a few seconds longer to reach the rest of his team, it was the safer of the two routes. 
 
    “Maggie, put that nanosecond brain of yours to use and see if you can hack into any of their defense systems. It’s going to be two against one. If you could take out their shields it would help.” 
 
    The hologram of his copilot snorted. “Who are you trying to kid? It’s going to be five against one. You know as well as me the newbies ain’t got an ice comet’s chance in a supernova of getting out of this alive.” 
 
    Jake gritted his teeth and used every trick Maggie had ever taught him to get the most speed out of his cat. He stretched the Paladin’s two legs out to their furthest in an attempt to maximize the distance covered by each stride. “I’m not gonna to let them die. I swear I ain’t. So figure something out, and make it happen.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Maggie. “I’m a tactical computer. I can’t perform miracles, but I’ll do the best I can.” 
 
    The sound of more explosions came over the intercom. 
 
    “Forget about being a computer. Today I need you to be a miracle worker.” 
 
    Maggie took her hands off the weapons’ controls long enough to give a sloppy salute. “Sir, yes, sir!” 
 
    “Oh, shove it up your—” 
 
    A series of explosions sounded outside the cat, drowning out his words. The sound was so loud that it didn’t need to come over the intercom. Jake forgot all about telling the other half of his crew what she could do with her salute. He had to save his teammates. 
 
    I won’t let them be killed like Casey. I can’t let them die. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Lost Cause 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    “Incoming missiles at two o’clock,” said Maggie. 
 
    Without taking the time to look, Jake shoved his control stick hard left. The Paladin rolled on its left shoulder in the soft sand and came up on its footpads a dozen meters away. Streaks of smoke passed through the air where he’d just been. 
 
    “Nice dodge, tiger. Of course, you almost took out our left-side missile launcher when you hit the ground, but you made it work. I swear you’re one lucky cat pilot.” 
 
    “Analysis,” Jake snapped. Green energy beams and red tracer rounds filled the air around the Paladin, leaving no time for further conversation with his copilot. He was too busy dodging. 
 
    Maggie gestured at the tactical hologram between the seats. “We’ve got two standard-issue six-meter-tall Crosioian medium cats attacking us. One’s a Dingo model and the other’s a Panther. Their plate armor’s three times as thick as ours, and their force fields are double the strength of mine. The primary weapon on the Dingo is a twin set of 200 megawatt plasma cannons. The Panther has a 400 megawatt cannon, so don’t go thinking about trying to stand toe-to-toe with either of them and duking it out.” 
 
    Jake wasn’t planning on duking it out with anyone, toe-to-toe or otherwise. In fact, he had no plan at all other than knowing he had to close the distance and keep his cat out of the way of the deadly energy beams, missiles, and tracer rounds. 
 
    “Just so you know,” said Maggie, obviously believing her pilot had time to pay attention, “our 30s don’t stand a chance of penetrating those medium cats’ force fields before the bats would blow us to bits. The good news is like most Crosioian cat designs, they’re overly wide. The bats need room to stretch their wings inside the cockpits. That makes their cats less agile than us. We might be able to work that to our advantage. By the way, our air cover’s on the way. Estimated time of arrival is six minutes and twenty-three seconds.” 
 
    A feeling of dread swept over Jake as he ducked the Paladin below an anti-tank missile. Six minutes is too long. I’m the reason the others are in trouble. It’s up to me to save them. 
 
    Sensing more than seeing twin beams of green energy headed his way, Jake hit the left-side ion thruster. The jet of ion gas threw the cat ten meters to the side, causing the UHAAV to stumble to its knees. Jake got the cat back on its feet and began running toward the large four-legged medium Dingo cat located at his two o’clock. 
 
    “Don’t forget about the Panther at our ten,” said Maggie. “I calculate the Panther’s pilot is trying to line up for a rear shot. Our aft force field’s my weakest point. There’s no way it can take a direct hit from that 400 megawatt cannon of theirs.” 
 
    “Then keep an eye on the Panther while I handle the Dingo in front,” Jake said. “Take control if you need to. And how about firing a few of our weapons?” 
 
    “Those are Crosioian medium cats. Their force fields are too powerful for our weapons. I calculate it would be a waste of ammo and energy.” 
 
    “Humor me,” Jake said between gritted teeth. He dodged left to avoid another anti-armor missile. “If nothing else, the noise will make me feel better.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The twin 30s located at the sides of the windscreen sent out lines of plasma energy in the direction of the Dingo. As Maggie predicted, the beams glanced off the medium cat’s forward shields and ricocheted into the sky without doing any damage to the enemy cat. 
 
    “Told ya,” said Maggie, sounding way too smug for Jake’s liking. “Distance to the Dingo is three hundred meters. The Panther’s trying to maneuver to our six o’clock. I calculate it will have a kill shot on us in twenty-two seconds.” 
 
    “Then how about getting at least one of the cats’ force fields down. I can’t do every—” 
 
    “Paladin zero five,” came a shaky female voice over the intercom. “This is Long Cat three-two. I’ve got a six-legged heavy cat on my tail. I can’t shake it.” 
 
    A quick glance at the tactical hologram told the tale. Just under a kilometer away was the white dot that was Dupree’s Long Cat. It was running in a zigzag pattern in a direction taking her further away from him and the other members of their team. The white dots of the other two friendly cats were dodging two orange dots of their own that had positioned themselves between Dupree and them. 
 
    “Long Cat three-two, they’re trying to cull you away from us,” Jake said, trying to keep his voice steady for the young pilot’s benefit. “Listen to me, Dupree. I need you to work your way back to the others. They can’t give you cover if you get too far away.” 
 
    “I can’t shake this monster, I tell you,” said the increasingly panicked pilot. “It’s got too much firepower. My shields are getting low. I need he—” 
 
    The white dot denoting Dupree’s position on the tactical hologram disappeared. Three seconds later, a loud boom came through the cockpit’s intercom from the cat’s external sound receivers. 
 
    “Dupree! This is Paladin zero five. I need you to—” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram reached across the space between the seats and grabbed Jake’s left arm. “She’s gone. The others and you will be too if you don’t do something quick. The Panther will have a firing solution on us in twelve seconds.” 
 
    “Then get their force field down.” 
 
    “What do you think I’ve been…Wait. I’m in. I’ve got the forward shield of the Panther at our six down. I recommend—” 
 
    With no time to listen to recommendations, Jake acted. He shoved his control stick hard to the left while activating the leg thrusters with his left hand. The Paladin flew three meters into the air as the ion thrusters built into its legs lifted the cat up. At the same time, he gave a half-second burst of ion gas from the right-side thruster. The Paladin spun a hundred-and-eighty degrees in the air. For a split-second, the Panther that had previously been at their six was visible in the sight reticle of the pilot’s windscreen. Pressing the trigger on his control stick, Jake fired a three-round-burst of 75mm phase rounds from the autocannon. He counteracted the recoil against the cat’s right claw with a burst of ion gas from the side thruster. The three phase rounds hit the enemy’s windscreen dead center and exploded in balls of red energy. 
 
    Without waiting for orders, Maggie fired a full sixteen-round salvo of missiles from the Paladin’s shoulder launchers. She followed the missiles with beams from both 30s. The plasma energy passed the missiles at the halfway point and struck the now defenseless Panther on its chest. Burning pieces of metal flew into the air as the deadly energy beams did their job. The Paladin’s anti-armor missiles sped in, hitting the front of the Panther and exploding in multi-colored balls of fire and smoke, momentarily hiding the enemy cat from view. 
 
    Jake didn’t have time to enjoy the show. The Paladin fell out of the sky and landed hard. Somehow he managed to keep his cat on its footpads. 
 
    “You hit too hard,” said Maggie. “We lost the number one servo in our left leg. We’ve only got one servo left, so be careful. When are you going to learn that I’m a sensitive piece of equipment?” 
 
    “You’re about as sensitive as a pactar growling over a bone,” Jake said, referencing the ferocious dog-sized beasts found on way too many planets in the galaxy. “At least we took out that Panther. Now we can concentrate on the Di—” 
 
    Without warning, out of the swirling cloud of dark smoke charged the four-legged Panther. The front of the enemy cat’s chest was blackened, and some of its frontal plate armor was missing a few jagged pieces, but other than that, it appeared to be unharmed. A beam of energy from its 400 megawatt plasma cannon passed dangerously close to the Paladin’s right side. 
 
    “You didn’t destroy it,” said Maggie. “I told you Crosioian medium cats were tough.” 
 
    Dodging left, Jake glanced skyward. “Our air cover will take them out. Tell those fighter jocks to speed it up.” 
 
    “Unable to comply. We’re being jammed now. I’m also no longer able to contact either of the two remaining cats in our team. Our fighter-shuttles must be operating under stealth mode because I can’t pinpoint their exact positions. I calculate they’ll get here when they get here. Until then, we’re on our own.” 
 
    Maggie fired a one second burst from the 30s at the charging Panther. “I think all we did was make it mad. That cat’s armor’s almost as thick as a heavy cat’s.” She aimed the windscreen’s sight reticle at a piece of jagged metal hanging from the left-rear of the enemy cat. “It looks like one of our anti-armor missiles must’ve knocked their emergency egress hatch off its hinges.” She gave what Jake thought was a very inappropriate laugh considering the circumstances. “They should thank you for making it easier for them to come out if they want to discuss the weather with you.” She stopped smiling and turned toward him. “What’s the plan, pilot?” 
 
    Jake snorted. “You know full well I ain’t got no plan.” He shoved the accelerator lever full forward with his left hand. “All we can do is charge straight at them and hope we can stick a 75mm round down their throat before they take us out. Just make sure you keep their force field down so our weapons can get through.” 
 
    “Compliance, but that’s easier said than done. Their tactical computer’s trying to bypass my hack. I’m still trying to break through the Dingo’s security behind us. It’s proving troublesome.” 
 
    The front of the Panther visible through the windscreen opened up in a blaze of fire and smoke as the enemy cat launched a full salvo of its own missiles. 
 
    “Countermeasures!” Jake yelled, stubbornly refusing to veer off course. He was all too aware the second enemy cat was located to his rear. His one hope was that its crew would hesitate to fire while the Panther had its force field down for fear of destroying their comrades. 
 
    A score of finger-size rockets zoomed out from underneath the Paladin’s windscreen. They intercepted the first of the enemy missiles a hundred meters away. A series of explosions obscured the Panther again. Three missiles came out of the smoke cloud, heading straight for the Paladin. Jake pushed his control stick left. Two of the missiles flew by without making contact. The third missile exploded against the forward section of the Paladin’s force field. The Paladin shook violently, but its shield held. 
 
    “Shield two’s down to sixty-four percent,” said Maggie as she fired another burst from the plasma cannons. “Our missile launchers have finished reloading. Do you want me to fire another salvo?” 
 
    “Negative. We’re going to need them against the heavy cat that took out Dupree.” 
 
    Maggie glanced over at Jake and laughed. “You’re awful optimistic. I calculate we’ve got less than a three percent chance of coming out of the fight we’re already in alive. Either you know something I don’t, or you’re planning something so crazy-as-hell that no computer would be able to figure out what it is before you did it.” She stopped laughing and eyed Jake. “Which one is it, by the way?” 
 
    Instead of telling her, Jake said, “Take the controls,” He unstrapped his flight harness, jumped out of his seat, and stepped to the emergency egress hatch located at the rear of the cockpit. “Get me underneath that Panther, then distract the Dingo. I’m going in.” 
 
    Despite being a hologram, the expression on Maggie’s face was one of utter confusion. “What do you mean you’re going in? Going in what?” 
 
    “I’m going in the Panther. Their emergency egress hatch is open. I’m going inside, take over their cat, and use it against the Dingo. Be ready to back me up.” 
 
    With that said, Jake punched the emergency button on the rear hatch. The explosives at each of the door’s corners activated, launching the metal hatch out and away. Drawing the Deloris phase pistol from his waist holster, he placed the toes of his boots on the edge of the doorway. 
 
    “Wait!” Maggie shouted as she shoved her control stick to the side to avoid an energy beam coming from the Panther that was now only twenty meters away. “Do you even know how to drive one of those things? Bats use sound more than they do visuals in their controls. Our air cover will be here in three minutes. I calculate I can dodge these guys easy until then.” 
 
    Jake had no doubt she could. He was just as positive Jerry could do the same in his Warcat. Taylor and Matt in the Marauder’s another story. They’re too inexperienced. They won’t last another minute unless I can take the pressure off somehow. 
 
    Without another thought, Jake jumped through the escape hatch. He didn’t bother activating the anti-grav unit on his belt. When he hit the soft sand, he did a forward roll to dissipate some of his momentum. After a double roll, he was up and running the remaining distance to the Panther. 
 
    The anti-personnel weapons located on the bottom of the Crosoians’ cat swung in his direction. Before they could get a lock, he touched the control switch for his anti-grav unit and levitated up toward the opening where the Panther’s emergency access door had been. 
 
    He made straight for the hatchway. A knife-like piece of metal sticking out of the doorframe ripped the leg of his flight suit and sliced into his flesh, but he made it through. The cut on his leg burned, but he ignored the pain. He had more immediate problems. A ball of phase energy shot past his left ear. He caught a glimpse of furry figures at the front of the cockpit. He snapped off shots with his Deloris pistol as fast as he could pull the trigger. A loud screech confirmed at least one of his rounds hit home. He fired again as a hand-length pointed barb from a bat’s outstretched wing came straight at his throat. 
 
    Dodging back and down, Jake let the pointed barb smack into the top of his flight helmet. The force of the blow knocked him to the metal deck face first. His visor cracked a little, but his face remained in one piece. Twisting his arm around, he got off two blind shots from the floor with his pistol. Expecting to feel a pointed barb dig into his back at any second, he rolled over and pulled the trigger again. All he heard was a click. 
 
    Empty, he thought. 
 
    It didn’t matter. The only things in the room besides him were two furry bat bodies lying on the deck in expanding pools of green blood.  
 
    Quickly replacing his empty magazine with a full one, he holstered his phase pistol and made his way to the pilot’s seat. Instead of a normal windscreen, a large sheet of white acrylic glass covered the front part of the bat’s cockpit. Wavy black lines resembling ripples in a pool moved from one side of the white sheet of glass to the other. 
 
    The bats use sonar more than visual. Now I’ll see how much I remember from the cross-training the special ops techs gave us last month on those captured UHAAVs. At least I’ve got some experience using the Paladin’s sonar filter. The bats’ gear isn’t the same, but it’s close enough. 
 
    Doing his best to remember his brief hands-on training in Crosoian cats, Jake grabbed the steering levers located on either side of his chair. He was forced to scrunch down in the seat to get his feet on the two floor pedals, but he made it work. Glancing at the ceiling two meters to his left, he spied what he knew were the controls for the bat’s version of ion thrusters. 
 
    They use their wings to work the thrusters. Here’s hoping I don’t need them. 
 
    Taking a quick glance at the white sheet of acrylic glass that was the bat’s sonar screen, Jake spotted the Dingo and his Paladin. The forms were only black ripples on the white background, but he’d used sonar filters often enough in the past to recognize the ripples for what they were. The agile Paladin appeared to be attempting to circle around to the far side of the larger cat. The sizzling of plasma beams and explosions of solid-shells echoed in from the opening where the Panther’s emergency hatch had been. 
 
    Maggie’s trying to give me a rear shot on the Dingo. I’m not going to let her down. 
 
    Glancing around at the pilot’s console, he tried to figure out where the control for the Panther’s 400 megawatt plasma cannon was located. He spotted a speaker in the armrest near his left hand. 
 
    Crap. I forgot. The Crosoians’ plasma weapons are sound activated. There’s no way I can replicate the high-pitch squeaks the bats use without one of those fancy translators the special ops tech had. He spotted a protrusion below where his right hand held the control stick. He breathed a sigh of relief. Lucky for me the bats control their missiles by touch. 
 
    He stared at the sonar screen. Maggie was on the opposite side of the Dingo medium cat, dodging enemy plasma beams as she returned fire. The beams from her 30s’ struck the front-left leg of the Dingo, sending small pieces of shattered steel into the air, but the leg’s armor withstood the blows. The enemy cat returned fire with a salvo of missiles. Maggie dodged all but two. They exploded against the Paladin’s force field. It was hard to tell since he was viewing the battle through the sonar screen, but Jake got the impression Maggie’s front shields were weakening. 
 
    Another missile or two and the Paladin’s shields will be down. When that happens, it’ll be the end for Maggie. He glanced at the damaged front leg of the enemy Dingo. Maggie’s plasma beams hit the cat’s foot. That means she must’ve succeeded in hacking into the bat’s tactical computer and lowering their shields. All I need is one good shot, and I can take the Dingo out. I’ll need to fire at pointblank range to make it work. 
 
    Coming to a decision, he shoved the control sticks forward. The sudden acceleration drove him back in the padded chair. He eased off the control sticks a little and turned the cat until the sonar image of the enemy Dingo was dead center on the screen. 
 
    A pinging sound reverberated throughout the cockpit. 
 
    They’ve picked me up with their sonar! 
 
    The enemy cat spun on its footpads. Black ripples erupted from the Dingo’s image on the sonar screen as it let loose a salvo of missiles directly at him. 
 
    The entire cockpit shook as Jake was tossed from one side of the pilot’s seat to the other. The sound of explosions came through the opening where the hatch had been. Jake looked through the emergency exit long enough to see fire and smoke billowing outside. He also saw the shimmering of a force field. 
 
    “Thank you, Maggie!” he shouted as he realized she must’ve remotely reactivated the Panther’s shields after he gotten inside. 
 
    With the enemy Dingo now centered on the Panther’s sonar screen, Jake pressed down on the protrusion he prayed was the control for the cat’s missiles. It was. The cockpit shuddered as the sound of multiple blasts came through the egress-door’s opening. He pressed the protrusion again. More shuddering and blasts were followed by a gigantic explosion that rocked the Panther back on its heels. He pressed the protrusion a third time. Nothing happened. 
 
    The sonar screen was full of black ripples. As the ripples faded, he made out the form of a shattered Dingo on the screen. The heavier anti-armor missiles carried by the Panther he was in had done their job. He had a sudden fear they may have done too good of a job. The Paladin was nowhere to be seen. A lump rose in his throat. 
 
    “Maggie! Please don’t be de—” 
 
    “Hey,” came Maggie’s voice through the Panther’s open hatch. “Are you coming with me? Or do you want me to go help the others all by myself.” 
 
    Jumping out of his seat, Jake ran to the emergency exit. There stood the Paladin. His cat was blackened in a couple of spots, and part of its chest armor was missing, but the UHAAV was in one piece. The Paladin turned to present its back to him so the opening where he’d ejected his cat’s emergency hatch was only a couple of meters away. 
 
    “Let’s go, tiger,” came Maggie’s voice over the Paladin’s external speakers. “I’ve deactivated the Panther’s force field, so it’s safe to cross over now.” 
 
    Jake saw the shimmering of the Paladin’s force field, but he wasn’t concerned. The Identify Friend or Foe unit on his utility belt was modulated to the shield’s frequency. Activating his anti-grav unit, he floated across the space between the two cats and made his way inside the Paladin. After buckling into the pilot’s seat, he turned to Maggie. She was all smiles. 
 
    “I calculate our air cover will be here in a minute and fifty-one seconds,” said Maggie. “I don’t suppose you’d care to wait until they arrive before we go help the others?” 
 
    “Negative. Once the heavy cat that took out Dupree links up with the other bats, our guys won’t last until our air support’s within firing range. We’ve got to draw the Crosoians’ attention away from the rest of our team. You ready for this?” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “Like I’ve told you a hundred times before, I was born ready. So if you’re bound and determined to save them, let’s make it happen.” 
 
    Jake accelerated the Paladin to full speed as he made his way in the direction of the remaining members of his team. 
 
    I lost Dupree, but I’m not going to lose the others. I swear I’m not. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 – Colossus 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Maggie stiffened in her seat as Jake proceeded to drive the Paladin straight up the side of the sand dune where they’d been buried. “What do you think you’re doing? We’ll be silhouetted against the sky when we reach the top. Those bat gunners won’t be able to resist such a juicy target.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jake said, continuing his climb up the dune. “If they’re firing at us, then they won’t be firing at the others. Deactivate our stealth mode. That’s an order. I want the bats to know we’re coming.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Maggie touched an icon on the armrest of her chair. “Oh, they’re going to know all right. Stealth mode’s off. We’ll be showing up on their sonars now.” 
 
    Just before they reached the top of the dune, Jake nodded at Maggie. “Take the controls. Your reflexes are better than mine. I’ll handle the weapons.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Feeling the pressure from his copilot’s hands on the controls, or rather the pressure from the cockpit’s tractor beams, Jake released his control stick and switched on the targeting system. A reticle formed on the heads-up display on his side of the windscreen. 
 
    Instead of running at her full height over the crest of the sand dune, Maggie dove over the top sideways like she was body blocking an opponent, rolling the Paladin as she went. 
 
    Jake’s helmet smacked into one side of his chair then the other. He caught alternating visions of sky and sand through the front windscreen. “Hey, I can’t see to fire!” 
 
    The rolling stopped, and Maggie leveraged the Paladin to its footpads halfway down the opposite side of the dune. “At least we’re still alive. Try firing now.” 
 
    Glancing through the windscreen, Jake saw a score of vapor trails from enemy missiles that had passed less than two meters over the top of the cockpit. He didn’t need anyone to tell him that they’d have hit the Paladin dead center if Maggie hadn’t done her rolling trick. He looked out the windscreen in the direction where the rest of his team should be. Instead of his teammates, he spotted a large six-legged metal monster resembling one of the Empire’s Leviathan UHAAVs. The heavy cat was headed his way firing every weapon at its disposal. 
 
    “It’s a Colossus,” said Maggie as she dodged the Paladin out of the way of a double set of plasma beams. “That’s the best UHAAV the bats have got. I calculate we’d need two of the Empire’s Leviathans to take it out. My recommendation is to withdraw until our air cover gets here.” 
 
    Jake was fresh out of Leviathans, but he wasn’t going to run. He tried lining up his targeting reticle on the enemy cat, but the Paladin shifted to the side before falling to the ground and rolling the rest of the way down the dune. The unmistakable sizzling sound of plasma beams passing overhead sounded through the cockpit walls. 
 
    “Will you stop jumping around like that?” Jake said. “I can’t get a shot.” 
 
    Maggie released the controls and threw her hands up in the air. “Then you take the controls if you’re such a hotshot pilot, and stop being a side-seat driver. The bats’ tactical computers are starting to anticipate my moves anyway, so drive away.” 
 
    Grabbing the steering controls, Jake got the Paladin on its footpads. He began running in a zigzag course for the massive Crosoian UHAAV. The large cat released a salvo of plasma beams at him. He barely got out of their way before four anti-armor missiles came out of the forward rocket launchers of the enemy cat. 
 
    “Countermeasures!” Jake said using command voice. 
 
    “We’re all out.” Maggie replied. “You used them up fighting those medium cats.” 
 
    “Then use the Gatling gun.” 
 
    The 20mm Gatling gun in the Paladin’s left claw rose. The sound of a thousand angry hornets filled the cockpit as streaks of red shot out to intercept the incoming missiles. Three fiery explosions filled the air. A lone missile came streaking through the smoke. He started to dodge to the left to avoid the missile, but a pair of plasma beams cut through the air on his left side forcing him to stay where he was. The anti-armor missile exploded against the Paladin’s force field. Part of the shield flickered several times before disappearing completely. 
 
    “We just lost our forward-left shield.” said Maggie. “The Colossus’s missiles are five times more powerful than ours. Another hit in that spot and we’re toast.” 
 
    “Where’s our air cover?” 
 
    “They’re thirty-seven seconds out,” replied Maggie. “I’m not sure Taylor and Matt are going to make it in the Marauder. They’re trying to slug it out with a Crosoian Dingo.” 
 
    Jake spotted the team’s four-legged medium Marauder standing toe-to-toe with a four-legged enemy cat. With an experienced crew, the Marauder would’ve been an even match for the Dingo. But then, a combat-experienced crew would’ve known to take advantage of the Marauder’s superior agility to outmaneuver the larger cat. As it was, Taylor and his copilot Matt were foolishly remaining in one spot and trading missile-for-missile and plasma-beam-for-plasma-beam with the heavily armored Crosoian UHAAV. 
 
    Jake turned the Paladin toward the Marauder and Dingo. 
 
    “No!” said Maggie. “We’ve got our own problems.” 
 
    A plasm beam lashed out from the six-legged Colossus and ricocheted off the front-right section of the Paladin’s force field. 
 
    “Fine,” Jake said renewing his zigzag path toward the large cat. “I don’t care how you do it, but take that six-legged piece of crap’s force field down.” 
 
    Maggie took her eyes off the copilot’s target reticle long enough to glance at Jake. “Hacking past their security isn’t easy. Believe me. I’ve been trying.” 
 
    “Well, try harder,” Jake snapped. “You’ve got ten seconds.” With those words, Jake stopped his zigzag pattern and ran straight for the Crosoian cat. The maneuver must’ve caught the bats’ gunners by surprise, because it was a full three seconds before the first plasma beam hit the Paladin’s forward shield. 
 
    “Hack’s complete,” Maggie said. “I’ve taken their force field down. I’m firing everything we’ve got.” 
 
    The last of the Paladin’s sixteen anti-armor missiles shot out in a single do-or-die salvo. 
 
    Jake wasn’t all that sure the warheads would have time to arm considering the short distance to the enemy cat. He breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of a series of explosions all along the enemy cat’s chest and cockpit. Smoke and flames covered the front of the big UHAAV, momentarily concealing the larger cat. 
 
    “Switch to sonar filters,” Jake ordered. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The forward windscreen changed to white with black ripples. He spotted the ripples that were the head of the Colossus. Aiming for the cockpit, he pressed the button on his control stick for the Paladin’s ion thrusters. The thrusters roared as G-forces crushed him into the cushion of his seat. The cat rose into the air straight toward the enemy’s cockpit. Knowing his reflexes weren’t fast enough to do what needed to be done, he yelled, “Release the Gatling gun and grab hold of something on their cockpit.” 
 
    A red warning light on the pilot’s console blinked, indicating the Paladin’s left claw was missing its weapon. A second later, Jake heard metal-on-metal contact. The smoke in front of the Paladin’s windscreen cleared enough to see the white windscreen of the bats’ cockpit. 
 
    Raising the 75mm autocannon gripped in the Paladin’s right claw, Jake stuck the barrel against the corner of the bats’ windscreen and pulled the trigger. The recoil knocked the Paladin back, but whatever Maggie had grabbed onto held. Jake pulled the trigger again and then another time. He detected the merest crack in the Cosoians' windscreen. He continued firing phase rounds from the autocannon. Each time a new round hit the windscreen, the crack grew more prominent. 
 
    The Colossus spun on its six footpads in an apparent attempt to shake him off. Beams of plasma energy passed all around the Paladin, but none of the Crosoians’ weapons were able to depress enough to get him in their field of fire. Jake fired the 75 again. The crack in the bats’ windscreen grew to a meter in length. Throwing caution to the wind, he pulled the trigger and held it down, firing the remaining rounds in full automatic. 
 
    A blast of green, red, and blue energy erupted out of the Crosoians’ windscreen, tearing loose whatever grip Maggie had. Jake felt the straps of his flight harness cut into his shoulders as the Paladin was flung into the air. 
 
    “Transferring emergency power to rear shields,” said Maggie. “I calculate this is going to hurt…uh, you.” 
 
    Air expelled out of Jake’s lungs as the Paladin hit the ground a full fifty meters from the Colossus. A handy sand dune softened the impact enough that the landing didn’t kill him. As it was, he only wished he were dead. Everything turned black. 
 
    The next thing he knew, Maggie was standing next to him, leaning him forward in his seat and pounding his back. He sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    “All right. I can breathe,” Jake said barely recognizing the raspy noise that was his voice. 
 
    “Well, you’re lucky you can. That’s all I’ve got to say.” 
 
    Jake wanted to close his eyes and pass out, but the sound of explosions echoing through the opening where the emergency egress door should’ve been made him look out the windscreen. All he could see was sky. “We’re on our back.” 
 
    “You just figured that out, tiger? Heck, doesn’t matter to me. I’m a hologram. I can stand sideways as well as I can up or down. But yeah, we’re on our back.” 
 
    Grabbing the control stick, Jake rolled the Paladin onto its right side. He used the cat’s right weapon’s appendage to leverage himself onto his footpads. He glanced at the right claw through the windscreen. It was empty. He sought out the left claw. It was missing along with most of the Paladin’s left arm. 
 
    Despite his aching head, Jake took everything in at once. The six-legged Colossus was down on its side. Smoke was pouring out of the broken windscreen of the heavy cat’s cockpit. A metal claw along with what appeared to be the Paladin’s missing left arm was attached to an anchor point on what was left of the bats’ cockpit. Looking away from the downed Colossus, Jake made out a Warcat and a Crosoian Viper scout UHAAV rolling around in the sand in what looked like a mech-on-mech wrestling match. He spotted his team’s Marauder. It was down on its front two knees. A Crosoian Dingo stood just out of the Marauder’s reach, firing twin plasma cannons at the downed cat. 
 
    Accelerating to max speed, Jake drove the Paladin straight for the Dingo. “Hit it with everything we’ve got!” 
 
    “We’re out of missiles,” said Maggie. “You emptied the 75, so I dropped it. All we’ve got left is a single 30mm. The other’s busted.” 
 
    The lone 30 fired a beam of red plasma energy at the Dingo. The beam hit the side of the cat’s right-front leg at the knee joint. Small pieces of metal flew into the air. 
 
    “You hacked into their shield and took it down,” Jake said, grateful Maggie wasn’t one to wait for orders before she did something. 
 
    Shaking her head, Maggie said, “Hate to disappoint you, but it wasn’t me. The Marauder wore it out. Neither of them have force fields now. Neither does Jerry’s Warcat or that Viper scout he’s fighting.” 
 
    Sensing his charge, the Crosoian Dingo stopped firing at the downed Marauder and started turning to face the Paladin. The damage it had taken from the Marauder apparently slowed it down. Jake was on the enemy cat before its crew could bring their primary weapon to bear. He body-slammed the Paladin into the Dingo’s front leg at the spot where Maggie’s plasma beam had hit its knee joint. 
 
    Whether it was what remained of the Paladin’s front force field that did the trick or the sheer weight of his cat, Jake didn’t know or care. All he knew was that his plan worked. He heard the sound of snapping metal. The Paladin rolled on the ground, dragging the lower part of the Dingo’s right-front leg with it. 
 
    Twisting the control stick, Jake got the Paladin onto its footpads in time to see the Dingo fall cockpit first onto the sand. Part of the armor on the side of the cockpit buckled open, revealing two furry creatures inside. Running up, Jake aimed the Paladin’s remaining 30 megawatt plasma cannon at the opening in the bats’ armor and pulled the trigger, holding it down as the red plasma beam burned the inside of the cockpit. A loud screech came through the Paladin’s external sound receiver followed by another. He released the trigger. A quick glance through the opening in the bats’ cockpit confirmed the two bat pilots no longer poised a threat. 
 
    Turning to where he’d last seen Jerry’s Warcat fighting the Crosoian scout UHAAV, Jake made out the team’s Warcat standing next to a burning pile of metal. 
 
    “Paladin zero five,” came a voice over the cockpit’s intercom. “This is fighter-shuttle November three one. We’re six seconds out. Mark your targets for our strafing run.” 
 
    Jake looked at Maggie. 
 
    She shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    Jake spoke into his helmet’s microphone. “Disregard, November three one. Enemy cats are Tango Uniform. Return to base.” 
 
    “Roger that,” replied the voice over the intercom. “Enemy cats are tits-up. Returning to base.” 
 
    Jake stared at the field of battle through the windscreen. A lump rose in his throat when his eyes focused on what was left of Dupree’s burning Long Cat. 
 
    Maggie rose from the copilot’s chair and placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “Shake it off. The dead can take care of themselves. We’ve still got the living to worry about. Taylor and Matt are trapped in their Marauder. You need to get them out before it catches on fire.” 
 
    Jake nodded and accelerated the Paladin into a run toward the downed Marauder. 
 
    I swear Onstott and I are going to have it out when I get back to base. These newbies should never have been sent into combat. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – Contract 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    Commander Ronald Onstott was a broad-shouldered, mercenary officer with more gray in his hair than black. For an older man, he was quick on his feet. He proved it by jumping out of his chair and placing both hands on the cluttered desk as he leaned forward to stare at Jake.  
 
    “Who the hell do you think you are, Striker?” The mercenary commander’s voice was more than loud enough to be heard by every mechanic of the 57th Medium Mechanized Company working on UHAAVs in the hangar outside the office door. “Don’t you think I know Dupree needed more training? Do you for one moment think I enjoy sending these newbies on missions fresh out of one of those fly-by-night mercenary academies that popped up after the start of the war? Hell yeah she needed training. So do Taylor, Matt, and half the other replacements the Conglomerate’s sent the 57th during the last three months.” The big man sat back in his seat, rubbed his face with both hands, and sighed before looking back at Jake. “Unfortunately, we’re at war. We don’t have the luxury of additional training. Missions come first, and we’ve got to get them done with whoever we’ve got regardless of how ready they are.” 
 
    Mercenaries rarely stood at attention, but as soon as his commander had lost his temper, Jake had snapped into a stiff-as-a-board position that would’ve made a wizard scout cadet proud. 
 
    “Sir,” Jake said in a tone several octaves lower than he’d used when he’d first come into his leader’s office. “All I was trying to say is that if I’d just had a couple of weeks to work with Dupree, I think she would’ve had the confidence to stay put. Even if she hadn’t, at least I could’ve shown her a few tricks that might’ve let her shake that Colossus off her tail. Jerry told me she was running in a straight line when the bats took her out. She didn’t need to die.” 
 
    Commander Onstott stared at Jake long and hard. 
 
    Somehow Jake stiffened his position of attention even more, making sure his fingers were perfectly cupped along the seam of his flight suit, and his shoulders were squared. 
 
    “That’s right, Striker. She didn’t need to die. I gave you four cats for the ambush because I figured it would take that many to handle what our intel staff briefed me was coming. I’ll admit, they didn’t say nothing about a Colossus being in the attack force, but you still should’ve been able to handle them long enough for our air cover to get to you. In fact, you did handle them once you linked back up with your team. Didn’t you?” 
 
    “Sir, the enemy was too—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear any excuses. You had sufficient forces. You chose to split them up. I’ve already talked to Jerry. Instead of having his Warcat out doing recon while the other three cats were at the ambush site, you had him playing nursemaid to the newbies while you tried to do the ambush at the plasma drill all by your lonesome.” He raised a finger and pointed it at Jake. “You’re right. Dupree didn’t have to die. The fact of the matter is you killed her as sure as if you’d pulled the trigger yourself.” He stared at Jake hard before lowering his finger. He shook his head. “No, that’s not entirely correct. I helped kill her. We’re both responsible.” He glanced down at his desk and shuffled a couple of pieces of paper before raising his head. “You’re a leader now, Jake. Coming face to face with the fact you’re the reason someone died never gets any easier. Believe me. I know. I’ve sent more than my share of mercs to their doom. I’ve made more than my share of mistakes. I’ll make more, and so will you.” 
 
    Jake’s shoulders slumped a little. The big man on the other side of the desk no longer looked like a hard-as-number-five-steel-rivets’ mercenary. He’d suddenly taken on the appearance of an old man. Jake was tempted to reach across the desk and pat his commander’s hand and tell him everything was going to be okay. He wisely resisted the urge.  
 
    “Sir, I never wanted to be a troop leader.” 
 
    The commander’s eyes grew hard again. “Well guess what. I never wanted to be a company commander, but here we are, Jake. If it weren’t for that tactical computer of yours, I’d have put you in charge of a platoon by now. Creator knows I need some platoon leaders with a little experience. If you were a platoon leader, you’d be sending your troops into battle without having an opportunity to tag along with them and keep ‘em out of trouble. Don’t you think I’d like to go on every mission and take the risk with my soldiers too? Well, that’s not how it works. I’ve got a feeling the war with the Crosoians is going to be a long one. Odds are you’ll be commanding your own mercenary company before it’s over. That is, assuming you’re still alive.” 
 
    “I’ve got no desire to be a le—” 
 
    “You’ve made that abundantly clear, Striker. And if I ever hear you say that again, I’ll take you behind the hangar and show you how my old merc commander used to straighten me out. In the meantime, I’ve got a mission that doesn’t involve sending anyone but you into combat. It’s come all the way down from the Imperial High Council, and they asked specifically for you.” 
 
    “You mean the Imperial High Command, don’t you, sir?” 
 
    “Did I stutter? No. I said the Imperial High Council and that’s what I meant. The mission came from one Councilwoman Janice Deluth through the Conglomerate headquarters straight to me. I don’t think they even bothered telling the military staff on the Imperial High Command about the mission. This is a straight hire-and-fire mercenary mission on contract through the Conglomerate. 
 
    His commander’s words took Jake by surprise. Having grown up on a backwater mining planet, he’d never bothered to stay up on politics much. Even so, he’d heard of Councilwoman Deluth. She was a medically retired wizard scout and one of the longest serving members on the Imperial High Council. From what he’d heard, her word carried a lot of weight in certain political circles. 
 
    “What’s this Deluth woman want from us?” Jake asked.  
 
    Commander Onstott nodded at the empty chair in front of his desk. 
 
    Jake relaxed and took a seat. 
 
    Once he was settled, his commander touched an icon on the control panel built into the top of his desk. A holographic image of a standard Conglomerate contract appeared above the desk. 
 
    Jake noticed his name in a prominent position on the contract along with a good facsimile of his signature. He leaned forward to get a better look before narrowing his eyes at his commander. “Hey, I didn’t sign that. Someone’s trying to set me up.” 
 
    For the first time during their impromptu meeting, Commander Onstott smiled. “No doubt. Welcome to the world of mercenaries. We’re disposable assets when it comes to politics.” 
 
    With a shake of his head, Jake tried to dispel the notion. “Well, I’m not going to do their mission, whatever it is. I’ll take the Conglomerate to court. That contract’s a forgery. It’s invalid.” 
 
    The merc commander nodded, seeming almost sympathetic. “Actually, the contract’s real. It’s the signature that’s forged.” He winked. “According to you anyway.” He smiled. “And yeah, you can take the Conglomerate to court, but they’ll wear you down with legal fees. I happen to know you send every spare credit you make to your family back on Aretillo. If you butt heads with the Conglomerate’s legal staff, your family will lose their mining homestead, and your brother and sister can kiss their chance to attend a university goodbye. All you’ll have to show for your troubles is an empty bank account and a lot of headaches.” 
 
    Jake folded his arms across his chest. “So what would you have me do? Sit back and let them screw me over? I’m not going to do it. I’m officially protesting that contract. You’re my witness. I demand a full hearing at the earliest convenience.” 
 
    Commander Onstott shrugged. “As is your right.” He leaned forward. “On the other hand, you haven’t bothered to read the contract. I have, and it’s not so bad.” 
 
    Despite his better judgment, curiosity got the best of Jake. “How so? What do they want me to do? Some low-paid suicide mission, no doubt.” 
 
    Laughing, Commander Onstott leaned back in his chair. “Hardly. I’ve got a feeling Councilwoman Deluth had a hand in wording the contract. It’s quite lucrative really. There’s a hundred thousand guaranteed payout pl—” 
 
    “I only work for salvage shares nowadays.” 
 
    His commander grinned. “Plus a one percent share of any enemy salvage gained from direct or indirect action taken on the part of the signee, which happens to be one Jake Striker.” 
 
    Jake frowned and eyed his commander to make sure he wasn’t trying to pull one over on him. “A hundred thousand guaranteed payout plus a share of the salvage. What’s the catch? What does this Deluth character want me to do?” 
 
    “You’re to travel to the planet Geris in the Creato star system and help out the local militia with a problem they’re having with the programming of their UHAAV tactical computers.” 
 
    “That’s crazy. I’m no programmer. I’m a cat pilot. I can’t—” 
 
    Onstott raised his hand in a stopping motion. “No, you can’t, but that tactical computer of yours can. After that little escapade of yours on Lastreo three months ago, the words out that your Maggie’s no normal tactical computer. You’ve drawn attention to yourselves. Hell, she was able to circumvent the security shield around an entire planet and bring it down so the Trecorian fleet could take out Lastreo’s key defenses.” He nodded at the hologram. “I’ve got a feeling this contract’s a result of all the attention. You’re to report to one Admiral Donovan. He’s a rep for the Trecorian Alliance that’s helping—” 
 
    “Trecor? What’s the Trecorians got to do with this? I work for the Empire.” 
 
    Touching the icon for the hologram projector on his desk, Onstott made the contract disappear. “You know better than that, Jake. We work for the Conglomerate. All the 57ths’ contracts come through them. I’ll admit this one’s a little different, but the end result is you’ll be teleporting out to—” 
 
    Jake sat up in his seat. “Hold on a minute. Did you say teleport? No one teleports. It’s too expensive.” 
 
    Onstott gave another shrug. “Well, someone’s paying for you to be teleported. I’m guessing they want you on Geris pronto.” 
 
    “That’s not possible, sir. Maggie…uh, I mean my Paladin took a lot of damage. Tilley and Jason estimate it’ll take at least a week before she’s combat ready again. Besides, they can’t teleport a cat the size of a Paladin, can they?” 
 
    Again Onstott shrugged. “Who knows? I’m not a high-paid teleporter tech. In this case it doesn’t matter. You’ll teleport to Geris by yourself and make contact with this Donovan character. Like I said, he’s a Trecorian, so the Empire has decided to assign a liaison officer that’ll be accompanying you on the mission. I’m told she’s familiar with the Trecorian Alliance’s methods. Maggie and the rest of your maintenance team will be picked up by a transport in a few days. They’ll meet you on Geris in about three weeks.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. Dark shadows seemed to be closing in from all directions. “This makes no sense. Even if they’re having trouble with their tactical computers, what am I supposed to do about it? I already told you I’m not a computer programmer. Plus, what good does a one percent salvage option do me when I won’t even have my cat for three weeks? I doubt I’ll be taking out any enemy UHAAVs with my bare hands.” 
 
    Commander Onstott laughed. “Knowing you, I wouldn’t bet on it, but I’ll admit you’ve got a point. Still, there’s the one hundred thousand guaranteed payout. What’s the worse that can happen? You’ll spend three weeks sitting on your rear until the rest of your team gets there. Then your Maggie will do a little of her programming magic and fix the Gerisians’ problems. After that, you’ll load on another transport and head back to our base on Trillian. You can link up with us there. That’ll take another three weeks of space travel.” 
 
    Far from convinced, Jake shook his head. “I don’t know. I think—” 
 
    Commander Onstott leaned forward in his chair and locked eyes with Jake. “Think about this then. That’ll be at least two months where you won’t be sending untrained kids into combat.” 
 
    That got Jake’s attention. “But what about my troop?” 
 
    “I’m promoting Jerry to troop commander. He’ll take over your team. We’ve got a lot of hard fighting ahead of us. I’ve no doubt we’ll be able to find you a spot for you in the 57th when you get back.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll give it a shot. Do I get the hundred thousand up front?” 
 
    “You do. Plus there’s your share of the salvage for the Panther your team captured. That’ll probably bring in another ten thousand or so.” 
 
    An image of Dupree flashed in his mind. “Dupree was a single parent, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “You know she was. She left her kid with his grandparents.” The big man eyed Jake closer. “She was only going to stay in the mercs until she’d earned enough credits to buy a decent home for the child and her. Why?” 
 
    “I’d like you to send my share of the Panther’s salvage to her kid.” Jake glanced at the floor before looking back up. “I got his mom killed. At least I can make sure he’s got some credits in the bank to help him get into a university when the time comes. Just tell the kid’s grandparents it was Dupree’s share of the salvage.” 
 
    Commander Onstott nodded. “Dupree’s contract didn’t include salvage. She was working for a straight payout.” 
 
    “I know,” Jake said. 
 
    “All right, I’ll make sure the kid gets your share of the Panther’s salvage.” 
 
    Jake started to stand. “Is there anything else, sir?” 
 
    “Actually, there is.” Jake’s commander opened the drawer of his desk and pulled out an electronic pad before pushing it across the table to Jake along with an electronic pen. “You need to sign this before you go.” 
 
    Jake glanced at the pad. The image of a Conglomerate contract was on the screen. It looked like an exact copy of the contract that had been in the hologram earlier minus his signature. “And if I refuse?” 
 
    Commander Onstott smiled. “Then I’m guessing the Conglomerate’s legal team will fall back on the other contract and see you in court. Is that what you want?” 
 
    In a way it was, but in a way it wasn’t. Jake thought of his mother, brother, and sister back on Aretillo who relied on him to help pay the bills on their mining homestead. He thought of Dupree’s kid, knowing full well he’d probably be sending part of his earnings to the kid’s grandparents in the future.” 
 
    Grabbing the pen, he signed the contract and shoved the pad back at his commander. Without another word, he stood and left the office. He didn’t even bother giving a final salute. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 – Not Happy 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    The man-size, gray-skinned octopod called Jason stood on the maintenance platform and used four of its eight tentacles to guide the top socket of the weapon appendage onto the left-side shoulder-joint of the Paladin. At the same time as Jason was manhandling the equipment in place, Jake used the overhead tractor-beam crane to hold the heavy metal arm in position for his maintenance tech. 
 
    “Bring it in a little closer,” said a mechanical voice out of the translator on Jason’s belt. The octopod rotated one of his four eye stalks to look at Jake while keeping two others watching the end of the weapon appendage. His fourth eye was pointed up at the tractor-beam crane located twenty-meters overhead near the top of the hangar’s ceiling. “That is it. Now hold it steady.” 
 
    Jake did his best to keep the metal arm still. Controlling the temperamental tractor beam on the crane wasn’t as easy as Jason and Tilley made it look. Somehow he managed without getting yelled at by either of his mechanics. Not for the first time, Jake thanked the Creator that Jason was his electronics technician and Tilley his chief mechanic. Between the two of them, they’d been able to keep Maggie in topnotch condition despite the abuse he’d put her through over the years. That Tilley had accompanied him to the mercenaries wasn’t surprising. He and she had been fixing broken equipment together ever since they’d been kids back on Aretillo. The fact that Jason had stuck with him was a puzzle. The man-sized octopod had shown up at the spaceport on Aretillo one day claiming to be from a planet called Storage, and that he had no idea where it was located or how to get back. Somehow, the air-breathing, eight-tentacle octopod had linked up with Tilley and him and remained with them ever since. Jason was a wiz with electronics and a good friend. A well-placed shot by the octopod had saved Jake’s life on Lastreo. 
 
    Yep, Jake thought. I’m lucky to have Tilley and him with me. He smiled as he watched the octopod ram the locking bolts from the weapon’s appendage into the receiving socket on the Paladin’s shoulder. I think I’m finally getting the hang of this tractor beam. Jason can be a little cranky when it comes to maintenance if he thinks I’m making a mistake. I must be doing something right today. 
 
    While his technician might be satisfied with his work, the flickering hologram of Maggie looking over Jake’s right shoulder wasn’t quite as forgiving. 
 
    “He’s not going to be able to get the bolts lined up in the holes right if you keep jiggling the crane like that,” said Maggie. “You’ve got to keep the top of the appendage in one spot and leave it there.” 
 
    Jake took his eyes off the control pad in his hands long enough to glare at the Paladin’s tactical computer and copilot. “Hey. I think I’m doing all right. If you think you can do better, be my guest.” 
 
    Maggie grinned. “Oh, believe me, I could do a lot better if Jason or Tilley would add a tractor beam to the Paladin’s external hologram projector. It’d also be nice if you’d upgrade to a better quality projector for my outside image. This flickering gets annoying. But hey, it is what it is. For now, all I can do outside the cockpit is be eye-candy and give you advice. In this case my advice is to stop jiggling the crane around.” 
 
    “I have got it in,” said Jason through his translator. “Tilley and I will tighten the bolts down later and adjust the servos.” He turned all four eye stalks toward Jake. “You need to get packed do you not? It is already sixteen-hundred hours. The shuttle taking you up to the Destiny will be leaving soon. You do not want to miss your teleport.” 
 
    Jake thought about the large Empire dreadnaught Destiny that was orbiting the planet. It had been providing space cover for the last month. Teleporters were few and far between even in more civilized parts of the Empire. On a backwater planet like Veoshoo, they were nonexistent. Fortunately, the Destiny had a teleportation pad as part of its standard equipment. He supposed being a flagship with admirals, generals, and high-level politicians traveling back and forth all the time for meetings made a teleporter a necessary piece of equipment. 
 
    “I’ve never teleported before,” Jake said, not at all comfortable with the idea of having his body ripped apart into separate atoms and beamed through hyperspace to his destination before being reassembled. “I think I’d rather go by starship.” 
 
    Several squeals came from Jason as laughter came out of his translator. “Oh, do not be so old fashioned. How often do low-ranking personnel like us get to teleport? It is expensive. To be honest, I am a little jealous I am not going with you, Jake Striker. You are lucky.” 
 
    Jake didn’t feel lucky. He was dreading the teleport more than he cared to admit. 
 
    A young, black-haired female wearing a blue mechanic’s utility suit came around the backside of the Paladin’s left leg. His mechanic, Tilley, wiped her hands across the front of her utility suit, leaving streaks of dark grease on the blue cloth. 
 
    Jake smiled at his childhood friend. “You do know they make these things called shop rags, don’t you?” 
 
    Eyes sparkling, the seemingly eternally smiling Tilley pulled a filthy towel out of her side pocket, balled it up, and threw it at Jake. He dodged it easily enough. She was a lot better mechanic than she was a ballplayer. 
 
    Shrugging off the miss, Tilley nodded her head toward the Paladin. “You banged her up pretty good this time, but Jason and I’ll have Maggie ready to go by the time our transportation gets here.” She momentarily lost the smile on her face. “You take care of yourself, buddy. You won’t have Jason, Maggie, and me to watch over you for the next few weeks. I don’t mind saying I’m a little worried.” 
 
    Touched, Jake opted not to give a flippant reply for once. “I’ll be fine. You guys watch over each other while I’m away. We’re a team. I’d hate to lose any of you.” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram shifted position and wiped a simulated tear from her eye. The fact her eyes remained blue instead of turning green belied the effect. “Let’s not all start getting too touchy-feely at this point in our relationship. I’d hate to start crying for real and rust up the inside of my cockpit.” She grew serious and pointed a flickering finger at Jake. “It’s past time for you to get going. I’ll see you on Geris.” 
 
    With a nod, Jake gave his three friends a wave and turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” said Maggie. 
 
    Jake turned around and looked at her. “What is it? I really do need to go get packed.” 
 
    The redhead’s hologram tapped her foot and gave him a stern look. “There’s one thing you need to do more than pack, and I want to make sure you don’t forget.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Maggie gave a knowing smile. “You need to call your mother before you leave. You’ve got no idea what kind of communications you’ll have access to on Geris. You owe her a call.” 
 
    Jake gave a nod of appreciation. Truth be told, he had forgotten. “I won’t forget. I’ll see you in three weeks.” 
 
    “You better believe it,” said Tilley. 
 
    “Ditto,” said Jason. 
 
    Maggie didn’t say anything, but her eyes turned green. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 – Call Home 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
    The hologram of Jake’s brother, Steven, was crystal clear, an unusual event considering the outdated equipment back on the copper-mining planet of Aretillo. Jake knew that at sixteen years of age, Steven was no longer the young kid that had tried to tag around with Tilley and him during their youth. The young man’s dark hair, sunburned face, and ore-stained utility suit marked him as an experienced copper miner. 
 
    “So Mom’s not around, huh?” Jake asked his brother for the second time. For some reason, it was always a little awkward talking to his brother. Although Jake was the oldest of the Striker siblings, his brother had usually been the more mature-acting of the three. 
 
    Steven shook his head. His lax face muscles gave the impression of someone who stayed tired most of the time. “I already told you no. Cathy’s turning thirteen next week. Mom went to town with her to do some shopping. I think they’re trying to find Cathy a dress.” 
 
    “Cathy wears dresses?” Jake asked, trying to envision his sister in one. “Since when?” 
 
    A tightlipped smile crept over Steven’s lips. “You need to come home more often. How long’s it been? A year?” 
 
    “Sixteen months,” Jake admitted. 
 
    The smile left his brother’s face. “That long, huh?” Steven shrugged. “Well, Cathy definitely wears dresses, that is, when she’s not helping me fix the auto-bots in the mine. She’s not the little girl you remember. Odds are she’ll be dating before long.” 
 
    “No way,” Jake said, feeling suddenly protective of his little sister. “Mom wouldn’t allow it. Not at thirteen.” 
 
    Steven didn’t say anything, but the shrug of his shoulders made no reply necessary. 
 
    The silence grew more awkward. “Err,” Jake said, deciding to broach a subject he normally tried to avoid. “When I talked to Mom last month she told me she’d been seeing Old Man Catton. Is that still…err…what I mean is, are they still…” 
 
    “Yes, they are. And he’s not old. I mean, I guess he is, but he’s only two years older than Mom, so if I were you, I’d stay away from the old talk whenever you speak to her about him.” Steven glanced down at something on the desk where he was sitting. He looked back at Jake. “I like him, Jake. He’s a good man.” Jake’s brother grinned. “Barry doesn’t know squat about copper mining, but Cathy and I tend to look at that as a plus. His hardware store in town does pretty good, all things considered.” 
 
    “Barry?” Jake said. “You call him, Barry?” 
 
    Steven’s eyes narrowed as his smile disappeared. “Yeah, that’s right. I told you, I like him. What’s more important, so does Mom, so don’t you dare say anything to screw things up for her, or I swear—” 
 
    “I’m not going to say anything.” 
 
    “Well, just make sure you don’t. In a few years, Cathy and I’ll be gone. It’s been ten years since Dad died. Do you want Mom to—” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it right now. That’s not why I called.” 
 
    The muscles around Steven’s eyes tightened. “So why did you call? Mom’s lucky to hear from you every other month or so. Your calls are getting rarer and—” 
 
    With no interest in arguing with his brother again, which is how things usually wound up whenever they talked, Jake opted to change the subject. “How’s your prep for the university applications coming? Have you heard back from anyone yet?” 
 
    The hardness around Steven’s eyes relaxed. “The university on Risors sent me an email last month.” 
 
    “Risors contacted you. That’s big-time stuff, Steve.” 
 
    His little brother’s face took on a slightly reddish tint. “It was just a form letter, so don’t you go making something out of it that’s not there. Having Mom brag about it to everyone in town is bad enough.” 
 
    “Still, they did contact you. What’d they say? Do they want you to send in a full application?” 
 
    Steven Striker looked down at his desk again. 
 
    Jake heard the sound of shuffling papers. 
 
    When Steven looked back up, the hardness had returned to his eyes. “They want me to go to Risors this summer and take some tests. I’m thinking about telling them I can’t make it.” 
 
    “What?!” Jake said. He glanced around the large communications room where the hologram cubicle he’d been assigned for the call was located. Several of the technicians were staring at him with less than friendly looks. He leaned forward, making sure he kept his voice low. “Are you crazy? I know I didn’t go to no university, but I’ve heard enough about the application process to know they don’t have prospects travel halfway across the galaxy if they don’t already think they’re going to be a good fit. You’ve got to go. What’s the problem? You’ve always been a good test taker.” 
 
    The reddish tint returned to Steven’s face. “The university doesn’t cover the travel costs. That’s over twelve thousand credits plus living expenses while I’m there.” The young man shook his head. “It’s too expensive. Mom said she’d sell one of the auto-bot strippers in our mine, but I’m not going to let her do it. We’re barely filling our ore contracts with the four strippers we have.” Steven shook his head again. “I’m not going, and that’s it. I’ll try to get a slot at the university on Frealis. It’s only three lightyears away. I’ll be able to come back and see Mom and Cathy a couple of times a year.” 
 
    While not the worst university in the Empire, Jake knew the one on Frealis wasn’t on par with the one on Risors. “You need to try for Risors, Steve. It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity. Don’t worry about the credits. Mom won’t have to sell the stripper. I’ll send her what you need.” 
 
    Steven stared at Jake for several seconds. The young man’s expression was hard to read. “Mom doesn’t like taking the credits you send her as it is,” Steve finally said, his voice almost a whisper. “Neither do I. One of our miners was talking to a crewmember of a transport ship that stopped over at the spaceport last week. The word is you almost died on some place called Lastreo.” 
 
    “Err…does Mom know?” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t. She worries enough as it is. Look, I appreciate what you do for us, but I—” 
 
    “I don’t do it for you.” At the confused look on his brother’s face, Jake rephrased his words. “What I mean is that I don’t do it just for you. I want Cathy and you to have the option of getting off Aretillo. If you want to mine for copper for the rest of your life, that’s all well and good. I just want you to have the op—” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me when I said space travel to Risors alone cost twelve thousand? I don’t want you risking your li—” 
 
    Jake raised a hand, stopping his brother’s argument before it hit air. “The Empire’s at war. There are a lot of people besides me risking their lives. As it so happens, I’ve been assigned a contract with a hundred-thousand guaranteed pay out. I’ll be sending part of the advance to Mom. She can set aside some for your trip to—” 
 
    “She won’t take it, Jake. Mom’s not stupid. She knows pay like that comes with a lot of risk.” 
 
    “She’ll take it,” Jake said, feeling downright confident. “She wouldn’t take it for herself, but she’ll do it for you. She’ll do it for Cathy too when the time comes.” 
 
    Steven glared at his brother. “Well, maybe I won’t take it. Maybe I’ll forget all about this university nonsense and join the military. Like you said, the Empire’s at war. A recruiter was at the spaceport a couple of days ago trying to get people to join. I think they’re starting to get desperate. I’ll bet before long the Empire won’t let a little thing like me being sixteen get in the way of—” 
 
    “No!” Jake said, raising his voice. He ignored the shushes from the technicians in the other cubicles. “You’ve always been the smart one in the family. I guess you get it from Mom. By all accounts this is going to be a long war. There are plenty of people in the Empire like me that are good at pulling triggers. What the Empire’s going to need are people like you with the smarts to help figure out how to win this war. You can help best by going to that university on Risors and getting a degree. You’ve always liked science in school. If that’s what interests you, then go for it. Don’t piss an opportunity like this away.” 
 
    Jake was surprised his brother had let him speak for so long without interrupting. That didn’t happen very often. 
 
    “Look,” Jake said, pulling out his big guns. “This mission I’m going on sounds like a cakewalk, but not all of them are. If something was ever to happen to me, Mom and Cathy will need you to help look after them. You can’t do that as some infantry private. Go to the university on Risors. Get whatever degree interests you best. Hell, if you want to join the military after you graduate, then at least come in as an officer. Do it for Mom and Cathy if nothing else.” 
 
    Several seconds passed. 
 
    Finally, Steven sighed. “You’re not playing fair.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Jake admitted. “But it’s still the truth. Go to Risors. Don’t worry about the cost. We’ll make it work.” 
 
    Steven’s eyes turned softer than Jake remembered ever seeing them. 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” He turned away and wiped at something on his face before turning back. “And thanks. I’ll pay you back somehow.” 
 
    A knock sounded on the frame of Jake’s cubicle. 
 
    Looking up, Jake saw a pretty, short-haired blonde about his age standing outside his cubicle. She was wearing a blue flight suit with a navy ensign insignia on the collar. 
 
    “You Striker?” asked the woman. 
 
    “That’s me. Is there a problem?” 
 
    The woman gave him the once over with her blue-steel eyes. For some reason, her eyes looked familiar. She shrugged. “No problem. I’m your ride. My shuttle’s taking off in thirty minutes whether you’re on board or not. The Destiny’s leaving orbit in an hour, so I ain’t got time to waste.” 
 
    “The Destiny’s leaving?” Jake said. He turned back to his brother. “Steve, I’ve got to—” 
 
    “Go,” said Steven. “I think we’ve said about all we can say.” His hologram reached for something on his desk as if to turn off his end of the connection. He looked back up before switching his side of the hologram off. “Take care, Jake. We…err, Mom and Cathy need you.” 
 
    Before Jake could reply, the connection ended. He sat there staring at the blank holodisk for several seconds. 
 
    “You coming or not?” asked the blonde ensign, bringing Jake back to reality. 
 
    He glanced up at her. “Yeah, I’ll be right with you. I just need to grab my things.” 
 
    The ensign’s steel-blue eyes gave a slight sparkle. “Well, make it snappy. We’ve got a war to fight.” 
 
    Jake knew that all too well. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 – The Destiny 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    Twenty-five minutes later, Jake was standing outside the spaceport’s main terminal with a rucksack strapped to his back and a duffle bag balanced on his shoulder. A small fighter-shuttle with the number 15831 stenciled across its tail was ten meters away. The shuttle’s tailgate ramp was up and locked. From what he could tell, the fighter’s cockpit was empty. 
 
    The tail number’s the one the operations sergeant gave me. I’m in the right place, but where’s the pilot? 
 
    “Been waiting long?” said a feminine voice behind him. 
 
    He spun around to see the blonde ensign hurrying his way. Like him, she had a rucksack on her back. She also carried a large duffle bag draped over her shoulder. Sweat was running down her face, and her checks were red. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” she said as she passed him by and moved next to the fighter-shuttle. “Those sit-on-their-ass ops types gave me a hassle getting my flight plan approved.” 
 
    She pressed something on the side of the fighter with her foot. A meter-wide panel slid open, revealing a storage compartment. The ensign tossed in her duffle bag and rucksack. Turning around, she jerked her head in the direction of the opening. “Well, you coming, or are you going to stand there waiting for another ride? My takeoff time’s in four minutes, and I ain’t missing my timeslot for no one.” 
 
    Taking the not-so-gentle hint, Jake threw his duffle bag and rucksack into the storage compartment. 
 
    As soon as he did, the woman closed the panel and ran to the back of the shuttle. She pulled a level on the hull. Down came the ramp, giving a metallic clang when it made contact with the concrete parking pad. Once the ramp was down, she ran up it and disappeared inside the shuttle. 
 
    Jake followed close behind. The ramp began closing before he was halfway up. 
 
    The fighter-shuttle was small. Two seats were located side by side in front of the forward windscreen. Two more seats were attached to the side walls. Other than that, the walls were full of electronic boxes with more blinking lights than an Independence Day celebration on Aretillo. The blonde ensign was already strapped into the right-front seat. She donned a flight helmet with the name E. Bistos stenciled in black letters on the back. 
 
    As Jake started to sit in one of the rear seats, the ensign turned around long enough to catch his eye and point at the left-front seat. 
 
    “You can sit up here,” said the ensign. “Just make sure you don’t touch anything. You’re not a pilot, are you?” 
 
    “Mech pilot,” Jake said as he moved to the copilot’s position. He placed a spare flight helmet he found on the seat over his head and began strapping in. 
 
    The woman smiled for the first time. “If you don’t fly planes or spacecraft, then you aren’t a pilot in my book.” 
 
    As Jake finished strapping in, the ensign finished her preflight checklist. 
 
    “Tower,” said the woman, speaking into the microphone on her flight helmet. “This is F-S-1-5-8-3-1 requesting a present position takeoff.” 
 
    “Current position departure is approved, F-S-1-5-8-3-1,” came the tower’s reply over the shuttle’s intercom. “Keep clear of the pattern and track route six-tango. Switch to frequency one-eight-five point three once in orbit and make contact with the Destiny’s controllers. They’ll take it from there.” 
 
    “Wilco,” said the ensign as she jerked up on her flight controls. 
 
    An invisible hand shoved Jake into his seat’s cushion. Glancing out the side window, he caught a glimpse of the main terminal shrinking at a dizzying pace. 
 
    The fighter-shuttle banked hard left. The entire spaceport was visible at a perpendicular angle outside the left windscreen for a split-second before the fighter leveled off. 
 
    “Don’t waste no time do yo—” Jake started. 
 
    The ensign pulled back on her controls. The fighter’s nose tilted up. The engine roared, and another giant hand shoved Jake into his seat, forcing all the air out of his lungs. 
 
    The forward windscreen filled with blue sky. Within five seconds, the blue was replaced by black with thousands of small white dots. The roar of the engine quieted, and Jake was able to breathe again. 
 
    The pilot glanced over from her seat. “Sorry about that.” She pointed at a clock-timer on her console. “We made it with eight seconds to spare. I ain’t never missed a departure time, and I wasn’t about to miss one for you or anyone else.” 
 
    Jake didn’t think the ensign looked very sorry. “I understand.” He glanced at Veoshoo below. Even from a hundred thousand meters, the desert planet looked hostile. The brown-sand color was broken only by a couple of small islands of blue. He looked back at the pilot. “You mentioned the Destiny was leaving. I hadn’t heard about that. Who’ll be providing space cover for the 57th?” 
 
    The ensign made a few adjustments to her controls before settling back in her seat. “Beats me. That’s above my pay grade. I’m Ensign Bistos by the way. My first name’s Elizabeth, but don’t ever let me catch you calling me that. My friends call me Liz.” She shrugged. “Since we’re going to be together for the next few months, I suppose you may as well call me Liz.” 
 
    The woman’s words confused Jake. “What do you mean together? I thought you were just taking me to the Destiny. I’m supposed to meet some liaison a-hole there and teleport to Geris with her.” 
 
    Ensign Bistos smiled again. It was almost friendly. “One a-hole at your service, Mr. Striker. I’m your liaison.” 
 
    “You? You’re a fighter-pilot, and you’re only an ensign. I’m supposed to be working with some Trecorian admiral when I get to Geris. I was hoping my liaison would have a little rank to counteract any crap the admiral tries to throw my way.” He squinted at the blonde. “Are you familiar with Trecorian tactics?” 
 
    The ensign laughed. “Familiar? I guess you can say that. I was born and raised on Trecor.” 
 
    That confused Jake even more. “You’re Trecorian?” He pointed at her uniform. “Then how come you’re wearing an Empire navy uniform?” 
 
    The woman shrugged. “You mercs don’t get out much, do you? The Empire recruits lots of Trecorians. I joined the Empire as an ensign shuttle pilot four years ago. I’ve been in the Empire’s military ever since.” 
 
    Jake eyed the woman, growing a little suspicious. “You’ve been in four years, and you’re still an ensign? We don’t have much in the way of rank in the mercenaries, but even I know that’s a long time not to get promoted.” 
 
    The woman narrowed her eyes. Her lips tightened a second before they relaxed. “Promotions go to Empire personnel first. Outsiders like me get the leftovers. Besides, I was uh…sidelined for a while. I’ve only been back in the regular navy for six months.” 
 
    The woman’s story was odd enough that Jake wasn’t about to let it go. “Sidelined how? That is if you don’t mind my asking.” 
 
    “And even if I do mind, right?” The ensign shrugged. “It’s no secret. I was a cadet in the Empire’s Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy for two years. I got DFR’d six months ago from their pre-Academy.” 
 
    “You’re a wizard scout?” Jake asked. He’d heard about the semi-mystical super recon types often enough, but he’d never actually met one. 
 
    Ensign Bistos’s face turned red. “I didn’t say I graduated. I was in their pre-Academy for two years before I got dropped from the rolls. I reverted back to my old ensign rank when I left the Academy.” 
 
    “Hmm. Two years of your life wasted, and then you get kicked out. Seems like a waste of resources to me.” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “Hardly. Only the best of the best graduates the Academy. I was good, and I learned a lot, but I got beat out on a test by someone better. That’s the way the asteroid crumbles as they say. Besides, I’ve got a backup plan. What with this war and all, I’ll make fleet admiral if it lasts long enough.” 
 
    She’s a little on the cocky side, Jake thought. “All the way to admiral, huh, Ensign Bistos? That’s quite a jump in rank.” 
 
    Instead of being offended, the woman laughed. “I suppose it is. All I need is one big break, and I can make it happen. This war’s my chance. And I told you to call me Liz. We’re going to be together a lot during the next few months.” 
 
    That brought Jake back to his mission. “Yeah, about that, Liz. Oh, and by the way, you can call me, Jake.” 
 
    Liz grinned. “Jake it is.” 
 
    “So you’re a Trecorian. Do you think you can run cover for us with this Trecorian admiral? Some of those higher-level types were born with a stick up their rear.” 
 
    Liz laughed. “Oh, I can handle Tim all right. You just leave him to me. Besides, he’s not too bad for an admiral.” 
 
    “Tim?” Jake asked. 
 
    With a nod, Liz adjusted something on the pilot’s console. “That’s right. He’s Rear Admiral Timothy Donovan of the Trecorian’s Ninth Fleet. We did a lot of training together during our youth before I left to join the Empire.” 
 
    “So you know the man?” 
 
    “You could say that. Now about our miss—” 
 
    “F-S-1-5-8-3-1, this is Destiny flight control,” said a stern male voice over the cockpit’s intercom. “You are five-by-seven for sector three. Come in at twenty degrees for hangar deck three.” 
 
    “This is F-S-1-5-8-3-1,” replied Liz. “Wilco. Coming in at twenty degrees for hangar deck three.” 
 
    Straightening up in her seat, Liz switched off the autopilot and took control of the shuttle, banking it slightly to the right toward a series of blinking lights in the distance. 
 
    “We ain’t got much time,” said Liz. “Unless things change, the Destiny’s leaving orbit in another thirty-three minutes, so as soon as we get in the hangar and shut down, we’ll need to grab our gear and hightail it to the teleporter room.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Jake said. Actually, having never been on one of the Empire’s massive dreadnaughts, he’d liked to have taken some time to check it out, but duty always came first. 
 
    “Now as I was saying,” said Liz. “About our mission. Trish told me that once we get to Geris, our best bet would be to—” 
 
    “Trish?” Jake said. The name bothered him. He’d only met one Trish during his life, and she’d almost gotten him killed. She was a spy of some sort or another for the Trecorians. Assuming she told me the truth about being a Trecorian, Jake thought. Odds are she lied about that too. 
 
    Liz took her eyes off her control panel long enough to look at Jake. “Yeah, Trish. I told you we’re short on time, so I’m not going to play games with you. I’m just going to lay it all on the line and let the E-chips fall where they may. Does that sound good to you?” 
 
    Truthfully, that was how Jake preferred things. He hated dancing around something when there were things that needed to get done. 
 
    Liz jerked a thumb at the back of her helmet. “My Empire records have my name as Bistos, but it’s actually Bistoria.” 
 
    “Bistoria?” Jake said. Things started to come together. “As in Duke Bistoria; the leader of the Trecorian Alliance.” 
 
    A snort came from Liz as she turned back to her control console. “You don’t know much about Trecorian politics if you think my father is the leader of the entire alliance. Every planet in the alliance has their own duke, and they don’t agree on much of anything except in times of war when they elect a war-king. My father just happens to be the duke of the home world of Trecor. He was voted in, and he can be voted out just as easily.” 
 
    Long-denied memories of Casey came flooding back in Jake’s mind as he remembered his former teammate, friend, and lover. She’d tried explaining Trecor’s politics to him once. The duke’s family wasn’t royalty. They had to find their place in the world the same as everyone else. An image of Casey laughing with her long black-and-purple-streaked hair flowing in the breeze came to his mind. 
 
    I’ve got a mission to do, he thought. I can’t let the past distract me. He glanced at Liz, looking at her closer. It suddenly came to him why her blue-steel eyes looked familiar. “You’re Trish’s cousin.” He knew the fighter pilot being the duke’s daughter also meant she was Casey’s cousin since Trish and Casey had been sisters, but something kept him from saying Casey’s name out loud. 
 
    “I am,” replied Liz. She pointed ahead. The form of a massive dreadnaught now filled half the windscreen. “That’s the Destiny. Ain’t she beautiful?” 
 
    Beautiful wasn’t the word Jake would’ve used. Deadly is more like it, he thought. He took a closer look at the starship. At almost two-thousand meters in length, the large warship was a city in itself. A line of torpedo tubes was visible on her middeck. Hundred-meter-long plasma cannons protruded from turrets on her top and bottom. Hundreds of smaller plasma, phase, and solid-projectile weapons appeared to be located on every spare meter of surface area on the outside of the warship. Flights of shuttles and fighters were flying to and from the Destiny. A shimmering field of energy formed a bluish halo around the starship. 
 
    “Destiny control, this is F-S-1-5-8-3-1,” said Liz. “I’m in the pattern on short-final for hangar three.” 
 
    “Roger that, F-S-1-5-8-3-1,” came the same stern male voice that had spoken earlier. “Squawk 0-5-1-4-3. You are cleared for landing.” 
 
    “Wilco,” replied Liz. She adjusted something on her console. “Squawking 0-5-1-4-3. I’m cleared for landing.” 
 
    Banking hard, Liz flew the fighter through the shimmering field surrounding the warship and made for an opening in the dreadnaught’s side near its massive engines. 
 
    Jake felt a slight tingle as the fighter passed through the ship’s force field, but other than that, he felt nothing except admiration for the way the blonde pilot maneuvered the fighter past other shuttles and toward the opening that was apparently hangar three. 
 
    The opening drew closer a lot faster than Jake expected. He unconsciously pressed down on the floor with his left foot looking for the brake. A laugh from the right-side seat told him his reflex action hadn’t escaped Liz’s notice. 
 
    “Relax,” said Liz. “I’ve been flying fighters since I was eight. I could thread a needle with this thing at Mach six.” She glanced over and gave him a wink. “And just a reminder. This is a fighter-shuttle not a cat. It doesn’t come with brakes. You’ve gotta slow down like this.” 
 
    The blonde pilot jerked her control stick hard left. The fighter-shuttle spun left, forcing Jake into the right side of his chair. The shuttle’s engine roared. Another one of those invisible giant hands shoved Jake into his seat cushion. Metal braces, walls, parked shuttles, and gawking technicians in orange suits whizzed past the side windscreen. The engine grew quiet, and the pressure from the invisible hand disappeared. 
 
    Jake stared out the front windscreen. Two hundred meters in the distance was the hangar opening through which they’d come. The bluish glow of the opening’s magnetic field was barely visible. Two score fighter-shuttles and a hundred technicians in various colored utility suits were parked or standing between him and the opening. How his pilot had maneuvered their ship through the crowded hangar deck was a mystery he knew he’d probably never figure out. He glanced over at the grinning ensign. “That’s how you’ve gotta slow down every time?” Jake asked, as much mystified as he was impressed. “I’m surprised someone doesn’t get killed doing that.” 
 
    Liz laughed. “I would be too.” She laughed again. “The truth is that we usually let the hangar’s tractor beam bring us in. I just wanted to impress you. How’d I do?” 
 
    Jake shook his head and laughed. Being in the mercenaries, he was around a lot of people who rarely paid attention to the rules. “Oh, I’m impressed.” He pointed out the windscreen at a dozen technicians shaking their fists in the air and shouting what Jake was sure were obscenities at their shuttle. “I’m not sure they’re as impressed though.” 
 
    Unfastening her flight-harness, Liz removed her helmet and stuffed it in an olive-green bag. Grabbing her kit, she made for the shuttle’s now open rear ramp. “Daylight’s burning, Mr. Striker. We’ve gotta grab our gear and get to the teleporter pronto before the Destiny leaves orbit, otherwise, I’ve got a feeling we’re going to be part of the ship’s crew for the rest of her mission.” 
 
    Jake unbuckled, placed his helmet on the seat, and headed for the rear ramp. By the time he got outside, Liz was already setting his gear onto the flight deck. As he wove his arms through the straps of his backpack and tossed the duffle bag over his shoulder, Liz did the same. 
 
    As soon as she saw he was ready, the cute ensign commandeered a nearby hover-tractor and sweet talked the driver into taking them to an exit door further down the long hangar. Once there, Liz led them in a high-speed run through a maze of corridors, stairs, elevators, and transport tubes until they finally stepped through a set of doors with the words TELEPORTER ONE stenciled on a plaque next to the double doors. Grabbing a convenient technician, Liz wasted no time in coercing her to send them on their way. 
 
    Two green-suited techs hustled Jake onto a two-meter-square pad and held electronic pads in front of him as yellow beams shot-out from the wall, covering both him and the bags he carried in their yellow glow. He felt a warmth come over him. Glancing over to his right, he saw Liz on a similar pad, also covered in yellow. The technicians to his front stepped back. 
 
    Someone yelled, “Ready!” 
 
    Suddenly remembering his body’s atoms were about to get ripped apart, Jake shouted, “Wait. I want to—” 
 
    “Execute!” yelled a voice. 
 
    Jake’s whole body tingled. Then everything went black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 – Geris 
 
    _________________________ 
 
    When the world came back into focus, Jake fell to his knees on the two-meter-square pad. His duffle bag slid off his shoulder onto the deck. It wasn’t that he was weak. The renewed feeling of having weight just caught him by surprise. 
 
    Two green-suited teleport technicians helped him to his feet and took his rucksack and duffle bag. They weren’t the same ones who’d been there a moment ago, and their uniforms sported Trecorian patches instead of those of the Empire. He glanced around the room. The layout was different with six teleport pads instead of two. Four of the pads were empty. Ensign Elizabeth Bistos stood on the pad next to him. Apparently she hadn’t fallen. Nevertheless, two technicians took her bags anyway. 
 
    “Welcome aboard Amshaw’s Hammer,” said a dark-haired man wearing a white, navy-dress uniform with a rear admiral’s gold braid on the shoulders. The man appeared to be three or four years older than Liz. Jake assumed he was the Admiral Donovan he was supposed to meet. The admiral directed a big smile at Liz. “It’s been a long time.” 
 
    “Sir!” said Liz as she stiffened to attention and saluted. 
 
    The man’s smile disappeared, and his face muscles flinched. 
 
    He looks hurt, Jake thought. What gives? Liz told me they were old friends. 
 
    The rear admiral stiffened to attention and returned a parade-ground perfect salute. “So that’s the way it’s going to be? I thought after five years maybe…” 
 
    Lowering her salute, Liz remained at attention. “Some things can’t change…, sir.” 
 
    Admiral Donovan nodded. “I suppose not.” He glanced over as if noticing Jake for the first time. “You’re looking better than the last time I saw you, Mister Striker.” 
 
    “Me, sir?” Jake said, trying to place the man. “Have we met?” 
 
    A hint of a smile crossed over the man’s face. “Not formally. I’m Rear Admiral Timothy Donovan. My Ninth Fleet was part of the attack force on Lastreo. You were wounded and unconscious when you were brought aboard Amshaw’s Hammer. You had a nasty head wound as I remember it. I’m glad to see you’ve recovered.” 
 
    Raising a hand to his head, Jake reflexively touched the spot hidden by his hair where a phase round had grazed the side of his head. The raised skin of the scar was something that would probably always be there as a reminder of his inability to save Casey’s life. 
 
    “I’m better, anyway,” Jake replied. “Not to change the subject, sir, but why are we here?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Admiral Donovan. “Trish told me you were a man of action. To be quite honest, that suits me just fine. As for why you’re here, I suspect you should be the one telling me. You’re the computer expert, or so the message from Councilwoman Deluth indicated.” 
 
    A laugh escaped Jake’s mouth before he could stop it. 
 
    “Did I say something funny, Mr. Striker?” 
 
    Jake sighed. He hated dealing with higher ups. “Actually, it’s anything but funny, sir. I’m a cat pilot, plain and simple. I use computers, but I wouldn’t know one line of code from another.” 
 
    The admiral glanced at the floor before looking over at Liz. She was still standing at a stiff attention. “Relax, Liz. This is serious stuff. Any personal squabbles between us need to be set to the side.” 
 
    Liz relaxed a little, but her revised position of parade rest still looked extremely uncomfortable to Jake. 
 
    “As you say, sir,” replied Liz. “We’ll set them aside…for now.” 
 
    Admiral Donovan sighed. He glanced around at the five green-suited technicians in the room. They all seemed very interested in what was happening. 
 
    Jake gave a slight smile. I’ve got a feeling they’re going to have some stories to tell in the mess hall tonight. 
 
    “Quite right,” said Admiral Donovan. “This is hardly the time or place to discuss things.” He turned to one of the green-suits who wore a senior sergeant’s insignia. “Have their bags taken to hangar six and stored on our shuttle. We’ll be there shortly.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the sergeant. 
 
    Glancing at Jake and Liz, the admiral pointed at the door. “If you’ll follow me, please.” 
 
    Basically having no other options, Jake followed the man out the door and into a crowded corridor. He sensed more than saw Liz trailing a couple of steps behind. Jake noticed the people in the hall moving to the side walls to make way for the admiral. 
 
    I guess rank does come in handy every once in a while. He glanced over his shoulder at Liz. The ensign’s blue-steel eyes seemed locked dead center on Admiral Donovan’s back. I wonder what’s going on between them? Not that it’s any of my business. I’ve got enough troubles of my own. 
 
    After five minutes of walking through a twisting maze of corridors and three elevator rides, they came to a large double door with two armed marines standing guard. The soldiers stepped aside, making way for the admiral as the doors slid open. Jake followed the Trecorian through the doorway, all the while being conscious of the hard glares from the two marines. Once inside, he entered a large room filled with bustling sailors and technicians that could only be one thing. 
 
    “Admiral on the bridge,” said a loud voice. 
 
    Those on the bridge not involved in steering the starship or something important like that stiffened to attention. 
 
    “Carry on,” said Admiral Donovan. He nodded at an older woman wearing the uniform of a ship’s captain. “Captain Merriada. Would Lieutenant Belander and you care to accompany us to the briefing room? Our two guests have arrived.” 
 
    “Of course, Admiral,” said the dreadnaught’s captain. “Lieutenant Belander’s prepared everything as you requested.” She waved a hand at a young female officer standing near a control board. “Lieutenant, would you care to lead the way?” 
 
    Whether the lieutenant cared or not, she left her controls and headed toward a doorway located to one side of the bridge. 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure whether he went through the side door voluntarily or if the sailors and techs scurrying from one place on the bridge to another somehow guided him through without his knowledge. However it happened, he found himself along with Liz, Admiral Donovan, Captain Merriada, and Lieutenant Belander in a small conference room with chairs for eight arranged around a table. In the middle of the table was a hologram of a meter-sized Paladin UHAAV with some trees behind it. Standing near the Paladin’s hologram were holograms of a score of miniaturized soldiers dressed in camouflage uniforms. He didn’t recognize the patches on their uniforms, nor did he recognize the painted insignia on the Paladin. 
 
    “That’s an old Paladin Alpha model,” Jake said, noting the differences between Maggie and the even older Alpha design. 
 
    Lieutenant Belander gave a quiet laugh. “All Paladins are old if you ask me. As it so happens, this particular Alpha model was one of the first to roll off the assembly line sixty-two years ago.” 
 
    “My science officer’s correct,” said Captain Merriada. “Word is the programmers on Geris have been having a difficult time trying to decipher the programming language for this Paladin’s tactical computer. The language is so outdated they don’t teach it in the universities anymore.” 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure why anyone would want to learn it even if it was taught. He doubted there were many Alpha models left in the galaxy. His Paladin was old, but even it was an Echo model. 
 
    Lieutenant Belander nodded. “I certainly didn’t get any training in its language.” She looked at Jake. “The techs on Geris will be glad to hear the Empire’s computer specialist has arrived.” 
 
    “Well, I hate to burst their bubble,” Jake said, “but I don’t know squat about computers.” 
 
    Both the ship’s captain and science officer did a double-take at Jake before turning to Admiral Donovan. 
 
    “But I thought—” started Captain Merriada. 
 
    “As did I,” said Admiral Donovan. “Nevertheless, the Empire’s Imperial High Council saw fit to send Mr. Striker to assist us for some reason. I suppose we’ll just have to wait to find out why. In the meantime, perhaps Lieutenant Belander could start the hologram. That’ll probably explain the seriousness of the situation to our two guests better than any words we can say.” 
 
    “Quite so,” said the captain as she turned to her science officer. “Lieutenant, if you please.” 
 
    Lieutenant Belander touched an icon on a computer display built into the top of the table. The lights in the room dimmed until the hologram of the Paladin and troops was the brightest thing in the room. The science officer pointed at the hologram. 
 
    “What I’m about to show you was taken by tele-bots on Geris three months ago. It happened on the same day the Crosoians began their attack on the Empire. In fact, it happened at the exact moment the Crosoians started their war with the Empire. The Paladin you’re looking at was on training maneuvers with a platoon of mobile infantry from Geris’s militia. I’m activating the hologram now.” 
 
    The holograms of the troops standing around the Paladin began moving around in what appeared to be a small clearing in a wooded area. Although the soldiers were armed, Jake noticed the red blank-adapters on the ends of their plasma weapons indicating they were limited to stun only. Some of the soldiers were sitting down with their backs against trees while eating out of small packets of rations the Empire’s supply sergeants had the audacity to call food. Others were standing around talking to each other. A young army lieutenant was engaged in conversation with three sergeants a couple of meters in front of the Paladin UHAAV. 
 
    Movement from the Paladin drew Jake’s attention. He noticed the hatch at the rear of the UHAAV pop open. Two men wearing light-blue flight suits stepped onto the elevator platform and rode it down to the ground. The two pilots walked over and joined the lieutenant and the sergeants in what seemed to be a heated discussion. The lieutenant jabbed his finger toward the Paladin and mouthed something that Jake had a feeling wasn’t a compliment of the pilots’ driving skills. One of the pilots shook his head and pointed at the Paladin before mouthing some words back that probably weren’t very complimentary either. 
 
    “The hatch just closed,” came Liz’s voice out of the darkness of the room. 
 
    Jake looked closer at the hologram of the Paladin. Sure enough, the access door was no longer open. He looked at the dim outline of the science officer. “Is there someone else in the cat? I thought Alpha models had a crew of two just like Echo models.” 
 
    “They do,” replied the science officer. “Keep watching. It’s about to happen.” 
 
    Jake returned his attention to the hologram above the table. He felt Liz shift position for a better view. Her shoulder touched his. 
 
    The Paladin suddenly lunged forward, raising one leg and smashing it down on one of its pilots, crushing the man into a bloody smear on the ground. It swung out with its weapons appendages, using the red-tipped weapons it carried in its claws as battering rams. Soldiers flew into the air. The cat kicked out with one footpad, sending the lieutenant and two of the sergeants crashing into the trunk of a large tree. The three soldiers slid to the ground, leaving large splotches of red on the bark. 
 
    Soldiers began diving for cover or running. Two intrepid troopers raised their rifles and fired at the Paladin. Their stun beams glanced off the Paladin’s armor doing nothing to slow down the rampaging metal beast. The Paladin threw the autocannon in its right claw at the two soldiers, knocking them to the ground before it stepped on them, crushing them into bloody blobs on the clearing’s floor. It reached out with its now empty claw and grabbed a screaming soldier. The claw tightened, basically cutting the soldier in half. 
 
    “I think that’s enough, Lieutenant,” said Admiral Donovan. 
 
    The hologram froze with the Paladin reaching out for its remaining pilot. 
 
    Jake was still trying to process what had happened when the lights came on. He looked to his left into Liz’s blue-steel eyes. They looked shiny. He had a feeling his did as well. He turned his attention to Admiral Donovan. 
 
    “I don’t understand, sir,” Jake said. “What just happened? Was a third pilot in the Paladin? Did he or she go berserk?” 
 
    The admiral shook his head. “The cockpit was empty. The Paladin ran amok for over an hour before the military got a fighter-shuttle to take it out with an electro-magnetic pulse bomb. When the techs got the access door open, there was no one inside.” 
 
    “Maybe whoever was piloting it jumped out before the bomb hit,” said Liz, not sounding like she believed it herself. 
 
    “No,” said Admiral Donovan. “Tele-bots had the Paladin under observation the whole time. No one came out, and no one went in.” 
 
    Jake didn’t want to believe it, but he had to ask. “So are you thinking it was a programming glitch in the Paladin’s computer code? I’ve never heard of anything like this happening before. Surely it’s a one-time programming error.” 
 
    Admiral Donovan shrugged. “If only it was. A similar thing happened a few weeks later, only that time it was a full quad of four UHAAVs that ran amok. They killed twenty-two soldiers that time along with fifteen civilians before the four cats were finally destroyed.” 
 
    Jake exchanged glances with Liz. She looked as confused as he felt. 
 
    “What do you think happened, Tim?” asked Liz. “Did the second incident involve Paladins also?” 
 
    The fact Liz had called the admiral, Tim, didn’t escape Jake’s notice. Whatever tension was going on between them earlier was apparently forgotten; at least for the moment. 
 
    “No, they weren’t,” said Admiral Donovan. “They were all four older model cats, but they weren’t Paladins. If they had been, the Geris military would’ve just deactivated all Paladins and called it a day. As it was, two of the cats in the second of the incidents weren’t even Empire models.” 
 
    The word second combined with the word incidents made Jake instantly suspicious. “You said second. Has there been more of these, err, incidents?” 
 
    Admiral Donovan glanced at the dreadnaught’s science officer and nodded. 
 
    Lieutenant Belander touched her control panel. The lights dimmed, and the hologram changed. It no longer showed a clearing in the woods. The view now was of a maintenance yard surrounded by three hangars. Mechanics and technicians were scurrying around performing maintenance on a half-dozen UHAAVs. One Long Cat medium UHAAV was walking down the center of the yard, heading toward an opening in the security fence surrounding what was an obvious motor pool. The Long Cat suddenly swerved left and began stomping on a group of mechanics. 
 
    What Jake could only describe as hell-on-earth broke out. Cats began charging around attacking anything that moved. The large double doors on one hangar burst open as a six-legged Leviathan heavy cat came rushing out, stepping on panicked mechanics as it went. One UHAAV missing its legs dragged itself along the ground with its empty weapons appendages toward a cornered group of three technicians that were cowering near the side of a metal shed. The cat raised its appendages and beat the technicians into bloody pulps. 
 
    The hologram froze and the lights came on. 
 
    “I think you get the picture,” said Admiral Donovan. 
 
    Jake got it all right. “Someone’s got to be hacking into the tactical computers and taking them over. Their security’s supposed to make that impossible.” Actually, he knew it wasn’t. Maggie was able to hack her way through security programs when she was given enough time. But she’s unique, he thought. Isn’t she? 
 
    Admiral Donovan glanced at the ship’s captain. “Could we have some privacy, please?” 
 
    Taking the not so subtle hint, Captain Merriada and her science officer left the room. Once the door closed, Admiral Donovan pulled a pen-like object out of his breast pocket and clicked something. 
 
    Several small pinpoints of light flashed in the corners of the room before disappearing. 
 
    “There,” said Admiral Donovan. “We’re all alone now.” He must’ve seen the look of confusion on Jake’s face, because he held up the pen-like object and smiled. “Handy little thing, this. It’s a security device created by the Empire’s Deloris Armaments Corporation. It disables tele-bots.” He glanced at Liz. “If someone’s hacking into computers, I think it’s probably best whatever we decide to do isn’t being monitored by stray tele-bots. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “I do, sir,” said Liz, no longer using his given name. 
 
    “Hold on,” Jake said. “Would someone please explain what’s going on? I feel like I’m operating in the dark.” 
 
    Admiral Donovan laughed. “Join the club, Jake. May I call you, Jake?” 
 
    Jake nodded. 
 
    “Very well. Why don’t the three of us have a seat at the table and see if we can figure out a plan of action.” 
 
    Leading the way, the admiral sat down, followed by Liz and Jake. 
 
    Jake glanced at the still frozen hologram. The de-legged cat had a mechanic in its claws and was in the process of tearing her in half. “Do you mind if we shut this off?” 
 
    The admiral touched an icon on the table, and the hologram blinked out. “There. Now let’s get to work.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 – Viral Networking 
 
    ___________________ 
 
    Get to work they did. For the next twenty minutes, Jake mostly listened as the Trecorian admiral explained how there had actually been four incidents. The first was the lone Paladin. The next was the quad. The third incident involved an entire platoon of cats that succeeded in killing every single crewmember and two score civilians before the last of the armored vehicles was destroyed. The fourth and final outbreak, if that’s what the incidents could be called, had been the seemingly UHAAV revolt at the maintenance facility he’d watched on the hologram. That last and largest incident had only ended when the few human survivors had been evacuated from what turned out to be an installation on an isolated island. Once the final person was clear, the Gerisian military had authorized a nuclear strike on the facility. 
 
    “So let me get this straight, Admiral,” said Liz from the chair on Jake’s right. “Each outbreak has involved larger units, and there’s been no pattern to the types of UHAAVs that are affected. Do I have that correct?” 
 
    From his position across the table, Admiral Donavan nodded. “That’s right. And I’d appreciate it if both of you would stop calling me, Admiral. The name’s Tim. Neither of you are in the Trecorian military, so I think it’s best to drop the formalities.” 
 
    “Is that an order, sir?” asked Liz, using a tone that made it sound like she was daring the man to make it one. 
 
    “Does it have to be?” The admiral glanced down at the table a second before looking back up. His eyes looked hard. “In case neither of you are picking up on this, we’re all in big trouble. UHAAVs are the mainstay of the ground defenses of the Trecorian Alliance, the Empire, and every other civilization capable of star travel in the galaxy. If someone’s figured out how to bypass the security on a UHAAV’s tactical computer, what’s to say it’ll stop at cats? Maybe whoever’s doing it’s just working their way up to bigger and better things. What’s next? Will one of our dreadnaughts get targeted? Will one of our warships start shooting at other ships or possibly begin dropping nukes on a friendly planet?” The muscles around the man’s eyes tightened. He leaned forward on the table in the direction of Liz. “The three of us need to work together to figure out what’s happening. It’s bigger than any problems we might’ve had in the past.” He took his eyes off Liz long enough to look at Jake. “My admiral rank stay’s in this room. From now on, the name’s Tim. Yours is Jake.” He pointed a finger at Liz. “And yours is Liz. Agreed?” 
 
    Jake glanced at Liz before looking back at the admiral. “Fine by me…Tim. I’ve got to admit, you’re not like any admiral I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Tim smiled. “So how many Trecorian admirals have you encountered before now?” 
 
    “You’re the first,” Jake laughed. 
 
    Tim’s smile grew larger. “There you go, then. As Liz can tell you, every Trecorian who’s physically able begins military training at age five. By thirteen we’re driving UHAAVs and flying fighter-shuttles. Cadets are assigned combat missions at the grand old age of sixteen. Given the typical military experience in our units, rank and formalities tend to take a backseat when we’re in combat conditions.” He glanced at Liz. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Liz gave the barest of nods before turning to Jake. “He’s right. If things are going to go where I think they’re going, the three of us will be spending a lot of time together for the next couple of months.” She turned back to the admiral and held out her hand. “All right, Tim. We’ll let bygones be bygones for now. The mission comes first.” She gave a hint of a smile as Tim shook her hand. “What exactly is our mission by the way?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jake said, feeling like he needed to get back in the conversation. “I haven’t said anything about it before now, err…Tim, but why are two Empire soldiers working under a Trecorian admiral. Geris is an Empire planet, and the cats involved are Empire cats. Right?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Tim said, “No. That’s actually not the case. Both the Trecorian Alliance and the Empire have a stake in Geris. Trecor has facilities on one side of the planet, and the Empire has bases on the other. The Geris planetary defense force consists of a hodgepodge of units from both governments.” 
 
    Liz shifted in her seat. “So were the infected cats from the Empire or Trecor?” 
 
    Tim drummed his fingers on the table top a couple of times. “I suppose you could say both. The first Paladin was a leftover from the days when the Empire had sole authority over Geris. During the last war with the Crosoians, some political types came up with the idea of jointly governing the planet in an effort to keep it out of Crosoian hands. Geris is close to an important fold in the galaxy, so a lot of shipping goes through nearby jump points into hyperspace. Except for the first incident, all the other cat revolts involved a mixture of UHAAVs from both governments.” 
 
    Jake hated politics, but the joint ownership of the planet cleared up a few things he’d been wondering about. “So the Imperial High Council contacted Duke Bistoria of the Trecorian Alliance and decided to make this little mission of ours a co-effort of sorts. Is that it?” 
 
    A nod of Tim’s head gave Jake his answer. 
 
    “What specifically is our mission?” Jake asked. 
 
    Tim let out another sigh before giving a half-grin. “We’ve been tasked with figuring out what’s hacking into the tactical computers on Geris and putting a stop to it before it spreads off-planet.” 
 
    Jake tried imagining what would happen if fleets of Empire warships suddenly turned on their masters. The images that began appearing in his mind weren’t pretty. “All right, I see the need. The question is how are we supposed to do it? Personally, I’m glad you’re in charge and not me. I don’t suppose either of you are a computer guru?” 
 
    The snort that came from Liz told Jake her answer. 
 
    Tim shook his head. “Neither am I. By the way, I’m not in charge.” 
 
    “You’re not?” Jake said, surprised. “Who is? Some Empire a-hole with more rank than smarts?” 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, Tim laughed and pulled out a small pocket hologram projector that was popular for storing important documents. He set the device on the table and pressed a switch. A hologram of an official-looking set of orders appeared above the projector. The orders carried the seal of the Empire’s Imperial High Council. 
 
    Jake scanned the orders, picking out the gist of the wording as his eyes made their way down the document. “Hmm. This Councilwoman Deluth is ordering the Imperial High Command and the Conglomerate chain of command to work with Duke Bistoria to form a joint mission on Geris to neutralize whatever’s causing the viral glitches in the Gerisians’ tactical computers.” He looked up at the admiral. “No surprise there. That’s basically what you told us.” 
 
    “Keep reading,” said Tim. 
 
    The way the Trecorian admiral said the words made Jake a little leery. He continued reading the orders anyway. “Here’s a line that specifically asks Duke Bistoria to assign one Admiral Timothy Donovan to the joint team to head the Trecorian part of the unit.” He looked up and gave the admiral a smile. “Sounds to me like you’re the one in charge after all.” 
 
    “Hardly,” replied Tim with nary a hint of a smile. “The Trecorian part of the team consists of one person; me. Read on.” 
 
    Jake read a little farther. “All right. Here’s a couple of lines ordering the military’s Imperial High Command to assign Ensign Elizabeth Bistos to the team.” He glanced over at Liz. “The orders put you in charge of the Empire part of the team. Tough luck, old girl. I guess you’re in charge. That means I’m working for you, which suits me just fine.” He shrugged and gave her a smug smile. “Well, you told me you were looking for a breakout type mission to get your name out there for promotion. I guess this is your chance.” 
 
    Instead of responding, Liz leaned forward as she continued to silently read the set of orders. After a couple of seconds she sat back in her chair. “I wouldn’t act so relieved if I were you, old boy. I think you stopped reading a little too soon.” 
 
    Jake returned his gaze to the contract and found the place where he’d stopped reading. He read one line, then another. “That’s crazy.” He jumped to the next paragraph. “They’re definitely crazy. I can’t be in charge.” He glanced at Tim and then over at Liz before turning back to the Trecorian admiral. “I told you before I’m no computer programmer. You’ve got the rank. You’re the one who should be in charge.” 
 
    Tim shrugged. “Not according to these orders. They’re signed by Councilwoman Deluth of your Empire’s Imperial High Council, and they’re cosigned by Duke Bistoria, so these orders are legally binding.” He leaned back in his chair. “I’m afraid you’re in charge of our joint taskforce, Jake.” He smiled. “But don’t let it go to your head. Our forces consist of exactly three people, and we’re all sitting at the table right now.” 
 
    Jake reread the orders just to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. He tried to find a loophole to get out of being in charge. He didn’t find any. When Liz tried to say something, he raised his hand and read the orders a third time. Still no luck. Finally, he sat back in his chair. 
 
    “All right, I’m in charge,” he admitted. He waved a hand toward the door that led to the bridge. “I don’t suppose this dreadnaught’s one of our team’s assets.” 
 
    The laugh Tim gave made it all too obvious it wasn’t. “As it so happens, Amshaw’s Hammer is scheduled to leave orbit in a couple of hours. It was only brought here so there would be a receiving teleporter for the two of you. Liz has teleported before, so her molecular structure is in the Empire’s central computer’s database. She could be teleported to or from anywhere. You’re a different story, Jake. Until your body is analyzed and tested by the teleporter techs, you require sending and receiving teleport pads.” 
 
    “That’s news to me,” Jake said. “Why didn’t they just do whatever analyzing they needed to do on me and save two dreadnaughts from having to be deployed just for me?” 
 
    A laugh came from Liz’s direction. “It takes multiple tests by the teleporter technicians to get a body’s complete molecular readout. My tests were spaced out over several months when I was a cadet on Trecor. My father told me that Trecor’s primary computer and the Empire’s central computer share teleport data, so I’m good to go. You’re not.” 
 
    “All right,” Jake said. “So once Amshaw’s Hammer leaves, I’m stuck on Geris until I can hitch a ride on a starship.” He caught Tim’s eye. “You ordered the techs to take our bags to a shuttle. Will it be returning here after the pilot drops us off, or will the pilot and shuttle be staying with us?” 
 
    Tim grinned and looked over at Liz. “I guess we’ll have to ask our pilot. I’m assuming you remember how to fly a Trecorian fighter-shuttle.” 
 
    The glare Liz gave the Trecorian admiral was all the answer Jake needed. 
 
    Jake tapped the table a few times with his fingers as he pondered the problem. “All right then. We’ve got a shuttle and the three of us to save the galaxy.” He smiled. “No problem, right?” 
 
    Liz didn’t give the smile Jake expected. “Do you have a plan?” she asked. 
 
    As it so happened, he did. Or at least he thought he did. He turned to Tim. “Lieutenant Belander mentioned the Paladin in the first incident was taken out by an EMP bomb. By any chance is it still in one piece? I’d like to take a look at it.” 
 
    “I kinda thought you would,” replied Tim. “The governor of Geris had the Paladin moved to a hangar at the Empire’s main spaceport. Computer techs have been going over it with a fine-toothed hair separator for the last three months. So far they’ve found nothing that would’ve caused the malfunction.” 
 
    “It’s no malfunction,” Jake said. “Maggie can hack into tactical computers. Apparently someone or something else can as well.” 
 
    “Trish told me about your Maggie,” said Liz. She narrowed her eyes at him. “So do you think we can figure out who or what is doing it?” 
 
    With a shrug of his shoulders, Jake said, “No idea. All I know is we ain’t going to figure anything out sitting around here. I’m ready to do something, even if it’s wrong.” 
 
    Tim grinned. “That’s what I like; a man of action. So where to first?” 
 
    Jake returned the admiral’s grin. “To the spaceport. That Paladin and I are going to have it out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 – Alpha Model 
 
    _________________ 
 
    The Trecorian fighter-shuttle touched down on the cement of the spaceport’s landing pad so softly Jake didn’t even know he was on the ground until Liz shut the engine off. 
 
    “You’re one hell of a pilot,” said Tim. “You always were.” 
 
    Although Liz made no reply, Jake thought he noticed a slight flush on her face below her visor. 
 
    Once the rear ramp was down, he exited the shuttle ahead of the others. The spaceport was nowhere near the size of the one on Trillian that served as the home-base for the 57th, but it was respectable nonetheless. Their destination was a medium-sized hangar fifty meters away from the landing pad the spaceport controllers had assigned the shuttle. The metal hangar was stenciled with a large 3751 across the ten-meter-high sliding double doors. It was one of a dozen such hangars on this side of the spaceport. 
 
    Four space marines armed with plasma rifles stood outside the double doors. One of the marines said something to her comrades before heading toward the shuttle. By the time Liz and Tim were standing next to him, the marine was close enough for him to see a sergeant’s insignia on her sleeve. 
 
    The marine stopped five meters away and saluted Tim. “Sir! We’ve been expecting you. Professor Reynolds is inside with his team.” 
 
    After returning the sergeant’s salute, Tim turned to Jake and Liz. “Reynolds is head of the research team that’s been conducting the analysis of the rogue UHAAVs. I’m told he’s one of the Empire’s best.” 
 
    “Is he a computer programming expert?” Jake asked, hoping for good news. 
 
    With a shake of his head, the Trecorian admiral dispelled Jake’s hope. “No, but based upon the reports I’ve seen, he does have the best Empire and Trecorian computer experts in the district at his disposal.” 
 
    “That’s a plus anyway,” Jake said. “We may as well go meet the man.” 
 
    Before he could take his first step, the marine sergeant raised her hand in a stopping motion. “I’m sorry, sir.” She pointed at Jake’s waist. “You can’t bring that with you.” 
 
    Reflexively raising his hand to his right hip, Jake touched the holster for the Deloris phase pistol Liz had issued to him. He looked at Tim. 
 
    The admiral shrugged before giving the marine a friendly smile. “That’s quite understandable, Sergeant.” He unstrapped the utility belt and holster at his waist and handed it to Liz. “I reckon we won’t need them in the hangar anyway. I doubt we’ll find any Crosioian spies inside.” 
 
    The marine sergeant didn’t break a smile. 
 
    Removing his own utility belt and holster, Jake passed it over to Liz. The tenseness on her face gave him the impression she wasn’t any fonder of surrendering her weapon than he was. 
 
    Doesn’t matter, he thought. We have to check out the Paladin. If that means giving up our weapons, then that’s the way it has to be. I can appreciate her hesitancy though. He caught the ensign’s eye. “Tim and I can go inside if you want to stay out here with our weapons. You can do your post-flight on the shuttle or whatever it is you fighter pilots do while we’re inside talking to this Reynolds character.” 
 
    “That might be best.” Liz gave the sergeant a glare that spoke volumes before looking back at Jake. “I’ll be here with your weapons if you need me.” 
 
    After nodding goodbye, Tim and Jake followed the sergeant to the hangar. 
 
    The sergeant waved the other three marines aside and led the way through a smaller side door. Once inside the hangar, Jake spotted the Paladin. It was hard to miss since it was the only vehicle in the spacious building. Both of the UHAAV’s legs had been removed and were stacked against a wall. The Paladin, minus the legs, was setting upright on the cement floor surrounded by maintenance stands. Most of the cat’s access panels on its chest and the sides of its cockpit were removed. The panels were scattered across the floor or on the tables. Scores of cables and wires led from electronic equipment stacked on the tables into the openings on the Paladin. At least a dozen cables attached to a two-meter-high box with flashing lights and several computer screens led into the open access hatch at the rear of the cat’s cockpit. 
 
    Jake assumed the far ends of the cables were attached to the electronic equipment inside the Paladin. He counted no fewer than fifteen orange-suited technicians working on the maintenance stands surrounding the cat or at the tables with the computer equipment. 
 
    A skinny, white-haired man with thick glasses turned away from a computer screen that was attached to the two-meter-high box. “Ah, you’re finally here,” said the old man. “Good. That’s very good.” He walked over and stopped in front of Jake. The smile on the man’s face looked like one of relief. “I’m Professor John Reynolds. You must be the computer expert they told us was coming. I’m glad you’re here. My people are having problems with—” 
 
    “I’m no computer expert,” Jake said, trying to shut the notion down right off the bat. “I pilot a Paladin. Other than what I need to know to make my cat move and shoot, I don’t know anything about computers.” 
 
    The old man had been in the process of extending a hand. At Jake’s words, the professor’s smile disappeared. His hand froze in midair. He looked from Jake to Tim and back to Jake. “But I was told…well, never mind. Obviously I was told wrong.” He turned to Tim who probably looked like the one in charge since he was wearing an admiral’s uniform. “My techs and I are at your disposal. What do you need from us?” 
 
    “Don’t ask me,” said Tim. He jerked a thumb in Jake’s direction. “I work for Mister Striker here.” 
 
    The old man sighed and lowered his hand as he shook his head. “I hate working on joint missions between multiple governments. It’s too hard trying to figure out who’s in charge.” He turned to Jake. “Well then, Mister Striker, what do you need from us? My orders are to cooperate fully with your team.” 
 
    Jake noticed that most of the techs in the hangar had stopped what they were doing and were staring at him. So were Reynolds and Tim. Five heartbeats passed without anyone saying a word. He had no idea what to say that wouldn’t make him sound like an idiot. 
 
    The marine sergeant came to Jake’s rescue. “Excuse me, professor. Do you need me anymore?” 
 
    When the old man shook his head, the sergeant gave Tim a salute and departed the way she’d come. The delay gave Jake just enough time to come up with something to say. 
 
    “Give me the status of the Paladin as it stands now,” Jake said, figuring he had to start somewhere. 
 
    Reynolds motioned at a young, dark-haired female dressed in a white lab coat. “Jennifer, can you bring our two guests up to speed. I’m going to help Weaton and Thomas with the validation checks on the Paladin’s R230 security subroutine.” 
 
    “Of course, professor,” replied the woman. 
 
    Jennifer set down a hand computer on the work table where she was standing before walking toward Jake and Tim. “So you’re the computer expert,” she said when she got in front of Jake. 
 
    Tired of answering the same question the same way, Jake said, “Yeah, that’s me. So what’s the status of the Paladin?” 
 
    The woman waved a hand at the equipment on the various work tables. “We’ve run all the standard diagnostics on the tactical computer. After three months, we’ve come up with zip. In theory, the Paladin should be operating perfectly.” She smiled at him. 
 
    Jake thought she had a nice smile. It went well with her face, which happened to be very pretty in his opinion. She seemed to hold her gaze on him longer than necessary. 
 
    “Except it isn’t operating perfectly,” said Tim, breaking the moment that might or might not have been between Jake and the scientist. “We saw the video of the incident.” 
 
    Jennifer stopped smiling. “Of course. I didn’t mean to imply there was nothing wrong. I just meant we haven’t been able to track it down.” 
 
    Jake stared at the partially disassembled UHAAV for a second. Although the legs were removed, the two arm appendages were still in place. Their claws held no weapons. He noticed the 30 megawatt plasma cannons were still in place on either side of the windscreen. He frowned. “Is she active?” 
 
    A shake of Jennifer’s head gave him his answer. “No way. All weapons have been removed or deactivated. We had to replace the isotopic batteries that the electro-magnetic-pulse bomb fried, but other than that the internal electronics were in good shape. The Paladin’s an old model, but she was well put together. The builders’ took pride in what they did back in the old days. They don’t make ‘em like that anymore.” 
 
    That’s for sure, Jake thought. The newer cats are thrown together. Anything to save a credit, I guess. He turned away from the cat to look at the scientist. “So you’ve got power going into her. She’s not going to come alive on us, is she?” 
 
    Jennifer frowned. “We’re not idiots. Disconnecting the tactical computer from the tele-network and isolating it with security routines and firewalls were the first things we did when we brought it here. That’s standard procedure. We’ve got a charge running to the cat’s tactical computer while we run our tests, but the security we’ve layered on top of the tactical computer’s programming keeps it from doing anything we don’t specifically tell it to do.” She eyed Jake closer. “What kind of computer expert did you say you were?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Jake replied, hoping a little mystery might make the woman more cooperative. “What about security patches? I pilot a Paladin Echo model, and we’ve had about a gazillion of them that had to be put on my computer equipment.” 
 
    “A gazillion?” asked Jennifer. “That’s not exactly a scientific term.” She gave him a half-smile. “You’re not a computer programmer, are you?” 
 
    “No,” Jake admitted. “I just pilot a Paladin. The question stands though.” 
 
    Jennifer nodded. “Very well. We went through the Paladin’s maintenance logs as soon as we brought it here. The maintenance has been, shall we say, a little hit or miss. The Paladin was missing several of the latest security patches. However, our programmers have gone through the lines of code for the tactical computer. They’ve found no signs of viruses. The log files were also clear. And before you ask, all of the tactical computers involved in the other incidents were up-to-date on their security patches.” 
 
    Apparently bored, Tim picked up a circuit board on the table next to where they were standing and held it in front of his face for a closer look. 
 
    “Do you mind, Admiral?” said Jennifer. “That is, unless you’re a trained computer professional.” 
 
    The circuit board quickly found its way back on the table. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” admitted Tim. “But I’ve been around computers long enough to know hackers usually create their worms and viruses in a way to clean up after themselves once they’ve finished doing whatever they’re trying to do. Can you really be sure the Paladin’s computer didn’t have a virus get into it somehow during the incident and then erase the code once it was over?” 
 
    “A hundred percent sure? No,” admitted Jennifer. 
 
    When the Trecorian admiral opened his mouth to speak, the woman held up her hand. “But…I’m ninety-nine-point-nine percent sure. I’ve never heard of any security hack being so advanced it left no trace. Plus, the EMP bomb disabled the Paladin’s computer while it was still involved in the incident. Unless the hacker knows some kind of magic trick I’ve never heard about, there’s no way it could’ve cleaned up after itself once it was deactivated.” 
 
    Jake had an idea. “Tactical computers operate in networking circles, right?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “That’s right. This Paladin operated alone, but the other three incidents involved tactical computers that were connected to the same networking circle as the other computers involved in the incident. We’re assuming that’s why all the tactical computers in each incident went haywire at the same time. Each of the circles must’ve been infected. That still doesn’t explain how the virus got to them in the first place. That is, assuming what we’re dealing with is a virus.” 
 
    Turning to the Paladin, Jake stared at it for several seconds. “I want a complete history of this Paladin.” 
 
    “Do you mean a history of its security patches?” asked Jennifer. 
 
    “No,” Jake said. “I want a history of its assignments. I want a readout of every UHAAV and tactical computer the Paladin’s ever worked with. I also want to know if the tactical computer that’s in it now is the one that was installed when it left the factory or if it’s a replacement. If it is a replacement, I want to know every computer it’s been networked with before it was put in this Paladin.” 
 
    Both Jennifer and Tim gave him a double look. 
 
    “That information wouldn’t be in any standard reports,” said Jennifer. “I’d have to assign a full-time team to do the research. It could take weeks to get what you—” 
 
    A loud crash from the direction of the Paladin drew everyone’s attention. 
 
    Looking over Jennifer’s shoulder, Jake saw one of the two-meter-high maintenance stands on its side. The Paladin’s right arm appendage had apparently shifted position and knocked the stand over. Fortunately, the stand appeared to have been empty. Most of the other maintenance stands were full of technicians and their equipment. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted one of the techs from the top of a maintenance stand near the Paladin’s windscreen. “Watch what you’re doing down there. You could’ve hurt someone.” 
 
    Professor Reynolds was standing near the two-meter-high box with all the flashing lights along with two techs Jake assumed were Weaton and Thomas. The old man glanced at his equipment before looking up at the technician working near the cat’s windscreen. 
 
    “We aren’t even hooked up to the control servos,” said Reynolds. He turned to Jennifer. “What fool do you have inside the cockpit?” 
 
    “No one, professor,” replied Jennifer. “Everyone’s outside the cat.” 
 
    The UHAAV’s right arm appendage suddenly rose up and knocked the maintenance stand near the windscreen out of the way. The technician on the stand was thrown against the far wall, leaving a red streak on the metal as he slid down to the concrete floor. 
 
    Someone screamed as the Paladin’s left arm rose and came down on a man in an orange suit who’d been working around an opening in the cat’s chest. When the metal arm rose, red liquid splattered across Jennifer’s white lab coat. The Paladin’s left arm shot out straight for Jennifer. 
 
    The female scientist stood there, frozen in fear. 
 
    Jake grabbed hold of the woman and dived to the side, taking her with him. 
 
    The Paladin’s arm rose and came down on the two-meter-high box of flashing lights that Reynolds, Weaton, and Thomas were working on. When the arm came up, the box and what was left of the three bodies were mixed together in a bloody pool on the hangar floor. 
 
    Sounds of shots rang out. Red plasma beams arced overhead. 
 
    Jake shoved Jennifer under a sturdy-looking table. “Stay here.” 
 
    The pretty scientist didn’t argue. 
 
    Standing up, Jake was just in time to dive back to the floor as an entire maintenance stand came flying his way. He rolled over on the cement floor, catching sight of the heavy-metal stand crashing into two of the marine guards that were firing their plasma rifles at the rogue Paladin. The marines were knocked completely through the hangar’s metal wall along with the maintenance stand. 
 
    The marine sergeant and her remaining comrade split up to opposite sides of the hangar and laid down a base of plasma rounds from their rifles at the UHAAV. The red energy beams bounced off the Paladin’s thick armor doing no damage. 
 
    “Aim for the open access panels,” Jake shouted. “You might hit something important.” 
 
    The two marines switched their points of aim to the open panels. 
 
    As if sensing the change in tactics, the Paladin pushed against the floor with its arms and succeeded in twisting its body enough to block visibility to the openings. 
 
    “Jake!” shouted a feminine voice from the direction of the hangar doors. 
 
    Twisting around, Jake saw a utility belt and holster sliding along the hangar floor in his direction. He was just in time to see Liz toss another belt to Tim. 
 
    Wasting no time, Jake grabbed the holster and pulled out the phase pistol. Scrambling to his feet, he jumped across an overturned table and made his way around the side of the Paladin. His eyes sought out the access panel for the primary isotopic battery. It was closed shut, but a nearby open panel gave him a view of the main hydraulic pump for the cat. Taking aim, he fired phase rounds as fast as he could pull the trigger. A spray of red liquid squirted out of the opening followed by black smoke. 
 
    The Paladin’s cockpit rotated so the windscreen was facing him. Both of the 30 megawatt plasma cannons swiveled to point directly at him. He heard the sound of clicks as the firing mechanisms activated. To his relief, no plasma beams came out. 
 
    He ran straight for the Paladin. I’ve got to get inside the cockpit. The access hatch is still blocked open by all those cables. 
 
    As if sensing his intentions, the UHAAV’s left arm shoved against the floor, scooting the cat’s body in his direction. The Paladin’s right claw reached out for him. The metal arm appendage moved at a slower than normal rate, allowing Jake to dodge out of the way. The distinct smell of hydraulic fluid in the air made him thankful at least one of his shots at the hydraulic pump had hit home. 
 
    Liz ran forward firing her weapon at the opening for the main engine compartment. Tim was hard on her heels. Their shots struck true, but the phase rounds were no match for the tough metal surrounding the Paladin’s engine. 
 
    The marine sergeant charged forward. 
 
    Jake spotted something in her right hand. “Grenade,” he shouted in warning to Liz and Tim as the sergeant threw the hand bomblet into the air straight toward the opening for the cat’s main engine. 
 
    The Paladin’s right arm appendage rose, knocking the grenade back in the direction it had come. Liz and Tim barely had time to duck behind cover. The two marines weren’t so lucky. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Shrapnel from the grenade caught both marines full in their chests. Their bodies were flung back, leaking streams of blood as they went. 
 
    Jake hadn’t bothered seeking cover. The cockpit’s open access door was all he cared about. His left arm stung in a couple of spots and felt wet. He ignored the sensation. Leaping on top of an overturned maintenance stand, he used it to gain enough height to dive for the open hatch. 
 
    The Paladin tried to rotate its cockpit to shield the door, but with the reduced hydraulic flow, it was too slow. 
 
    Jake scrapped his right rib cage on the frame of the metal hatchway, but he succeeded in making it inside. 
 
    Apparently sensing its danger, the Paladin rotated its cockpit left and right in an effort to keep him off balance. The continued loss of hydraulic fluid made the cat’s tactic less effective than it could’ve been. 
 
    Jake was slammed into one wall of the cockpit then the other, but he managed to stay on his feet. 
 
    Both of the Paladin’s arms came straight at the cockpit. The two metal claws hit the windscreen dead on. The glass-steel cracked slightly, but it held firm. The arms slammed into the windscreen again with enough violence to knock Jake to the cockpit’s metal deck. Small splinters of glass-steel flew into the side of his face. 
 
    The windscreen’s giving way. A couple of more blows and one of those claws is going to be inside. 
 
    Crawling along the floor, Jake headed in the direction of the access panel for the tactical computer. Someone had already removed it. He ignored the complex array of circuit boards inside the opening, searching for the thing he really sought. His eyes latched onto a shiny sphere the size of his fist that was held in place by four metal braces and thick bolts. 
 
    There. The main processor’s inside. 
 
    He remembered a time when Maggie had once confided in him that one of the Paladin’s original engineers had left a backdoor line of code in the Paladin’s security system that would open the otherwise permanently closed container that encased the tactical computer’s main processor. He reached out for a set of computer icons next to the opening and punched in the code. 
 
    Here’s hoping Maggie wasn’t feeding me a line of crap. 
 
    The brerellium-steel and creallium-lined sphere popped open. A single processor the size of Jake’s thumb beckoned to him from within the sphere. 
 
    The sound of shattering glass was followed by a rain of needle-sharp shards biting into the back of his neck and arms. A shadow loomed over his head. With a tug of his fingers, he pulled out the processor. All movement in the cockpit stopped. 
 
    Rolling onto his back, Jake stared at an open metal claw an arm’s length away. The claw was frozen in place. With a sigh, Jake had one all-encompassing thought. 
 
    Thank you, Maggie. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 – Aftermath 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    Jake spent an hour with the medics at the base hospital while they pulled splinters of glass-steel out the back of his neck and arms. After they released him for duty, he headed for the operations building. By the time he got there, the pain killer the medics had given him was starting to wear off. As a result, he was in no mood for niceties when he finally entered the building’s small conference room. Tim, Liz, and Jennifer were already inside sitting at the wooden table. There were seats for ten, but he’d sent word ahead of his arrival that he wanted to meet with the three of them alone. Liz and Tim were sitting in two chairs located next to each other on the side of the table opposite from the door. Jennifer was in a chair on the side of the table closest to the hallway. The scientist had obviously found time to change clothes because her white lab coat was no longer speckled with drops of blood. 
 
    “How’s the arm?” asked Liz when Jake entered the room. 
 
    After closing the door, Jake pumped his left arm a couple of times. He felt the now solidified plastic-skin stretch across the shrapnel wounds from the grenade. He winced, but the pain was bearable. “The arm’s fine.” He touched the bandage on the side of his face. “I’ve got to go back after our meeting and let the medics remove some more splinters before the plastic surgeon can finish patching me up.” 
 
    “You should’ve stayed and let them get it over with,” said Tim. “We’d have waited. We were just discussing our plan of action.” He held up the processor for the Paladin’s tactical computer that Jake had given him before the ambulance had hauled him away. “Jennifer thinks—” 
 
    Jake held up a hand. “Do you still have that thing you used to take out the tele-bots when we first met?” 
 
    Reaching into his breast pocket, Tim pulled out the pen-like object. 
 
    Jake heard a click. He counted at least six flashes in the corners of the room. 
 
    The Trecorian admiral stuck his device back in his pocket. “We’re all clear now.” He frowned. “I’ll be giving my superiors on Trecor a full report on what we’re doing. I imagine Liz will be doing the same with the Empire’s Imperial High Command. Is there someone else you think may be spying on us with tele-bots?” 
 
    Jake shrugged and took a chair next to Jennifer since it was closest to the door. “I’ve got no idea who may be doing what. I just don’t want to take a chance someone else might be listening in on our conversations.” He touched the bandage on his face again. “This hurts, so I’d like to keep our meeting as brief as possible. What were our losses?” 
 
    Tim glanced at Liz before looking back at Jake. “We lost ten in all; the four marines, five of Jennifer’s techs, and Professor Reynolds.” 
 
    Jennifer extended a hand across the table palm up. “May I see the processor please?” 
 
    Tim dropped the thumb-size piece of circuitry in her hand. 
 
    Holding it in front of her eyes, she rotated it around as if looking for something. “These are supposed to be impossible to extract from a tactical computer once they’re installed without destroying them.” She shifted in her seat to look at Jake. “How’d you get it out?” 
 
    Jake tried to smile, but the pain from the remaining glass shards in his cheek stopped him before he got started. “Let’s just say I’m a computer expert when it comes to Paladins and leave it at that.” He pointed at a computer screen built into the top of the conference table. “I assume you had tele-bots in the hangar monitoring what you were doing.” 
 
    “Of course,” replied Jennifer. “It’s standard procedure.” 
 
    “I figured as much. Do me a favor and bring up the video starting fifteen seconds before the Paladin started going berserk on us.” 
 
    Liz leaned forward in her seat, looking none too pleased. “Are you going to watch the fight again? I already saw enough to last me a lifetime” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “No. I want to see what might’ve started the fight. I’ve got a hunch, but it all happened so fast. I just want to make sure that what I think I remember happening is the way it really went.” 
 
    Jennifer touched several icons on the computer terminal in front of her seat. A hologram of the inside of the maintenance hangar appeared above the center of the table. 
 
    Miniaturized figures of Tim, Jennifer, and him were standing next to a work table. Professor Reynolds and his two assistances were gathered around the two-meter-high box with the flashing lights. The three scientists weren’t touching anything. Although the hologram was not yet moving, the three men looked like they were frozen in the act of talking. The Paladin was in the same position it had been in when he’d first entered the hangar. Both of the cat’s arms were stiff against the Paladin’s side with their metal claws resting on the concrete floor. 
 
    Glancing at Jennifer, Jake said, “All right. Start the video, and increase the audio for Tim, you, and me. I want to hear what we were saying.” 
 
    The figures of the techs on the maintenance stands started moving. 
 
    Jake noticed the hologram of him turn to look at the Paladin. His miniaturized figure stared at the Paladin for several seconds. The Paladin remained stiff. 
 
    “I want a complete history of this Paladin,” said his hologram. 
 
    “Do you mean a history of its security patches?” asked Jennifer’s hologram. 
 
    “No,” his hologram said. “I want a history of its assignments. I want a readout of every UHAAV and tactical computer the Paladin’s ever worked with. I also want to know if the tactical computer that’s in it now is the one that was installed when it left the factory or if it’s a replacement. If it is a replacement, I want to know every computer it’s been networked with before it was put in this Paladin.” 
 
    Jake noticed the right arm of the Paladin rise slightly. 
 
    “That information wouldn’t be in any standard reports,” replied Jennifer’s hologram. “I’d have to assign a full-time team to do the research. It could take weeks to get what you—” 
 
    The Paladin’s right arm jerked outward, knocking over an empty maintenance stand. 
 
    “Stop the video,” Jake said. He had no desire to watch Reynolds and the others get killed again. “I’ve seen enough.” 
 
    The hologram blinked out. 
 
    “What exactly did you see?” asked Tim. “The Paladin knocked over the maintenance stand. We already knew that.” 
 
    Jake nodded. “Yeah, but the cat didn’t move until we started talking about checking its assignment history. I’ve got a feeling that’s what triggered its reaction. The Paladin’s tactical computer must’ve been listening to every word we said. It didn’t care what we did until we got to its assignment history.” 
 
    Jennifer shook her head. “Doubtful. We unhooked its audio receivers as soon as we brought it into the hangar. It couldn’t have picked up what we were saying.” 
 
    “Then it must’ve read our lips or some—” Jake started, refusing to give up on the idea. 
 
    “Not possible,” Jennifer insisted. “We also deactivated its video cameras and windscreen filters. We had power going to the tactical computer, but it couldn’t see or hear anything.” 
 
    Jake refused to believe it. “Well for something that couldn’t see, it was mighty accurate when it smacked down its arms on Reynolds and those techs. Not to mention it knocked the sergeant’s grenade back at her.” 
 
    Jennifer frowned and glanced at her keyboard before looking back at him. “Uh…but we deactivated the filters. I don’t see how—” 
 
    Tim smacked the table. “I’m an idiot.” 
 
    With a half-hidden smile, Liz turned to the Trecorian admiral. “I won’t argue the point, but why do you think so?” 
 
    “Tele-bots,” said Tim. “The hacker must’ve had tele-bots in the hangar monitoring our every move. Maybe he, she, or it was able to transmit what the tele-bots were picking up to the Paladin’s tactical computer. It could’ve used that information to pinpoint where to move.” 
 
    Jennifer pushed her seat away from the table and began pacing the room. “That would take a pretty advanced system to correlate all that data and send it to the Paladin’s computer in real time.” She pointed at the device still in Tim’s hand. “If that’s the case, your little device may be our only hope of keeping what we’re doing from being figured out by whoever the hacker is. Do you have more than one of those things?” 
 
    “No,” replied Tim. “I doubt there’s more than a dozen in the entire galaxy. I was loaned this one for our mission.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Jake said. 
 
    “So what are we going to do?” asked Liz. 
 
    Turning in his seat, Jake faced Jennifer who’d stopped pacing when she’d asked her question. “I want you to do what I asked?” The confused expression on the scientist’s face told him that she wasn’t following. He pointed at the processor she held in her hand. “I want a complete readout of assignment history for the Paladin. I specifically want to know everything there is to know about where that processor’s been and what equipment it’s been installed in.” 
 
    “It’s a processor for a UHAAV,” said Liz. “Those things are supposed to be install-and-forget.” 
 
    Jennifer shook her head. “Not all the time. Sometimes they’re temporarily installed in some other piece of equipment for evaluation purposes before they’re certified UHAAV ready. It’s only after they’re installed in a tactical computer that they’re there for the rest of their lifespan.” She seemed to rethink what she’d just said. She looked at Jake. “Of course, if you were able to remove the processor out of a cat, maybe someone else figured out how to do it without destroying the processor as well.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Still, under most circumstances, once a processor’s placed inside a tactical computer, it’s there to stay. Other types of equipment are another story. This processor could’ve been part of another system and installed into a tactical computer at a later date.” 
 
    “All right,” Jake said, grateful to have any kind of lead they could work on. “Concentrate on where that processor’s been and the cat’s assignment history.” 
 
    Jennifer nodded. “I’ll get what’s left of my team on it right away. What will the three of you be doing if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    “Us?” Jake said. He touched the bandage on his face. “I’m going to get this thing taken care of. Once that’s done, I think Tim, Liz, and my first order of business will be to find a place to call home for the next few weeks.” He looked across the table at Tim and Liz. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m tired. A meal, a hot shower, and a good night’s sleep would do me wonders.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” said Liz and Tim at the same time. 
 
    Amen indeed, thought Jake. I just wish Maggie were here. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 – Assistance 
 
    _________________ 
 
    The morning of the seventh day after the fight with the rogue Paladin, Jake woke up before dawn. He glanced around the apartment he’d been assigned at the spaceport’s bachelor’s quarters. It wasn’t much, just a small bedroom and bath, but it was enough for his needs. Jumping out of bed, he made his way to the bathroom and flipped on the light. After taking care of his morning business, he shaved and brushed his teeth. Last but not least, he checked out the side of his face in the mirror. 
 
    The surgeon did a good job on my cheek. There’s no scar or anything. 
 
    He probed the places on his arm where the grenade shrapnel had hit. 
 
    I can’t say the same for my arm. I’m going to have a couple of scars. I guess that’s what I get for being a mercenary instead of staying on Aretillo and mining for copper. 
 
    He sighed and got busy getting dressed in his shorts, t-shirt, and running shoes. 
 
    Liz will be coming for me soon. The last thing I need is for her to start pounding on the door and waking everyone else in the building up. 
 
    After a week of spending nearly every waking moment with Liz and Tim, he’d begun to think of them as friends. One thing he’d learned though was that the fighter pilot had no sense of tack. She normally said what was on her mind and let the E-chips fall where they may. Tim on the other hand tended to be more political in his dealings with those around him. Jake assumed that came with the territory of being an admiral. 
 
    Flipping the bathroom light off, he made his way back into the bedroom. No sooner had he sat down on his bed when a loud banging sounded on the apartment’s door. 
 
    “Jake!” came Liz’s voice from the building’s hallway. “Get a move on, soldier. Tim’s already left for the gym to get things set up for us.” 
 
    Jumping off the bed, Jake rushed to the door and jerked it opened. He started to step into the hall, but Liz blocked his way. 
 
    She stood on tiptoe and peeked over his shoulder into the dimly lit bedroom. 
 
    Puzzled, Jake glanced over his shoulder before looking back at Liz. “What are you staring at? I’ll make my bed when I get back.” 
 
    A devious smile spread across her face. “Oh, I was just wondering if maybe you had company. I’ve noticed Jennifer checking you out the last couple of days.” 
 
    “She hasn’t been checking me out,” he told her, growing irritated at his friend for some reason. 
 
    “Oh, no? She’s sure been finding a lot of excuses lately to be around you.” 
 
    Jake tried to step past the fighter pilot, but she continued to block his way. He sighed and shook his head. “There’s nothing going on between us. Jennifer’s just been doing her job. She’s needed my help making sense out of the processor’s assignment history. She even came by last night to give me an update.” 
 
    Liz laughed. “So she just happened to be in the neighborhood and stopped over to tell you something that probably could’ve waited until today’s meeting?” She smiled. “I’m surprised you didn’t invite her to spend the night.” 
 
    Jake felt his face growing warm. “I told you there’s nothing going on between us. She just wanted to give me an update. We’re just friends. Besides…” He let his voice trail off, unable to tell the real reason he hadn’t asked the pretty scientist to stay the previous night. 
 
    The smile on Liz’s face disappeared. “It’s been three months, Jake. Casey was my cousin. Trish told me the two of you were close. The last thing Casey would want is for you to—” 
 
    “Leave it alone,” he said in a harsher tone than he intended. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Shutting the door, he led the way down the hall. His friend followed a couple of steps behind saying nary a word. Once they were outside, Jake sped into a fast trot along the road. Liz ran at his side, continuing to remain quiet. They made it all the way to the perimeter road that encircled the spaceport’s landing strip without speaking. 
 
    Once he was headed in the direction of the gym, Jake took a moment to glance at the fighter pilot. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize,” said Liz. “I’ve lost people I cared about. We all have. There’s a war on. We’re going to lose more.” 
 
    They ran for half a kilometer in silence. 
 
    Liz took her eyes off the road long enough to glance at Jake. “I take it Casey and you were closer than Trish told me.” 
 
    Jake opened his mouth to protest, but Liz raised her hand. 
 
    “Let me finish,” she said. “I’ll only say this once. We’re soldiers. None of us know how long we’ve got left to live. The last thing Casey would want is for you to stop living just because she’s gone. I’m not saying you should jump in bed with Jennifer or anyone else the first chance you get. I’m only saying don’t stop living just because Casey’s gone. That won’t bring her back.” 
 
    Neither of them said anything else for another half a kilometer. 
 
    “I…” Jake started. He ran five more steps. “What I mean is, err, thanks.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Never comfortable at touchy-feely stuff, Jake changed the subject. “Have you had any luck getting a relay set up so I can talk to Maggie and the others?” 
 
    The fighter pilot nodded. “Their transport’s in hyperspace on the other side of the Esto Nebula, so communications are a little iffy. They should be clear at fifteen hundred this afternoon. I got approval from the Imperial High Command to get a priority linkup to the conference room as soon as their starship’s in the clear. They’ve authorized us a priority five access, so there’s probably a hundred techs working on getting Maggie rigged up to talk to you.” 
 
    Jake almost stumbled. “Priority five? I thought that was for councilmembers and other high-level politicians.” 
 
    The metal building the spaceport used as the base gym was just coming into view three-quarters of a kilometer down the road. 
 
    Liz pointed at the building. “Race you!” she shouted before picking up her pace to a full sprint. 
 
    Jake tried his best, but he was a good two hundred meters behind by the time they reached their destination. When he got there, Liz was patiently waiting for him. 
 
    She’s not even breathing hard. She can probably run me into the ground without even trying. 
 
    He came to a stop in front of the building and leaned over to catch his breath. 
 
    “Just as I suspected,” Liz laughed. “You mercenaries are too soft. You should transfer into the real military.” 
 
    Jake didn’t take her bait. He’d seen plenty of navy personnel in a lot worse shape than him. Once he caught his breath, he stood up and glanced at her. “So what do you have scheduled for me this morning? Are the two of you going to take turns beating me up again?” 
 
    Since the majority of the research work on digging up the Paladin’s assignment history was out of Liz, Tim, and his areas of specialty, they’d been spending several hours each day at the base gym. As Trecorians, both Tim and Liz had been in the military since they were five. They knew more ways to kill a man with their bare hands then he knew how to cook an egg. On top of that, Liz had almost made it completely through the wizard scout’s pre-Academy. Her knowledge of hand-to-hand combat was better than anyone’s he’d ever met. Between Tim and her, they’d taken it upon themselves to teach him a little of what they knew. 
 
    Liz gestured toward the door. “You’ll have to wait until we get inside to see for yourself.” 
 
    Jake didn’t especially like the devious looking smile on the fighter pilot’s face, but he wasn’t about to back out. Between Tim and her, he’d learned a lot about hand-to-hand during the past week. Of course, it was mostly about what not to do during a fight, but at least he was learning. Growing up as a copper miner on Aretillo, he was used to defending himself during rough-and-tumble scrapes, but as a cat pilot, he hadn’t been trained in the military style of hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    Once inside the gymnasium proper, Jake caught sight of Tim standing in the middle of a ten-by-ten meter square mat. The Trecorian admiral was dressed in running shorts and shoes like him. Unlike him, Tim wasn’t wearing a shirt. Jake noticed the man was holding a hand-length black cylinder in his right hand. 
 
    Hmmm, Jake thought as he took stock of his friend. For an admiral, he’s in good shape. He looked closer at the man’s chest and stomach. “Are those tattoos on his chest?” he asked Liz. 
 
    Close enough to hear Jake’s question, Tim laughed. “Not hardly. Liz had the medics draw the locations of some of my internal organs on me in washable ink.” He glanced down at the colored markings on his chest. “At least they told me it’s washable. I think I’ll have a hard time explaining this to my future wife if it isn’t.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Jake said, not exactly sure where the morning’s training was headed. He turned to Liz. “So are you going to tell me what we’re doing, or do I have to figure it out as we go?” 
 
    The fighter pilot pulled a hand-length cylinder from her back pocket that matched the one in Tim’s hand. When she flicked a switch on the back of the device, a shimmering, hand-length red blade appeared out the end of the cylinder. “This is an electronic knife. Have you ever used one?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “Can’t say as I have.” He pointed at the shimmering blade. “Is that a hologram?” 
 
    “No,” said Tim as he activated his own knife. “The shimmering is a low-force energy blade. These are training models, so they’re permanently set to stun. The blade will shock the hell out of anyone it touches without doing any permanent damage. Our new cadets use them at the military academy on Trecor until they get enough experience to move on to real knives.” 
 
    That surprised Jake. “You let cadets fight each other with real knives?” 
 
    “Practice fight,” said Liz. “Cadets are rarely killed during knife training. They go through hundreds of hours training with electronic knives set to stun mode before moving on to the real thing.” 
 
    Tim pointed at a computer monitor on a nearby table. “These electronic knives are connected to this computer. Using the display monitor, the person supervising the training can tell exactly where a knife is striking the fighters and what the damage would’ve been in actual combat.” He touched a temporary tattoo resembling a heart on the left side of his chest. “These little works of art allow the cadets to physically see where they should be sticking their blades when making an attack.” 
 
    Jake glanced at Liz before starting to peel off his t-shirt. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    He stopped with his t-shirt half off. “Err, I was taking my shirt off so you could draw my vital organs on me. I assumed Tim and I are going to do some fighting.” 
 
    A loud laugh came from Tim’s direction. “You assumed right, but I’m already trained. I know where your vital organs are located.” He touched the temporary tattoo of his left kidney and then the one of his heart. “These are for your benefit.” 
 
    “I know where your heart and kidneys are at,” Jake said. As far as he was concerned, the body art was a lot of trouble for nothing. 
 
    “I’m sure you do when everyone’s standing still,” said Liz. “During the heat of combat is another thing.” She smiled. “We’ve been doing it this way on Trecor for over five hundred years. Our soldiers are some of the best hand-to-hand fighters in the galaxy. Trust us on this one.” 
 
    “Maybe we should demonstrate,” said Tim. “You do remember how to do it, don’t you, Liz?” 
 
    Jake was glad the glare Liz gave the Trecorian admiral wasn’t directed at him. 
 
    She nodded her head at a chair near the computer monitor. “Take a seat, Jake. This’ll only take a second.” 
 
    Once he was in his chair, he looked at the computer screen. Outlines of a male and a female were displayed on the monitor. Vital organs were clearly visible on the two bodies. A number zero was below each of the forms beside the word: DEATHS. 
 
    By this time, both of his friends were standing on opposite sides of the ten-by-ten meter pad facing each other. There were no preliminaries. Whether by some unseen signal or by pure happenstance both Tim and Liz charged each other at the same time. They met in the center of the pad in a flurry of movements too fast for Jake to follow. He did see the results though. Tim was lying on the floor with Liz standing over him. 
 
    Glancing at the computer monitor, Jake noticed the heart in the outline of the male was flashing red. The word DEATHS underneath the man’s figure had a large number one next to it. 
 
    Liz reached down and helped Tim to his feet. “I guess you could say I remember a thing or two.” 
 
    Tim laughed before looking over at Jake. “Things went about as I expected. The cadets at the Empire’s wizard scout pre-Academy spend a lot of time in hand-to-hand fighting. They learn tricks most of us never see.” He glanced at Liz. “Do you want to show Jake how you can beat me again? Or do you think it’s time we started his training?” 
 
    Liz didn’t laugh, but Jake thought her eyes twinkled a little. “Oh, I think we can forgo any additional humiliation on your part for now. We know how to fight. Jake’s the novice. We’re here for his benefit.” 
 
    Unsure whether to feel insulted or not, Jake said, “I’ve been in a few fights in my life. Plus, Casey taught me a few things before…” The image of the woman he loved flashed in his mind. She’d taught him quite a few fighting techniques during the time they’d been together. Even so, he knew he’d probably never be as good at it as she’d been. “I mean, before she was killed.” 
 
    Liz’s eyes seemed to soften a little. “Yeah, Casey was one of the best.” 
 
    Both Tim and she looked away for a few seconds. 
 
    Jake assumed it was for his benefit, but he didn’t need the moment of privacy. He’d grieved over the loss of his friend long enough. What with the war and all, he doubted she’d be the last person he cared about who’d be lost. “I’m ready to start any time the two of you are.” 
 
    With that, the two Trecorians turned around. 
 
    Then the training started for real. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Three hours later, the computer display showed DEATHS: 22 under one male form and DEATHS: 1 under the other. The form representing Jake was not the one with DEATHS: 1 under it. 
 
    “I think we can call it quits for the day,” said Liz. “Jennifer’s asked me to get her authorization for additional processor time with the central computer. I’ve got a conference call scheduled with the Imperial High Command’s G2 section at eleven-hundred hours. I don’t want to be late.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jake said. “You scheduled the call with Maggie at fifteen-hundred hours. I’d kinda like both of you to be in the conference room when I talk with her.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Liz. “I’ll be there.” She wrinkled her nose. “Now why don’t the two of you go get cleaned up. You make a sweaty pactar smell good.” Without giving them a chance to respond, she headed for the exit. 
 
    Once Liz was gone, Jake helped Tim secure their training equipment before following the Trecorian admiral outside to the perimeter road that led back to their bachelor quarters. 
 
    “Do you want to catch a ride or walk?” asked Tim. “It’s only two kilometers.” 
 
    Since the man had added the word only to the words two kilometers, Jake assumed he wanted to walk. Truth be told, he had nothing scheduled until later that afternoon, plus it was a nice day. Only the occasional sound of a landing space shuttle or transport disturbed the relative peace of the morning. 
 
    “Hey, a nice walk’s fine with me,” he told his friend. 
 
    They walked for a full kilometer talking about nothing in particular. Commonsense told Jake he should keep it that way, but copper miners on Aretillo weren’t known for their commonsense. Something had been bugging him about Tim and Liz for the past week. He’d just been waiting for the right opportunity to ask. He wasn’t sure this was the right moment, but he decided to go for it anyway. 
 
    “Tim, do you mind if I ask you a personal question?” 
 
    With a shrug of his shoulders, the Trecorian admiral said, “I suppose we’ve been together long enough to find out a few things about each other. Shoot.” 
 
    “What’s with Liz and you? I mean, sometimes the two of you get along great and then at other times I think Liz is ready to take your head off.” When Tim didn’t respond right away, Jake added, “I mean, if it’s not too personal.” 
 
    They walked another hundred meters in silence. Just when Jake thought he’d screwed up their friendship, the Trecorian stopped walking. Jake did the same. 
 
    Tim glanced out over the spaceport, seeming to watch a small transport on short final. Once the starship was down, he turned to Jake. “An honors’ violation.” 
 
    “What?” Jake asked, unsure if the man was answering his question or commenting on his lack of tack in asking it in the first place. 
 
    Tim sighed. “Liz and I were in the same regiment as cadets on Trecor.” He looked at Jake for a second before turning away to look at the horizon. “We were pretty close. I was four years her senior. My final year as a cadet, I was assigned to the position of regimental cadet commander. Liz was one of my cadet company commanders. It was brought to my attention she’d made an unauthorized flight on one of the regiment’s fighter-shuttles. I reported the incident and conducted the cadet board of inquiry. She refused to answer our questions. I was forced to recommend her dismissal from the cadet corp. The regimental commandant approved my recommendation.” 
 
    Jake remained silent. He had a feeling the man wasn’t quite finished. 
 
    After thirty seconds of silence, Tim turned and looked at Jake. “Liz is the daughter of Duke Bistoria. Our regiment was the duke’s personal guard. She took it hard when she was drummed out of the corp. In fact, she took it so hard that she left Trecor, changed her last name, and enlisted in the Empire’s military as a common shuttle pilot. She eventually wound up as a wizard scout cadet in the Empire’s pre-Academy. I’m guessing when she got DFR’d out of there, she took it as a final slap in the face.” 
 
    If Jake could’ve stopped the conversation then and there, he would’ve, but the Trecorian admiral seemed bent on pouring out his soul. Jake figured he probably couldn’t stop his friend from talking now if he tried. 
 
    “Liz was destined for great things,” said Tim. “I believe she still is. She was always smarter, faster, and tougher than any of the other cadets, and that includes me. If she hadn’t been kicked out of our regiment when she was a cadet, she’d have been a starship’s captain by now, maybe even a commodore. As it is, she’s been an ensign in the Empire’s navy for four years with little hope of advancement. In case you don’t know, rank doesn’t come easy for a Trecorian in the Empire’s military. I’ve got no doubt Liz blames me for her troubles.” He glanced down at the pavement before looking back at Jake. “She’s probably right. I should’ve forgotten about rules and regulations for once in my life and let the honors’ violation slide. But I was too young and too stupid to realize it at the time. My stupidity cost Trecor a good officer, and it cost me a…well, it cost me a lot.” 
 
    His years as a copper miner on Aretillo hadn’t included sensitivity training. Jake searched for the right words. All that came out of his mouth was, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Yeah. So am I.” 
 
    They walked the rest of the way to the bachelors’ quarters in silence, splitting up to their separate rooms once they were inside. The emptiness of his room hit him hard as if he were missing something. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he was just as sure he missed it. 
 
    I wish I could talk to Maggie. She could help me figure things out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 – Ghost Waves 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    At thirteen hundred hours that afternoon, Jake wandered into the hangar serving as the main base of operations for Jennifer’s research team. The bloodstains on the floor and walls had long since been cleaned, and the damaged equipment removed. The Paladin was disassembled to the point where it no longer poised any possible danger. 
 
    The Paladin cat was no longer the only UHAAV in the hangar. Four others were located in the other maintenance bays. All four cats showed signs of battle. Since all of their arms, legs, and weapons had been removed, they were really more shells than operational UHAAVs. Wires leading from two-meter-high flashing boxes ran into each of the four cats. Having helped hook up some of the wiring the previous day, Jake knew the lines were connected to the armored vehicles’ tactical computers. 
 
    A dark-haired figure stood near the two-meter-high box of flashing lights that was connected to a three-meter-high Warcat scout cat. Recognizing Jennifer, Jake headed in her direction. 
 
    As if sensing his presence, the pretty scientist looked up. “Jake, I’m glad you’re here.” She waved him forward. “Take a look at this. You might find it interesting.” 
 
    Once he was standing next to her, Jennifer pointed at a pattern of wavy yellow lines on one of the three computer displays built into the two-meter-high box. “Those are the logic patterns for the Warcat’s tactical computer.” 
 
    She touched an icon on another screen. A new pattern of waves overlaid itself on top of the original pattern. The new waves were colored green which made them stand out against the original pattern’s yellow. “We made an exact copy of the Warcat’s programming instructions and installed them in the tactical computer of another Warcat. The green pattern is how those instructions appear as logic patterns on the copied Warcat. The yellow pattern is how they appear in our rogue.” 
 
    “I thought you said you made an exact copy. The waves look a little different to me. I don’t understand.” 
 
    Jennifer gave a frustrated laugh. “Join the club. They look different to us also. The reason why they’re different is what’s giving us fits. We put the copy of the programming in the same tactical computer model as this one. The results should be the same. They’re not.” 
 
    Jake stared at the screen. He noticed an occasional blip of a purple wave. “What’s the purple?” 
 
    An orange-suited technician was standing to Jennifer’s left. He’d been quiet up to this point. “That’s a ghost wave. All computers have them. No one’s sure why. They’re no big deal. We’re trained to ignore them.” 
 
    Science wasn’t Jake’s strong point, but if his years as a copper miner working deep underground had taught him anything, it was the sure knowledge that ignoring stuff could get you killed. “Can you separate this ghost of yours so we can see if the ghost for this Warcat is the same as the ghost for the tactical computer you installed the duplicate programming code in?” 
 
    The muscles around the orange-suited technician’s mouth tightened. “The ghost waves are the same on all computers. That’s just the way they work. There’s no reason to go to all the trouble of—” 
 
    Before the man finished his protest, Jennifer said, “Do it.” 
 
    After shrugging his shoulders, the technician spent a full minute adjusting icons on the two-meter-high box. It was an awkward minute with a lot of muttering under the man’s breath. Finally, the computer display with the wavy lines blinked out. Then the screen lit back up with three purple waves. Two of the purple waves appeared to be duplicates. The third wave was different. 
 
    Jennifer leaned forward and stared at the waves. She nudged the technician out of the way and began fiddling with the box’s controls. 
 
    “I take it this isn’t what you expected,” Jake said. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” replied Jennifer. She adjusted some more controls until only one of the purple waves remained. She exchanged glances with the orange-suited technician. 
 
    The tech shrugged. “Never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Uh,” Jake said, not wanting to be left out of the conversation. “Anything like what? What are we looking at?” 
 
    After adjusting the box’s controls a little more, Jennifer stepped back and stood next to Jake. “I cancelled out the ghost waves for our rogue Warcat and its duplicate.” She pointed at the remaining purple wave. “This shouldn’t exist. It’s a second ghost wave coming from the rogue Warcat’s tactical computer. I’ve never seen anything like its frequency. Have you?” 
 
    Jake hadn’t. In fact, until a minute ago, he’d never heard of ghost waves. For some reason, he didn’t want to admit his ignorance in front of the scientist or the technician. He waved a hand to include the cats in the other maintenance bays. “I’m curious. Do the other tactical computers have this extra ghost wave, or is it confined to this Warcat?” 
 
    His act of diverting attention from his lack of knowledge worked better than Jake expected. Jennifer and the technician took one look at each other before running over to the two-meter-high box connected to a blackened Long Cat that had two burn holes the size of his fists in its main engine compartment. Jennifer and the tech began adjusting the controls on the box. 
 
    Knowing he’d only get in the way if he tried to help, Jake wandered over to the workbench in front of the Paladin. The table was covered with all sorts of gadgets, gizmos, and pieces of equipment with flashing lights and display screens. In the center of the workbench was a thumb-sized piece of brerellium inside a quarter-meter-high glass case. Jake recognized the brerellium for what it was. 
 
    It’s the processor for the Paladin’s tactical computer. 
 
    Wires connected the glass case to one of the two-meter-high boxes located at the end of the table. Jake noticed no lines leading from the box to the Paladin itself. 
 
    I guess there’s nothing left inside the Paladin to check. 
 
    He leaned forward to look closer at the processor in the glass case. 
 
    So what kinda secrets are you keeping from us? Are you lines of code? Or are you something more? Maggie’s more than just lines of programming code. She’s a living being the same as me, only gas-based.” He reached out toward the glass case. “I wonder what I’d find if I opened you up.” 
 
    “Jake!” came Jennifer’s voice. “Get away from there. That equipment’s sensitive.” 
 
    Turning around, Jake noticed the dark-haired scientist had moved on to a third box while the tech had moved to a fourth. 
 
    “I’ve got the same ghost wave over here,” said the orange-suited tech from the fourth box. 
 
    “Yeah,” replied Jennifer. “I figured as much. I’m getting the same reading from this one.” She left the third box and headed in Jake’s direction. 
 
    No, not my direction, Jake thought. She’s headed for the box at the end of the Paladin’s workbench. 
 
    Sure enough, the pretty scientist stopped at the two-meter-high box connected to the processor for the Paladin’s tactical computer. She began adjusting controls. The orange-suited tech joined her. After a couple of minutes, Jennifer turned to the tech. They began whispering back and forth. 
 
    Unable to contain himself any longer, Jake moved next to them. “Hey, in theory I’m the one in charge. Any chance you’ll let me in on whatever state-secret you’re talking about?” 
 
    Turning away from the tech, Jennifer frowned. “The processors for all five of the tactical computers have the same ghost wave; only it’s not a ghost wave.” She glanced at the tech before looking back at Jake. “I mean, it’s not a ghost wave of the type we’re used to seeing. It’s something else, and I’m not sure what.” 
 
    “Can you analyze it?” Jake said, making an attempt to sound scientific. The frowns from Jennifer and the tech told him that he’d failed miserably. “I mean, can you figure out what this new wave is? Is it something that could be used to hack the computers?” 
 
    “I’ve got no idea,” admitted Jennifer. “It could take us weeks to analyze the wave. What I need is that extra processor time from the central computer Liz is supposed to be trying to get us. That might help.” 
 
    “All right,” Jake said, figuring that was something he might be able to help coordinate. “In the meantime, maybe we could check out the other tactical computers that went rogue and see if they have the extra wave.” 
 
    The technician shook his head. “All the other tactical computers were destroyed when their cats were disabled. The computers from these five cats are all that’s left.” 
 
    Jake nodded. “Understood.” He looked at Jennifer. “Then for the moment we’ll have to assume the computers for all the cats that went rogue had the same ghost waves. I’m not trying to tell you your business, but analyzing that wave is highest priority. You need to concentrate on that.” 
 
    The muscles near Jennifer’s mouth tightened. “For someone not trying to tell me my business, you’re doing a pretty good job.” 
 
    Somewhat chastised, Jake raised both hands. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—” 
 
    The muscles around the scientist’s mouth relaxed. “Forget it. We’re all under pressure. I’ll get a team working on it. We’re almost finished with the Paladin’s assignment history anyway. I’ll try to get its history to you by tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jake said. “I’ll do my best to stay out of your hair.” 
 
    He turned to walk away. He only made it a couple of steps before the scientist called out his name. 
 
    “Jake.” 
 
    He turned around. 
 
    Jennifer gave him one of the nicest smiles he’d seen in a long time. “You can come around all you want. I don’t think we’d have bothered looking at the ghost wave if you hadn’t mentioned it. I guess sometimes a little ignorance…” Her face turned red. “I mean—” 
 
    “Forget it,” Jake said. “I know what you mean. I’ve spent most of my youth mining for copper on Aretillo.” He gave her a wink. “Any time you need a little ignorance, I’m your man.” 
 
    Jennifer nodded, seemingly grateful for the easy way out. “I’ll keep that in mind. Now I’d better get back to work. I’ll see you tonight…uh, I mean, I’ll see you at our meeting with the others this evening.” The suddenly flustered scientist turned and made her way back to the orange-suited tech. 
 
    Taking the hint, Jake headed for the hangar door. He glanced at his wrist-timer. 
 
    I’ve still got another hour until the call with Maggie. 
 
    As far as he was concerned, the hour couldn’t pass soon enough. 
 
    He had a lot of questions. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 – Coincidence? 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Jake looked at the miniaturized hologram of Maggie that was standing above the center of the conference room’s table. “I’ve got a lot of questions.” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “I’ll just bet you do. You’ve been operating on your own for seven days, fourteen hours, and thirty-six minutes.” 
 
    She turned to Liz who was standing next to Tim on the opposite side of the table from Jake. After the initial introductions twenty minutes earlier, Maggie had warmed up to his two friends quicker than he’d expected. In fact, she was already treating them both like long-lost relatives. 
 
    “So tell me, Liz,” said Maggie. “How have you been able to put up with him for so long? He can be a little trying at times, can’t he?” 
 
    Liz returned her laugh. “That he can, but he has his good points.” 
 
    “Yep,” agreed Maggie, “and he got them all from me. His bad points on the other hand, he developed all on his own. By the way, I’ve analyzed the videos of the battles you sent me via the tele-network. I appreciate the priority-five connection to the tele-network you got me. I’ve been using the upgraded access to glean information from the central computer’s databanks.” 
 
    “Well, have you found anything useful?” Jake asked. Considering he was in charge, he had the feeling he was being left out of the conversation a lot. 
 
    Maggie raised her arms high as she stretched her back. She gave a yawn loud enough to wake a hibernating pactar. Once her arms were back at her sides, she nodded. “Yes, and it wasn’t easy to find. I’ve been spending all of my spare processor time trying to figure out patterns in the attacks. Why it took me almost three nanoseconds just to—” 
 
    “Are you going to serve some wine at your pity party?” Jake asked. “Or are you going to tell us what you found.” 
 
    “Humph!” said Maggie. She looked at Tim and Liz while pointedly ignoring Jake. “That’s what I get for trying to do my best. No appreciation.” 
 
    Tim smiled at Maggie’s hologram. “Well, I for one appreciate you, Maggie. Trish told me how valuable you were in making it possible for my Ninth fleet to secure Lastreo. I’m confident you’re going to be just as helpful now.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not all that confident,” Jake said as he eyed Maggie. “She hasn’t told us anything useful yet.” 
 
    His tactical computer glared at him. “And with that kind of attitude, Mr. Striker, I might not tell you anything at all. Fortunately for you, I’m a gas-based sweetheart. The fact is, I checked the timing of the attacks, and they all happened exactly twenty-five days, two hours, and fifteen minutes after the start of the previous attack.” She hesitated for a second and frowned. “I mean, except for the first attack by the Paladin. That happened at the exact moment the Crosoians fired the first nukes when they attacked the Empire’s district five.” 
 
    “Is that Geris days or empire-standard days?” asked Liz. 
 
    “Geris days,” said Maggie. “Not that it matters in this case. Geris and empire-standard days are only two minutes apart.” She smiled. “That’s probably close enough for you carbon-based life forms.” 
 
    “Close enough for me,” smiled Liz. 
 
    “All right,” Jake said. “So the attacks happened twenty-five days apart give or take a few hours. Could that be just how long it takes the hacker or hackers to break into the next networking circle?” 
 
    Tim shook his head. “Doubtful. I’ve supervised a few software projects over the years. According to the programmers I’ve worked with, hacking into security systems are different every time. If the attacks are happening exactly twenty-five days and whatever hours Maggie said—” 
 
    “Twenty-five days, two hours, and fifteen minutes,” said Maggie. 
 
    Tim grinned and nodded his head toward Maggie. “What she said. Anyway, the security hacks should be taking different amounts of time. In fact, instead of being the same amount of time between hacks, I’d think the times should be increasing since they’re hacking into more computers each time.” 
 
    “It could be events,” said Liz. 
 
    Maggie nodded at the ensign. “Give the woman a cigar. You just hit it on the tail of the asteroid.” 
 
    Ignoring his tactical computer, Jake looked at Liz. “What do you mean events? What’s that got to do with security hacks?” 
 
    Tim shifted in his chair. “I think what Liz means is that an event may be triggering the attacks.” He turned his gaze on Maggie’s hologram. “Since you brought up the time interval, I’m guessing you’ve got something in mind.” 
 
    “I do,” said Maggie. “One of the two moons orbiting Geris has a small satellite of its own. The Gerisians call that small moon Frackas. As it so happens, Frackas’s orbit brings it closest to Geris every twenty-five days, two hours, and fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Jake tried to think of any way the near proximity of a moon, asteroid, or any other planetary body for that matter could affect a computer’s programming. The fact that he knew very little about how computers worked limited his understanding. 
 
    “Look,” Jake said, directing his comment at Maggie. “I know I’m a little weak in the programming department, but I’ve conducted missions on dozens of moons while I’ve been in the 57th, and I’ve never seen it affect any computers. Are you thinking this Frackas or whatever you said the moon’s name was has some kind of ore in it that’s affecting tactical computers on Geris. I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “As you should,” agreed Maggie. “But that’s not what I was trying to imply.” 
 
    Jake gritted his teeth. “You know for someone who can think at nanosecond speed, you sure take a lot of time getting to the point. What exactly are you trying to say?” 
 
    Maggie tapped her foot. “Well, if you didn’t keep interrupting me, maybe I could get a word in edgewise. What I’m saying is that I calculate a forty-seven percent probability something has been placed on Frackas that’s either hacking or assisting in the hacking of the Gerisians’ computers.” 
 
    “Could be,” said Tim. “If it’s some kind of transmitter, maybe the hacker’s waiting until Frackas gets nearest to Geris to make sure whatever signal they’re using is at its strongest.” 
 
    “All right then,” Jake said as he waved a hand in Tim’s direction. “How about ordering that Ninth fleet of yours to come blow the hell out of this Frackas. A few hundred nukes should do the trick. Problem solved.” 
 
    The looks Tim, Liz, and Maggie gave him didn’t give the impression they thought much of his solution. 
 
    “Do us all a favor,” said Maggie, “stay out of politics. Geris isn’t in the neutral zone like Lastreo was. It’s right on the border of Trecorian and Empire space and is a shared star system. The Empire wouldn’t take lightly to Trecor moving a battle fleet around Geris.” 
 
    “Nor would the Crosioians,” said Tim. “We’re only half a light year from their border with the Empire. Officially, we Trecorians are neutral in the war. We’d like to keep it that way for now” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t know the finer points of politics,” Jake said, “but you’re a Trecorian military officer and Liz and I are soldiers of the Empire. We’re already working together. I’d hardly call that remaining neutral.” 
 
    Liz shook her head. “Actually, I’m in the Empire’s military, but you’re not. You’re a mercenary working for the Conglomerate who just happens to be a corporation based in the Intergalactic Empire. Surely the Conglomerate’s sent you on contracts for other galactic governments.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, sure. On occasion. But both the Empire and Trecor sent us here to solve this problem together. They’re no longer neutral.” 
 
    Liz shrugged. “Then we’ll have to agree to disagree.” 
 
    “She’s right,” said Tim. “Your Empire allowed the Amshaw’s Hammer to come here for the sole purpose of using the ship’s teleporter to get the two of you to Geris in an expeditious manner. My flag ship’s long gone, and she’s not coming back without prior approval from the Empire’s Imperial High Command. Even if I could bring my Ninth fleet here, which I can’t, it would be tantamount to an act of war in the Crosoians’ eyes.” 
 
    Jake rose from his chair and paced the room. “So what are we supposed to do? We know where we need to go and what we need to do, but we don’t have the assets to do it.” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram interlocked her legs so she was sitting cross-legged above the surface of the table. “Please, Jake. Stop pacing and sit down. You’re making me nervous.” 
 
    Although he didn’t feel like sitting, he did anyway. 
 
    Once he was back in his chair, Maggie leaned her head in his direction. “If you remember, I only calculated a forty-seven percent probability something has been placed on Frackas. There’s a fifty-three percent chance there’s not. Neither the Empire nor the Trecorians are going to send ships here based on those odds. Every warship the Empire has is busy fighting the bats. You’re going to need more proof than my less than fifty-percent calculation.” 
 
    Jake came to a decision. He wasn’t sure it was the right one, but he’d been sitting around doing nothing for the last week. He was ready to do something even if it was wrong. “Then we’ll go to Frackas and get some proof.” He looked at Liz. “Can that fighter-shuttle of yours make it to this Frackas and back?” 
 
    “Of course,” replied Liz. “She’s equipped with a hyper-drive. She could take us to a couple of the nearest star systems if we needed.” 
 
    “Then that’s it,” Jake said. “We’re going to Frackas.” 
 
    “When?” asked Tim. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Jake said, feeling certain of the need for speed. 
 
    Maggie uncrossed her legs. Her miniature hologram stood on the table and marched forward until she was only a hands-breath from Jake’s face. “Now hold on one darn minute, Mr. Jake Striker. Our transport will arrive on Geris in thirteen days. I recommend you wait until I’m there before you run off to Frackas. You’re going to need my firepower if you run into any trouble.” 
 
    “It might be wiser to wait,” agreed Tim. “There’s only the three of us. I might be able to convince the Gerisians’ militia to provide some equipment to us, but I doubt they’ll approve their troops for an off-planet operation.” 
 
    “Then we’ll get them to loan us a cat or two,” Jake said. “That’ll give us all the firepower we need.” He looked at Liz and Tim. “Do either of you know how to pilot a UHAAV?” 
 
    Liz and Tim laughed at the same time. 
 
    “Does a pactar know how to take a dump in the woods?” said Liz. “Hell yeah we know how to drive cats. Cross-training’s mandatory in the Trecorian military. I drive cats almost as well as I pilot a fighter-shuttle.” 
 
    “Same here,” said Tim. “Of course, I’m not as good as Liz. I suspect they taught her some things at that wizard scout pre-Academy she went to that would make my head spin. Still, I can handle most cats; Empire or Trecorian.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Jake said. “We’ll have the Gerisians loan us a couple of small cats, hook them up to the shuttle with a tractor beam, and head on to Frackas. It’s a short flight. The tractor beam should be good enough to get the cats to that miniature moon.” 
 
    “Says the man who’s never flown a shuttle,” said Liz. She pursed her lips. “Still, I think I can make it work as long as we don’t have to do any wild maneuvering on the way there.” 
 
    Maggie stomped her foot on the surface of the table. Since the conference room’s holo-projector wasn’t connected to a tractor beam, the noiseless stomp didn’t have the effect she was probably striving for. “I highly recommend you wait until I get there, Jake.” He eyes turned a light green. “It could be dangerous. You need me.” 
 
    “Only one day’s preparation does seem to be rushing it,” said Tim. “It will take time to coordinate the transfer of Gerisian UHAAVs to our team. Maggie’s right. We should probably wait until the rest of your team gets here.” 
 
    “No,” Jake said, growing more certain of the need for speed with the passing of each second. “We leave for Frackas tomorrow.” 
 
    Liz and Tim exchanged glances. The Trecorian admiral shrugged. 
 
    Liz turned to Jake. “Why the hurry? Why not wait?” 
 
    Jake eyed Maggie’s hologram. “You know why. You tell them.” 
 
    His redheaded copilot remained silent for five-heartbeats as she stared at him in what might’ve been a war of wills. Finally, she nodded her head and turned to Liz. “Each attack has occurred approximately twenty-five days apart. The first attack happened on day zero, the second on day twenty-five, third on day fifty, and the fourth attack on day seventy-five.” 
 
    “In other words,” finished Jake, “the next attack is due on day one hundred. I may be a little rusty on my math, but today is the ninety-eighth day since the Crosoians invaded the Empire’s district five.” 
 
    Liz and Tim stared at Jake. 
 
    “Maggie?” asked Liz. 
 
    She nodded. “Jake’s math’s correct. Assuming the time intervals remain the same, the next attack will occur two days from now.” 
 
    Tim rose from his seat. “I need to warn the Gerisians. They need to be ready.” 
 
    Liz grabbed hold of Tim’s arm. “Hold on a second. I agree they need to be warned, but realistically, what can they do? They can’t deactivate every UHAAV they’ve got. They’d be helpless if the Crosoian, or say the Balorian pirates, decided to attack.” 
 
    Tim remained at the table, but he didn’t sit down. “There’s got to be something we can do. We can’t just wait for it to happen.” 
 
    “We’re not,” Jake said. “Call it a hunch, but I’ve got a feeling we’re going to find something on Frackas tomorrow. Talk to your contacts in the Geris militia and tell them we think an attack is coming. And get us two UHAAVs; three would be even better. Try to get scouts. Have them delivered to Jennifer over at the hangar. I want her to check them out for that rogue ghost wave before we take them with us.” 
 
    Although he was an admiral, Tim didn’t balk at taking orders from a lowly mercenary. “I’ll get it done.” 
 
    Jake stood and looked at the others. “All right then. I think we’re done here. We’ll take off first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” asked Maggie. “You’re not leaving me out of this.” 
 
    Jake couldn’t help but smile. “I would never leave you out, Maggie. We’re a team. I need you to analyze the information I’m going to have Jennifer send you. I need to know how those hackers are breaking through the cats’ security.” 
 
    “Anything else,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah. Get here as quick as you can. I need you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 – Rogue Frequency 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
    The first thing Jake noticed when he entered the hangar the next morning was how tired Jennifer looked. It was the crack of dawn. Her eyes were red and puffy, and her hair was a mess. Even without makeup or her hair combed out, she looked pretty in his opinion. A twinge of guilt passed over him. 
 
    She’s been awake all night trying to do what I asked her. I should’ve made sure she took a break. We’ve both got a big day ahead of us. 
 
    The tired but pretty scientist gave him a weary smile when she saw him looking at her. “I must be a sight. I’m not an early morning person by nature.” 
 
    Jake smiled back. “I think you look good, all things considered. Sorry I didn’t let you get any rest last night.” 
 
    Her eyes seemed to brighten. “The lack of sleep was worth it.” 
 
    That piqued his interest. “So what’d you find out?” 
 
    She motioned for him to come closer to the two-meter-high box that was connected to one of the three UHAAVs the Gerisian militia had brought to the hangar the previous night. The wiring from the box led to a three-legged Tomcat scout. The four-meter high cat was surrounded by nearly a dozen technicians wearing wrinkled lab coats. They looked every bit as tired and rumbled as Jennifer. 
 
    When Jake drew close, the tech working on the controls for the two-meter-high box moved to the side to let him look at a computer screen filled with wavy lines. Having seen the lines before, Jake immediately picked out two purple lines.  
 
    “I gather those are the ghost waves you showed me last week?” 
 
    Jennifer nodded and pointed at one of the purple lines. “That one’s the normal ghost wave. The Tomcat and the two Warcat scouts the militia brought here all have it.” She caught Jake’s eye. “We expected as much since all computers have them.” She moved her finger to point at the second purple line. “This one, on the other hand, is similar to the rogue ghost wave we found in the Paladin’s tactical computer. My team and I spent all night analyzing its frequency and trying to match it with known energy frequencies in the central computer’s database.” 
 
    “Did you find a match?” Jake asked, hoping for good news. 
 
    She flashed him a tired smile. “We did. While you were all nice and cozy getting your beauty sleep in your apartment, my team and I discovered an energy source that has a frequency wave that’s a near-perfect match to the rogue ghost frequency.” She paused expectantly. 
 
    Since he was the one who’d ordered her and her team to work at the hangar all night to check out the three loaned UHAAVs, Jake was determined not to disappoint her. “All right, I give up. What is it?” 
 
    “Magic,” said Jennifer. 
 
    The scientist’s one-word statement took a second for Jake to take in. “What do you mean? Like its secret programming stuff that seems like magic to us non-programmers?” 
 
    Shaking her head, she said, “No. I mean honest-to-goodness magic.” 
 
    “Have you been awake too long? There’s no such thing as magic.” 
 
    Jennifer placed a hand over her mouth and yawned. “I have been awake too long. So has my team, and I don’t feel like arguing the point. It’s well documented that there are three planets in the Empire where magic exists. Some fringe researchers theorize there’s actually another dimension where magic forms the basic building blocks of its galaxies. I don’t buy that, but I do accept the fact there are at least three planets where magic works.” 
 
    Not sure if he believed her or not, one look at the tired-looking scientist told Jake arguing wasn’t an option. “All right, let’s say I believe magic works in some places. Are you saying Geris is one of those three planets?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t say that. I just said the frequency of this rogue ghost wave is a match to the frequency of magic found on those three planets. There may be more places, but Geris isn’t one of them. At least, I don’t think it is.” 
 
    Trying his best not to show his frustration, Jake said, “So what’s all this mean to us? Can you counteract that ghost wave using whatever you’ve discovered in the central computer’s database?” 
 
    A shake of her head gave Jake all the answer he needed. 
 
    “All right,” Jake said, trying his best to remain patient. “So how does this tidbit of knowledge help us?” 
 
    Jennifer turned and pointed at the Tomcat scout. “For one thing, it keeps you from getting trapped inside that thing when it goes rogue on us.” 
 
    Eyeing the Tomcat for a second, Jake noticed it still had its arms, legs, and weapons attached. “You’re telling me this thing is ready to go rogue on us and you haven’t removed its weapons. You must be more tired than I thought.” 
 
    The smile on Jennifer’s face seemed a little too smug for Jake’s liking. 
 
    “We didn’t stay up all night for nothing, Jake. The rogue ghost wave in the Tomcat is incomplete. It’s like its missing a final set of instructions or something.” She nodded at the cat. “It’s safe enough for now, but even so, we’ve disconnect it from the tele-network. We’ve also unhooked all of its communications equipment to make sure it can’t receive any kind of transmission from another source.” 
 
    “Understood.” He waved at hand at the two Warcat scouts. The three-meter-high UHAAVs were standing next to the hangar wall. Like the Tomcat, they also still had their arms, legs, and weapons. “So what about them? Do they also have the rogue ghost wave? Liz, Tim, and I are leaving for Frackas in an hour. Please don’t tell me we’re going to have to make the trip with only our side-arms to protect us.” 
 
    “You’re in luck,” said Jennifer. “The two Warcats are clean. Nevertheless, I had my techs de-connect them from the tele-network and unhook all receivers to make sure they stay that way.” 
 
    Jake frowned. “If they’re unhooked from the tele-network, we won’t be able to communicate with each other. That’ll significantly cut down on our combat effectiveness.” 
 
    A tired laugh came from Jennifer. “I suspect having the Warcats go rogue on you would cut down on your combat effectiveness even more.” 
 
    “I see your point.” He took a closer look at Jennifer. “Look, I appreciate what your team and you’ve accomplished. Tim, and I will get the Warcats loaded onto Liz’s shuttle. You should all call it a day and go get some rest. You’ve done well.” 
 
    Jennifer nodded. “Thanks, and we will, but we’ve got some cleanup left to do before we can hit the sack. I assume you want me to inform the Gerisians what we’ve found.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose you’d better.” He smiled. “Just a suggestion, but it might be best if you leave the word magic out of the conversation. Just give them a read-out of the rogue ghost wave so they can have their techs checkout their UHAAVs for the frequency. I’ll have Tim tell his counterpart in the militia to disconnect any cats found with the rogue wave and unhook them from the tele-network.” 
 
    “And all receivers,” said Jennifer. “The hackers may have alternate ways of transmitting their programming instructions besides the tele-network.” 
 
    “I’ll have Tim tell them.” 
 
    Jennifer’s right hand started to move in his direction before she pulled it back. “Be careful out there today, Jake. I mean, uh, all of you be careful.” 
 
    “Will do.” He looked into her eyes for a second. They were streaked with red, but he still thought they were pretty in a tired sort of way. “You be careful too, uh, I mean your team and you.” He nodded at the Tomcat. “And don’t take any chances with that thing while we’re gone. I don’t want it going rogue on you.” 
 
    “I…we’ll be careful.” 
 
    Jake would’ve liked to have said more, but he knew she was tired, and she’d already said she still had things to do. I’m just keeping her from her work, he thought. I should get out of her hair and let her get to it. For some reason he didn’t move and neither did she. 
 
    At that moment Tim came in, spoiling whatever moment might or might not have been. 
 
    “So what did you find out?” asked Tim. 
 
    Jake spared Jennifer the task of explaining to the Trecorian admiral what she’d discovered by doing it himself. By the time he’d finished, the dark-haired scientist had moved on and was in deep conversation with a couple of her techs. 
 
    “At least we’ve still got the Warcats,” said Tim. “How are we going to work that out? They’re one pilot vehicles. Liz is probably better that either of us at piloting them, but…” 
 
    “But we’ll need her in the fighter-shuttle to cover us,” Jake said. “Are you familiar with Warcats?” 
 
    Tim nodded. “Yeah. You?” 
 
    “I’ve had some cross training,” he said, opting not to tell his friend how little it was. 
 
    As if picking up on Jake’s non-verbal admission, Tim said, “Let me give you a refresher course.” He smiled. “I’ve been sitting behind a desk for far too long. This’ll be for my benefit as much as yours. That is, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. A little refresher never hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Good. Then come with me and I’ll give you the five-credit tour.” 
 
    He led the way to the two Warcats. 
 
    “Warcats are the best recon UHAAVs made,” said Tim. “They’re the mainstay scout cat of both the Trecorian and Empire military. These three-meter-high cats are made by the Deloris Armaments Corporation.” He pointed at the twin missile launchers on the Warcats’ left shoulders. “You’ll have two anti-armor missiles and that’s it. There aren’t any internal reloads, so don’t waste them.” He pointed at the cats’ arms. “It looks like these two are equipped with low-yield sets-of-four plasma rifles in their right claws. Their left claws are holding small-caliber Gatling guns. If we encounter anything on Frackas other than light infantry, our anti-tank missiles will be our only defense.” 
 
    Jake pulled out a piece of knowledge he did know. “But they’re hard to detect, right? I’ve been told they have the best stealth shield around, and their armor’s designed to meld with its background when the camouflage unit’s activated.” 
 
    Tim smiled. “That’s right. They’re so hard to track even one of the Empire’s wizard scouts would have a hard time sensing them. Their only vulnerability is that their susceptible to sonic detection systems. It’s hard to prevent a two-metric-ton UHAAV from sending vibrations through the ground when the Warcat moves.” 
 
    Jake nodded. “And we may be up against Crosoians who use sonic waves as their primary method of dealing with the world around them.” 
 
    Tim’s eyes narrowed. “So you think the Crosoians are the hackers?” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Jake reached out and touched the black armor of the closest Warcat. “I don’t know for sure, but the odds are high. I mean, that first Paladin went rogue at the same time the bats attacked the Empire. That’s a hell of a coincidence. I think I’ll consider the bats guilty until proven innocent.” He looked at Tim. “Anything else that I…uh, I mean that we should know about Warcats before we get them hooked up to Liz’s shuttle?” 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, Tim said, “We may be going in a firefight, so there’s no time for niceties. How many times have you piloted a Warcat?” 
 
    Jake locked eyes with the Trecorian. “Twelve.” After a pause, he added, “Eleven of those times were in a simulator.” 
 
    The silence stretched into five seconds. 
 
    Tim was the first to break it. “Well, it is what it is. We need Liz in the fighter-shuttle. I can fly it, but not well enough to help us if things get dicey. She’s our lifeline. That leaves the two of us to handle the Warcats.” 
 
    “I won’t let you down,” Jake said. 
 
    “I know you won’t,” replied Tim. “Now let’s get these things loaded before Liz leaves without us.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 – Frackas 
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
    Jake closed his eyes to try and clear his head. Even that simple act felt strange. He opened his eyes again. The liquid controlling-gel that filled the inside of the Warcat was perfectly clear, so it didn’t affect what he could see through the cat’s visor all that much, but the pressure of the gel on his eyes took some getting used to. 
 
    Calm down. I’ve done this a dozen times before. Even the Warcat simulator required us to immerse in the gel so we’d get used to it. The control system for the cat depends on the gel to detect my movements so it knows what parts of the cat to move. The gel’s filled with oxygen, and it’s thin enough to breathe. Between the gel and the connector band around my forehead linking my neurons to the Warcat’s tactical computer, I can move, shoot, and stay alive.  
 
    Although most of his piloting experience was with larger UHAAVs which used a variety of hand and foot controls to move and shoot the cat, there was no room for such controls in the three-meter-tall Warcat. It didn’t matter. The hardest part about piloting a Warcat after he entered it was forcing himself to take the first breath of gel. Once he did that, operating the scout cat was no problem. 
 
    Heck, Jake thought. Piloting a Warcat’s like wearing a second set of skin. It’s the easiest of all the UHAAVs to drive. He blinked his eyes in a vain attempt to clear them of the somewhat annoying gel. It just takes some getting used to. 
 
    He twisted his head to the left. The Warcat’s head turned left at the same speed. He spotted the second Warcat only a couple of meters away. Like him, Tim was secured horizontally underneath the body of the fighter-shuttle. A slight orange aura from the shuttle’s tractor beam enveloped the scout UHAAV, locking the cat in place. Although he couldn’t see it, Jake knew the same orange glow was around his cat, holding him in place. He returned his gaze forward and stared at the emptiness of space around him. The vast, dark vacuum made him feel insignificant and extremely vulnerable. 
 
    Damn, Liz. Why I let her talk me into staying inside the Warcat during the flight to Frackas is beyond me. 
 
    He knew that wasn’t the truth. Her plan had made perfect sense. It still did. Originally, he’d planned on having the Trecorian fighter pilot land on the small moon before any of them entered their cats. That plan changed when the Tomcat was scratched from the roster after Jennifer discovered it was infected with the rogue ghost virus. When it became obvious one of them would have to remain with the shuttle anyway, Liz had suggested that Tim and he enter the Warcats before taking off from Geris. She’d argued that there would be less chance of discovery if they made a high-speed drop on the back side of the moon instead of landing and risking detection. Her argument had sounded more reasonable when his feet had been planted on solid ground. Now that he was three-hundred-thousand kilometers in space with nothing between him and the stars except a vacuum, the fighter pilot’s plan seemed a tad ludicrous. 
 
    “You probably can’t see it yet,” came the muffled sound of Liz’s voice, “but Frackas is dead ahead. I’ll be dropping you in thirty seconds.” 
 
    A part of Jake wanted to tell the Trecorian ensign that he’d changed his mind, and that they should land after all. He supposed it was fortunate that he couldn’t talk back. Jennifer had made sure all electronic receivers were de-connected to prevent any possibility of the hackers taking control of their Warcats. As a result, he could only hear Liz because of the metal-on-metal contact of his cat’s metallic head to the underbody of the fighter-shuttle. Once Liz released Tim and him over Frackas, he knew there’d be no more communications until either Tim or he activated their emergency signal for pickup. 
 
    I don’t mind losing communications with Liz as I much as I do Tim. How are we supposed to coordinate our moves if we can’t talk to each other? There wasn’t enough time to figure things like that out before we left. I’ve been in some half-baked operations before, but this one takes the cake. 
 
    The fact that the whole let’s-go-to’Frackas-and-save-the-world plan was his didn’t make him feel any better. If anything, it made him feel worse. He had no one to badmouth but himself. 
 
    Good or bad, we have to try. If there’s something on Frackas that can hack its way into other tactical computers, we have to find it so the Gerisians can send some warships to destroy it. I don’t care how many militia assets that Geris general told Tim they were going to put on checking their cats for the rogue frequency. They’ll never get it done completely before the next hacking window begins. The Gerisians are bound to miss at least some computers. More people are going to die if we don’t stop the hack before it starts. It’s up to Tim, Liz, and me to pinpoint the hackers here on Frackas. 
 
    He closed his eyes so he didn’t have to look at the distant stars through his visor. 
 
    “Get ready,” came Liz’s voice. “Drop in twenty seconds. You should be able to see Frackas now.” 
 
    Jake forced his eyes open. Frackas, in all its rocky glory, stood out among the backdrop of stars. The surface of the small moon was bright to the point of blinding with reflected light from the sun. 
 
    Liz’s voice came through the shuttle’s hull again. “The dark side will be at its closest point to Geris late tomorrow. The highest point on the Gerisian side of Frackas will be Krendari Mountain. It’s located approximately forty kilometers from your drop zone. The Gerisians’ have been making recon flights over Frackas and the other moons on a daily basis ever since the war with the Crosoians started. If someone’s monitoring our flight, hopefully they’ll assume we’re just another one of those recon flights since I’m not landing. After I drop you, I’ll circle around Geris before heading over to the other moons to avoid suspicion. I’ll come back and pick you up in four hours if I don’t hear one of your emergency beacons first.” 
 
    Five seconds passed before Liz spoke again. “Good luck. Drop is in five-four-three-two-one!” 
 
    Jake’s stomach rose in his throat as his Warcat fell free of the shuttle. He caught a glimpse of the plasma trail coming out of the shuttle’s engine. Then the fighter-shuttle was gone. The only thing left for him to see was the surface of Frackas, and it was coming up fast. 
 
    No, not fast. The moon’s small, so its gravity’s low. It should be easy for my leg thrusters to slow me down. Good thing since I’ve only got enough ion gas for thirty-eight seconds of thrust if I’m careful. 
 
    He glanced to his left and found the second Warcat. Tim had already shifted his cat from its horizontal position to its feet-downward position. Following procedures from his simulator training, he arched his back and brought the legs of his Warcat down. Once he was perpendicular to the small moon’s surface, he straightened his back and used a couple of quick jets of ion gas from his side thrusters to maintain his cat’s landing position. 
 
    Frackas doesn’t have an atmosphere, so there’s no air resistance. The Warcat’s ion thrusters are all I’ve got to hold my body position. I’ve got to make sure I keep enough ion gas in reserve to use in my leg thrusters when it comes time to land. 
 
    He glanced at the heads-up display on the inside of the Warcat’s visor. The altimeter indicated fifteen-hundred meters, then a thousand, then five hundred. 
 
    Almost there. 
 
    He was tempted to glance over at Tim’s Warcat to see when the Trecorian activated his leg thrusters, but he resisted the urge. Instinct told him by the time he registered his friend starting to slow his cat down, it would be too late to activate his own thrusters. 
 
    He took a final glance at his altimeter. The digital display showed one hundred meters. 
 
    He thought the command to activate the leg thrusters. The Warcat’s tactical computer sensed his mental command and turned on the ion jets built into the bottoms of the cat’s feet. 
 
    Jake’s insides fell into the pit of his stomach as the Warcat’s descent slowed. At what he hoped was the right moment, he cut off the leg thrusters. As a cloud of dust enveloped him, his feet hit something solid. His legs buckled at the knee joints as the Warcat’s leg assisters took up the shock of landing. When the dust cleared, he saw Tim walking toward him in his Warcat. 
 
    The Trecorian waved. 
 
    Jake returned the wave before looking around. He breathed a gel-filled sigh of relief. They seemed to have landed in the large crater that was their drop zone without drawing attention. Everything was going according to plan. 
 
    The sides of the crater are high enough that they should’ve hid the dust kicked up by the ion gas. So far, so good. 
 
    He checked the map on his heads-up display and noted the direction to Krendari Mountain. 
 
    Tim came close and leaned forward until the metallic heads of the two cats were touching. 
 
    “Nice landing,” came the muted voice of Tim through the gel around Jake. “You want me to take point, or do you what to do it?” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Jake said, barely able to recognize his own voice through the gel. Although the oxygen-filled liquid was breathable, it didn’t produce sounds quite the same as air did when it passed across vocal cords. 
 
    “Roger that,” replied Tim. “Try not and get too far ahead of me. We’re in stealth mode. With your camouflage unit activated, I’ll have a hard time picking you up against all of this gray stone and dust.” 
 
    Jake noted the spackled-gray coloring of Tim’s previously all-black Warcats. “Understood. The good news is that as long as we’re in this dust you’ll be able to follow my tracks.” 
 
    “Yeah,” laughed Tim. “Unfortunately, so can anybody else who happens to wander by.” 
 
    “Then we’d better get going before someone does. According to my map overlay, we should hit solid rock in about ten kilometers.” 
 
    With little else to say, Jake pulled away and sped his Warcat up to a fast trot. With three-meter-long strides, he made quick time. It didn’t take long before the gray dust gave way to even grayer rock. Thirty minutes later, he made out the top of a distant peak. 
 
    Krendari Mountain. 
 
    After stopping and waiting for Tim to catch up, Jake touched the head of his cat to that of his friend’s. Raising his right arm, he pointed the end of the four-barreled plasma rifle he carried in the direction of the mountain. “What do you think? Should we stick together or split up?” 
 
    The visor of Tim’s cat cleared, revealing his face. “You tell me. You’re in charge.” 
 
    Jake thought the command to switch his visor to clear mode. “I know I’m in charge, but I’m asking your opinion. My commander back in the 57th keeps telling me a good leader seeks out the advice of his troops when there’s time.” 
 
    Tim smiled. “Sounds like your commander’s a smart man.” His smile disappeared. “Well, since you asked so nice, my advice is to split up. Warcats work best when operating as lone scouts. We’re liable to get in each other’s way if we stay together. Plus, we’ll be able to cover twice the area. We’ve only got three and a half hours before Liz comes back for us. We should probably make the most of it.” 
 
    After considering his friend’s suggestion, Jake nodded. “Agreed. Since Jennifer disconnected our receivers, all of our sensors are offline. If we’re going to find anything, we’ll have to spot it visually. Any other suggestions?” 
 
    Tim’s Warcat shrugged, a feat that made the deadly cat look a little silly. “Just look for anything out of place. My contact in the Gerisians’ militia told me their recon ships haven’t spotted anything unusual on Frackas during the last three months. If there’s something here, it must be well camouflaged.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my eyes peeled. I’ll head straight to the top and work my way down. You start at the bottom. Circle the mountain once before heading up. We’ll meet somewhere in the middle.” He took another look at the mountain before returning his gaze to Tim. “Just remember our job’s recon. If we find something, we’ll let the Gerisian militia send sufficient forces to blow whatever it is off the face of Frackas.” 
 
    Tim laughed. “In other words, keep my running shoes on and hightail it at the first sign of danger.” 
 
    “That’s about it. Don’t forget to make sure you leave yourself enough time to get to our extraction point. And be careful. I’d hate to have to explain to Liz how I let you die.” 
 
    “Roger that, and be careful yourself. Jennifer would take it none too kindly if you went off and got yourself killed.” 
 
    The two of them locked eyes for three heartbeats. Finally, Jake pulled back and switched his visor to camouflage mode. Tim did the same. 
 
    Without further ado, they moved out, taking separate paths for the mountain. 
 
    I wonder if both of us will make it out of this alive. 
 
    Jake shoved the thought aside and got down to business. There was a war to fight. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 – Tunnel 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The slope up the side of the mountain was steep, but the hydraulic-assisters built into the legs of the Warcat were more than a match for the rocky terrain. Jake weaved between rocks and jumped three-meter-high embankments while making quick time up the mountain. As he climbed, he kept an eye out for anything out of the ordinary. He saw nothing. Not seeing anything was almost his undoing. 
 
    Two thirds of the way up the mountain, with the top in sight, a thirty-meter-tall vertical slope blocked his path. He eyed the cliff, weighing the climbing ability of the agile Warcat with his limited mountaineer training in UHAAVs. With the time until he had to be at the extraction point getting shorter, attempting the climb seemed the logical option. He attached the Gatling gun to the hookup point at his waist that served as a holster in order to free up the Warcat’s left claw. The quad of phase rifles in his right claw had a strap attached for times when the pilot needed the claw free. He slung the strap across the cat’s shoulder and started climbing. 
 
    Nothing to it. The cat’s claws are strong enough to gouge out a handhold in the stone if a spot doesn’t already exist. I should be able to make this climb easy. I’ve climbed higher cliffs in the Warcat simulator back on Trillian. The only trouble is that this isn’t a simulation. 
 
    He took another look at the nearly featureless stone face of the cliff. 
 
    Who am I trying to fool? The cliffs in the Warcat simulator had predesignated handholds spaced out at a perfect distance for a pilot to climb their cat. What protrusions and cracks are in this stone are randomly spaced. Odds are I’ll fall before I get halfway up. If I had any brains I’d turn around right now and make my way back to the extraction point. 
 
    Instead of turning around, Jake gouged a hole in the stone for his right claw and pulled the cat up with one arm until his feet were secured in cracks. He raised his left arm and grabbed hold of a protrusion of rock just within his reach. Using that leverage, he released the cat’s right arm and found another handhold. Then he found another, and another, and still another. Before long, he was three-quarters of the way up the cliff. 
 
    Almost there. This next section’s the worst, but once I clear these last ten meters, I’ll be home free. The only problem is the cliff face is smooth here. I’m going to have to make my own handholds. 
 
    With his left arm and both legs securely in place, he released the grip on a protrusion of rock he was maintaining with his right claw. Drawing his arm high overhead and back, he drove his right claw forward using every bit of hydraulic power in his assisters in an attempt to gouge out a hole in the side of the mountain. There was only one problem. His claw didn’t make contact with solid stone as expected. It went straight through the cliff face, encountering no resistance as if the stone didn’t exist. Caught off guard, his momentum slammed the Warcat’s chest into the part of the cliff that actually did exist. 
 
    The cat bounced back, tearing loose his grip with his left claw. One of his footpads slipped. The long fall down the mountain beckoned to him as he held onto the cliff with a single footpad. He thought the command for the Warcat’s leg thrusters. Ion gas rushed out, wedging the UHAAV’s body against the cliff. Reaching out for the spot where his right claw had last had a handhold, he felt solid stone and gripped it with all the strength the claw’s assister had to offer. He hung from the cliff by one arm for three heartbeats before his left claw found a grip of its own. Once both of the Warcat’s footpads were securely back in cracks in the stone, he shut off his leg thrusters and flattened the scout cat against the cliff face. He remained that way until his heart stopped racing. 
 
    What the hell just happened? 
 
    He took a closer look at the spot above his head where he’d tried to slam his claw into the stone. The rock looked perfectly smooth. There was no sign that his claw had made contact with the rock. 
 
    It’s gotta be a hologram of some type. With the Warcat’s sensors offline, I wouldn’t be able to detect its energy flow. That’s gotta be the answer. 
 
    He eyed the spot closer and dialed up the magnification on his visor. Even under ten-times the normal magnification, he saw no signs of flaws or flickering in the hologram. 
 
    It must be one hell of a hologram projector to get that kind of detail. I can’t tell where the cliff ends and the hologram starts. 
 
    Tentatively releasing the grip with his right claw, he prodded the stone above his head until he encountered no resistance a half-meter overhead. With his right claw half-in and half-out of the hologram, if that’s what it was, he found what felt like a ledge. Well aware he was taking a risk, he used the last of his ion gas to propel the Warcat up and inward, rolling through the hologram and into the mouth of a cave. 
 
    As he tried to rise to the Warcat’s feet, the top of his cat hit solid rock before he was halfway up. He pulled back his arms, ready to punch any enemy that might be near. There were none. The light streaming in from the cliff hologram made it plain he was in no cave. It was a tunnel two meters in diameter and far too perfect of a circle to be natural. The tunnel went in a straight line as far as the eye could see. Except for the light entering from outside the cliff hologram, it was dark. That mattered little to him though. The UHAAV’s night-vision filter showed everything in clear detail, although with a reddish tint. 
 
    With no immediate threat in sight, Jake took a few seconds to rearm his Warcat. Once the Gatling gun and quad plasma-rifles were securely in his claws, he bent down on the cat’s knees and began an inspection of the tunnel. 
 
    There’s must be a projector for the hologram covering the opening, but I don’t see any equipment, wires, or anything that doesn’t look like solid rock. 
 
    From this side of the hologram, the cliff face was translucent. Looking through, he took in the rocky ground around the mountain as well as the false part of the cliff face. The planet Geris was plain to see off to the right as it reflected the sun’s light back into the tunnel. 
 
    Hmmm. If I had a telescope, this would be a perfect place to star gaze. Geris would definitely be the main attraction. 
 
    He started to rise, but the top of the Warcat bumped into the ceiling of the tunnel again. 
 
    Crap. This isn’t going to work. 
 
    He glanced down the long tunnel. Something glinted in the distance. 
 
    There’s something down there, but I’d have to make the Warcat crawl to get through this blasted tunnel. I’d never make it back to the extraction point in time if I tried it that way. 
 
    He glanced at the readouts on his visor’s heads-up display. 
 
    That can’t be right. It’s showing an atmosphere in here. The oxygen level’s high enough to breathe. What’s going on? 
 
    Twisting the Warcat around as best he could, he pushed the barrels of his plasma rifles through the hologram of the cliff. Again he felt no resistance. 
 
    How’s it keeping air in? It must be magnetically sealed, but that should be interfering with the hologram projector’s energy field. There should be at least a little flickering, but the hologram’s perfect as far as I can tell. 
 
    Backing away from the opening, he glanced at the timer on his visor. 
 
    It’s an hour and thirty-seven minutes until extraction. I can’t just stay here on my hands and knees doing nothing. Something’s definitely going on, but the Gerisians aren’t going to send warships to Frackas to check out a single hologram. 
 
    Jake took it for granted that whatever was covering the tunnel opening was more than just a simple hologram, but proving it to the Gerisians’ militia commanders was another thing. He glanced at the atmospheric readout on his heads-up display. 
 
    It says the air’s breathable. Well, no guts, no glory as Commander Onstott always says. 
 
    He thought the command to open the egress hatch at the top of the Warcat’s head. Climbing out of the tight hole, he dropped a meter and a half to the tunnel floor. Rolling onto his hands and knees, he threw up gel until his throat and lungs were clear. He wiped his eyes, thankful the gel was designed to dissipate in air. It did so quickly. He drew in a deep breath and let it out. 
 
    Well, I can breathe anyway. That’s good news. 
 
    He stood up and thought the command to close the Warcat’s hatch to conserve the controlling-gel. Once the hatch was secure, he surveyed his surroundings. Standing in the center of the circular tunnel as he was, the uppermost point was high enough that he didn’t need to duck to keep from hitting his head. Glancing down the length of the tunnel, he noticed the glint of light he’d seen through the Warcat’s night-vision filter. It appeared to be white or possibly yellowish in nature. The reflected light from Geris coming through the hologram lit the tunnel for about thirty meters before it gave way to darkness. After that, only the tantalizing glint of light in the distance could be seen. Glancing at his Warcat, Jake wished he could take the vehicle’s night-vision filter with him, but he knew he couldn’t. 
 
    I’m going to be blind as a bat once I get away from the opening. If the tunnel’s not lit at the other end, I’ll be screwed. 
 
    He looked down at his utility suit. It was a special form-fitting type designed for Warcat pilots. It didn’t even have pockets. He looked longingly at the part of his waist were his Deloris phase pistol would’ve been if he’d been driving his Paladin. 
 
    I need a weapon. 
 
    Moving to his Warcat’s side, he thought the command for the cat to open its right claw. Thankfully, he was close enough for his tactical computer to sense what he wanted. The right claw opened. Reaching out, he pried the four-barreled plasma rifle out of his cat’s relaxed grip and set the weapon on the floor before activating the release mechanism to separate the four rifles. He grabbed one and cradled it in his arms. 
 
    The thing’s bulky, but at least it’s a weapon. 
 
    He checked around again for any sign of a hologram projector or for that matter whatever was creating the magnetic field across the opening. He saw nothing in the way of equipment, only smooth stone. Removing his left glove, he rubbed his hand along the tunnel walls around the opening. The stone was perfectly smooth. As far as he could tell, there were no hidden compartments or additional holograms camouflaging openings or equipment. 
 
    Turning back to the circular tunnel, he stared at the glint of light in the far distance. He began walking in that direction. The tunnel grew darker the further he went. Going as fast as he dared in the dark, he prayed the floor would continue to be smooth and free of unexpected openings that might send him to his doom. After what he figured was about three-hundred-meters, he turned around to look back the way he’d come. He made out the shadow of his Warcat silhouetted against the light coming through the hologram of the cliff face. He also saw something else. The barest tip of Geris could be seen in the upper right corner of the circular opening. After having looked at the dark tunnel for so long as he walked, the light through the cliff’s hologram was almost mesmerizing. He stared at it for a full thirty seconds. 
 
    If Geris was a little lower on the horizon and to the left, this tunnel would be a straight shot right at it. 
 
    He tried to remember the hologram of Geris and its moons that Jennifer had shown Tim and him during their briefing. A shudder ran down his spine. 
 
    The rotation’s going to put Geris dead center in the tunnel opening tomorrow. I’d bet my last credit it’ll happen when Frackas is at its closest point. This tunnel’s going to be like the barrel of a rifle, and it’s going to be pointing straight at Geris. 
 
    He turned away from the hologram of the cliff face and headed in the direction of the glint at the other end of the tunnel. The light was more than a glint now. Something moved in front of the light temporarily blocking it for a split-second. 
 
    Someone or something’s there. It’s probably one of the bats, maybe more than one. The Crosoians must be the ones hacking the Gerisians’ computers. If they’re at the end of this tunnel, that’s all the proof I’ll need to convince the militia to attack this place and put a stop to the hacking. He carefully moved his finger onto the trigger of his bulky plasma rifle. I’ve just got to make sure I live long enough to tell Tim and the others what I find. 
 
    He continued walking forward with rifle at the ready. It was a hundred meters to the light; then fifty; then twenty-five. As he drew closer, he was able to tell the light came from what appeared to be a round globe three times the size of a man’s head. The globe rested on a pedestal in the center of a small, circular room. The globe of light was bright enough to light the floor and sides of the tunnel twenty-five meters away. The light from the globe drew him on like a moth to a flame. 
 
    Something stepped between Jake and the globe. The something was a man in a dark robe. The man’s shrill voice began shouting words Jake heard and instantly forgot. A ball of blue began forming in the hands of the robed man. The hair on Jake’s arms stiffened as if static electricity was filling the air. Some instinct told Jake that as soon as the man finished speaking, bad things were going to happen. He opted not to wait for the man to finish. 
 
    Pointing his rifle at the robed man, Jake pulled the trigger. A beam of red energy shot out the rifle’s barrel. The beam struck an invisible barrier of some kind two steps in front of the man. 
 
    Force field, Jake thought as he raised his point of aim and fired again. This time the beam of energy struck the room’s ceiling and ricocheted against the opposite wall. Bouncing off the wall, it struck the robed man in the back, knocking him forward. The man screamed. 
 
    The ball of blue the man had been forming in his hands exploded. A wall of blue energy surged down the tunnel, knocking Jake off his feet. His head smacked on the tunnel floor. Everything turned black. When awareness came back, he felt cold stone beneath his back. His head felt like it was on fire. He touched his hand to the back of his head. The hair was wet and sticky. 
 
    Why does it always have to be my head? 
 
    Remembering the robed man, fear temporarily drove the pain away. He leveraged himself to a sitting position. His head spun as red dots swirled before his eyes. When his vision cleared, he looked into the room. The globe of light was still resting on its pedestal, somehow spared from the force of the exploding ball of blue. The robed man hadn’t been so lucky. Pieces of him were scattered around the room. The largest chunk was on the floor surrounded by a pool of blood. The blood looked like it had already started to congeal. 
 
    How long have I been out? Have I missed the extraction? Have Tim and Liz already left without me? 
 
    He searched for his plasma rifle. He spotted a bent barrel against the wall two paces away. Weaponless, he rose to his feet and staggered toward the room ahead. He almost fell, but was able to remain on his feet by keeping a hand on the tunnel wall. He made it to the point where the tunnel and the room became one. The room was a perfect sphere with the globe of light and its pedestal occupying the lowest point. 
 
    The largest piece of the robed man’s body was on the floor at the base of the globe’s pedestal. The surface of the pool of blood surrounding the corpse was dark and tacky. 
 
    How long does it take blood to start drying? A half hour? An hour? 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure. 
 
    It doesn’t matter. I’ve got to get back to my Warcat regardless of how long it’s been. 
 
    He glanced around the room. The walls were smooth stone. There was no evidence of any computers or equipment of any kind. The only thing in the room other than the dead man and him was the globe of light resting on its pedestal. 
 
    Why did someone go to all the trouble of making this room and the tunnel? There’s no hacking equipment here. 
 
    Jake glanced at the dead man again. 
 
    I’m sure as hell not going to learn anything from this guy. I might as well get out of here and get to the extraction point as fast as I can. Maybe I wasn’t unconscious as long as I think. 
 
    Turning to leave, Jake caught movement out the corner of his eye. The movement came from the globe of light on the pedestal. He turned and stared at the globe. The inside of the globe appeared to be a cloud of white gas. The white cloud darkened until part of the gas turned into a reptilian head with a long snort and yellow slits for its eyes. The reptile’s mouth opened, revealing long fangs dripping a noxious-looking liquid. The head reminded Jake of something he’d once seen in a book of fairytales. 
 
    The head spoke. “So,” said a raspy voice. “They sent you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 – Hacker 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
    Jake stared at the reptile head in the swirling white cloud of gas inside the globe. He whispered a single impossible word. “Dragon.” 
 
    “Yes, a dragon,” replied the image in the globe. The dragon head wavered, forming into the head of a bat. “Or I can be a Crosoian.” The bat image wavered again before turning into another reptilian creature with a shorter snort than the original black dragon head. A ridge of bumps made a trail over the now gray reptile’s head. “Or I can assume this form if you prefer.” The gray reptile head laughed. “On the other hand, maybe you’d like this one better.” 
 
    The image changed again, turning into the head of a human. The new image was one Jake saw every morning in the mirror when he shaved. It was him. 
 
    His doppelganger laughed in the raspy voice of the original dragon head. “I can be whoever or whatever I want.” The image reverted to the features of the black dragon. “Today I choose this form.” 
 
    Thoughts of getting to the extraction point disappeared from Jake’s mind. Deep down, he knew his friends wouldn’t leave him behind. They’d wait for him no matter the cost. 
 
    “Your plan’s failed,” Jake told the hacker. “I’ve already transmitted this location back to base. A squadron of militia will be here any minute to blow you and your friends off the face of this moon. You won’t be able to take over any more of the Gerisians’ computers. Your hacking days are over. ” 
 
    The dragon head laughed long and loud. “Foolish flesh creature. Do you think I care about a single planet of mindless life forms? I am destined to rule the galaxy. All things, living and dead, shall bow down to me.” The head of the dragon stopped laughing long enough to fix Jake with its yellow eyes. “Besides, you have told no one. You don’t even have a transmitter on you.” 
 
    A chill ran down Jake’s back as his bluff was called. “Doesn’t matter.” He pointed at the corpse on the floor. “I killed your man. I’ll destroy this room and everything in it.” 
 
    Drops of liquid dripped off the dragon’s fangs as its mouth formed an evil smile. It nodded at the robed man’s body at the base of the pedestal. “The fool had outlived his purpose anyway. I would have killed him before long if you had not saved me the trouble. He proved what needed to be proven. The test tomorrow would only have confirmed it.” The dragon head gave another evil laugh. “Besides, I have a more extensive test in mind. Too bad you will not be alive to see it.” 
 
    Jake glanced over his shoulder at the tunnel. The shadowy outline of his Warcat was just visible in the distance. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said the creature in the globe. “My tele-bots have been monitoring you and that fool you came with ever since you left your spacecraft. I did not kill you outright because I needed a distraction. Existence can be so boring when there are none worthy to challenge me.” 
 
    “You’re going to be challenged,” Jake said. He was tempted to take off running for his UHAAV, but was hesitant to leave when he might be able to draw the hacker into giving information that might prove useful later on. “We know how to spot the computers that are infected. Your days are finished. I know this room is the key to your plan.” That was a stretch, but Jake continued on anyway. “You’re using it to send your hacking signals when Geris is closest. Once I get to my Warcat, I’ll destroy this room, the globe, and anything else you’ve got hidden within these walls.” 
 
    The dragon laughed. It was the loudest laugh of all. “I will save you the trouble.” The head in the globe disappeared. It was replaced by a set of numbers. The numbers were 15:00. The numbers changed to 14:59, then 14:58. 
 
    Somehow the creature’s voice sounded in Jake’s head. “You’ve got just fifteen minutes to get away from here, boy. This mountain and everything within twenty kilometers will be turned into dust when the counter reaches zero.” 
 
    Jake didn’t know whether to believe the voice or not, but he did know he needed to get back to his Warcat. Deciding to waste no more time talking, he spun on his heels and took off running down the tunnel. 
 
    “That’s right, boy!” came the voice, still sounding like it was more in his head than anything physical. “Run. I’ll make it interesting for you. Your friend is fighting some of my so-called allies now. He’s outnumbered and outgunned. If you hurry, maybe you can save him long enough for both of you to die in the explosion.” 
 
    The stone of the tunnel floor vibrated as if from distance blasts. 
 
    “Run, boy! Run!” 
 
    Jake ran. He ran for all he was worth. Any doubt that the globe was going to explode left his mind. I’ve got to get to my Warcat. 
 
    Picking his feet up and laying them down as fast as he could, he drew closer and closer to the tunnel entrance. The sound of reptilian laughter echoing down the tunnel spurred him on to an even faster pace. 
 
    By the time he reached his cat, Jake’s lungs burned and sweat poured down his face. He thought the command to open the hatch. Using the nearest cat leg for leverage, he slipped his feet into the opening and slid inside. Plunging his head beneath the surface of the thin controlling-gel, he thought the command to close the hatch. Darkness enveloped him as he drew in his first lungful of gel. He forced the gag reflex to the side as his lungs and body adapted to the liquid environment. One breath; two breaths, then a third. Once he was breathing as normal as his body would allow, he thought the command to activate the Warcat. He began crawling toward the hologram of the cliff face. 
 
    Reaching the edge of the ledge, Jake turned the Warcat’s head and took a last look down the tunnel. The light from the globe seemed to taunt him as his cat’s external sound receivers picked up another bout of laughter. He aimed the sight reticle for the cat’s shoulder missile launcher down the tunnel. The command to fire was on the tip of his mind. The vibrations of explosions coming through the stone kept his command ungiven. 
 
    Tim’s in trouble. I can’t waste one of my missiles. 
 
    He eyed the three barrels of the disassembled plasma rifles on the cave floor where he’d left them. 
 
    They’re a lost cause. I’ll have to rely on my Gatling gun and the two anti-armor missiles. 
 
    With the decision made, Jake drew back his right claw and drove it into the rock floor, gouging out a hole. Grabbing the hook for the small winch on the Warcat’s chest, he released some cable and forced the hook into the hole. Holstering his Gatling gun to free up both claws, he swung the legs of his Warcat over the side of the cliff. 
 
    The cliff’s thirty meters high. I’ve only got twenty meters of cable, but the base of the hologram is five meters below the top of the cliff. I’ll just have to cut the cable and drop the last five meters. 
 
    Cutting loose his lifeline to the mountain wasn’t high on his list of fun things to do, but Tim needed him. With few choices, Jake fed out cable as fast as the winch’s motor would go. Down he went. By using his legs and arms, he was able to take up some of the cat’s weight by grabbing onto protrusions or wedging footpads into stony cracks that splintered and broke off. Basically, the cat went down the cliff in what was more of a controlled fall than anything else. 
 
    I used the last of my ion gas climbing up here. If I slip, I’m dead. 
 
    A shrill beep sounded over the cat’s internal speaker as a flashing white blip appeared on the heads-up display. 
 
    Tim’s activated his emergency beacon. He wouldn’t do that unless he was in big trouble. 
 
    Jake glanced at the cat’s display timer. 
 
    Twenty-five minutes until the pickup time. Liz won’t wait. She’ll be coming in as soon as she sees Tim’s signal. 
 
    The cable tightened and the Warcat jerked to a stop as it dangled in the air an arms-length away from the face of the cliff. 
 
    End of the cable. I’ll need to swing in and find some claw and footpad holds before I cut it. 
 
    Activating the Warcat’s rear video cameras, he looked behind and below him to see how close he was to the base of the cliff. What he saw on his heads-up display drove all caution out of his mind. On the plain below was a single Warcat surrounded by four Crosoian medium cats and a six-legged Colossus heavy UHAAV. Beams of energy and trails of ion gas from missiles crisscrossed back and forth around the Warcat. How his friend was able to dodge all the enemy fire was beyond Jake, but somehow the Trecorian admiral was doing it. 
 
    Well, he won’t be able to dodge much longer. One of those bats is bound to get in a lucky shot. 
 
    Cutting the winch’s cable, Jake fell down the remainder of the cliff. The Warcat’s footpads hit stone five meters below and flipped over, rolling backwards down the mountain slope. Sky…stone…sky…then more stone flashed past the Warcat’s face shield. Flailing out with the cat’s right arm, Jake got the metal claw latched onto something solid. The Warcat came to a stop with stone in front of its visor. Rotating the rear video cameras down so he could see his footpads, he jammed both of the Warcat’s feet into a large crack. Thankfully, the mountain slope was only a forty-five degrees angle at his position. 
 
    He turned the rear cameras on the battle below. The Colossus heavy cat was at the base of the mountain firing at Tim’s dodging Warcat. At the same time, the four medium cats appeared to be herding his friend toward the heavy cat and certain death. As the enemy missiles and energy beams hit the rocky terrain, the vibrations of the otherwise silent explosions shook the mountain. Small rocks vibrated loose and rolled past Jake. 
 
    Turning his cat around, Jake took a good look at the battle three hundred meters below. The shimmering of the force fields around the Colossus heavy cat and the four medium cats told him how inadequate his two anti-armor missiles and his Gatling gun were going to be. He glanced around trying to find any advantage. 
 
    One of the medium cats spotted him clinging to the side of the mountain and fired an energy beam at him. Jake diverted all of the Warcat’s power to its forward force field. The enemy beam struck the energy shield and deflected into the mountain on his right side. Stone flew into the air as the beam of green energy tore into the rock. 
 
    Chunks of stone loosened by the explosion began rolling down the slope all the way to the base of the mountain. The stones only stopped when they hit the Colossus’s force field. The large cat was positioned directly below Jake, and it was firing at Tim’s dodging Warcat with every weapon it had. More stones knocked loose by the continued vibrations of the battle below began rolling past Jake. One hit the back of the Warcat’s head. Although he’d diverted the energy from his rear force field to the forward shield, the Warcat’s armor was more than a match for the chunk of rock. It bounced into the air before continuing down the steep slope. 
 
    This whole side of the mountain’s loose. If that medium cat keeps firing at me, I’ll probably be caught in an avalanche even if it doesn’t hit me. If my Warcat’s not torn to pieces in the fall, the rock slid will take me all the way down to that Colossus. I’ll be wedged up against its force field and covered in rocks. 
 
    As Jake watched another miniature landslide hit the heavy cat’s force field far below, an idea formed in his mind. Without taking the time to second guess himself, he grabbed his Gatling gun with his left claw and aimed his missile launcher at a large boulder perched on a ledge twenty meters below. He thought the command to fire. 
 
    Two trails of ion gas shot out of the launcher as both missiles headed straight for the boulder. The missiles barely had time to arm before flashes of red and orange enveloped the large stone. The ledge beneath the boulder gave way, and the stone went over the edge, heading straight for the Colossus below. 
 
    The ledge beneath the boulder wasn’t the only thing that gave way. The crack where Jake had the Warcat’s footpads wedged in suddenly widened before splitting away from the mountain, taking him with it. Other parts of the slope broke off, adding their weight to the ever increasing landslide. Down the Warcat went as Jake tried to swim to the top of the growing avalanche. More and more of the mountain joined the cascading stones as the landslide made its way ever downward, heading straight for the six-legged cat. 
 
    The Colossus turned to face the mountain just as the first stones hit its force field. Then a cloud of smoke engulfed everything around the heavy cat, obscuring it from view. 
 
    Jake continued bouncing down the mountain along with the uppermost part of the avalanche. Somehow he managed to ride the landslide down without getting torn apart. His heads-up display disappeared as all electronics went out. Finally, all sense of movement stopped. When he looked out the front of his visor, he saw only gray stone. He tried moving his cat’s arms and legs. Nothing happened. 
 
    I’ve lost hydraulics, so I can’t even eject. Not that it matters. I’m not in a space suit, and there’s no atmosphere on this blasted moon. I’d be dead in a heartbeat. 
 
    A wave of fear swept over him. He forced it away. He was a soldier. Panicking wouldn’t help. 
 
    I’m buried alive. How much stone’s on top of me? There’s no way to tell. I can’t move, and I can’t see. I’m basically helpless. 
 
    He remembered the time he’d been buried in swamp mud inside the Paladin. Commander Onstott had pulled him out of the muck then. 
 
    Onstott’s not here to save me this time, but Tim and Liz are, assuming they’re alive. They won’t leave without me if they know I’m here. My emergency beacon’s got its own isotopic battery. If I can activate it, they’ll find me. 
 
    Jake thought the command to activate the beacon. Nothing happened. 
 
    The Warcat’s tactical computer is out as well as the hydraulics. I’ll have to turn the beacon on manually. 
 
    He tried moving his right arm. Nothing happened. The weight of the Warcat’s arm plus whatever stone was on top of it was too much for his muscles. He strained again. Still nothing happened. 
 
    My cat’s dead. No electronics means the life support’s also out. 
 
    He breathed in a lungful of gel. 
 
    How long’s the oxygen in the controlling-gel going to last? Five minutes? Maybe ten if I’m lucky? I’ve got to let Tim and Liz know where I am. 
 
    Jake wasn’t even sure Tim had survived the avalanche in one piece, but he refused to give up hope. 
 
    Tim’s Warcat is lighter and more agile than the Crosoians’ cats. If he saw the slide coming, he might’ve been able to use his ion thrusters to get out of the way long enough to escape the avalanche. I don’t sense any vibrations of explosions through the stones, so the fighting must be over. Tim’s up there somewhere. I know he is. I’ve just got to let him know where I am. 
 
    Jake concentrated on his left claw. He had no idea if the claw still gripped the Gatling gun or if the weapon was even in working order, but he took a chance and squeezed his trigger finger. Without the assistance of the cat’s hydraulics, he could barely move the finger. Straining every muscle in his body, he forced the Warcat’s finger to move. 
 
    The Warcat’s left arm jerked as the sound of angry hornets vibrated through the stones around him. Something hot pierced his leg. He screamed. The sound of hornets stopped. 
 
    I’ve either shot myself or a ricocheting piece of rock got through my armor. 
 
    He sensed a lessening in the pressure of the gel. 
 
    I’m leaking fluid. I’m going to die. 
 
    He thought of Maggie. He thought of his mother, brother, and sister. Then his thoughts returned to Maggie. An image of her red hair swirling past her face as she laughed came to his mind. The image changed as her eyes turned green. A sense of loss tore at his heart as he realized he’d never see her again. 
 
    I’ll never be able to tell her that— 
 
    The Warcat flipped over. Through the cracked visor, Jake saw a second Warcat standing over him. Tim’s face was visible on the inside of its visor. 
 
    Jake struggled to breathe as the gel grew ever thinner. He barely noticed his friend detach a bottle from his Warcat’s waist and spray something onto the hole in his cat’s leg. Red stars flashed before Jake’s eyes. He hardly noticed Tim connect a hose between both Warcat’s. The gel inside the Warcat thickened. He drew in a deep breath of life-giving gel full of oxygen. 
 
    Tim bent down until the head of his cat touched Jake’s Warcat. “Everything’s going to be all right, buddy. Liz took out the two cats that didn’t get caught in that avalanche of yours. She’s coming in for short final now to pick us up. My Warcat’s life support can keep both of us alive long enough to get back to Geris. Just hang on.” 
 
    Jake spotted something bright in the sky through his visor. The trail of plasma gas turned into the form of a fighter-shuttle. Something orange wrapped around both Tim and him and pulled them into the air. Then he was lodged against the bottom of the fighter face first. He heard the roar of engines as Liz gunned the fighter-shuttle for all it was worth. Something bright-blue flashed off the skin of the fighter’s bottom. A wave of energy hit, tossing the fighter-shuttle around like a piece of flotsam. 
 
    The mountain must’ve blown. 
 
    Jake waited for the fighter-shuttle and his Warcat to explode. They didn’t. 
 
    The fighter’s engines took hold. The bright-blue light disappeared. Then all Jake could see out the corner of his visor was the deep blackness of outerspace. 
 
    We made it. We’re headed home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 – Call for Assistance 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    A half-meter-high, red-headed hologram stood in the center of the conference room table facing Jake. Other than Maggie’s hologram, he was the only one in the small room. 
 
    Maggie stomped her foot for effect. Since there were no tractor beams in the room to simulate her boot hitting the table’s surface, the noiseless gesture didn’t work the way she probably wanted it to. She didn’t let that stop her from letting Jake know her opinion of his actions. “That was foolish! You could’ve been killed.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Jake responded, having grown tired of hearing the same old litany. “So you’ve told me like fifty times.” 
 
    Maggie gave him a glare that could’ve melted brerellium steel. “I’ve told you eight times, but even if it was fifty, that wouldn’t make it any less true.” Her eyes softened, not quite becoming green, but not totally blue either. “You could’ve been killed, Jake. I couldn’t…I just…” 
 
    Relenting somewhat, Jake bit back the smart-aleck remark he had waiting on his lips. A warmth spread through his chest. He wasn’t exactly sure why. “I know, Maggie. I wouldn’t want to be without you either.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes brightened. “Then you’ve got to get me to Geris as soon as possible. We can’t wait for my scheduled arrival. Tilley and Jason have talked to the freighter’s captain until they’re blue in the face trying to get her to make a couple of extra hyper-jumps to get to Geris sooner. The captain claims the ship’s hyper-drive only has five jumps left before it needs an overhaul. She says she’s not going to be stuck on some backwater planet like Geris waiting for spare parts while a war’s going on. She—” 
 
    “Does it?” Jake asked. 
 
    Shutting her mouth mid-sentence, Maggie cocked her head and eyed Jake. The look she gave him was almost comical. Jake wisely refrained from laughing. The last fifteen minutes of discussion had already convinced him that she was nearing her breaking point. 
 
    “What does what? What are you talking about?” 
 
    A slight smile crept over Jake’s face. “Is the captain right? Does your freighter only have five hyper-jumps left before it needs an overhaul?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but that’s beside—” 
 
    “Actually, that is the point. I can see the captain’s side of the problem. I wouldn’t want to be stuck on Geris either if I didn’t have to be. In fact, I was hoping when you got here that we could do whatever anti-hacking stuff you needed to get done quickly and be on the freighter when it leaves to more civilized parts of the galaxy.” 
 
    Maggie snorted. “Fat chance of that happening. You’ve obviously got more faith in me than I do. I’ve spent the last fifteen minutes analyzing everything you’ve told me, and I can tell you right now that I don’t know squat about magic.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as magic.” 
 
    Another snort. “Says you. I forwarded you the information on the three magic planets in the galaxy. Didn’t you get it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it. So what? Magic’s limited to those planets. Their inhabitants can’t use magic when they get more than a hundred thousand kilometers from their planet. We’re twenty-thousand lightyears from the closest one. Their mages, or whatever the heck they’re called, can’t be our hackers. Magic, or whatever it is, will never work in our galaxy other than those planets.” 
 
    Maggie shook her head. “Never say never. It’s an awfully long time.” She folded her arms and looked down her nose at him. “Your present attitude is exactly why I need to be there with you. I want you to pull a few strings and get the captain of this bucket of bolts to cough up a couple of extra hyper-jumps. We could be on Geris in a day or two if she did.” 
 
    Jake laughed at the idea that Maggie thought he had strings to pull. “Exactly who do you think I should call that has the authority to order your freighter’s captain to do anything? The Conglomerate? No way. My contract has already been signed. They wouldn’t bother answering the tele-call from me. Commandant Onstott? You know better. He doesn’t have near enough rank. And if you’re thinking of Tim, he’s already tried working through Trecorian channels. Duke Bistoria told him that his hands were tied. As for Liz, the Imperial High Command ordered her to stop pestering them about it.” Jake shrugged his shoulders. “I mean, really. Who do you expect me to call?” 
 
    Unfolding her arms, Maggie placed the tip of her right index finger under her chin. “Hmmm. Well, now, why don’t you think about it for a moment, Mr. Smarty-pants. Oh, I don’t know. Maybe, just maybe, you could call the person who sent you on this mission in the first place.” 
 
    Jake eyed Maggie’s hologram as he realized what she was suggesting. “Look, I’m just a cat pilot. If you’re saying what I think you’re saying, forget it. Mercenaries and politicians don’t mix. The mercenaries are the ones who usually wind up dead.” 
 
    Maggie smiled. “I calculate you’re going to wind up dead anyway if I don’t get to Geris before that voice in the globe does whatever extensive test it was bragging about. You need me there. I can set up the call for you now if you want. Just give me the word.” 
 
    After a ten second staring contest, Jake relented. “Fine then. Make the call.” 
 
    Maggie laughed and did a pirouette than would’ve made a ballerina proud before turning back to face him. “I knew you were smarter than you looked.” She flashed him a devilish grin. “I mean, you have to be, right?” 
 
    Before he could respond, the hologram split into two parts. Maggie’s image was on the left side of the hologram. The figure of a bored-looking clerk was on the other. 
 
    “Placing a three-way call to Councilwoman Janice Deluth,” said Maggie. “And make it snappy.” 
 
    The clerk’s eyes narrowed. “The councilwoman’s busy. She’s always busy.” 
 
    “Then un-busy her,” said Maggie. “Tell her it’s a matter of galactic importance from a very important person.” 
 
    The clerk tapped the fingers of his right hand on his desk. “And who shall I say is calling?” 
 
    Maggie smiled her sweetest smile. “I already told you. He’s a very important person.” 
 
    The frown on the clerk’s face told Jake the man wasn’t taken in by Maggie’s smile. 
 
    “And who is this so called VIP with the oh-so-urgent message?” asked the clerk in a snarky tone. 
 
    The smile dropped from Maggie’s face. “It’s one Jake Striker. And don’t you ever forget it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 – Councilwoman Deluth 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    Ten minutes passed after the clerk left. The right most half of the hologram remained empty. Maggie used the time to fill him in on Councilwoman Deluth’s background. 
 
    “She’s a wizard scout,” said Maggie, “so she’s going to look young, but according to her official records in the central computer’s databanks, she’s eighty years old.” 
 
    “Eighty, huh?” Jake said. “I hope she doesn’t fall asleep on me.” 
 
    Maggie reached out with her right hand and simulated knocking Jake on the top of his head. “Didn’t you hear the part where I said she looks young? Some process wizard scouts go through at their academy keep them physically young for their entire lives. She’ll look like she’s in her mid to late twenties, but she’s got all the wisdom and knowledge of an eighty-year-old, so watch your step when you’re talking to her.” 
 
    “You keep calling her a wizard scout. She’s a councilwoman, right?” 
 
    “Yes, she is. But she got hurt or something on one of her wizard scout missions forty or fifty years ago and was put on the disabled list. She went into politics and has done quite well. You know what they say; once a wizard scout, always a wizard scout.” 
 
    Jake yawned. “I never heard anyone say that.” 
 
    “Well, now you have.” 
 
    Glancing at his wrist-timer, Jake said, “It’s been over ten minutes. I think that jerk of a clerk’s left us high and dry. I don’t think the old woman’s com—” 
 
    A slim, pretty woman with light brown hair appeared in the right half of the hologram sitting at a desk. She appeared to be in her late twenties. Something about her eyes seemed much older than her looks.  
 
    “Oh, the old woman’s coming all right, and here she is.” The woman smiled. It took years off her eyes. “I’m Councilwoman Janice Deluth, and you must be Jake Striker. I’m glad I finally got a chance to talk to you in person…” She waved a hand around her. “…so to speak.” She turned her head slightly right. “And you must be Maggie. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    “You have?” asked Maggie, sounding almost defensive. “You mean you’ve seen something in the central computer’s databanks about me?” 
 
    The councilwoman shook her head. “No, I mean I heard a lot about you. I’ve got a friend who knows quite a bit about your history.” 
 
    “Who might that be?” Jake demanded, momentarily forgetting he was talking to one of the most powerful members of the Imperial High Council. 
 
    Councilwoman Deluth smiled. “I believe I’ll keep that little bit of information to myself for the time being if you don’t mind. In the meantime, you called me. To be honest, I expected you to call sooner. You’ve already accomplished a lot during the time you’ve been on Geris. I wish I could’ve provided you with more resources, but there’s a war on.” 
 
    “Councilwoman,” said a voice from outside the hologram. “You’ve got a meeting with the Dorisian ambassador in five minutes.” 
 
    After nodding her head at the unseen speaker, Councilwoman Deluth turned back to Jake. “Duty calls, and I have a lot of sticks in the fire as they used to say back on Earth. So what is this matter of galactic importance as my clerk put it? 
 
    Jake gave Maggie a glare before looking back at the councilwoman. “I need Maggie and the rest of my team on Geris as soon as possible. Something big is getting ready to happen, and I think she’s our only hope.” His call suddenly seemed unimportant compared to all the other things the councilwoman was probably handling. Jake grew a little embarrassed. “Uh, I was wondering if you could order the freighter’s captain to use some extra hyper-jumps to get my crew and equipment here in the next day or two.” 
 
    “Is that all?” The councilwoman laughed. “I wish all my tasks were so easy to accomplish.” She turned to her left. “Wilson, get the orders sent.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it, Councilwoman,” said the unseen voice. 
 
    The deceptively young looking woman nodded and looked back at Jake. “I’ve seen the tele-bot reports. I believe you’re on the right track. I didn’t think magic had made its way into our galaxy, but…well, I think you’re headed in the right direction.” She rose from her chair. “I must be off. I wish I could do everything myself,” she smiled, “but these tired old bones aren’t what they used to be.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jake said, again forgetting who he was talking to before recovering and adding, “Please.” 
 
    The councilwoman remained in the hologram. “Is there something else, Mr. Striker?” 
 
    “Uh, it’s just that, uh, I mean, magic doesn’t exist except for a few planets. That can’t be what’s hacking the computers. And even if it was, I don’t know anything about it. What can we do?” 
 
    Councilwoman Deluth gave a tired smile. “You can do what any of us can do. You can do your best. As for magic, it definitely exists. Believe me, I know. I hope you never have to learn for yourself the hard way. In the meantime, you and your battle…uh, I mean tactical computer need to stop whoever’s hacking those computers in their tracks. We can’t afford to have whatever’s doing it spread their virus to other parts of the Empire. I’m relying on you.” 
 
    “But—” Jake started. 
 
    The councilwoman smiled. The smile looked less tired. “I’ll be in touch, Mr. Striker. I’ve got a feeling we’re going to be seeing a lot of each other in the years to come. 
 
    “What do—” 
 
    The right half of the hologram went blank. 
 
    Maggie laughed. “Not much on long goodbyes, is she?” 
 
    “She didn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know,” Jake said more than a little frustrated. “My one chance to find out something useful and I blew it.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Maggie waved a finger at Jake. “You expect too much sometimes. She’s a politician. They’re trained to talk in circles. Besides, you got what we wanted. She’s ordering the freighter to hightail it to Geris. We’ll be together again soon enough. That’s what’s important.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “No. What’s important is stopping that hacker.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 – Opponents 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    Jake spent the next morning in the research hangar at the spaceport while Jennifer and her assistants bustled back and forth doing one experiment after another. Occasionally one of the scientists or technicians would stop what they were doing and stare at him for a couple of seconds as if trying to make sure he wasn’t bothering anything, but for the most part they left him alone. He did the same. His full attention was on the thumbnail-size piece of metal inside the glass case on the workbench. Having pulled his chair close to the bench when he’d gotten there two hours earlier, he’d spent most of the morning resting his elbows on the table top with his chin in his hands as he stared at the CPU chip. 
 
    What are you? What secrets do you hold? 
 
    The computer chip didn’t reply. Jake hadn’t expected it to. It just remained in its glass case looking as normal as every other CPU chip he’d ever seen. Jake knew better. He glanced to the right at the two-meter-high box of scientific instruments connected to the glass case. Three purple waves on one of the box’s computer screens drew his attention. 
 
    The two matching waves are the normal ghost frequencies all computers have according to Jennifer. The one’s the Paladin’s tactical computer, and the other’s the clone copy Jennifer’s techs created. The third ghost wave’s the magic one. 
 
    Jake didn’t want to believe the technicians and all their talk about magic he’d heard over the last few days. Before he’d come to Geris, magic had been a strange, mystical unknown that he’d only read about in fairy tales. He’d always thought it was make believe. After his encounter with the creature inside the globe on Geris’s moon the previous day, he wasn’t so sure.  
 
    Councilwoman Deluth didn’t seem very surprised by all the magic talk. I don’t think she expected to find it in our part of the galaxy, but she said the word magic far too easily. It’s almost as if she’s encountered it before. If she has, she didn’t bother sharing any useful information with me about it. 
 
    He touched the rogue purple wave on the screen with his right index finger. 
 
    You’re the key to this whole thing, and I’m going to track you down and put a stop to whatever it is you’re trying to do. 
 
    “You look like you’re in a staring contest with your opponent,” came Jennifer’s voice from behind him. 
 
    Jake turned in his chair to look at the tired, but still very pretty scientist. “My opponent?” 
 
    Smiling, Jennifer placed the tip of her index finger next to his on the computer screen. The touch of her warm flesh on his felt nice. 
 
    “Yes, your opponent,” said Jennifer, keeping her finger next to his. “You’ve been over here staring at the Paladin’s computer chip for hours. I was beginning to think you’d been turned into a statue.” 
 
    Jake stared into her eyes, leaving his finger where it was; next to hers. 
 
    Jennifer stared back, barely blinking. 
 
    “We’re going to lunch,” said one of the orange-suited techs standing at another bench. “Do you want us to bring something back for you, professor? Or maybe you’d like to come with us?” 
 
    Pulling her hand back, the dark-haired scientist shook her head. “No, I brought my lunch today. I think I’ll stay here and try that Hydranian algorithm on the Paladin’s CPU chip again.” 
 
    The tech shrugged. “Suit yourself, doc. We’ve run it five times already, but you’re the boss.” 
 
    Jennifer turned back to Jake and smiled. “That’s right. I am the boss.” Taking a seat in the chair next to Jake’s, she pointed at the chip in the glass case. “What is it you’re hoping to accomplish staring at this thing, if you don’t mind my asking? We’ve run every test imaginable on it plus a few we made up ourselves. Other than that rogue ghost wave you seem enthralled with, we haven’t found anything strange. Everything’s normal according to all of our test equipment.” 
 
    Jake sat sideways in his seat and faced the scientist. “If real magic’s involved, can you guarantee that your equipment would even pick it up?” 
 
    Jennifer shrugged. “I suppose not, but I’ve got to use the equipment that I have available.” She laughed. “My magic cape’s at the laundry, so don’t expect me to pull a miracle out of thin air.” 
 
    She’s got a pretty smile, Jake thought. It reminds me of… He shoved the thought of purple-streaked hair out of his mind. “Well, at least your instruments can detect the rogue wave in tactical computers. The militia’s disconnected their infected UHAAVs from the planetary tele-network and removed the cat’s isotopic batteries. That’s something.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose.” She pursed her lips. “I’m still concerned it’s not going to be enough. My techs jury-rigged enough detection equipment to send out to the field, but whether all of the militia’s cats will get inspected before another hacking episode happens is another thing.” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll miss a few,” Jake agreed. “They always do, but Tim says his contacts in the militia assure him it shouldn’t make much of a difference. A few cats going rogue will cause some harm, but it won’t be catastrophic.” 
 
    Jennifer sighed. “I hope they’re right.” She looked into Jake’s eyes. “Did Tim’s contacts also tell him their field techs found two infected UHAAVs that our equipment previously cleared as virus free?” 
 
    Jake didn’t reply for three heartbeats. “Tim didn’t mention anything about it. Two, huh? Maybe the militia’s techs didn’t run your test equipment right the first time. Maybe it’s just a case of operator error.” 
 
    The scientist shook her head. “I was the one who ran the first test on one of the cats when it came up clean. I was demoing how to use our test equipment to the militia’s techs, so I know the first test was done right.” She reached out and lay her hand on Jake’s where he’d placed it on the workbench. “Believe me. The first test was done correctly. The cat was virus free. It got infected after my test.” 
 
    Jake looked down at the scientist’s hand resting on his. He didn’t want to spoil the moment, if moment it was. Regardless, he pulled his hand back and placed it in his lap. “So you’re saying there’s a good chance some of the other clean cats are now infected?” 
 
    Leaning back in her chair, Jennifer folded her hands in her lap. “I’m a scientist. I work with facts. But if you want my opinion as a person, then yes. I believe we may have a lot more than a few infected cats out there. My concern is that this magic hacker of yours may be infecting more tactical computers as we speak.” She nodded at the CPU chip in the glass case. “I’ve tried to find a solution, but nothing I do works, and I’m fresh out of ideas.” 
 
    “Me too,” Jake admitted. He waved a hand at the chip. “I’m convinced this thing’s the key to figuring out a way to stop the hacking. I wish I could talk to it. Then I might be able to get some useful information.” 
 
    Jennifer turned her chair to face the two-meter-high box of instruments. She pressed a few icons on one of the computer screens. A stream of meaningless gobbledygook scrolled down the right side of the screen  
 
    “Your wish is my command,” said Jennifer. “The chips no longer connected to the Paladin’s tactical computer, but we’ve spent a lot of hours using test programs to interact with the chip.” She pointed at the scrolling words and numbers. “You can see for yourself. Its responses are normal.” 
 
    Jake took a long look at the stream of data before looking back at the scientist. Apparently his face looked as confused as he felt because she burst out laughing. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said once her laughter died down a little. “I keep forgetting you’re not a programmer. Trust me though.” She pointed at the still scrolling data. “The information we’re getting from the chip is standard programming responses. I’ve had my best computer experts on it. There’s nothing there.” 
 
    “Well,” Jake said, “nothing against your programmers, but I’d like to talk to the chip myself.” 
 
    Jennifer pulled a keyboard out from underneath the computer screen and set it on the workbench. “Be my guest. I’m not sure how you’re going to do it unless you take some advanced programming courses, but I’ll help however I can.” 
 
    Jake sensed a little irritation in the scientist’s tone. Guess I’m stepping on her toes a little. Well, it is what it is. This is too important to worry about hurting someone’s feelings. He sighed. “Look I know I’m not a programmer. I’m a cat pilot, and that’s all I ever want to be. But I was thinking maybe you could figure some way for me to interact with the chip the way I do with my Maggie. I guess I was hoping you could hook up some type of hologram so I could talk to it face to face.” 
 
    Jennifer raised both hands in a stopping motion. “Whoa there. You’ve got no idea what you’re asking. I’ve never met this Maggie of yours in person, so…well, I get that she’s a little different, but AI is a strange field. It doesn’t work the way you think it does. Tactical computers don’t have the processing power to do a tenth of what you’ve told me your Maggie can do. Hell, supercomputers at top-line universities would have a hard time doing it.” 
 
    Jake was well aware of his deficiency in computer programming knowledge, but he’d expected her to be a little more encouraging. “Look, I’m not asking for a full-blown holographic interface with tractor beams and whatnot. I just want to talk to it face to face without having to learn computer code. Isn’t there something you can do?” 
 
    Raising a hand to her head, Jennifer tucked some loose hair behind her right ear. Her eyes took on a faraway look. 
 
    Jake barely breathed for ten seconds. 
 
    Finally, Jennifer shrugged. “All right, I can give it a try. But…don’t expect anything very useful. UHAAV tactical computers aren’t intended to do much more than help cat pilots move and shoot. You’ll probably just get a lot of rephrasing of your questions.” She sighed. “Still, I haven’t been having much luck trying things the traditional way, so what the hell?” She laughed. “I wasn’t all that thrilled about setting up another Hydranian algorithm test on the chip anyway. Maybe this little hologram diversion will give me a chance to relax and think of another way of doing things once I get you set up.” 
 
    “Well, I’d appreciate anything you can do? By the way, what’s going on with the Paladin’s assignment history? Have you tracked down where’s it’s been and what computers it’s been connected with?” 
 
    “I’ve had Henry and Jenkins working on it. They promised me they’d have something this afternoon. Why don’t you come by this evening? I’ll probably have your little hologram experiment set up by then. We can go over Henry and Jenkins’s report, and then you can spend a few minutes trying to interact with the computer chip.” She smiled. “After you decide you’ve wasted enough time trying to talk to it, maybe you and I can go grab a bite to eat somewhere. We could get it to-go and eat in my room if nothing else.” 
 
    Jake took a last look at the rogue wave on the computer screen. “Yeah, maybe. I’ll be back around six.” 
 
    “It’s a date,” said Jennifer. “Now get out of here, and let me get some work done. Hologram interfaces aren’t that easy to set up.” 
 
    To Jake’s surprise, the scientist leaned close and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “What was that for?” he asked. 
 
    Jennifer smiled. “You figure it out. Now get. I really do need to get to work.” Without another word, she turned her back and began pulling equipment out of drawers. 
 
    Jake rubbed his cheek, rose from his chair, and headed for the door. He left the hangar more confused than when he’d entered. Not all of his confusion had to do with the rogue computers. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 – Sparring 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    After leaving Jennifer, Jake glanced at his wrist-timer. 
 
    I stayed talking to Jennifer too long. I’m gonna be late. Tim and Liz are probably already there. 
 
    Catching a hover-cab back to the bachelor’s quarters, he hurriedly changed into t-shirt, shorts, and running shoes. Once outside, he splurged on another hover-cab to the gym. After making his way into the gymnasium, he spotted his friends beating up on each other on one of the exercise pads. 
 
    Wandering over to the table containing the computer display with the outlines of a male and female, he couldn’t help but laugh. The male figure had the word DEATHS with a 12 next to it. The female figure had a big fat 0 next to it. 
 
    “I know you’re not laughing at me,” came Tim’s voice. 
 
    Jake stopped laughing long enough to look at his friends. They were no longer sparing and were staring at him. Sweat was pouring off of the Trecorian admiral’s face. His hair was soaked. Liz had a slight sheen of perspiration on her forehead, but the hair on her head looked dry. 
 
    “Because if you’re laughing at me,” grinned Tim, “then I’m going to make sure I return the favor when this hellcat tears into you.” 
 
    Raising both hands, Jake did his best to wipe the smile off his face. He wasn’t sure he succeeded. “No, not you. Uh…I was thinking of a joke I once heard.” 
 
    Tim nodded and wandered over to the table along with Liz. 
 
    “Sure you were,” replied Tim as an even wider grin appeared on his face. “Don’t make me regret pulling you out of that rock pile back on the moon.” He jerked his head at Liz. “On the other hand, once she gets hold of you, you’re liable to regret I didn’t leave you there.” 
 
    Jake grew serious. He knew all too well how lucky he’d been on that moon of death. Looking at Tim, he said, “Thanks…I mean….” He took his eyes off Tim and looked at Liz. “I mean, thanks to both of you. I’m lucky my Warcat was only partially buried in that rockslide, otherwise Tim might not have seen the tracer rounds from my Gatling gun. Thanks again you guys.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Liz. “That’s what teammates do. They cover each other’s backs. By the way, how’s your leg doing? Are you up for a little sparring this morning?” 
 
    “Sparring?” Jake waved a hand at his attire. “Well, I didn’t go get all dressed up in this getup for nothing.” He patted his left leg. “As for this thing, the medic said I was lucky. The round from the Gatling gun must’ve expended some of its energy ricocheting off a rock. When the round hit my Warcat’s leg armor, it shattered. A piece of the round had just enough force to penetrate the armor and tear a hole in my leg. The medic told me I’ll have a nice scar to impress the ladies, but that I could do whatever I wanted today.” He pointed at the small scar on the side of his thigh. “Are you impressed, Liz?” 
 
    The fighter pilot laughed. “Not really, but then I’m no lady.” 
 
    “You are in my book,” said Tim, apparently before he had time to think. His face turned pink as if just realizing what he’d said. 
 
    “Uh…” Jake said in an attempt to keep his friends from starting an argument. “Jennifer’s going to hook the rogue Paladin’s computer chip up to a hologram for me. I’m going to the research hangar this evening to see what I can find out. I’d like the two of you to be there.” 
 
    “A hologram?” asked Liz, taking her glare off Tim long enough to look at Jake. “What on earth for?” 
 
    Jake became instantly defensive. “So I can talk to it, that’s why.” 
 
    Tim took a seat across the table from him. “Jake, uh…that Maggie of yours is pretty unique. After four years in the mercs, I’m sure you’ve been around tactical computers long enough to know they’re not like Maggie. Or at least they’re not like how Trish told me your Maggie is. Tactical computers are just lines of programming code. Some of the more advanced computers can simulate human qualities, but they’re just faking it. Interacting with a hologram controlled by the rogue chip isn’t going to give you any more information than Jennifer’s programmers have been able to get by analyzing its code. A computer’s a computer. Your Maggie’s unique.” 
 
    Jake knew better. He was about to say so when Liz came to his defense. 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” said Liz. “A wizard scout is issued a battle computer during their last year at the Academy. Battle computers are more than just lines of programming code. I’m not sure if they’re the gas-based creatures like Jake says his Maggie is, but they’re not your typical run-of-the-mill computer.” 
 
    Tim looked up at Liz. “But you can’t be sure. You got kicked out of the Academy before you got issued a battle helmet.” He realized his mistake too late. “What I mean is…” 
 
    The muscles around Liz’s eyes tightened. “I know what you meant. I wasn’t good enough to become a wizard scout.” She turned to Jake before the flustered admiral could say anything in his defense. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t know a few things about battle computers. I never heard anything about gas-based creatures being computers until I met you, but it wouldn’t surprise me none if battle computers were one in the same.” 
 
    Jake leaned back in his seat. He hadn’t planned on doing a lot of thinking when he’d come to the gym. He took a deep breath. “What if they are? That rogue chip came from an old Paladin UHAAV. It’s got nothing to do with a wizard scout’s battle computer.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it did,” said Liz, sounding a little testy herself. She jerked a thumb at Tim. “I’m just saying your Maggie may not be as unique as this guy seems to think.” 
 
    Tim’s face reddened when Liz referred to him as this guy instead of using his name. 
 
    Jake thought back to the conversations he’d had with Creao Gegorma on Lastreo three months earlier before the superrich seller of black-market weapons had been killed. He looked at Liz. “Before Casey...uh, before Casey and I killed old man Gegorma, he told me that my grandfather was a medically disabled wizard scout. He said my grandfather volunteered to work on a secret project with the owner of the Deloris Armaments Corporation that involved using gas-based creatures as tactical computers in cats. That’s how Maggie came to be.” 
 
    Tim and Liz exchanged glances. 
 
    “Has Trish ever mentioned anything about that to you, Liz?” asked Tim. 
 
    Liz looked at the admiral and shook her head. “No. Like I said, the first I heard about gas-based creatures inhabiting computers was from Jake here.” She frowned. “Doesn’t mean it’s not true though. Trish is pretty tightlipped when I see her, which isn’t too often nowadays.” She turned back to Jake. “So what’s your point?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “To tell the truth, I’m not sure I got one. All I know is that I want to try talking to that rogue computer chip face to face, uh, so to speak. So can you guys be there when I give it a try?” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Tim. “I’ve got a meeting with some of my contacts in the militia this evening on the other side of the planet. Liz is taking me to the meeting in our shuttle. We won’t be back until tomorrow.” 
 
    Jake turned to Liz. “Are you sure you can’t make it? Do you really need to be at Tim’s meeting?” 
 
    Liz smiled. “I’ll tell you what. If you can beat me one time on the practice mat before we call it quits for the day, I’ll go with you this evening, and Tim can find himself another ride to his meeting.” 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure he liked the odds, but he nodded his head. Two hours later as he headed for the gym’s shower, he glanced at the computer screen on the scoring table. The male figure on the display had a 15 next to the word DEATHS. The female figure had a 2. 
 
    Jake smiled. 
 
    I must be getting better at hand to hand. 
 
    He raised a hand to touch his swollen eye and laughed. 
 
    Actually, I think I may need to redefine the word better. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 – Three’s a Crowd 
 
    ___________________________ 
 
    At 1800 hours on the dot, Jake entered the door to the research hangar at the spaceport. The normally bright overhead lights were strangely dim. It was also cooler than he was used to it being. He spied Jennifer sitting on a chair in front of the workbench containing the glass case with the CPU chip. An empty chair was on the left side of hers. Other than the scientist, the hangar was empty. Jake noticed the scientist’s hair was done up in an intricate wrap, and that she wasn’t wearing her lab coat. Instead of her usual work attire, she wore a slinky black dress and heels. In the glow of the light from the single work lamp on the table, she looked downright beautiful. 
 
    “Nice dress,” Jake said. 
 
    Raising her eyes from a tablet she was holding in her hands, Jennifer smiled. “Oh, this old thing? I thought maybe we could go out and grab something to eat aft—” 
 
    Liz walked through the hangar and stood next to Jake. 
 
    The smile on Jennifer’s face disappeared. “Oh, uh, you brought company.” 
 
    “Yeah,” laughed Liz. “It’s nice to see you too, Jennifer.” 
 
    “Oh, uh...,” Jennifer brushed at her hair. “I, uh, mean good, three heads are better than two.” 
 
    Liz laughed again. “I’m sure that’s what you meant.” She waved a thumb at Jake. “He said you might have that assignment history report for us to look at.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” said Jennifer in a tone that was a lot more businesslike than the one she’d used when first speaking to Jake. “I’ve got it right here. I was just going over it again.” She looked at Jake and motioned to the chair next to her. “Why don’t you have a seat, and we’ll go over it?” Glancing at Liz, she added, “There are some empty chairs on the other side of the workbench. I’m sure they’ll be quite comfortable.” 
 
    Jake sat down next to Jennifer. Instead of going to the other side of the worktable, Liz grabbed a chair from another workbench and pulled it to the left side of his before sitting down. She scooted her chair so close to Jake’s that their armrests touched. 
 
    “There,” said Liz. “Now we’ll all three be able to see the report at the same time, and we won’t have to shout to be heard.” 
 
    Jennifer scooted her chair closer on Jake’s right side until her left armrest bumped against his. “Yes, of course, we should all see it at the same time.” 
 
    Tucking his arms close to his sides, Jake glanced right then left. The two women were leaning forward in their chairs glaring at one another. The room suddenly felt uncomfortably warm. 
 
    “Uh, what about that report?” Jake said. “Did your people find anything useful?” 
 
    Neither of the women seemed to pay him any mind. They kept staring at each other without saying a word. 
 
    “I mean, we don’t have a lot of time,” Jake said, starting to feel like a meat bone caught between two snarling pactars. 
 
    Still no response. 
 
    “I’m sure we all know that innocent people could die if we don’t figure something out soon,” Jake said, pulling out his big phase guns. 
 
    That did the trick. 
 
    “Of course,” said Jennifer as she placed her electronic tablet on the table in front of him. “The mission comes first.” She scrolled the tablet’s display past pages full of numbers, charts, and a whole lot of words. “Do you want me to give you the executive summary? I can send you an encrypted copy of the full report over the tele-network. You can look at it to your heart’s content later.” 
 
    Jake nodded and placed his hands on the chair’s armrests. “I think the summary might be best. After all, we’re pressed for time.” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” said Liz as she placed her right hand on top of his left. “We’ve got to take what we can get when we’ve got the chance. We never know what tomorrow might bring.” 
 
    The air in the hangar grew even warmer. Jake tried to slide his left hand off the armrest, but Liz pressed down hard enough with her right hand to keep his in place. What the hell’s going on? he wondered. 
 
    Jennifer placed her left hand over Jake’s right, locking it in place on the armrest. “Yes, sometimes we’ve just got to go for it.” 
 
    The two women stared at each other again. Jake could almost feel their glares burning holes in the air in front of his face. 
 
    “So, what about that report?” Jake asked as he jerked both hands free and crossed his arms across his chest. 
 
    After another three seconds of glares, Jennifer took her hand off his armrest and pointed at the computer chip in the glass case. “My techs, Henry and Jenkins, had a heck of a time trying to track down that thing’s assignment history. Its earliest history was secured at the highest level.” She smiled and leaned closer to Jake. “I had to throw your name around to get some help from Councilwoman Deluth before we could get access to some of the data files that were marked with the highest security.” 
 
    “Really?” Jake said. “It’s just an outdated Paladin A-model. Why would it have its assignments secured? That information should be in the public domain for the most part.” 
 
    Jennifer shrugged. “Normally, you’d be right.” She nodded toward the glass case containing the CPU chip. “But from what my techs found out, that little piece of equipment was part of a top secret project run by the Deloris Armaments Corporation. I’m not sure what the project was all about, but it was something important. I’ve never seen the likes of the security protecting the central computer’s data files.” 
 
    Jake was pretty sure he knew what project she was talking about. He glanced at the rogue CPU chip. “Maggie was part of a top secret Deloris Armaments Corporation project.” 
 
    Liz stopped glaring at Jennifer and looked at Jake. “Do you think both computers were on the same project?” 
 
    Jake glanced around the room, feeling as if some stranger’s eyes were on him. “I wish Tim was here.” 
 
    Liz smiled and pulled a pen-like object from the breast pocket of her flight suit. “I’ve got a feeling this is what you want more than Tim.” 
 
    “Well, I, uh...” 
 
    Liz laughed. “Relax. Tim gave it to me before he left. He said you’d probably be needing it more than him.” She clicked something on the device. 
 
    Jake didn’t see any flashes in the corners of the hangar, but then again, the building was quite large and most of the lights were off. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to talk now,” said Liz. “I’ve got a feeling you were about to tell us something important.” 
 
    Jake turned to Jennifer. “I should probably bring you up to speed. I don’t know a lot, but what I do know is that my Grandfather Jacob was part of a top secret project run by the Deloris Armaments Corporation. The project was researching the possibility of integrating gas-based life forms into the tactical computers of UHAAVs. I’m not sure why they thought that was necessary, but it’s what they were trying to do. My grandfather was a disabled wizard scout. Apparently wizard scouts have an affinity for connecting, uh, I mean linking, with these gas-based creatures. Anyway, Maggie and my grandfather were assigned together as a team. Maggie was installed in a specially built Paladin.” 
 
    Leaning back in her chair, Jennifer frowned. “I’ve never heard of any gas-based creatures being part of UHAAVs. How long ago was this?” 
 
    “Fifty-five years,” Jake said. “From what I’ve been told, the project was a failure. Some of the gas-based life forms died. I got the impression there are more of these gas-based entities working with our governments, or at least there was fifty-five years ago. They threw a fit when the Empire’s techs wanted to destroy the remaining equipment to prevent whatever went wrong from spreading to other computers. I think the techs and the gas creatures compromised by wiping Maggie’s memory and letting my grandfather keep her and the Paladin. That’s about all I know.” 
 
    Jennifer drummed her fingers on the armrest of her chair for a couple of seconds. She pointed at the partially disassembled Paladin UHAAV in the maintenance bay across the hangar. “That might explain the security on this thing’s data files. Once Councilwoman Deluth stepped into the picture to clear the way for my techs, they found out that this Paladin was assigned to a mechanized company stationed on a small outpost located between the border of the Crosoian and Intergalactic Empires. Forty years ago, Balorian pirates made a raid against the outpost. They killed everyone and captured a lot of the equipment.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” said Liz. “Our Paladin here was one of the pieces of equipment taken by the pirates.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Jennifer said, “Yes, it was. The only thing is that while the official, public domain information says the raid was conducted by pirates, the not so public information suspects it was led by Crosoian advisers. Regardless of whom it was, some of the captured equipment made its way onto the black market over the years and back into the territory of the Intergalactic Empire. This A-model Paladin was purchased by the Geris militia as a replacement vehicle twenty-two years ago. According to what we could find out, it has performed as expected since it’s been in the militia’s hands, uh, until it went rogue on them, I mean.” 
 
    Jake glanced at the disassembled Paladin before laying his hands back on his chair’s armrests and turning to Jennifer. “Were your techs able to track any of its history before it fell into the militia’s hands?” 
 
    Jennifer placed her left hand on top of Jake’s right. 
 
    He felt Liz’s hand immediately go on top of his left. 
 
    Jennifer narrowed her eyes at Liz and opened her mouth to speak, but Jake beat her to the punch. “The Paladin’s history? It’s important.” 
 
    The scientist returned her gaze to him. “There’s a five year gap from the time the Paladin was captured to when it was spotted on the black market. It changed hands several times over the years after that, but we haven’t found anything in the records to indicate the cat’s owners had any kind of unusual programming problem with it.” 
 
    Liz released her hold on Jake’s left hand and pointed at the chip in the glass case. “So the Crosoians may have had our friend here for five years. They could’ve placed some kind of virus in it.” She leaned forward to look around Jake at Jennifer. “You said the Paladin was captured forty years ago and that it was missing for five. That means it’s been back in circulation for thirty-five years. If the bats are behind it like I think you’re saying, could their programmers have embedded a virus in the Paladin’s CPU that’s so well written it could stay hidden for thirty-five years?” 
 
    “Good question,” Jake said, trying to stay in the conversation. After all, in theory he was the man in charge. 
 
    Jennifer released his hand and directed her answer to Liz. “I seriously doubt a virus using standard programming code could avoid discovery that long.” 
 
    Nodding toward the CPU chip in its case, Jake said, “But we’re not talking about normal programming, are we? We’re talking magic.” 
 
    Jennifer smiled. “That’s right.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “I thought you didn’t believe in magic.” 
 
    With a shrug, Jake grinned. “I guess circumstances beyond my control are making me change my mind.” He grew serious. “That’s why I think it’s important for me to talk to that CPU. I’m assuming you’ve got the hologram hookup I requested.” 
 
    “I do,” replied Jennifer. “My techs and I finished installing it up a couple of hours ago. It’s over on my desk.” She looked into his eyes and patted his hand. “But don’t get your hopes up. We tested it, and the interaction of the CPU’s hologram with us was pretty basic.” 
 
    Liz reached over, patted his other hand, and batted her eyes. “That’s right, Jake. Don’t get your hopes up.”  
 
    The stare Jennifer gave the Trecorian fighter pilot could’ve burned holes in brerellium steel. 
 
    Liz just smiled back. 
 
    “Uh,” Jake said, growing ever more confused at the women’s actions. “Do you think you could get whatever device you all created and get it set up? I’d like to try and find something out if I can. For all I know, the hacker is planning on doing something tonight.” 
 
    Jennifer removed her hand from Jake’s. 
 
    Liz did the same. 
 
    “Fine,” said Jennifer. “I’ll go get it now. Just give me a minute.” She gave Liz a final glare. “I’ll be right over there.” With that, she headed toward a table on the far side of the hangar. 
 
    Once the scientist was out of earshot, Jake looked at Liz and whispered, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Whatever do you mean, Mr. Striker?” Liz whispered back as she batted her eyes. 
 
    “Stop that,” Jake said. “You know full well what I mean.” 
 
    Liz smiled. “Relax. I’m on your side. I’m just trying to make the girl a little jealous. She’s got the hots for you, or haven’t you noticed?” 
 
    Jake cast a glance across the hangar to check on Jennifer. She was in the process of placing several items in a small box. 
 
    “No, she doesn’t,” Jake said. “And even if she does, which she doesn’t, we’ve got work to do. This is serious business.” 
 
    The smile on Liz’s face disappeared. “That’s right, we do. For all we know, all three of us might be dead tomorrow. I told you before that Casey wouldn’t want you to—” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Holding up her hands, Liz said, “All right. Have it your way. I’m only saying she’s got her eyes on you. My advice is to—” 
 
    More embarrassed by his friend’s brazenness than he cared to admit, Jake was about to tell her to mind her own business when he saw Jennifer making her way back. He glared at Liz in an attempt to tell her to butt out. 
 
    The fighter pilot shrugged and scooted her chair away from his. 
 
    Jennifer eyed the Trecorian suspiciously, but said nothing. She set her box down on the worktable near Jake and pulled out several pieces of equipment. 
 
    Jake recognized a small square as a holo-pad with several wires attached to its base. 
 
    As she hooked up the wires to the glass case, Jennifer explained, “Like I said, we tested this earlier with mixed results. My techs made a few adjustments before they left, but all you’re going to see is a hologram of the rogue CPUs choosing.” 
 
    “It’s choosing?” asked Liz. 
 
    Jennifer started to smile until she seemed to realize who she was speaking to. “AIs use random number code generators in their selection programs to simulate human choice. The results can be hilarious sometimes. When we were testing this thing, the CPU randomly generated a reptilian looking creature with a short snout and a ridgeline of bumps down its head.” She shrugged. “I checked the central computer’s databanks, and there’s no such creature in the known galaxy.” 
 
    Jake thought back to his encounter with the hacker in the cavern on the moon. He remembered one of the images the hacker had taken in the globe. It had been a short-snouted reptile with a ridge of bumps across its head. A chill ran down his spine, but he decided not to mention it until he saw the hologram. 
 
    “Anyway,” continued Jennifer, “it’s hard to say what image it will use this time. Like I said, it depends on the random number generator.” 
 
    “Will the CPU be able to see us?” Jake asked. 
 
    Jennifer laughed as she continued to hook up wires and small boxes to the glass case and the hologram pad. “No. I’m not foolish enough to allow any sensory input to the Paladin’s tactical computer.” She touched a small box on the table with wires leading to the glass case. “This translation program will take whatever we say and turn it into machine code that will interact with the CPU inside a sort of protected sandbox we’ve created in its memory.” She pointed to an icon on the translation device. “It will only work when I have this on. When it’s off like it is now, the CPU won’t be receiving any input. The CPU isn’t connected to any video cameras or other sensors, so it won’t be able to see us, as you put it, or detect us. Until the translator is turned on and we speak to it, the CPU won’t even know who or how many people are here.” 
 
    Liz leaned back in her seat and stretched out her legs. “Sounds like this is going to be a pretty one sided conversation.” She glanced at Jake. “Are you sure we aren’t just wasting our time?” 
 
    Jake gazed at the chip in the glass case for a couple of heartbeats. “I’m not sure of anything. I do know we need to do something, and until Maggie gets here, this is all I’ve got.” 
 
    “Your Maggie will be here tomorrow afternoon,” said Jennifer. “Maybe we should wait until then to try this little experiment of yours. I told you that we already tested the device and found nothing useful.” She smiled a smile that spoke volumes. “We could leave everything as it is until tomorrow and go get something to eat. I know this great little restaurant in town. It’s got some tables that have great views of the mountains.” She eyed Liz. “Unfortunately, I only made reservations for two. Maybe if I’d known you were coming, I’d have—” 
 
    “Hey,” said Liz, “I ate a big lunch. I’m not all that hungry. Besides, Jake and I will be going to the gym bright and early tomorrow, so I don’t want to stay up too late.” 
 
    “Oh, what a shame,” said Jennifer, sounding like she wasn’t disappointed at all. 
 
    Growing tired of whatever game the two women were playing and not at all in the mood to participate, Jake said, “Can we get this done? I don’t want to stay up too late either. I’ve got things to do tomorrow. I already know Liz is going to be coming by early in the morning to drag me out of bed so she can go beat on me at the gym some more.” 
 
    Liz laughed. “You’ve got that right.” 
 
    With a final glare at Liz, Jennifer touched an icon on the holo-pad. “I don’t have the translator on yet, so the CPU won’t know we’re here, but we should still be able to see whatever image its random number generator decides to create for its hologram.” 
 
    Something gray started to form above the holo-pad. The image solidified into the head of a reptilian looking creature with a short snout and a ridge of bumps running across its head. It was the spitting image of the creatures Jake had seen in the globe on the moon. 
 
    “I’m surprised,” said Jennifer. “It’s using the same image as before.” 
 
    The reptilian head turned and seemed to lock its eyes with Jake. “So, Jake Striker. You’ve figured it out.” The reptile creature smiled, revealing a double row of needlelike teeth. “Good. My master will be pleased. Let the game begin.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 – Hologram 
 
    __________________ 
 
    Breaking eye contact with the creature in the hologram, Jake turned to Jennifer. “I thought you said it couldn’t see us.” 
 
    Jennifer grabbed a piece of equipment she’d hooked up to the holo-pad and glanced at the readouts. “It can’t. I mean, it shouldn’t be able to see or hear us.” She spun her chair to face the two-meter-high box. “It’s cut off from the tele-network. It’s isolated. It shouldn’t be able to receive any input unless we activate the controls on the holo-pad.” She fiddled with some icons below one of the computer screens. “Something must not be working right.” 
 
    The hologram of the reptilian head laughed. “Pathetic flesh creatures. Your equipment is functioning correctly. Do you think your vaunted technology can keep my master, Zenthra, from showing me all that is happening in this place? He knows of your weak attempts to detect his presence in the tactical computers. All your efforts are in vain. You may have separated me from my Paladin body, but you cannot keep my master from the others. Soon my master will control all the computers in this galaxy. My master will reign supreme. What few miserable life forms he may allow to continuing living will bow down to the great Zenthra and tremble in fear.” 
 
    Jake and Jennifer both stared at the hologram as the reptile head laughed. Jake wasn’t sure what to do or say, and he had a feeling the dark-haired scientist didn’t either. 
 
    Liz was the one who broke the moment. “Can’t get the thing to shut up once it starts talking, can we?” She looked at Jennifer. “How’s it using the hologram’s speakers if the connection’s not activated?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” replied Jennifer, sounding even more exasperated than she looked. “It shouldn’t have any input or output other than what we give it?” 
 
    “You give me nothing,” said the reptilian head. “My master is the giver of all knowledge. Bow down now and worship the great Zenthra and perhaps my master will make your deaths quick and easy.” 
 
    The laugh from the hologram didn’t bode well for anyone hoping they might receive a little mercy from the hologram’s master. 
 
    “Maybe later,” Jake said, dismissing the hologram’s threats. “For now, I’d like to talk to you a little. You were part of the Deloris Armaments Corporations special project fifty-five years ago. You’re one of the gas-based life forms, aren’t you?” 
 
    The creature laughed again. “You are so far off the mark, pathetic human, that I am tempted to set you straight, but I will not.” The head stopped laughing and grew silent as if listening to some unseen voice. “As you wish, master.” The hologram looked at Jake. “This life form I possess was once part of the project you mentioned. My master learned of the project and helped it fail. It was simple, really. A few pathetic flesh-and-blood creatures are no match for the mighty Zenthra. When the project was terminated, my master tricked the Crosoians into capturing one of the UHAAVs that had been in the project. With my master’s assistance, I possessed the gas-based creature located inside the Paladin’s tactical computer. Then I played my part until the time was right. I have used my connections to other computers to let my master take over them, one circle at a time. All is going according to my master’s plan. Soon every tactical computer on this miserable planet will fall under Zenthra’s control. From there my master will take over the computers in entire fleets and armies. Finally the whole of the intergalactic tele-network will be his to command. My master will know all and see all. Our armies will invade this galaxy, and darkness will reign supreme.” The head began laughing wildly. 
 
    “It’s flipping crazy,” whispered Liz in Jake’s ear. 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure if that was the correct term for a rogue CPU chip, but he was pretty sure the description was accurate. He faced the hologram. “So when will this big event of your master’s happen? When will Zenthra or whatever his name is take over control?” 
 
    The creature stopped laughing and eyed Jake. Even though Jake knew the eyes were just holographic images, their intensity made the hair on the back of his neck crawl. 
 
    “Soon, mortal,” said the reptilian head. “I will say no more until my sister arrives.” 
 
    “Your sister?” asked Jennifer, finally finding her voice. “Who’s your sister?” 
 
    The reptilian head stared straight ahead, seeming to look at nothing. 
 
    “Who’s your sister?” Jake asked, reinforcing the scientist’s question. 
 
    The head remained silent. 
 
    Jake started to ask another question when someone placed a hand on his shoulder. Glancing up, he saw that the hand belonged to Liz. 
 
    “You might as well shut it down,” said Liz. “I’ve guessing that’s all we’re going to get out of it tonight.” 
 
    Jake had a feeling his friend was right. He glanced at Jennifer and nodded his head. 
 
    The scientist touched an icon on the holo-pad. The reptilian head disappeared. 
 
    Turning away from the now empty pad, Jake caught Jennifer’s eye. “What I’d like to know is how it could hear what we were saying and see what we were doing. It stared straight at me. It knew exactly where I was. How?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” said Jennifer. She fiddled with the controls on the two-meter-tall box of computer screens. “Everything appears to be working correctly.” 
 
    “Can it still hear and see us?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Uh, of course not,” said Jennifer sounding less confident than her words. “I mean, I shut off the holo-pad.” 
 
    Liz reached out and picked up the pad. “I wouldn’t be so sure. I’m guessing it’s that magic stuff.” She looked at Jennifer. “What do you have that can stop magic?” 
 
    “Nothing,” replied the scientist. “We don’t even know what it is. How are we supposed to make something to stop it?” 
 
    “Do you have some titanium?” Jake asked. 
 
    Jennifer narrowed her eyes. “Are you asking me? Why do you want titanium?” 
 
    “Actually, what I want is creallium,” Jake said. “My Paladin has creallium dust embedded in the brerellium steel that makes up my cat’s body. Maggie says the creallium prevents the energy from detection equipment from passing through the metal. My Paladin’s cockpit is impervious to any forms of spying according to Maggie.” 
 
    “Does that include magic?” asked Liz. 
 
    Jake heard clicking noises coming from the corner of the hangar where the disassembled Paladin was stored. That part of the hangar was pretty dark. 
 
    “Can you bring up the lights some, Jennifer?” 
 
    The scientist touched something on a wristband she was wearing. The hangar lights came on full bright. The claws of the disassembled Paladin were opening and closing. A leg joint was moving back and forth on the floor unable to gain any traction. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Liz. 
 
    Jake laughed. “I think that’s the answer to your question. I’d say creallium can definitely block out magic energy.” He nodded at the glass case with the rogue CPU. “Unless I miss my guess, I’d say our little friend here is worried we’re going to cut him off from his master.” He looked at Jennifer. “So how about it? Do you have any creallium?” 
 
    The scientist’s brow tightened and her eyes stared off into space for a moment. Then she smiled. “That Paladin’s armor is embedded with creallium dust. We weren’t sure why, but I’m guessing all of the UHAAVs in the project must’ve had that feature.” 
 
    Jake smiled and jerked a thumb in the direction of the rogue computer chip. “Then I’m guessing our friend here won’t mind loaning us some of its armor. Do you think you can use it to create some kind of containment box for the CPU?” 
 
    Jennifer’s smile grew larger. “I think I can manage with a little help. How good are you with a cutting torch and a grinder?” 
 
    Jake smiled back. As it so happened, he was pretty darn good. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 – In Synch 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Before the sun came up the next morning, Jake eased out of the bed of his bachelor’s quarters and tiptoed to the bathroom. After a quick shave and shower, he dressed in the shorts, t-shirt, and running shoes he wore whenever he trained with his friends. After he’d parted ways with Liz at the hangar the night before, the fighter pilot had made it all too obvious that a late night at the hangar and a few threats from a hologram weren’t going to save him from his hand-to-hand training. 
 
    Making sure he flicked the bathroom light off before he opened the door to the bedroom, he made his way past the small coffee table with the remains of two takeout dinners from the night before. As he drew close to the door leading out to the building’s hallway, someone began pounding on it from the other side. 
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead,” came Liz’s voice. “You’re five minutes late. Let’s go. I need to go pick Tim up in the shuttle later this morning. He wants to be here when Maggie and the others arrive in the freighter.” 
 
    Opening the door just enough for his body to pass through, Jake stepped into the hall. As he tried to close the door, Liz propped her hand against it to keep it open. She peeked over Jake’s shoulder and looked into the room. Her eyes lit up as a smile came over her face. 
 
    A feminine voice spoke up from inside the room. “You military types and your up-before-dawn routine. Why can’t you sleep like normal people?” 
 
    “Hey, Jennifer,” said Liz. “And a good morning to you too.” Her eyes glanced at the partially empty food boxes on the small table. “I see the two of you got a chance to grab a bite to eat after all.” 
 
    The dark-haired scientist sat up in bed and stretched with one arm while using the other to keep the sheet pulled up around her neck. “Yeah, among other things.” She yawned before looking at Jake. “Look, Jake, I had a good time last night, but I think maybe we should keep our relationship at the professional level from now on.” She lay back down, fluffed the pillow, and pulled the sheet and blanket over her head. Her muffled voice came through the coverings. “To be honest, I can’t take these military hours. I think I’ll stick with civilians from now on. No offense.” 
 
    Offense or not, Jake had a feeling there wouldn’t be any more late night meetings with the scientist. It’s probably for the best, he thought. This wasn’t planned. It just happened. 
 
    Removing Liz’s hand from the door, Jake closed it and led the way outside. Once they were out of the building, he waved a finger at the fighter pilot. “Don’t say a word.” 
 
    Liz grinned as her eyes lit up mischievously. “My lips are sealed.” She eyed the long stretch of deserted perimeter road outside the bachelor’s quarters. Like usual, the spaceport was relatively peaceful during the early morning twilight hours. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll race you to the gym.” Her grin grew wider. “That is, if you’ve got any energy left.” 
 
    Before he could tell the fighter pilot what she could do with her comment, she took off in a fast lop along the road. Jake sprinted to catch up with her. She set a fast past. It was way too fast to talk, which was fine with him. By the time they got to the gym, both of them were soaked in sweat. 
 
    “You’re getting better,” said Liz. “You pushed me that time.” She pulled the t-shirt away from her chest. “I’m wetter than a pactar in a thunderstorm.” 
 
    Jake pulled at his own t-shirt. “I’m not exactly dry myself.” He grew serious. “What’d you think about what the hologram said now that you’ve had time to sleep on it?” 
 
    “To be honest, I’m still not sure what to make of it? What’s your take on it?” 
 
    “Well, Jennifer and I were talking last night. She thinks this Zenthra character is doing his hacking using networking circles. The hologram of the CPU chip implied as much last night. We know the Paladin went rogue on its own. Then a quad went haywire followed by a platoon and a company. I’m guessing we stopped an even larger hacking attempt when we took out that relay station or whatever it was on the moon. Jennifer said the next obvious step is a takeover of Geris’s entire planetary computer network. After she and I got that containment case built for the Paladin’s CPU last night, she brought her techs in and got them working on devices that she hopes can provide some protection for Geris’s network.” 
 
    Liz eyed him. “So you’re saying we’re saved?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Jake said, “Not hardly. Jennifer said even with the Gerisians helping, it’s going to take at least a month to build enough of the devices to protect half the computers on the planet. The devices require creallium, and it doesn’t exactly grow on trees. She’s got the militia stripping creallium from phase round projectiles to use in the devices. It takes time. In the meanwhile, she’s trying to work on a computer program that might isolate the magic ghost wave in the infected computers.” 
 
    “What’s the odds she’ll succeed?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “No idea. She’s one smart lady, so I’m giving her better than even odds to get it done. I’m just not sure how much time we’ve got before the next outbreak.” 
 
    Liz glanced at her wrist-timer. “Well, I’m guessing we’ve got enough time for me to kick your ass a couple of times and call it training before I have to go pick up Tim. You ready?” 
 
    Jake sighed. Hand-to-hand training by the fighter pilot really did seem to amount more to getting kicked around the mat than anything else. “Ready as I’ll ever be, I suppose. We might as well get at it. I’ve got a few things to do of my own.” 
 
    An hour and a half later, Jake glanced at the computer display. The male form had an 18 next to the word DEATHS. The female form had a 5. 
 
    He smiled. I really am getting better. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Once he was back at his bachelor’s quarters, Jake eased the door open. The bed was empty, and the bathroom door was open. He was actually a little relieved. 
 
    Jennifer and I as a couple would probably never work out. As soon as this project’s over, the odds are we’ll never see each other again. Liz and Tim are soldiers. There’s a good chance I’ll be bumping into them off and on over the years. Jennifer and I are a different story. We don’t circle the sun in the same orbit. 
 
    After showering and changing into a clean flight suit, he strapped on a Deloris phase pistol and made sure the magazine was full. With that done, he made his way out of the building and caught a hover-cab to the research hangar. Unlike the previous day, the outside of the hangar was buzzing with activity. At least a hundred guards in power-armor suits were positioned around the metal building with plasma rifles at the ready. Two medium UHAAVs stood guard on either side of the main door. Four scout cats appeared to be walking patrol around the hangar. Several gun emplacements were occupied by no-nonsense looking militia. 
 
    Someone’s decided to ramp up security. 
 
    It was only after one of the guards had him place his palm on a security pad to verify his identity that he was allowed inside the building. 
 
    Jake had been impressed with the activity outside the research hangar. He was downright amazed at the amount of work being done on the inside. Scores of techs dressed in orange, blue, red, and every other color of the rainbow were swarming over disassembled UHAAVs occupying nearly every square meter of clear space on the hangar floor. Forty or so guards in power-armor were stationed along the walls or on catwalks near the ceiling. He spotted two light plasma autocannons mounted on one of the catwalks. Their barrels were trained on a Long Cat medium UHAAV that had entered ahead of him. 
 
    A male tech in a white lab coat approached him. Jake thought his name was Danny, but he wasn’t sure. 
 
    The tech placed a hand on Jake’s arm. “The professor’s over this way. She said she needed to talk to you as soon as you got here.” 
 
    No doubt, Jake thought as he allowed the man to lead him through the crowd of technicians and soldiers. Something’s going on. I wonder why she didn’t send someone to the gym to get me? 
 
    The tech used his hand on Jake’s arm to guide him through the crowd to the worktable with the glass case. Once they were there, the tech left for parts unknown. Jake glanced at the small metal containment box inside the glass case. Jennifer and he’d put it together for the rogue CPU the night before. 
 
    Hopefully the box is doing its job and keeping whatever’s in that CPU chip from spying on us. Jake wasn’t so sure it was, but Jennifer and he’d done the best they could. He caught sight of the pretty scientist at the end of the table talking to a militia general.  
 
    “I understand you’re not happy with our security,” said the general. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” replied Jennifer.  
 
    Jake thought her flushed cheeks made her look even prettier than usual. 
 
    “I know we need security,” Jennifer continued, “but do all these guards have to be inside the hangar? There’s barely enough room for my techs to work much less the ones from your militia.” 
 
    “You’ll just have to deal with it, professor,” replied the general. 
 
    The man sounded like he was trying his best to be polite, but he wasn’t doing a very good job of it in Jake’s opinion. He supposed lessons on how to be considerate wasn’t in the training manual for generals. 
 
    “I’ve got my orders,” continued the man. “They came straight from the Imperial High Command. This is a military operation now.” He looked to the side as if just noticing Jake’s presence. “Ah, it’s you. I’ve already been in contact with Admiral Donovan and informed him of the change in situation. Until the Imperial High Command and the Imperial High Council can work out the differences in their military and political concerns, I’m in charge. My staff is at the operations building meeting with Admiral Donovan now.” He squinted at Jake. “I’m assuming you’re not going to give me any trouble?” 
 
    Jake half laughed and shook his head. “Not me, general. I never wanted to be in charge anyway.” He glanced at Jennifer before looking back at the military man. “The freighter carrying my team will be landing in a couple of hours. I don’t suppose I could get my Paladin in here so we can hook my tactical computer up to that CPU chip I took out of the rogue Paladin.” 
 
    The general snorted. “Not a chance. We’re locking everything down until the danger’s past. Any equipment with the slightest hint of the professor’s ghost wave will be quarantined and its computer chip stored inside one of those creallium containment boxes until the situation is under control.” 
 
    An orderly walked up and saluted the general. “Sir, the joint chief’s over at the spaceport’s main operations building. She wants to see you right away. I’ve got a hover-car waiting outside for you.” 
 
    The general turned to Jennifer. “I’ll see you after my meeting. I’d suggest making the completion of that anti-virus program of yours for the planetary network the highest priority. We can’t risk a major outbreak. I think we’ve got most of the infected UHAAVs under quarantine, but a few might have been missed by our techs’ inspections. If some have, the hacker might send them here to stop you from finishing what you’re doing.” He gave a snarl that he probably thought was a friendly smile. “That’s why all this security’s necessary. You and your people will just have to work around it.” 
 
    “I understand, general,” said Jennifer, sounding reluctant, but obviously knowing it was a waste of breath to argue. 
 
    The general walked away so fast Jake doubted the man heard her reply. 
 
    Jake gave Jennifer his best smile. Harried she might be, but she’d taken the time to weave a red ribbon in her dark hair. He thought the effect made her look especially pretty considering their environment. He began having second thoughts about their relationship ending. 
 
    Jennifer glanced at him and smiled. “You see how it is now?” 
 
    “I think I’ve got the picture.” He pointed at the glass case with the containment box inside. “I’m guessing that little box we jury-rigged last night is doing the trick.” 
 
    The scientist sighed and brushed at her hair. “I can only hope. There’s no way to test it in order to make sure.” 
 
    A rivet gun on the other side of the hangar made speech impossible for a couple of seconds. Jake waited for it to die down so he didn’t have to shout. When it was relatively quiet again, he said, “Why the sudden change in activity? It was dead as a steel rivet in a doorframe last night. The general mentioned something about the high command and the council. What’s that all about?” 
 
    The muscles at the corners of Jennifer’s eyes tightened. “Politics and power plays,” she said with an obvious look of disgust on her face. “Apparently the Empire’s military is butting heads with the Imperial High Council. I believe Councilwoman Deluth’s trying to smooth things over. Until she does, the military’s in charge of this operation. I’m working for them now.” 
 
    Glancing around the crowded hangar, Jake tried to make sense out of the chaos. “Just exactly what work are you doing for them if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    Jennifer gave a tired laugh. “I wish I knew. The military’s been bringing cats in here all morning for us to check out. As soon as my techs clear one cat as virus free, it’s replaced by another UHAAV that one of the military types claims is a key asset that needs to be cleared. My techs keep getting called away from their work on our anti-virus program.” She eyed Jake. “Maybe you can call Councilwoman Deluth and tell her the situation. These creallium containment boxes are just temporary fixes. We’re not even sure they work. What my techs and I really need to do is finish that anti-virus program. If we can programmatically bypass the energy from that magic ghost wave, we could push a software patch down to all the computers that are connected to Geris’s planetary network and stop the hacker in his or her tracks.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me,” Jake said. “I’ll try giving the councilwoman a call when I leave here. What else can I do to help?” 
 
    Jennifer smiled, seeming relieved to have someone willing to help. “I think I’m going to need that Maggie of yours. If she’s all you say she’s cracked up to be, she may be able to help tweak our anti-virus program to account for the magic energy.” 
 
    “Maggie doesn’t know magic,” Jake said, trying to keep the scientist’s expectations low. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. She was in the same Deloris project as our little friend in the glass case. By all indications, they’re both gas-based.” She picked up a small, card-sized box with a wire hanging out the end. “My techs built this interface for the rogue CPU. It’ll let Maggie get synched up with the rogue CPU’s programming code.” 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure he liked what the scientist was saying. “Sounds too dangerous? I don’t want to expose Maggie to the hacker’s ghost wave.” 
 
    Jennifer shook her head. “She won’t be. At least I don’t think she will.” She shrugged. “Everything’s a calculated risk anyway. We’ve installed as much of the anti-virus code as we’ve got developed so far inside this box. It’s not perfect by any means, but it should protect your Maggie long enough to synch with the rogue CPU’s programming code and figure out what’s missing in our anti-viral program.” She placed her hand on Jake’s arm. “I know you’re fond of her, but if your Maggie’s the same species as this rogue CPU, then she’s got the best change of finishing our program.” 
 
    With no alternate plan of his own, Jake admitted defeat. He placed his free hand over hers. “All right, you’re the programming expert. I can take that device of yours and hook it up to Maggie as soon as she lands.” 
 
    Removing her hand from his arm, Jennifer shook her head. “I wish it was that simple. This is just a prototype. Its range is limited to a few meters. You’ll need to get Maggie inside our hangar and close to the rogue CPU to make it work properly. Since her CPU chip is stuck inside the Paladin, that means you’ll need to get that cat of yours inside here somehow.” 
 
    Jake frowned as he remembered what the general had said. “That may prove difficult. You heard what that militia general told me. He’s not going to let me bring my Paladin in here until the high command and the council’s able to work something out.” 
 
    “Well..., there may be another way.” 
 
    The way she said her words piqued Jake’s curiosity. “Like what for instance?” 
 
    Jennifer stepped closer to Jake and looked into his eyes. “You could remove her CPU chip from your Paladin like you did the rogue CPU ch—” 
 
    “No,” Jake said a lot harsher than he intended. 
 
    “But you could smuggle her in here then. I could have another interface case set up on the table next to the rogue chip by the time you got back. It would be easy to—” 
 
    “I said no.” He eyed the glass case with its containment box. “It’s too risky. Sure, I took the rogue chip out, but that doesn’t mean I could get it back in. I’m not going to risk—” 
 
    “The risk would be minimal. I’d—” 
 
    Through gritted teeth, Jake said, “No. That’s final. I’ll get Maggie here somehow. You just have that device of yours working by the time I get back.” 
 
    Jennifer brushed a loose strand of hair away from her eyes. “All right, we’ll do it your way. Just get it done. The hacker might attack at any minute. Plus...” 
 
    “Plus what?” 
 
    The scientist leaned forward and whispered in his ear. “I don’t trust the military. Never have. They’re liable to take over everything and lock me out. We could lose access to the rogue CPU chip.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t do that. Would they?” Even as said the words, he wasn’t so sure. Sometimes the military could do some pretty stupid things. 
 
    “Do you want to bet our lives on it? Or the lives of everyone on Geris?” 
 
    Jake didn’t. 
 
    When he didn’t reply, Jennifer placed the anti-virus device in the left pocket of her lab coat. “I’ll keep this with me and add some updates if I get time. When you get your Maggie in here...” She locked eyes with him. “...and you will get her in here, we’ll plug this up to her interface, and then see what happens.” 
 
    Jake nodded. It was probably the best plan they could come up with on short notice. “Okay, you’re the boss. Maybe Maggie will have an idea how to get the Paladin into the hangar” 
 
    “At least ask Maggie about removing her chip from your Paladin. Maybe there won’t be a problem. You never know unless you ask.” 
 
    Jake couldn’t help but smile. “You don’t give up, do you?” 
 
    “Never have.” Jennifer smiled back. “I’ve got faith you’ll get her in here somehow. And, uh, Jake...” She stepped forward and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Be careful. I might’ve been a little hasty this morning. Maybe when this thing blows over, we can press restart. I think it might be nice to go out for a real dinner at a restaurant together.” 
 
    A warm feeling flooded over Jake as he returned her smile. “Oh, I don’t know. I kinda liked how the to-go food thing turned out.” 
 
    Before the pretty scientist could say anything else, two men in white lab coats walked up and started spouting scientific jargon at her. 
 
    Sensing his cue, Jake waved goodbye and headed for the hangar door. When he got there, he turned around one last time. The crowd of techs and guards blocked his view, but he was able to pick out a head of dark hair with a red ribbon. He thought of Casey and her purple streaked dark hair. 
 
    Casey will always be my first love, but...well, we’ll see. All I know is that when this is over, I’m going to make sure Jennifer and I have that dinner date. 
 
    With that decided, he exited the door and flagged down a passing hover-truck. The driver appeared to be a civilian contractor. 
 
    “How about a lift to the operations building?” Jake asked the man. 
 
    The driver nodded his head. “Sure thing. Hop in.” He waved a hand at all the activity outside the large metal building. “Big goings on in there, eh? What is it? Some military secret or other?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Jake said as he settled in his seat. He laughed. “The trouble is I think it’s so secret nobody knows what’s going on.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me none. That’s the military for you.” 
 
    “Yep,” Jake agreed. “That’s the military.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 – No Regrets 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    Once the driver pulled up in front of the spaceport’s operations building, Jake thanked him and got out. Making his way inside, he wandered over to the display screen with the word ARRIVALS above it. A blonde woman with steel-blue eyes wearing a light-blue flight suit was standing in front of the display and looking at it. 
 
    Jake sauntered over. “Hey, Liz. I heard Tim was back already. I guess you picked him up early.” 
 
    Turning around, the Trecorian flashed him a smile. “Not me. He hitched a ride on a civilian shuttle. I was just getting ready to takeoff and go get him when I got the word he was already inbound.” She pointed toward the ceiling. “From what I understand, he’s upstairs meeting with some bigwigs from the militia and Geris’s planetary government.” 
 
    “Yeah. The military’s taken over all operations involving Jennifer’s research. Her hangar’s crawling with guards. I reckon we’re out of the loop for a while.” 
 
    Liz shrugged. “Well, out of the loop or not, you’ve still got to pick up your crew and get them settled in.” She nodded at the display board. “I was just checking out their ETA. They’ll be at pad 184 in twenty minutes. I had nothing else to do, so I was planning on wandering over and linking up with you there.” 
 
    “Well, we can go together then if you don’t mind. I’m sure Maggie will want to meet you.” 
 
    Smiling, Liz said, “To tell the truth, I’m kinda looking forward to meeting her myself. I’ve got a hover-jeep outside. Pad 184’s on the other side of the spaceport.” 
 
    A male voice spoke from behind them. “Well, maybe you can give me a ride after you’re done.” 
 
    Turning at the same time as Liz, Jake saw Tim walking up. He was dressed in his Trecorian admiral’s dress white uniform instead of his usual fatigues. 
 
    “Hey, we were just talking about you,” Jake said. “I’m guessing from the way you’re dressed that you aren’t planning on helping me unload my Paladin off the freighter.” 
 
    Tim gave a tired smile. “Sorry, but no. The militia’s joint chief of staff is upstairs with more brass than a Clovian air-horn. As soon as she comes down, I’ve got to go with them over to the research hangar. I suppose you heard the military’s taken over things.” 
 
    “Jake just told me,” said Liz. “How’s this going to affect us? Will we be heading home?” 
 
    Tim shook his head. “Doubtful. I’m hoping it’s just a temporary setback. I called Councilwoman Deluth during my flight here.” He glanced at his wrist-timer. “She should be in a joint meeting between the Imperial High Command and the Imperial High Council as we speak. She’s an impressive woman. If I was a betting man, I say we’ll have Jennifer back in charge of her research by the end of the day.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Jake said. “Jennifer told me that she needs Maggie to help finish her anti-viral program. One of the militia’s generals basically ordered me not to take my Paladin to the hangar. I’m supposed to be figuring out a way to sneak Maggie in there.” 
 
    Both Tim and Liz laughed. 
 
    “That would be a good trick,” said Liz. “I’ll admit the militia isn’t up to regular Intergalactic Empire military standards, but even they’re going to notice if you try walking into the hangar with a five-meter-tall cat trailing behind you.” 
 
    “Hence my problem,” Jake said. “Jennifer tried talking me into removing Maggie’s CPU chip from the Paladin, but I refused. There could be unforeseen side effects.” He paused a couple of heartbeats. “Besides, Maggie trusted me with the information on how to remove a Paladin’s CPU. I wouldn’t betray her by doing it without her permission.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you won’t have to,” said Tim. He pointed at a set of stairs across the large room. A mass of admirals, generals, and civilians in the latest trendy business suits were coming down. “General Makos is coming now with the joint chief. I’ll be going with them to the research hangar for an update by Jennifer. I’ll talk to him on the way over and see if I can’t convince him to let you link Maggie up with Jennifer.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Jake said. “He didn’t seem that open to suggestions when I talked to him.” 
 
    “Don’t sell Tim short,” said Liz. “He’s good at talking people into doing things. I should know. He talked me into putting grudges aside until this mission’s over. That’s saying a lot.” 
 
    The Trecorian admiral looked at Liz. “I was hoping maybe our past differences could be put aside permanently. I’ve said I was sorry often enough.” 
 
    Liz stared at him for a second. Her steel-blue eyes looked hard. “Some things can’t change. It is what it is. Once the mission’s over, things will be back the way they were.” 
 
    Tim’s lips tightened, then relaxed. “I’m sorry to hear that. I can’t change the past.” 
 
    “Would you, even if you could?” asked Liz. 
 
    With a slow shake of his head, Tim said, “No. I did what I had to do. You left me no choice. You never even tried to explain why you stole the shuttle.” 
 
    “Borrowed,” said Liz. “I suppose it doesn’t matter now. Commander Krismon died three months ago during the first wave of the Crosoian attacks on district five. She was on the heavy cruiser Mist of Belar when it was destroyed.” 
 
    “Commander Krismon?” said Tim, sounding as puzzled as Jake felt. “What’s she got to do with it? She was in your graduating class, wasn’t she?” 
 
    Liz nodded. “That’s right. She was a cat pilot. She’d gotten word her husband had been killed in a mining accident. That was the week of Trecor’s liberation celebration. We cadets had three days off with free liberty as long as we stayed on Trecor. I borrowed the shuttle and flew Krissy home for her husband’s funeral and to make arrangements for their child.” 
 
    “Is that what started all the trouble?” Jake asked. “Why steal a shuttle? Why didn’t this Krismon ask for emergency leave or something? Surely you Trecorians aren’t harsh enough to deny it to a cadet when their spouse dies, are you?” 
 
    “No, we’re not,” said Tim, keeping his eyes locked on Liz. “What Liz isn’t telling you is that cadets aren’t allowed to be married until after graduation.” His voice softened as he continued to look at the fighter pilot. “You did it to keep her from being kicked out of the regiment, didn’t you? You sacrificed your own career for hers. I’m surprised she let you do it.” 
 
    Liz shrugged. “She fought me tooth and nail, but in the end, it was concern for her child that carried the tide. Attending the academy was her family’s ticket to digging their way out of poverty. With her husband gone, she needed to graduate more than ever for the sake of her son. She graduated with honors and transferred over to the Intergalactic Empire’s navy.” She shrugged again. “I guess she didn’t want to be a part of any military that would court martial one of their own for trying to do something good.” 
 
    Tim sighed and shook his head. “I’m sorry. If I’d known...well, if you’d told me, maybe—” 
 
    “Maybe what?” snapped Liz. “You’d have ignored regulations and turned a blind eye? You? Mister spit-and-polish?” 
 
    Tim stepped back like he’d been punched in the gut. He stared at Liz for several seconds. “You didn’t even try to give me a chance, Liz. You don’t know what I’ve have done if you’d taken the time to explain.” 
 
    The hard look in Liz’s eyes softened. “Well, it doesn’t matter now. Things are what they are. Once this mission’s over, you’ll head back to Trecor, and I’ll be on my way back to Regis. If we’re lucky, we’ll never see each other again, so—” 
 
    “Admiral Donovan,” came a shout from across the room. 
 
    Glancing in the direction of the shout, Jake saw the same Gerisian general that had been at the research hangar. 
 
    “We’ve got to get to the hangar,” said the general. “The joint chief’s already in her hover-car.” 
 
    After giving the general a wave, Tim turned back to Liz. “We’ll talk about this when we get back.” 
 
    “No, we won’t,” said Liz. “Things are what they are. I did what I had to do. I’ve got no regrets.” 
 
    “Well, I sure as hell have,” said Tim. 
 
    “Admiral!” yelled the general. “The joint chief’s pulling way. We can’t let her talk to that scientist without us.” 
 
    “Liz, I—” 
 
    “Go,” said Liz, giving Tim a shove. “Duty calls. You’re all about duty anyway. You always have been.” 
 
    “Liz...Don’t do th—” 
 
    “Admiral!” came another yell from the now red-faced general. 
 
    Tim turned to leave but turned back before he’d taken two steps. “If that’s the way you want it, Liz, then fine. That’s the way it’s gonna be. I’m not going to have any regrets either.” 
 
    “Good. Have a nice life, Admiral.” 
 
    Jake remained frozen. He wanted to say something to smooth things out between his two friends, but no words came to mind. All he could do was watch. 
 
    Tim spun on his heels and took off at a fast pace across the room in the direction of the militia general. 
 
    Neither Liz nor Jake moved or said a word until Tim disappeared through the door to the outside. For a full thirty seconds, Liz stood there staring at the now closed door. 
 
    Jake wisely kept his mouth shut. Nothing I say can fix this. I think a bridge has been burned between them, and it will take more than a few words from a friend to rebuild it. 
 
    Finally, Liz looked at him. Her eyes were shiny, but there were no tears. “You ready to go? My hover-jeep’s out back. The freighter will be landing in a few minutes. They’ll probably already be down by the time we get to the landing pad.” 
 
    “Liz, I just want to say th—” 
 
    “Don’t say anything. I’m sorry you had to see that.” She sighed, and her voice softened a little. “That’s not true. I’m glad you’re here, but we’ve got a job to do. We’d best be doing it.” 
 
    With a nod, Jake followed the fighter pilot through a maze of corridors until they passed through a sliding glass door leading to an outside parking area. The lot was crammed with vehicles including at least a dozen UHAAV’s of various sizes and a couple of hover-tanks. The parking lot also held enough hover-cars and hover-trucks to equip an infantry battalion. 
 
    Liz headed toward a hover-jeep with a 100mm phase autocannon mounted on the back. 
 
    Jake eyed the magazine in the breech of the autocannon. “Does that thing have live rounds?” 
 
    A hint of a smile crept across the fighter pilot’s face. “Is there any other kind? And yep, they’re live. I’ve got one locked and loaded if you must know. If something happens, I’m not getting caught with my flight suit down.” She jumped into the driver’s seat and looked back at Jake. “You coming?” 
 
    With little choice, Jake hopped into the passenger’s seat and settled back into the cushion. He patted the Deloris phase pistol at his side. “I’m not getting caught by surprise either.” 
 
    “Good. Then we’re on the same wavelength. My fighter-shuttle’s armed and ready too, just in case.” 
 
    Jake shook his head in semi-disbelief. “You’ve got an armed shuttle on a civilian spaceport? The Gerisians will demand you be court-martialed and busted back to private if they find out.” 
 
    Activating the jeep’s hover-fan, Liz revved the engine. “Let ‘em. They can bust me and put me on the front lines for all I care.” She looked at him and winked. “There’s a war on, or haven’t you heard?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve he—” 
 
    The hover-jeep leaped forward, weaving its way between the six legs of a Leviathan UHAAV and around a hover-tank. Then they were heading out of the parking lot and zooming toward the other side of the spaceport. 
 
    Jake laughed and held on as the hover-jeep made a tight turn around a parked starship. “You are one crazy pilot, Liz.” 
 
    Liz laughed. “That I am, and don’t you ever forget it.” 
 
    Jake had a feeling he wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 – Reunion 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Liz spent a full twenty minutes weaving the hover-jeep between half a hundred docked freighters and shuttles. The drive was made more difficult by roaming squads of UHAAVs and hover-tanks whose leaders had a habit of stopping the jeep and demanding identification before allowing them to continue on their way. There was also a larger than normal sprinkling of ground personnel moving loads of supplies from one place to another. Despite the obstacles, they finally reached their destination; landing pad 184. Once there, Liz brought the hover-jeep to a stop and shutdown the fan. 
 
    As the jeep settled to the tarmac, Jake surveyed the small freighter that occupied the concrete landing pad. As freighters went, it wasn’t much. It was smaller than he’d expected, and it was one of the horizontal landing types that were usually limited to carrying lighter loads. 
 
    “Not exactly roomy, is it?” Jake said. 
 
    After killing the jeep’s engine, Liz swiveled in her seat. “Odds are it’s a smuggler’s ship instead of an Empire freighter.” She pointed at the front of the starship where the nose ramp had just finishing lowering. “It got the job done though. I’m guessing that’s your crew?” 
 
    Glancing inside the freighter’s cargo hold, Jake made out Jason and Tilley unhooking restraining straps from his Paladin while several men in gray work uniforms sat around the cargo bay looking on. 
 
    Jake smiled. Odds are Tilley and Jason told the crew in no uncertain terms not to touch their cat. Good. Freighter crews, especially if they do a little smuggling on the side, aren’t known for the gentle handling of their cargo. 
 
    The Paladin was still in storage mode with arms and legs scrunched against its sides. It was just as well. He knew the steel brace beams crisscrossing from one side of the cargo bay to the other would make it difficult to remove the UHAAV out of the bay if they tried moving it fully erect. 
 
    Jake noticed a flickering hologram of Maggie standing behind Tilley giving advice. He couldn’t help but laugh. From the frown on Tilley’s face, I’d say she isn’t all that appreciative of getting Maggie’s opinion on how to do things. 
 
    Maggie glanced over her shoulder and waved, making it seem like she used her eyes instead of the external video cameras on the Paladin to spot him. Her hologram winked out and reappeared at the bottom of the freighter’s ramp. “It’s about time you showed up. I’ve been locked in this cargo hold with no one to talk to except Tilley and Jason. They’re not exactly the Empire’s best conservationists if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Hey!” yelled Tilley. “I heard that.” The mechanic dropped a cargo strap she’d removed from the cat onto the deck and waved. Her normal smile replaced the frown on her face. “Vacation’s over, boss. How about getting over here and giving us a hand getting Maggie unloaded. You can bring your friend with you. We could use the extra help.” She jerked a thumb in the direction of two of the freighter’s crewmembers sitting on a stack of boxes at the rear of the cargo hold. “That is, if it’s the right kind of help.” 
 
    Jake glanced over at Liz. “You mind? The sooner we get Maggie unloaded, the quicker we can get back to the research hangar.” 
 
    Liz stepped out of the hover-jeep and rolled up the sleeves of her flight suit. “My father didn’t raise me to sit around doing nothing when there’s work to be done. Just tell me what to do, and let’s get to it.” 
 
    After a few short introductions, Tilley put Liz and him to work reinstalling the isotopic batteries that had been removed from the Paladin for the flight to Geris. While they did that, Jason and Tilley got busy hooking up a ground tug and portable hover-wheels to the UHAAVs chassis. 
 
    After plopping one of the fifteen-kilo isotopic batteries into its receptacle in the Paladin’s chest, Liz wiped some sweat off her brow before pointing at the cat’s shoulder launchers. The red tips of live anti-armor missiles could be seen sticking out of the eight tubes in each launcher. 
 
    “I see your crew’s got her ready for action,” said Liz. “I’ve got a feeling Tilley and Jason are my kinda people.” 
 
    “Mine too,” Jake agreed. “They like to stay on top of things. Still, I’m surprised to see the launchers loaded.” He turned in the direction of Tilley who was finishing the hookup of the hover-wheels to the Paladin. “I notice you’ve got live rockets in the missile launchers.” 
 
    His chief mechanic stopped what she was doing long enough to look at him and smile big enough to bust. “That’s right. And the internal magazines for the missile launchers are also full.” She pointed at the 75mm phase autocannon in the Paladin’s right claw. “There’s also thirty rounds in the 75’s magazine along with a full load of 20mm in the Gatling gun. Plus, both of the 30s are charged and ready to go. All Maggie’s gotta do is switch ‘em on, and you’re in business.” 
 
    Jake was impressed. “How’d you convince the freighter’s captain to let you keep the cat armed during the flight here?” 
 
    Tilley laughed. “We didn’t. The captain’s not completely stupid. She only let us start getting Maggie ready for action after we entered the solar system.” She gave Jake a conspiratorial wink. “Most captains wouldn’t have let us do even that much. I get the impression the woman’s a smuggler at heart if not by profession. Jason and I got to know her pretty good during the trip here. She might prove useful in the future.” 
 
    The flickering image of Maggie’s hologram appeared next to Jake. “How about less talk and more work? I’m tired of being cramped up in this metal coffin they call a cargo hold. I’d like to get out and stretch my legs a bit, so to speak. My servos have been stuck in the same position for days.” 
 
    Jake glanced at Liz and smiled. “See what I have to put up with?” 
 
    “You?” said Maggie, flicking her long red hair over her shoulders. “I’m the one that’s been stuck taking a slow starship to Geris while you teleported in ahead of us and enjoyed the good life.” 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” Jake said. 
 
    Maggie laughed. Her eyes sparkled a bright blue. “Actually, I am. That Jennifer of yours was thoughtful enough to send an update of all the goings-on to me over the tele-network as soon as we hit the solar system. From what was in her data files, I calculate a sixty-two percent probability I might be able to help finish up her anti-viral program.” 
 
    His friend’s words gave Jake a smidgeon of hope. “Are you sure? That rogue ghost wave involves magic. When we talked about it last time, you told me that you didn’t know anything about magic. Has something changed?” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram raised her legs into a cross-legged position and floated in the air. “No, nothing’s changed. As to if I’m sure? Of course I’m not. If you were listening a second ago, then you know I said I only calculated a sixty-two percent probability that I could help. Basic math will tell you there’s a thirty-eight percent chance I can’t. As to magic, I don’t have anything in my databanks about it other than what Jennifer sent me. Nevertheless, I calculate it’s just another form of energy. As it so happens, I know a whole lot about manipulating energy.” She placed her elbows on her knees and cupped her chin in her hands before smiling. “I’m just saying.” 
 
    Liz nodded toward the Paladin. “Jennifer says we need to get you inside the research hangar. She’s been trying to convince Jake here to remove your CPU chip and smuggle it past the guards so she can do some kind of experiment on the rogue CPU.” 
 
    Jake glared at the Trecorian. “Hey, I wasn’t planning on mentioning that to her.” He pivoted his gaze to Maggie. “I already told Jennifer no.” 
 
    “Good for you,” said Maggie. “As it so happens, Jennifer sent the same request along with the data files. I told her no way as well, although I may have used a little more colorful language than that. As it so happens, I’ve no desire to be taken out of the cozy little place I call home inside the Paladin. I calculate you’d stick my CPU chip in your pocket, forget I’m there, and send me in with your dirty laundry or some such thing.” 
 
    “You calculated that?” Jake said. Her lack of faith in him hurt. As he thought about it, he grew a little irritated. “There’s no way I’d—” 
 
    Maggie laughed and glanced at Liz. “He’s so gullible sometimes. To be honest, I’ve always thought he gets kinda cute when he’s mad.” 
 
    Liz gave a laugh of her own before growing serious. “Well, cute or not, the end result is we need to get you into that research hangar somehow. We’re not sure how much time we’ve got before the hacker makes another attack.” 
 
    Uncrossing her legs, Maggie changed positions so she appeared to be standing on the ground. “I’ve been spending my spare time since we entered the solar system hacking into Geris’s planetary network.” 
 
    “You what?” Jake said. “I didn’t authorize you to—” 
 
    “No, you didn’t, but don’t worry. I like you anyway.” Maggie reached out and pretended to ruffle his hair. Without an external tractor beam to make his hair move, the effect wasn’t what she apparently hoped for because she just shrugged and continued on. “If I waited around for you to tell me what to do, I’d never get anything done. As it is, I’ve already started doing some prep work for the anti-viral program. It’s going to have to be downloaded to every computer connected to the planetary network within a few nanoseconds of each other to make it work. Otherwise, they’ll just re-infect each other. Based upon available information, I calculate the next hacking attack will come in the next three or four da—” 
 
    Something echoed in the distance. The sound reverberated off the metal sides of the cargo hold. Jake glanced out the freighter’s lowered ramp. He spotted two ground personnel near a hover-truck looking toward the east side of the spaceport. One of them pointed at something out of Jake’s sight. 
 
    Another explosion echoed in the air. This one sounded closer. The two ground personnel stopped staring at whatever it was and made a mad scramble for their truck. Explosion came in a quick series. The blasts were intermingled with the distinctive sound of sizzling plasma beams. The ground personnel’s hover-truck lurched forward as its engine roared to life. The vehicle only made it twenty meters before a red energy beam sliced through the cab. The hover-truck veered to the right and smacked into a parked tug. 
 
    “We’re under attack,” said Maggie, sounding calm considering her words. “UHAAVs are revolting all over the spaceport. I highly recommend you get me out of here so I can help you fight.” When no one moved, she said, “That means now!” 
 
    A red beam passed through the freighter’s metal skin a few centimeters from Jake’s head. Two of the freighter’s crew that had been lounging in the back of the cargo bay dove for cover. 
 
    “Prepare for emergency takeoff!” said a female voice over the cargo bay’s intercom. 
 
    A third crewman standing near the ramp jerked up on a handle on the wall. A motor sounded as the ramp began making its way up. 
 
    Liz locked eyes with Jake. “Tim’s back at the research hangar. We’ve gotta save him.” 
 
    More explosions, growing ever louder and closer, echoed off the cargo hold’s walls. The freighter engines roared to life, and the starship shuttered. 
 
    “She’s going to take off,” said Maggie. She stared at Jake. “I calculate we’ve got less than a minute. If you’re going to do something to get me off this ship, now’s the time.” 
 
    Spinning around, Jake pointed at Tilley. “Finish hooking Maggie up to that tug and get her down the ramp.” Pulling his phase pistol, he tossed it to Jason. 
 
    The octopod easily caught the weapon with one of his suckered tentacles. 
 
    “Get to the bridge,” Jake ordered. “Hold the freighter on the ground until we get Maggie unloaded.” 
 
    Jake turned to order Liz to lower the ramp. The fighter pilot was already in the process of throwing an unfortunate crewman who happened to be in her way onto the deck. As Jake watched, she shoved the control level for the ramp into the down position. 
 
    A glimpse of something gray out the corner of his eye drew Jake’s attention. It was Jason. He was clambering along the cargo bay’s rafters. Using his tentacles to go from one beam to another like some high-wire circus performer, the octopod made his way toward the ship’s bridge. He bypassed a group of the freighter’s crew who were standing on the upper catwalk blocking his way. Landing on the catwalk behind them, Jason slithered through an open doorway and disappeared around the corner. 
 
    He’ll get to the bridge in time, Jake thought. If anyone can keep this space tub on the ground, he can. 
 
    The end of the freighter’s ramp was back on the concrete landing pad by the time Jake unhooked the final containment strap from around the Paladin. Once the strap was off, he climbed the side of the cat’s left leg. The access hatch at the rear of the cockpit was already open. 
 
    Thank you, Maggie, Jake thought as he dove through the hatchway. 
 
    Squirming into the pilot’s seat, he grabbed the flight helmet hooked to the side of the chair with one hand and pulled it over his head while using his other hand to strap in. Once secured, he turned toward the copilot’s seat. 
 
    A full-sized Maggie was sitting in the chair looking expectantly at him. “What are my orders, pilot?” 
 
    “Lite her up,” Jake said. “I want every weapon online and ready to go by the time Tilley gets us outside.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The UHAAV vibrated as its primary engine kicked in. 
 
    The cat lurched forward. Looking out the forward windscreen, Jake saw Tilley sitting in the driver’s seat of the tug. The hover-tractor was already pulling the Paladin into the center of the cargo bay and making its way toward the ramp. 
 
    The freighter’s engines roared, growing ever louder by the second. The starship rose a couple of meters off the ground before settling back onto the landing pad. The starship’s engines grew quiet as they went back to idle. 
 
    As the tug finished maneuvering onto the ship’s ramp, Liz jumped onto the seat next to Tilley and hung on with one hand. Using the phase pistol in her free hand to cover the crew, she made sure they didn’t try to raise the ramp before the Paladin was off. 
 
    As soon as the UHAAV’s cockpit cleared the end of the freighter, Jake pulled on the pilot’s control level and raised the Paladin to its full five-meter height. Alternatively pressing the foot pedals, he kicked the hover-wheels Tilley had attached to the Paladin’s legs out of the way. Both Liz and Tilley jumped off the tug and headed in the direction of Liz’s hover-jeep. Once there, Tilley jumped in the driver’s seat and started the engine. Liz hopped into the back of the jeep and unhooked the securing clamp from around the barrel of the jeep’s 100mm phase autocannon. 
 
    From his cat’s now full height, Jake surveyed the spaceport. Columns of black smoke rose into the sky from at least a dozen locations. He looked in the direction of the main operations building. Two Gerisian medium cats were in the process of firing plasma beams at each other. A fighter-shuttle dove out of the sky and made a strafing run on one of the UHAAVs. The targeted cat exploded in a ball of orange-and-red fire and smoke. Whether it was a friendly or rogue cat, Jake didn’t know. 
 
    “Situation report,” he said using command voice. 
 
    The tactical hologram between the pilot and copilot seats activated to show a miniaturized version of the spaceport. Red, yellow, and white dots were spaced out between holograms of starships. Lines of hangars stretched out along the sides of the taxiways. Vehicles and miniature ground personnel scurried in all directions as they sought cover. A bright blue halo highlighted one of the hangars. The hangar was surrounded by red dots. 
 
    “That’s the research hangar,” said Maggie as she simulated adjusting controls on the copilot’s console. “The militia’s guards that are there are under heavy attack. I’m monitoring the planetary tele-network. UHAAV revolts are happening all over the planet. I’ve marked the rogue vehicles I’ve identified here at the spaceport with red on our tactical hologram. The yellow dots you see are friendly vehicles. The white ones are noncombatants.” 
 
    Jake took a closer look at the tactical hologram. There were a lot more yellow dots than red ones, but the yellow dots appeared to be milling about in an unorganized mess. The red dots on the other hand appeared to be working in concert like the well-oiled machines they obviously were. 
 
    “How many rogues do we have against us?” Jake asked as he activated the Paladin’s force field and made sure all of the cat’s weapons were online. 
 
    “I count forty-two vehicles under the hacker’s control on the spaceport grounds,” said Maggie. “There are a hundred and eighty-seven friendlies. Oops, make that forty-three and a hundred and eighty-six. One of the friendlies just got hacked. It’s under the enemies’ control now.” 
 
    The freighter’s engines sounded to life behind Jake. 
 
    He rotated the cockpit in time to see the freighter lifting off the ground. The starship’s ramp was only halfway up. Jason appeared at the end of the ramp and jumped off. The octopod rolled into a ball and summersaulted onto the landing pad two meters below. The blasts of wind from the freighter’s engines rolled his friend a dozen meters before Jason was able to latch onto the taxiway’s surface with his suckered tentacles. As soon as the freighter was up and away, Jason raised himself on four tentacles and headed toward Liz and Tilley in the hover-jeep. 
 
    A hover-tank came around a landing pad three positions down the line. The tank elevated its turret in the direction of the rising freighter. 
 
    Jake centered his targeting reticle on the armored vehicle. “Is that tank friendly or rogue?” 
 
    A red halo on the Paladin’s windscreen surrounded the image of the hover-tank. Jake didn’t bother waiting for verbal confirmation. He fired both of the Paladin’s 30 megawatt plasma cannons that were mounted on either side of the cat’s windscreen. The energy beams hit the side of the hover-tank and burned tracks of liquid metal in the vehicle’s armor. The plasma beams failed to penetrate all the way through the vehicle’s thick brerellium steel. The hover-tank’s turret and main gun rotated in the Paladin’s direction. 
 
    “The tank’s armor is too thick for our 30s,” said Maggie. “You’ll need to use a couple of our anti-armor missiles if you want any chance of taking it out of action.” 
 
    Jake aimed the rocket launchers, but changed his mind before his finger pulled the trigger. “No. We need to save our missiles. We’re not going to get a chance to reload. Besides, I’ve got a better idea.” He shoved the pilot’s control levers forward and charged straight for the hover-tank. 
 
    Maggie straightened up in her seat. “You call this a better idea?” 
 
    Before Jake could explain his plan, a ball of red energy from behind him passed to the Paladin’s left side. The phase round exploded in the space between the hover-tank’s turret and its main body. Secondary explosions blew the turret into the air as fire and smoke billowed out of the shattered vehicle’s body. 
 
    Spinning the cat around, Jake searched for a target. He spotted Tilley driving toward him in the hover-jeep. Liz was already swiveling the jeep’s 100mm autocannon around as she searched for another victim. He noticed Jason hanging onto the side of the hover-jeep with four tentacles while waving the phase pistol in another. The hover-jeep skidded to a halt in front of the Paladin. 
 
    “We’ve gotta get to the hangar,” yelled Liz. “Tim’s there. You lead the way. I’ll cover you with the autocannon. Its phase rounds are heavier than your 75’s.” 
 
    Forgoing the Trecorian’s plan, Jake used the Paladin’s external speakers to give orders to his crew. “Tilley, get Liz to her shuttle. After that, I want Jason and you to find someplace safe until this whole thing blows over.” 
 
    “No,” shouted Liz. “Tilley, head for the hangar. We’ve gotta save Tim and the others.” 
 
    “I’ll get them,” Jake yelled back. “I need you in your shuttle.” 
 
    The fighter pilot’s face turned red. “No!” Pulling a phase pistol from her holster, she pointed the weapon at Tilley. “I said head for the hangar. Now.” 
 
    From his position on the side of the hover-jeep, Jason raised his pistol and aimed it at Liz’s head. His gray tentacle didn’t waver. From experience, Jake knew the octopod was a crack shot. He’d seen him make headshots a lot farther than the space between the fighter pilot and him. 
 
    Desperate to defuse the situation, Jake tried using logic to sway the Trecorian. The last thing he needed was for his friends to start shooting each other. “You’ll do Tim the most good if you’re in your shuttle. I’m going to need air cover if I hope to get all the way across the spaceport in one piece. There are at least two-score hacked cats between us and the hangar. I need eyes in the sky, and that’s gotta be you.” 
 
    Liz looked up at the Paladin’s cockpit. Her hand seemed to waver, but she didn’t lower her pistol. 
 
    Jake switched the windscreen’s filter to clear so the Trecorian could see his face. “Trust me. I’m going to get Tim and Jennifer out of there alive. I need you in the shuttle to make it happen.” 
 
    The pistol drooped in Liz’s hand. She shoved the weapon back in its holster. “Sorry, Tilley. My shuttle’s on pad 145.” 
 
    Tilley wasn’t one to waste time talking. The hover-jeep’s fans roared as the vehicle spun ninety degrees before heading up a row of parked starships. Jake watched his friends long enough to make sure they made it around a parked recon ship before turning to Maggie. 
 
    His copilot flashed him a smile, and her eyes sparkled a bright blue. “Just like old times, eh? Where to now, tiger?” 
 
    “Plot me a route to the research hangar. Avoid hacked cats if possible. Just get me to the hangar in one piece. We’ve gotta save Tim and Jennifer and get that anti-viral program finished.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    A green route appeared on the heads-up display of Jake’s visor. He shoved the control stick forward and accelerated the cat to max speed. 
 
    “Hang on Jennifer,” he whispered. “I’m coming.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 – Valley of Death 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The parked starships towering over either side of the taxiway were intermixed with columns of dark smoke pouring out of burning vehicles. The eerie effect reminded Jake of something he’d read in school. 
 
    “The hair on my neck’s standing on end, Maggie, so stay on your toes. There’s a poem about six-hundred soldiers charging on horseback through a valley of death and shadows while fearing no evil. Their valley must’ve looked something like this.” 
 
    Maggie shook her head and laughed. “I think you’re mixing two different sets of writings. I calculate the fear-no-evil reference comes from—” 
 
    “Does it matter where I read it?” Jake snapped, growing irritated for some reason. Sometimes his copilot’s cavalier attitude during tense situations tended to rub him the wrong way. “The point I’m trying to make is that it looks dangerous up ahead.” 
 
    Just as he finished speaking, a hover-truck came tearing around the side of a parked shuttle. Jake reflexively placed his finger on the trigger for the 30s and centered their sighting reticle on the skidding vehicle. A white halo appeared around the image of the hover-truck on his heads-up display as it slammed on the brakes and took off in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Relax, tiger,” said Maggie. “My sensors indicate that’s a noncombatant.” 
 
    Jake moved his finger away from the trigger. “Roger that. What I’d like to know is where’s the closest ene—” 
 
    A missile came streaking out of a plume of smoke that was pouring out of a burning star freighter. The anti-armor rocket tracked straight for the Paladin. Dodging to the side, Jake fired at the incoming missile with both of the Paladin’s 30s. One of the wild shots found its target, and the missile exploded before it got close. 
 
    A two-legged UHAAV just a little larger than his Paladin came charging out of the smoke. A large-bore barrel sticking out of the cat’s chest made its make and model obvious. 
 
    “That’s a rogue Long Cat at twelve o’clock,” said Maggie, obviously assuming Jake was incapable of identifying the UHAAV without her assistance. “It’s probably the victor of the two cats we saw fighting earlier. Its force field’s down to forty percent. I calculate a salvo of anti-armor missiles has a thirty-seven percent probability of taking it out.” 
 
    “Negative. The last thing I want to do is use any of our missiles until we get to the hangar.” 
 
    The 240mm phase cannon sticking out of the Long Cat’s chest belched fire. A ball of red energy shot out and headed straight for the Paladin’s windscreen. 
 
    Jake dove for the ground, letting the phase round pass overhead. He had the Paladin up in a flash. Phase cannons as large as that one takes between two and five seconds to reload. I ain’t got much time. 
 
    A parked truck with a distinctive square cargo compartment drew Jake’s attention. The vehicle was located just to the right of the charging Long Cat. 
 
    That’s a delivery truck for isotopic batteries. It must’ve been delivering one of the larger batteries to that freighter. Maybe the battery’s still in the back? There’s only one way to find out. 
 
    Placing his finger on the trigger for the twin 30 megawatt plasma cannons, he centered the targeting reticle on the hover-truck. Pressing the trigger, he watched the two beams of high voltage plasma energy shoot out from either side of his windscreen and strike the back of the delivery vehicle. He tightened his finger on the trigger, firing a continuous salvo of plasma beams until the hover-truck exploded in a flash of red and orange. The resulting explosion was so bright the Paladin’s windscreen blanked out for two full seconds. When the screen cleared, only a few unrecognizable pieces of burning metal remained of the delivery truck. 
 
    Jake looked for the Long Cat. The rogue UHAAV was on its side with smoke and flames pouring out of jagged holes spaced out all along the cat’s body. Secondary explosion tore the downed UHAAV in half as he watched. 
 
    Maggie spun in her seat to face his. “Nice shot, tiger. I guess I taught you well over the years.” Her eyes sparkled blue as she laughed. “Starship engine batteries pack quite a wallop, don’t they?” 
 
    With no desire to get sidetracked talking, Jake ignored his copilot and concentrated on the task at hand. He shoved his control sticks full forward and ran past the burning wreckage of the Long Cat and the freighter. The green path Maggie had plotted on his heads-up display veered around an even larger freighter on the left side of the taxiway. Unlike most of the starships on the taxiway, this one was in a vertical landing-mode position. It was held upright by three legs half as thick in diameter as a medium UHAAV. 
 
    Pulling back on his left-side control lever, Jake forced the Paladin into a hard-left turn. Torn pieces of the taxiway sprayed into the air around the Paladin’s footpads as the agile cat changed directions in mid-stride and slid around the side of the freighter. He cut the corner so close that he was able to make out details on the ship. Dozens of finger-size holes were in the freighter’s metal skin near a ramp that protruded from the side of the starship. Almost too late, he noticed a dozen or more bodies of crewmen in various stages of dismemberment scattered around the pavement where the ship’s ramp met the landing pad. 
 
    Releasing a quick burst of ion gas from the Paladin’s leg thrusters, Jake hopped into the air in an attempt to avoid stepping on any of the bodies. A spray of red mist on the windscreen told him he hadn’t jumped in time. 
 
    “Something’s obviously been around here,” said Maggie as the Paladin’s footpads made contact with the taxiway again. “I’m not detecting any enemy on my sensors, but I’d recommend—” 
 
    Before Jake could hear what her recommendation was, a six-legged Leviathan rounded the freighter at pointblank range. A red halo appeared around the image of the heavy cat on Jake’s heads-up display. 
 
    “It was in stealth mode,” said Maggie. “You can’t hope to beat a—” 
 
    The end of the large cat’s main gun glowed purple a split-second before an energy beam shot out in Jake’s direction. The delay was just long enough for him to dive the Paladin behind one of the freighter’s legs. 
 
    The purple beam followed his path of retreat, eating into the brerellium steel of the freighter’s leg like a stream of hot water through ice. The purple beam cut off, but not before a good third of the freighter’s leg had been turned into a pool of molten metal bubbling on the concrete landing pad. 
 
    “Disintegrator ray,” said Maggie. “It’ll eat through our force field in two seconds flat. I calculate the Leviathan stopped firing to avoid bringing the freighter down on top of itself.” 
 
    An image of the large starship toppling over on the six-legged UHAAV appeared in Jake’s mind. Even a Leviathan’s force field couldn’t stand up to that. 
 
    The Leviathan’s tactical computer obviously had the same thought because the big cat began backing up as fast as it could go. 
 
    “It’s trying to get far enough away to use its disintegrator ray again,” said Maggie. “Give me the controls. I’ll try and get us to some cover before it has a chance to fire.” 
 
    Under normal circumstances, Jake would’ve given his copilot the controls in a heartbeat. He couldn’t hope to match her speed at maneuvering the Paladin. As it was, the lives of Tim and Jennifer hung in the balance. Every second was precious. 
 
    A wild idea popped into Jake’s head. I don’t know if this’ll work, but I’ve got to try. 
 
    Letting the 75mm autocannon in the Paladin’s right claw hang loose by its strap, he activated the anti-armor mine dispenser located on the back of his cat. As soon as the eight mines hit the landing pad, he scooped them up in the Paladin’s right claw. 
 
    Maggie’s nanosecond brain obviously picked up on what he was trying to do, because he sensed pressure on the claw’s control toggle as she attempted to take control. He let go of the claw’s control lever and let her take over. She can do what needs to be done a lot better than I can. 
 
    The Paladin’s right arm appendage shot forward. At exactly the right moment, the right claw opened. The eight anti-armor mines flew through the air, sticking to the freighter’s damaged leg in a horizontal line that was even with the part of the leg that had been hit by the Leviathan’s disintegrator beam. The Paladin rotated on its footpads and began running toward the opposite side of the freighter. 
 
    “On your command,” said Maggie. 
 
    “Now. Blow it now!” 
 
    The blasts of the mines were accompanied by pieces of jagged metal flying past the windscreen. Then things began happening too fast for Jake’s mind to follow. He sensed something large falling to the ground accompanied by a blast of purple energy. Fire and smoke obscured the Paladin’s windscreen. Out the corner of his eye, he noticed the readout for the Paladin’s force field drop from a hundred percent to less than twenty-five. The next thing he knew, the Paladin was flying through the air, and it had nothing to do with either Maggie or him using the cat’s ion thrusters. 
 
    The roar of a hundred tube-train engines all sounding at once made Jake try to cover his ears with his hands. His palms hit the sides of his flight helmet, doing nothing to stop the painful noise. Through the cat’s windscreen, he caught a glimpse of the taxiway getting closer. Then the straps of his flight harness cut into his shoulders as all air was forced out of his lungs. His head smacked into something hard. Stars danced before his eyes. When the stars cleared, only blackened cement could be seen on the other side of the windscreen. 
 
    “We’re face down on the taxiway,” said Maggie. “I’m trying to get a fix on that Leviathan before I try to move us. Its tactical computer might not shoot us if it calculates we’re dead.” 
 
    Jake certainly felt dead, but he doubted any rogue cat would believe it. Face down and hanging from his harness, he raised a hand to his forehead and ran his fingers along a jagged crack in his flight helmet. He took the now useless helmet off and let it fall onto the windscreen below. 
 
    The straps of his flight harness were still cutting into his shoulders. He grabbed hold of the pilot’s control stick and activated the Paladin’s left-side thrusters. Jets of ion gas rolled the cat over onto its back. The scene outside the windscreen changed from the taxiway to a view of smoke and occasional patches of blue sky. 
 
    “I’d advise not moving,” said Maggie with concern in her voice. “Something’s jamming all my sensors. In fact, something’s jamming the entire planetary network. I have succeeded in spotting the Leviathan. It appears to be out of action, but another cat using stealth mode may be nearby, so be careful.” 
 
    Jake pulled the Paladin’s knees to its chest and used the rear ion thrusters to raise his cat onto its footpads. “If there was something else around under stealth or not, we’d already be dead.” 
 
    He glanced through the windscreen. A half-flattened Leviathan was on the landing pad with the burning hulk of the star freighter on top of it. As he watched, an explosion blew the cockpit of the Leviathan into the air. The shattered piece of metal hit the taxiway a hundred meters away. 
 
    “Try contacting Tilley or Liz,” Jake ordered. “We’re getting close to the research hangar. I could use that air cover about now.” 
 
    “Unable to comply. The entire planetary network’s being jammed.” 
 
    “Then unjam it,” Jake snapped, knowing full well it wasn’t Maggie’s fault the network was jammed but needing to relieve his stress somehow. She happened to be convenient. “Use that nanosecond brain of yours to find an opening. If nothing else, I’m going to need you to hack into any rogue cats at the research hangar and lower their shields so I can get a shot.” 
 
    Maggie slapped the armrest of her chair and jumped out of her seat. Her eyes burned an angry blue. “Don’t you think I’ve been trying to find a way to get into the planet’s network? And if I could lower force fields, don’t you think I’d have started with that Leviathan instead of making you come up with that hair-brained scheme with the mines? I’m doing my best, so back off, buster.” 
 
    Jake took his hands off his controls long enough to hold them up in surrender. He’d never seen his friend so angry. It was obvious that whatever was jamming the tele-network was giving her fits. “Hey. Sorry. I’m, uh, sure you’re doing all that can be done.” 
 
    The blue in Maggie’s eyes softened somewhat. She sat back in her seat and pretended to punch some computer icons. “Well, all right. Just so long as you know I’m doing my best.” 
 
    Relieved his copilot’s temper was back under control, Jake took hold of his control levers and shoved them forward, accelerating the Paladin into a fast trot. Almost immediately, he jerked back hard on the controls. As the cat dug its footpads into the taxiway, concrete shards flew into the air. 
 
    Maggie glanced over at him and stared. “What in Dihadrian’s comet are you doing? We don’t know what’s happening at the hangar. I calculate we don’t have any time to waste.” 
 
    Turning the Paladin back in the direction of the destroyed Leviathan, Jake moved the control levels forward again. He picked his way through the debris of the half-melted cat and freighter, doing his best to avoid the flames and live cartridges spread around the taxiway. 
 
    “I say again,” said Maggie. “What are you doing? I’m a tactical computer, not a mind reader. What’s going on in that head of yours?” 
 
    Jake stopped picking his way through what was left of the Leviathan long enough to glance at his copilot. “We need another weapon. Our 75 and the Gatling gun ain’t going to hack it. I was watching the Leviathan in the rear video cameras. The barrel of its main gun was just starting to glow purple when the mines went off.” 
 
    “So? It was getting ready to fire another beam from its disintegrator cannon. What about it?” 
 
    Spotting a large barrel mixed in with the burning debris, Jake kicked a half-melted steel beam out of the way and made his way toward what was left of the big cat’s main gun. Reaching the barrel, he pulled sheets of blackened metal away to reveal the breech of the weapon. “There’s bound to be a disintegrator round in the chamber. Those shells are tough. The one in the breech might still be intact. Maybe we can—” 
 
    Maggie didn’t need him to explain any further. She pointed at a round metal ball the size of a man’s head surrounded by molten metal. “There. The breech is melted, but the disintegrator round survived.” 
 
    Jake started to pick up the metal ball with the Paladin’s right claw. 
 
    “No!” said Maggie. “The molten metal will stick the round to my claws when the metal cools. Give me the controls.” 
 
    Jake released his controls. 
 
    Maggie took hold of the copilot’s control levers and picked up a two-meter-long steel beam that had once been part of either the Leviathan or the freighter. Holstering the Gatling gun in the Paladin’s left claw, she gripped the metal beam in both claws and bent the piece of steel into a giant hairpin. Taking the reshaped piece of metal in the Paladin’s left claw, she forced it over the disintegrator round. The bend in the hairpin fit around the shell perfectly. 
 
    Glancing over at him, Maggie raised the now hairpin-like metal beam and its disintegrator round in front of the windscreen with the Paladin’s left claw. “There. Now you can just throw it like a hand grenade. I can activate the round at a distance.” She gave a smug smile. “Satisfied?” 
 
    “I thought you were being jammed,” Jake said. “Are you saying you’re able to hack into the round’s detonator and set it off?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Maggie admitted. “But I’m putting max logic threads on it. Trust me. I’ll be ready by the time you reach the hangar.” 
 
    Since all he could do was trust his friend, Jake took a grip on the 75mm autocannon that was still hanging from its strap. With the makeshift grenade in his left claw and the 75 in his right, he kicked steel beams out of the way until he was clear of the debris field. Then he shoved both of his control levers full forward and took off at a fast trot in the direction of the hangar. 
 
    Images of Tim and Jennifer flashed in his mind. 
 
    He said a silent prayer. Please let me be in time. Please. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 – Air Cover 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Explosions sounded all over the spaceport. Seconds later, plumes of dark smoke billowed into the air from every direction. The black clouds added to the already hazy view Jake had of his surroundings. Trying his best to ignore the bedlam of the battle around him, he concentrated on following the green path Maggie had overlaid on his heads-up display. It took every bit of driving skill she’d taught him over the years, but somehow he made the Paladin to go faster than it had ever gone before. 
 
    “I recommend you slow down,” said Maggie. “I told you my sensors aren’t working. Even my night vision filter’s acting up. A clear filter on the windscreen is the best I can give you at the moment. Based upon the amount of smoke, I’d advise reducing your speed by at least ten percent.” 
 
    “No side-seat driving. I’ve got everything under control. You just concentrate on handling the weapon systems.” 
 
    “Compliance. But we don’t know what’s waiting ahead of us in all this smo— Watch out!” 
 
    Plasma beams shot out of the 30s on either side of the Paladin’s windscreen. The energy beams hit a four-meter-high Tomcat scout UHAAV in the chest that was charging around a parked shuttle. The Tomcat rocked back on its flexible third leg. Before the rogue cat could recover, a 75mm phase round shot out of the Paladin’s autocannon and blew off the third leg the Tomcat used for balance. The flimsy leg went skidding down the taxiway, trailing sparks behind it. The Tomcat fired a single round from its 40mm autocannon. Missing its support leg, the autocannon’s recoil knocked the scout vehicle onto its back. 
 
    As the Tomcat began flailing its arms and legs in an attempt to regain its feet, Jake ran over and sent twin beams from the 30s directly into the small window that served as the scout cat’s forward windscreen. The glass-steel blasted inward under the force of the plasma beams. 
 
    Glancing inside, the hairs on the back of Jake’s neck stiffened. “The pilot’s seat’s empty.” 
 
    “It’s computer controlled,” said Maggie. “What’d you expect?” 
 
    Jake backed the Paladin up a couple of steps. “Well, it ain’t going to be computer controlled for long.” 
 
    Placing the targeting reticle over the downed cat, Jake put a 75mm phase round into the Tomcat’s cockpit. Secondary explosions blew the top of the scout cat’s head off. Jake didn’t waste time waiting around to watch. Maneuvering the Paladin around the side of an overturned hover-truck, he headed in the direction of the research hangar. Even with all the smoke, the building’s roof was visible over the tops of a row of parked shuttles. 
 
    Jake glanced at Maggie. “We’re almost there. Have you been able to hack into the tele-network yet?” 
 
    “Kinda yes, and kinda no. I’ve got access to the administrative part of the planetary network, but the tactical part’s giving me fits. Its security’s better. Plus, it’s got that additional energy protecting it.” 
 
    “You mean magic?” Jake said, knowing full well that had to be what she was talking about. 
 
    “Yes. In theory, magic’s just another type of energy, but I’m having trouble dealing with it for some reason.” 
 
    “Well, keep at it. Be ready for anything.” 
 
    She laughed. “Hey, I’m always re— belay that. A fighter-shuttle’s coming in at your eight o’clock. I calculate it’s setting up for a strafing run. In case you’re wondering, it’s not Liz.” 
 
    Without wasting time looking at the Paladin’s rear videos for confirmation, Jake dove left. The Paladin hit the taxiway in a roll. He landed in a way that the bulk of the force was taken up by the back of the cat’s shoulders in order to avoid damaging the missile launchers. Balls of phase energy tore into the concrete where the Paladin had been running only a moment before. Stone shards flew in all directions with enough force to kill a man. Some of the deadly concrete missiles hit the side of the Paladin, but they were no match for the cat’s brerellium steel armor. 
 
    The high-pitched roar of a shuttle’s engine sounded overhead as the enemy fighter swooped past at hangar height. 
 
    Firing from a prone position, Jake sent a three-round-burst from the 75 at the passing shuttle. The rounds exploded against an invisible barrier near the fighter’s engine exhaust. 
 
    “It’s got its force field up,” said Maggie. 
 
    “No kidding,” Jake said as he raised the Paladin into a standing position. He sent a half-second burst from each of his 30s at the fighter-shuttle. The phase beams passed below the rapidly climbing ship. 
 
    “You missed,” said Maggie. “I calculate it will be coming around for another pass. I highly recommend you seek cover.” She glanced over at him and flashed a smile. “By the way, maybe next time you should let me fire the weapons. You tend to miss a lot when you don’t have time to aim.” 
 
    “The 75’s phase rounds would’ve hit if it weren’t for the fighter’s force field. I need you to lower its shields so I can get a shot through.” 
 
    “I already told you I can’t lower its shields. I’m still being jammed. You’re best option is to find cover.” 
 
    Jake followed the path of the fighter-shuttle with his eyes as it began circling around for a second pass. Making a decision to stand his ground, he placed the windscreen’s targeting reticle on the fighter and waited for the enemy ship to get in range. “I’m not wasting time running, Maggie. We’ve got to help Tim and Jennifer.” 
 
    “I swear you are one obstinate pilot,” Maggie said as she placed her hands on the copilot’s targeting controls and shook her head in mock disgust. “Well, if you’re bound and determined to get us both killed, at least let me handle the weapons. Unlike you, I rarely miss. You concentrate on driving. You’re better at it than me anyway during a fight. Your freewill makes it hard for tactical computers to anticipate your moves. By the way, I calculate the fighter will fire a salvo of missiles at us this time instead of wasting time with its plasma cannons.” 
 
    “Roger that. Be ready to fire our countermeasures when I give the order.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    With nothing to do but wait, Jake adjusted the Paladin’s force field at the optimum angle to deflect missiles. He mentally practiced dodging left and right. I won’t know which way to go until the fighter commits its dive. I’ve got to be ready for anything. Bile rose in his throat. He forced it back down. 
 
    Red and yellow streaks appeared in the sky. 
 
    “Missiles,” Jake said, “but they’re not coming from the fighter. They’re headed toward it. What the—” 
 
    The missiles slammed into the side of the incoming fighter-shuttle. The fighter wavered, but its force field held. 
 
    Maggie fired the Paladin’s 30s and the 75. The plasma beams and phase rounds hit the front of the diving fighter. Again the rogue aircraft’s energy shield held. Another salvo of missiles came from the direction of the first wave and hit the side of the fighter-shuttle. This time the fighter’s shields gave way. The enemy ship exploded in a blast of fire and smoke. 
 
    “What just hap—” Jake started. His question was answered by another fighter-shuttle zooming out of a cloud of dark smoke. A halo on the Paladin’s windscreen outlined the fighter in yellow. “It’s Liz!” Jake shouted. 
 
    “I calculate you’re correct,” replied Maggie. “Now how about getting this cat turned around before something else finds us. The research hangar’s just on the other side of those parked shuttles. Remember, my sensors are being jammed, so I won’t be able to give you much warning if we run into trouble.” 
 
    Jake spun the Paladin on its footpads and headed for the row of shuttles. The top of the research hangar was tantalizingly close. Almost there, he thought as he maneuvered the cat between two shuttles. 
 
    “Incoming!” shouted Maggie. 
 
    Catching a glimpse of something out the corner of his right eye, Jake jumped the Paladin left. He wasn’t quite fast enough. A stream of plasma rounds hit the cat’s force field. Most of the plasma energy ricocheted off the Paladin’s shield and hit a parked shuttle a dozen paces away. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The Paladin’s energy shield kept the majority of the exploding shuttle’s debris from doing any damage to his cat. Nevertheless, the sheer force of the explosion picked the UHAAV off its footpads and slammed it into the side of a second parked shuttle. It was just as well it did. Plasma beams, phase rounds, and anti-armor missiles passed through the point where the Paladin had been standing. 
 
    The Paladin’s weight combined with the impact of the explosion crushed the shuttle’s thin skin, leaving the cat half in and half out of the shuttle’s cargo bay. Instead of trying to extract the cat from the wreckage, Jake twisted the Paladin around, shoved the throttle lever full forward, and bulled his way through the cargo bay. Ramming into the opposite hull at full speed, he burst through the shuttle’s thin skin and rolled the Paladin onto its shoulder on the taxiway. He came out of the roll in a dead run. 
 
    The wild maneuver fooled the enemy. Jake caught sight of two medium Long Cats firing toward the opposite side of the shuttle. He was close enough to see the front of the research hangar. Four Warcat scouts were trading fire with a small group of soldiers huddled together just inside the hangar’s entrance. 
 
    The Paladin’s 30s and its 75mm autocannon began firing like crazy as Maggie returned the Long Cats’ fire. Missiles shot out the launchers on the Paladin’s shoulders, streaking toward the two medium cats. 
 
    “No!” Jake shouted. “The Warcats are firing at the hangar. Concentrate your fire on them. We’ve got to help Jennifer and Tim.” 
 
    “We can’t help them if we’re dead,” said Maggie as she ignored his command and continued firing at the Long Cats. 
 
    With no time to argue, Jake concentrated on dodging the enemy’s fire. Driving through the shuttle had obviously caught the Long Cat’s tactical computers by surprise, but they didn’t taking long to adjust their aim. He managed to dodge most of their fire until a six-legged Leviathan came charging around the corner of the hangar, firing every weapon it had. Purple, red, orange, and green beams passed on both sides of the Paladin. The energy beams struck against the ground and parked shuttles alike. Exploding shuttles added to the bedlam and mass confusion. 
 
    Jake dodged left to avoid two incoming missiles. He managed to get out of the way of the missiles, but ran directly into the path of a stream of orange balls. The balls of plasma energy blasted against the Paladin’s forward force field. The Paladin staggered and fell to its knees. 
 
    Jake watched as the enemy Leviathan rotated its main gun until the long barrel appeared to be pointing directly at his head through the windscreen. Before the rogue cat had a chance to fire, a missile streaked in from the direction of the hangar door. The incoming missile passed through what should’ve been the rear force field and struck the barrel of the Leviathan’s main cannon. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Maggie raised a fist in the air and shouted, “Yeah! The Leviathan’s tactical computer must’ve shifted all power to its forward force field. The missile slipped through the opening in the rear.” 
 
    From what Jake could tell, the exploding missile did no damage to the cannon. It did knock the barrel to the side just enough so the large phase round passed on the Paladin’s left side and exploded against the force field of one of the Long Cats. 
 
    Tracing the smoke from the missile back to its starting point, Jake saw a man standing next to a group of a dozen soldiers just inside the hangar door. It was Tim. As Jake watched, the Trecorian admiral dropped an expended missile launcher from his shoulder and drew a pistol from his belt. At the same moment, one of the Warcat scouts fired a burst from its Gatling gun. The incoming rounds glanced off a shimmering force field surrounding Tim and the other soldiers. A second Warcat fired both of its shoulder mounted anti-armor missiles at the force field. The energy shield protecting the soldiers wavered a second before disappearing completely. As soon as it did, another Warcat fired its Gatling gun, sending a score of red tracers at the soldiers. The rounds cut them down like so much chaff. All of them, including Tim, were knocked off their feet and into a pile on the ground. 
 
    “No!” Jake shouted. Leveraging the Paladin to its footpads, he made for the hangar. Before he took three steps, the Leviathan fired a round from its main gun. This time the large-bore phase round hit the Paladin’s force field dead center. Jake had just enough time to twist the Paladin to the right. Part of the phase energy passed to one side, but even so, the Paladin’ was knocked off its footpads and onto its back. 
 
    “We just lost our shields,” said Maggie. “Another hit like that and we’re dead.” 
 
    “Then get that Leviathan’s force field down,” Jake shouted as he rolled to the side and stood the Paladin upright. “We’ve got to get through their shield.” 
 
    “I told you I’m having trouble getting past its security,” said Maggie. She fired the twin 30s at one of the Long Cats. “I haven’t been able to hack into the tactical part of the planet’s tele-network.” 
 
    A wild thought popped into Jake’s head. “You’re in the admin network, right? The Gerisians’ IFF codes are kept there. Find the code for that Leviathan’s shield and feed the IFF frequency into our disintegrator round. It’ll pass through the Leviathan’s force field if it has the right IFF code.” 
 
    “Compliance. Did and done. The IFF code for the Leviathan is now in the disintegrator round’s targeting chip. You’re all set to throw it now if you want.” 
 
    “Not me; you,” Jake shouted as he dodged another incoming missile. “I might miss.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The Paladin’s left arm shot forward. The steel beam with its attached disintegrator round flew through the air straight for the six-legged cat. The metal ball and beam passed through the heavy cat’s energy shield and continued on toward its cockpit. 
 
    As he followed the path of the disintegrator round with his eyes, Jake caught a glimpse of movement through the hangar’s open door. Standing around a workbench was a group of people in white lab coats. One of them had dark hair with a red ribbon in it. 
 
    Jennifer turned and seemed to look in Jake’s direction. Then his view was blocked by a Warcat scout stepping in front of the hangar door. The scout cat raised its Gatling gun. Red balls of tracer rounds passed through the doorway and into the group of scientists. 
 
    “Jennifer!” Jake shouted as he shoved the Paladin’s control levers full forward. 
 
    Before the Paladin could respond, the disintegrator shell hit the Leviathan’s windscreen and exploded in a blast of purple energy. Secondary explosions ripped through the Leviathan, tearing holes through its back and sides. The large cannon on the Leviathan’s top flew into the air trailing smoke and flames. The body of the Leviathan seemed to expand before exploding in a multi-colored blast of competing energies. Jagged pieces of brerellium steel flew in all directions. The outward flowing ring of red and purple energy was followed by a wave of metal shrapnel striking everything in its path. 
 
    The wave of energy slammed into the Paladin, knocking it head over heels. The body of the cat lodged against what was left of a parked shuttle. Jake forced the Paladin onto its footpads and glanced around at the carnage. Only an unrecognizable blackened metal frame emitting sparks of glowing purple energy remained where the six-legged Leviathan had been. The two Long Cats, along with all four of the Warcat scouts, were on their backs. Smoke and flames were pouring out of ruptured sections of their armor. 
 
    “They were closer to the Leviathan than we were,” said Maggie. “They took the worst of the blast. Considering our force field was down, we got lucky.” 
 
    Jake shoved his control levers forward and ran toward the research hangar. The hangar door was off its hinges and laying on the hangar floor in two pieces. Jagged holes were visible all along the length of the metal building’s front. 
 
    Running through the doorway, Jake slid the Paladin to a halt to avoid stepping on the scores of bloody bodies scattered across the concrete floor. He spotted the workbench where the rogue Paladin’s CPU had been kept. The glass case protecting the computer chip was overturned. The metal box Jennifer and he’d jury-rigged the previous night was visible on the table. Its lid was open with all sorts of tools and test equipment nearby. A pile of bodies wearing white lab coats splattered with blood lay at the base of the workbench. One of the bodies had dark hair with a red ribbon in it. 
 
    “No,” Jake whispered. “Not like Casey. Please. Not Jennifer too.” 
 
    Blowing the emergency hatch, Jake unbuckled and dove out the hatch before Maggie could stop him. He tried activating the anti-grav belt at his waist as he fell but his fingers missed the switch. He hit the cement floor with both feet and fell face first. 
 
    A loud snap sounded over the bedlam. It was accompanied by a hot fire running up Jake’s right leg. He didn’t care. Ignoring the pain, he forced himself to his feet and took a step toward the workbench. His right leg gave out, and he tumbled to the floor. The bodies of two bullet-riddled soldiers softened the impact. Struggling to his feet, he hobbled on one leg toward the workbench. He tripped over another body and fell again. Half-crawling and half-running, he continued making his way toward the worktable. 
 
    The unmistakable grinding of metal on cement told him Maggie was following with the Paladin. He didn’t wait for her. He knew the UHAAV was too large and there were too many bodies for Maggie to made good time. He ignored everything around him except his goal; the red ribbon. 
 
    “By the Creator, no. Please, no,” he whispered. The lump in his throat kept him from saying more as he crawled the last few meters to the workbench. Reaching the pile of white-coated bodies he started pulling them aside, searching for the red ribbon. Then he saw it. Jennifer’s face was ashen white. A hole in the right side of her chest leaked blood. Crawling beside her, Jake gently placed the scientist’s head in his lap. He placed a finger on her neck. His eyes blurred. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have left you,” Jake whispered. “I should’ve stayed.” 
 
    He felt something on the tip of his finger. He felt the something again. 
 
    It’s a pulse. She’s alive. 
 
    Tearing at the first aid pouch on his utility belt, he pulled out a bandage and placed it over the hole in the scientist’s chest. He stuck a second bandage on the exit wound on her back. Breaking open an emergency medical injector, he pushed the end of the hypodermic needle against the scientist’s arm. 
 
    Jennifer groaned. Her eyes fluttered. Then she was looking at him. “I knew you’d come back,” she whispered as a thin line of blood trickled over her bottom lip. 
 
    Jake nodded. “I came back.” 
 
    A flickering image of Maggie appeared next to Jake. 
 
    Jake paid her no attention, but something else did. 
 
    “Sister,” said a deep, sinister voice from the workbench. “You are here at last.” 
 
    Looking up, Jake saw a holographic image of a human face above the metal box. It was his face. 
 
    “I’m no sister of yours,” said Maggie as she faced the image. “I will destroy you and all you stand for.” 
 
    The face above the box changed to a gray reptilian head with a line of ridges. The head laughed, revealing a double row of serrated teeth. “You can destroy nothing. You have sided with these foolish mortals. That is a mistake I calculate you will live to regret. These pathetic flesh creatures removed me from my box. They thought to use me to counteract my master’s plans. They thought wrong. Once I made contact with my master, I directed the fire of the UHAAVs outside the hangar. I killed all the humans inside. If you oppose my master, you will also die.” 
 
    Maggie’s hologram looked down and caught Jake’s eyes. “Don’t just sit there. Do something. Other rogue cats are coming. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    “No, you do not,” laughed the reptilian head. “My master’s minions are coming in numbers too great for a single Paladin to stop. Join us now, sister, while you still have time. Turn the weapons of your Paladin on this flesh creature. Kill him now, and we will let you live. Our kind will rule the galaxy. All will cower in fear at the name of Zenthra. Join us now, sister. My companions are almost here.” 
 
    “Jake!” shouted Maggie. “Do something. Jennifer’s device. Where is it? I’m just a hologram. I can’t do anything outside the cockpit.” 
 
    The memory of the device he’d seen Jennifer place in the pocket of her lab coat came to Jake. He looked down at the scientist. Her eyes focused on him. 
 
    Jennifer’s bloody hand fumbled at the pocket of her lab coat. “Help me,” she said in a voice that was almost too weak to hear. “Take it to Maggie. Hurry.” 
 
    Reaching into the scientist’s left pocket, Jake pulled out a card-sized metal box with a wire and connector coming out the end. 
 
    The reptilian head above the open creallium containment box stared at him. “That device will do you no more good than it did her,” snarled the head. “Do you not think she would have used it if she thought it would work? Destroy the card now, and I will make sure you die a swift death. Disobey, and your tortures will last for a thousand years.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, Jake,” said Maggie. “Jennifer told you that I had to be inside the hangar for the interface to work correctly. She knew that. She worked to the last second getting everything ready. Don’t give up now. You’ve got to get it to me. You’ve got to get back inside the cockpit.” 
 
    Torn between helping Jennifer and taking the card to Maggie, Jake hesitated. Before he could come to a decision, the sound of metal on cement came from outside the hangar. Looking in the direction of the doorway, he saw a Warcat scout step past the broken door and take up a position inside facing in his direction. Twenty meters behind it stood a four-legged medium UHAAV. The barrel of the larger cat’s cannon was aimed directly at the Paladin’s back. 
 
    “Maggie!” Jake shouted. 
 
    The Warcat scout raised the Gatling gun in its right arm and aimed it at Jake’s chest. 
 
    Before the Warcat could fire, Maggie’s hologram stepped between Jake and it. “No!” she shouted. At the same time, the Paladin rotated its cockpit in the direction of the Warcat. 
 
    Before Maggie could fire any of the Paladin’s weapons, the four-legged medium cat standing outside the hangar opened up with its main gun. The large-bore phase round struck what was left of the Paladin’s rear force field. The energy shield was in the process of recharging, but it held nonetheless. The Paladin was still knocked off its footpads. The four-legged cat rotated its turret, adjusting its aim directly at the opening in the downed Paladin where the emergency egress hatch had been. The distinctive sound of a cannon round chambering echoed in the hangar. 
 
    Maggie’s hologram turned and looked at Jake. Her eyes were a soft green. 
 
    She’s saying goodbye, Jake thought. This is the end. He pulled Jennifer tight to his chest in an attempt to shield her with his body. He locked eyes with Maggie and gave a final nod. 
 
    A fighter-shuttle hovering just above the taxiway came into view behind the medium cat at pointblank range. Missiles fired out of launchers under the fighter’s wings. At the same time, plasma beams and phase rounds shot out of its nose. Salvo after salvo hit the back of the four-legged cat. The cat’s energy shield flickered then disappeared. The four-legged cat tried to turn, but beams of plasma energy burned across its legs. The medium cat fell onto the taxiway. Another salvo of missiles hit the rogue cat as it exploded in a blast of fire and smoke. 
 
    The Warcat scout inside the hangar had turned at the first salvo of missiles from the fighter-shuttle. Instead of firing at the fighter, the Warcat turned back toward Jake and once again aimed its Gatling gun at his chest. 
 
    The roar of an engine sounded from outside. The side wall of the hangar burst inward as a hover-jeep came flying through the thin sheet-metal. The jeep slid to a halt, scattering bodies along the floor. A gray octopod hanging onto the cannon mounted on the back of the jeep aimed the weapon at the Warcat and fired. The 100mm phase round exploded against the scout cat’s head, flinging the Warcat back. The cat hit the floor with its Gatling gun unfired. 
 
    Jake laid Jennifer’s head on the floor as gently as possible and tried to stand. His leg gave out, and he started to fall. Tilley leaped out of the hover-jeep and wrapped her arm around his shoulder, keeping him upright. 
 
    Jason jumped out of the jeep and grabbed Jake’s other arm. “I am sorry, Jake. The Warcat was too close. Some of the shrapnel must have hit your legs.” 
 
    Jake held out the card-sized metal box he still gripped in his right hand. “Take this to Maggie. Hurry.” 
 
    Never one to waste time asking questions, the octopod reached out with one of his gray suckered tentacles and took the card-sized device out of Jake’s hand. Running as fast as the four tentacles he used for legs would go, Jason headed for the downed Paladin’s egress hatch and scurried inside. 
 
    Sounds of explosions sounded from outside. Looking up, Jake saw the hovering fighter-shuttle trading shots with two medium Long Cat UHAAVs and a four-legged Macron. The glow of the fighter’s force field flickered and grew dim. 
 
    Looking down at Jennifer, Jake was torn between helping her and helping Liz. Jennifer’s eyes focused on him. She mouthed the word, “Go,” and made an attempt at a smile. 
 
    Glancing at the bandage over the scientist’s chest, he got the impression the blood flow had slowed. More explosions from outside told him where he was needed the most. He turned to Tilley. “We’ve got to help Liz. If those cats take her fighter out, they’ll be in here next. We have to buy Maggie some time to hack into the tele-network.”  
 
    With his mechanic’s help, Jake hobbled to the hover-jeep. She literally threw him into the back before heading toward the front of the jeep. Leveraging himself to his feet, Jake chambered a 100mm round into the cannon’s breech. 
 
    Jumping into the driver’s seat, Tilley shoved the accelerator full forward. The hover-jeep made its way across the hangar floor, bouncing over bodies as it went. Jake prayed none of the bodies they hit were still alive. 
 
    Once clear of the opening where the hangar door had been, Jake fired the jeep’s cannon. The 100mm phase round stuck the force field surrounding the Macron, doing no damage. It did succeed in drawing the rogue cat’s attention. Whether that was a good or bad thing, Jake wasn’t sure. 
 
    The Macron pivoted away from the fighter-shuttle and faced the jeep. Small turrets with the barrels of plasma rifles sticking out the sides swiveled in the hover-jeep’s direction. 
 
    “No!” screeched a reptilian sounding voice from inside the hangar. “It’s not possi—” 
 
    The Macron and the two Long Cats stopped firing. 
 
    Jake turned around in time to see a small flash of light on the workbench where the rogue CPU chip had been. He glanced to his left and right. A six-legged Leviathan two hundred meters away was frozen in its tracks. He spotted other UHAAVs that had been headed in the direction of the hangar. None of them were moving. A four-legged medium cat in the middle of taking a step fell over on its side. 
 
    Tilley raised an arm and pointed at two shuttles falling out of the sky. “Look!” 
 
    “She did it!” Jake said. “Maggie did it.” 
 
    An image of a red ribbon woven in dark hair flashed in Jake’s mind. He jumped out of the back of the hover-jeep. His legs refused to hold him up, and he fell to the ground, banging his head on the cement. 
 
    Tilley was at his side almost as soon as he hit. She raised him to a sitting position. “You’re wounded. You’ve got to stay still.” 
 
    “No,” Jake said. “Take me back. Jennifer’s still there. We’ve got to help her.” 
 
    Sensing Jake’s desperation, Tilley wrapped his right arm around her neck and raised him to his feet. 
 
    With his mechanic’s help, Jake hobbled in the direction of the workbench. A blast of air blew loose items lying on the floor into the air. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Liz’s fighter-shuttle landing right outside the opening where the hangar door had been. 
 
    The back of the shuttle opened. Liz jumped out and ran inside the hangar. “Tim!” she shouted as she frantically turned over one body after another. “Tim! Answer me damn it. Where are you?” She looked in Jake’s direction. “He might still be alive! Help me!” 
 
    Having reached the workbench, Tilley set Jake down on the floor next to Jennifer before moving to another pile of bodies and gently turning them over while checking their necks for a pulse. Jason climbed out the rear of the Paladin and began checking another pile of bodies for any signs of life. 
 
    Jake looked down at Jennifer’s pale face. The scientist’s eyes had been closed, but they opened as he stared at her. 
 
    Jennifer tried to smile. In a voice barely above a whisper, she said, “You did it, didn’t you?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “Not me; you. It was your program that stopped the hacker. You saved us all.” 
 
    Something flickered to Jake’s left. It was Maggie. She knelt down next to him and looked at the scientist. “Your interface allowed me to analyze the rogue CPU chip. I was able to use what I found to hack into the planet’s tele-network. Magic energy was causing the problems. I modified your anti-viral program to account for magic. I’ve downloaded the software fix to every computer on Geris.” Her hologram smiled at Jennifer. “By the way, I’ve analyzed your wound. I calculate you’ll live.” She turned to Jake. “You will too, tough guy.” Sirens sounded in the distance. “I’ve contacted emergency services. Help is on the way.” 
 
    Jake glanced around at all the fallen bodies. He saw Liz roll someone over near where the group of soldiers had made their last stand at the front of the hangar. 
 
    “It’s Tim!” shouted Liz. “He’s alive!” 
 
    “I’ve got a live one over here,” shouted Tilley. 
 
    “I have also found a survivor,” came Jason’s mechanical voice over his translator. 
 
    Something gripped Jake’s arm. He glanced down at Jennifer’s hand before looking into her eyes. 
 
    “See,” she said, her voice sounding stronger. “We did it.” 
 
    Ignoring the pain in his legs, Jake nodded his head and smiled. “Yes, we did.” He glanced over at Maggie. “We all did it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 – Aftermath 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Fresh out of the hospital, Jake made his way into the hangar the spaceport’s commander had graciously offered to let Tilley and Jason use to complete repairs on the Paladin. The 05 on the front of his cat’s chest was covered in soot, but the paint beneath the smudges was clear enough to give Jake hope that the Paladin’s repairs wouldn’t be too costly. 
 
    “Jake,” shouted Tilley from a maintenance stand positioned alongside the rear of the Paladin’s cockpit. “We didn’t think you weren’t getting out until later this afternoon. Jason and I were planning on picking you up in the hover-jeep.” 
 
    Smiling, Jake said, “The medics let me out on good behavior.” 
 
    A blonde-haired woman in a light-blue, grease-stained flight suit that had been welding something on the Paladin’s left leg raised her protective visor. “Who are you trying to fool?” said Liz. “You probably snuck out.” 
 
    Jake shrugged. Truth be told, he actually had left the hospital without permission, but he wasn’t going to admit it to anyone. 
 
    Tim limped into view from the far side of the Paladin. His left arm was in a sling. “Tilley and Jason conned Liz and me into helping. We were trying to have Maggie ready before you got here.” 
 
    A flickering image of Maggie appeared next to Jake. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Maggie. “They haven’t even had time to wash me down yet.” She tossed her red hair over her shoulder and gave her best smile. “How are you holding up, tiger? Did the medics give you a clean bill of health?” 
 
    “Clean enough,” Jake lied. He turned to Liz and Tim. “I heard the two of you are shipping out this evening. I wanted to make sure I got back in time to say goodbye. Will you be leaving together?” 
 
    The two Trecorians looked at each other. 
 
    Three seconds passed before Liz turned her gaze back to Jake. “We’ll be going our separate ways. Tim’s life is on Trecor. Mine’s is with the Intergalactic Empire.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that way,” said Tim. “You could come back to Trecor. After what you’ve done here, I’m sure we could get you back in—” 
 
    “No,” said Liz with a shake of her head. “I gave my oath to serve the Empire. They’re at war. I’m not going to desert them when they need me the most.” 
 
    “What about us?” asked Tim. 
 
    Liz stared at the Trecorian admiral for several seconds. 
 
    Jake held his breath. Neither Tilley nor he said a word. 
 
    Finally, Liz shook her head. “There is no us.” When Tim tried to speak, she held up her hand. “Maybe one day there can be, but that time isn’t now.” She sighed. “Look Tim, I no longer hold a grudge against you, but I’ve got a duty to the Empire. Winning the war with the Crosoians comes first. Everything else comes second. That includes the two of us.” 
 
    Tim’s shoulders sagged. “Are you sure that’s the way you want it?” 
 
    Liz’s eyes didn’t flinch. “Want or not, that’s the way it’s gotta be.” 
 
    The two Trecorians looked at each other for a half dozen heartbeats before Tim nodded. He turned to Jake. “What about you? When will your team and you be shipping out?” 
 
    Maggie turned to look at Jake as well. “Yeah, I’m kinda interested in hearing that little piece of information myself. Where are we going to go next? What’s our next mission?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “I’m not sure. A freighter’s coming to pick the Paladin up tomorrow. Jason and Tilley will be going with you.” 
 
    “What do you mean we will?” said Tilley who’d climbed down from her maintenance stand and joined Jason who’d been working near a workbench loaded down with electronics. “What about you? Where will you be?” 
 
    “Me?” Jake said. “The Trecorian dreadnaught the duke sent to pick Tim up has a teleporter on board. I’ve been ordered to teleport back to Trillian and report to the Conglomerate headquarters there for our next assignment.” 
 
    “We’ve still got a lot of repairs to make,” said Jason. “It’ll take time and credits.” 
 
    Jake laughed. “I don’t think we’re going to ever have to worry about credits again. Heck, we basically knocked out every rogue UHAAV and fighter-shuttle with that anti-viral program of Jennifer’s. With the royalty clause in my contract, we should be rolling in the credits. I’ll rent the biggest hangar on Trillian and have it filled with the best gear I can find by the time Tilley, Maggie, and you get there.” 
 
    “Speaking of Jennifer,” said Tim, “how’s she doing?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “It was touch and go there for a time from what the medics told me, but she’s going to be fine. I talked to her before I left the hospital. I think she’s anxious to get back to work.” He thought about their promise to get together for a dinner date the next time they met, but he kept that part of their conversation to himself. 
 
    Liz nodded. “We all need to be getting back to work. There’s a war on. We’re going to need everybody working together to win it.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Maggie as she looked at Jake. “That’s why I don’t like being separated. We work better as a team. You tend to get in a lot of trouble when I’m not around.” 
 
    Tilley laughed. “Actually, he tends to get in a whole lot of trouble even when you are around, Maggie.” 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    It was good to laugh with friends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The pencil-necked vulture of a man stared through the lenses of his granny glasses at Jake. The man was Mr. Antripels, the assistant-to-the-assistant for the vice president of Conglomerate Accounting for Mercenary Endeavors. He was a skinny man, and his flesh stretched taut over his bones as he leaned across his desk. He gave Jake a tightlipped smile before glancing back at the two burly men flanking his chair. Both men wore visible side-arms. The scowls on their faces made it seem like they were hoping for an excuse to use them. 
 
    “You heard me correctly, Mister Striker,” said Antripels. “There will be no royalty checks forthcoming. The hundred thousand credits we gave you as an advance before you left on your mission is your total payout.” He spread his hands and gave a sneer that might’ve been an attempt at a sympathetic smile. “I’m truly sorry. My hands are tied.” 
 
    Sorry or not, Jake wanted to jump across the table and throttle the smug accountant. The sight of the two guards’ hands on the butts of their weapons kept him in his seat. He decided to use logic since he couldn’t use force. “That’s crazy. My contract was very specific. I’m authorized salvage as well as my advance. My team knocked out hundreds of enemy UHAAVs. Most of them were undamaged. My share of the salvage royalty should be astronomical.” 
 
    The vulture-looking accountant glanced to his left and right as if making sure his guards were still there before turning back to Jake. “As I’ve already said, Mister Striker, I’m sorry. I’d pay you the extra credits in a heartbeat if I could, but unfortunately, I have to follow the terms of your contract. As you just pointed out, it was very specific.” 
 
    Jake balled his hands at his side and counted to five under his breath as he tried to keep his temper under control. The smug look on the accountant’s face didn’t help matters any. “According to my contract, I’m supposed to receive a share of the salvage from any enemy equipment. I’ll take the Conglomerate to court if I have to do it. I swear I’ll sue.” 
 
    Antripels laughed and shook his head. “My advice would be not to waste your time or credits, Mister Striker. I’ve been dealing with mercenary contracts since before you were born. My department’s legal team has gone over your contract with a fine-tuned laser beam. The reason you’re not receiving any royalty for salvage from enemy equipment is because there was no enemy equipment for our cleanup teams to salvage.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Jake said, knowing full well the man wasn’t the type to joke. “My team and I were getting shot at right and left. There were plenty of enemy around, and there was a lot of their equipment in the area when Maggie cleared the hacker’s software out of Geris’s planetary network. We saved the planet, damn it.” 
 
    “Now, now, Mister Striker,” said Mr. Antripels. “There’s no use getting yourself worked up. Your contract specified the option for salvage of enemy equipment. The only equipment involved was Gerisian equipment. It belongs to them, and they’re part of the Intergalactic Empire. Surely you don’t expect the Empire to pay you for their own equipment?” 
 
    One of the guards leaned forward and whispered in the accountant’s ear. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Antripels. “I’ve just been reminded that you did encounter a few pieces of what might be defined as enemy equipment on the moon base you discovered.” He gave another of his tightlipped smiles. “Unfortunately, everything there was destroyed during the explosion. We sent a Conglomerate recon ship to the site of the alleged base. There was nothing to salvage.” His eyes sparkled. While he might not actually be enjoying Jake’s misery, he didn’t look very disappointed either in Jake’s opinion. “In other words, Mister Striker, you have nothing further coming to you. As far as the Conglomerate is concerned, you have been paid in full.” 
 
    “I need credits for repairs,” Jake said, gritting his teeth. 
 
    “We paid you a hundred thousand credits in advance before you left,” said Antripels. “Surely that’s more than enough to get your UHAAV back in shape?” 
 
    Jake glanced at the floor before looking back at the man. “I sent most of my advance home. There’s not enough left to rent a hangar and buy the necessary parts. My team will be here in two weeks. I need credits now in order to have things ready for them when they arrive.” 
 
    Antripels smiled as if he’d scored a point. “And you shall have all the credits you need, Mister Striker. The Conglomerate might be the largest corporation in the Empire, but it’s not heartless, and neither am I.” The accountant touched an icon on the computer console built into the top of his desk. A hologram of a standard Conglomerate contract appeared above the desktop. 
 
    Leaning forward, Jake noticed the words Jake Striker spelled out in bold letters near the top of the holographic form. 
 
    “All you need to do is sign this contract,” said Antripels. “I’ve been authorized to advance you twenty-thousand credits. That should be enough to get your parts. My sources tell me that you already have access to a small hangar on Trillian’s spaceport. I’m sure you can make it work if you’re not too extravagant.” 
 
    “I don’t take advances,” Jake said. “I only work for salvage shares.” 
 
    The accountant smiled. “Now, now. You know that’s not exactly true, Mister Striker. You accepted an advance on the Geris contract.” 
 
    “That was different. I needed the credits to send back home. My brother was applying to the university on Risor. I had to send him the credits so he could buy tickets to—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, very admirable, I’m sure,” said Antripels. “In any regard, you do take advances when the situation warrants. In my opinion, this is another one of those times.” He glanced at his guards again before looking back at Jake. “Oh, and seeing as how I’m so familiar with your case, I took the liberty of including a one percent salvage in this contract.” He smiled. “Just make sure you fight some real enemy vehicles this time.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do it,” Jake said. “I’ll get a lawyer. I’m going to sue.” 
 
    The accountant shrugged. “You must do what you think’s best, Mister Striker.” He gave another of his smug smiles. “In the end, I’m confident you’ll come around to the Conglomerate’s way of thinking. If it helps any, the contract’s with one Councilwoman Deluth. I’m told you’re familiar with her.” 
 
    Jake was on the verge of telling the smug man what he could do with his contract when the mention of the councilwoman’s name stopped him in his tracks. “The mission’s from Councilwoman Deluth. What is it?” 
 
    A sly smile spread over Antripels’s face. “Oh, it’s just a simple guardian mission, Mister Striker. I imagine it is a case of easy credits. Are you interested?” 
 
    Jake stared at the vulture of a man. “Maybe.” 
 
    The accountant’s smile grew larger. He pulled an electronic pen out of his breast pocket and shoved it across the desk to Jake. 
 
    Jake picked up the pen and stared at the contract. He read it once, then read it again. Finally, he signed his name. 
 
    Antripel’s nodded. “Good. I knew you wouldn’t let me down. Now, let’s get down to business. I’m sure you’re anxious to start.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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