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 PROLOGUE 
 
    One year ago... 
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    “Jared, are you sure about this? If we miss...” Jazz just lets the statement hang. We all know what will happen if we can’t manage a smooth transition out of FTL. 
 
    “Cal says it will work,” I argue back. 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s not the one trying to land this piece of junk.” 
 
    I hear Jazz’s thoughts on the matter, and chuckle. But I also know that Jazz is dead right about this. If we cannot land the piece of junk in the right place, it could be catastrophic. It could also expose the secret we’re working so hard to protect. 
 
    “Dropping from FTL in one minute.” Jazz advises the other nine drone operators. “Is everyone locked in? Click if you’re ready.” Nine clicks answer. 
 
    Fifty-five anxious seconds tick by. Then the automated count down begins. “Dropping from FTL in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1... Returned to normal space.” 
 
    On the main holographic projection at the front of the room, a mostly intact alien ship appears surrounded by ten drones. Moments later, it disappears again. 
 
    “Transition to stealth successful.” Jazz calls out. “Step Two of Operation Recovery is complete. Step Three now in progress.” 
 
    He looks up at me and laughs. “Jared, you are the craziest person I’ve ever worked for. Now it’s your turn.” 
 
    I acknowledge Jazz, then head off for the mystery couch. Summer meets me there. She takes my hand as I settle in, then I cast my mind out and am away. 
 
    ... 
 
    A month has passed since we destroyed the alien armada that came to harvest the human worlds. Other than its capital world, the Confederation, as a whole, has come through it more or less intact. But without a central government, things are starting to unravel. 
 
    Decentralized services, like exo-net administration and the banking system, continue to function. But all centralized government services are gone, and the remnant of the Confederation fleet is insufficient to control resurgent piracy. 
 
    A central committee, formed by the member planets, has elected a seven-member Reconstruction Commission to select a new capital, appoint a provisional president, and chart the course for the reconstruction. Among the issues they are looking into is the role of the Jaramor Research Institute in the destruction of the alien fleet. 
 
    One of their prevailing theories is that we got ahold of alien technology well in advance of the invasion, but we withheld that information from the Confederation. 
 
    My brother, Aaron, Jaredaan’s Prime Elder, was contacted and asked to host an inspection team scheduled to arrive in five months to investigate.  
 
    I’m embarrassed to say we did a really poor job of concealing the fact that we did find an alien ship. Our challenge now is to keep the secret. 
 
    After numerous hours in the mystery studying this issue, I’ve found a solution. Deposit the remains of another alien ship, close enough to the original to be consistent with the rumors of its location, yet far enough away to make the ship we have easier to hide. 
 
    How are we going to do it? We’re going to drop a mostly intact alien ship disabled in the recent war near the location of the ship that crash landed 7,000 years ago, the one we harvested all the technology from. Then, we’ll hide the old ship. In fact, we’ll hide it in a way that no one will ever suspect. 
 
    Toward that end, I’ve worked with Cal, our multiverse and propulsion physicist, to find a safe way to tow an alien derelict, a hundred times larger than our drones, to Jaredaan. He came up with a scheme similar in concept to the one the aliens used to transport their star-killers. 
 
    We did a survey of the derelicts and found one stranded in space near New Auckland. Its captain had apparently figured out that they’d fallen into a trap and attempted to make a run for it. The assassin that took it down caught it after it had achieved escape velocity. Previous probes of New Auckland’s space command showed that this wreck was never catalogued.  
 
    I return to New Auckland’s space command and do flash probes of the staff. Thankfully, no one noticed the sudden disappearance of a piece of ‘their’ space junk. I fast forward through the next couple weeks. There’s still no indication they discover something missing. Maybe, at some point, they will. But if they do, there’s no way they can tie it to us. 
 
    Reasonably certain no one on New Auckland noticed the departure, I cast my mind toward Jaredaan’s surveillance aboard the space station. It’s one of the weakest surveillance systems in the Confederation. We timed the arrival to happen when they were out of visual range of the arrival location. It only takes seconds to determine that the arrival wasn’t seen. 
 
    I come back to myself. “We’re clear. No one saw us scoop up this asset, and no one saw it appear in our space.” 
 
    Summer, who’s still holding my hand, smiles at me and nods her approval. 
 
    Jazz, now clear to proceed, calls out, “Time to bring this one home.” 
 
    Two hours later, a mostly intact alien ship is brought in for a gentle landing a half kilometer upriver from us. We still have some work to do in order to make this ship look like the one too many have seen. We also have some work to do to disable its technology and to disguise the ship we’ve been using. But two weeks from now, only a handful of people will know that the ship we just landed isn’t the one that’s been here for the last 7,000 years. 
 
      
 
    Two months ago... 
 
   

 

 THE ATARAPT 
 
    I’m sitting atop a grassy knoll, surrounded by creatures known as Atarapt. The ones on the knoll with me are female, dressed in flowing white cotton gowns spread out around them. Each wears a collar around their neck, which is lit from the inside. 
 
    In front of us, and well below, the males are scattered across a grassy plain. They’re dressed in leather armor and hold wooden staves. They too, wear the lit collars.  
 
    To our right, beyond the cliffs, the vast blueness of the ocean stretches out as far as the eye can see. 
 
    A gentle breeze flows up from the ocean. The sound of palm fronds clacking covers the more distant sound of waves breaking against the base of the cliffs. I close my eyes and breathe in the peace, knowing it will soon be shattered. 
 
    Moments pass, then the shout goes out. My eyes snap open and I look to where some of the males are pointing. Streak after streak comes falling from the sky. The culling is about to begin. 
 
    I feel the piece of the alien captain that still lingers within me, start to rise up. Unlike previous times, when he has tried to control me, he simply lets his presence sit alongside me. At least that’s how it feels. 
 
    “You come to this place again. Why?” he sends. 
 
    I ignore him. 
 
    “This is a perfect example of learning to live in harmony. These creatures had nothing before. Now they live in comparative comfort. They’re prosperous. And they have a purpose for their lives.” 
 
    The captain’s words disgust me. 
 
    “Purpose? This was a spacefaring species before you subjugated them. Now, one percent of their population is hunted each year for sport. Your ‘warriors’ come with forcefields and titanium blades. The Atarapt are allowed leather armor and wooden staves. There is no sport in this. It’s just merciless slaughter to satiate your craving for blood.” 
 
    The captain ignores me. 
 
    I shake my head. “All I can do today is watch. But mark my words, I will bring this practice to an end, and that end will come soon.” 
 
    I push the captain back down into my subconscious as I let my eyes take in the scene playing out in front of me. The alien kings are trying a tactic I haven’t seen before. They’re using their titanium blades to cut the Achilles tendon of the Atarapt males, hobbling them. Dozens are down and functionally out of the fight.  
 
    The alien kings are cutting a path through them, so as to get access to the females. In all previous scenes I’ve witnessed, they have killed the males quickly. Once a male died, the light in his collar would go out, as would the one in the collar of his bride on the knoll. Once hers went out, she would be released from the magnetic bonds holding her in place on the knoll, giving her time to flee. 
 
    A sob rises from one of the females sitting close to me. Her husband is one of the hobbled males. She seems to understand that her chance to escape will not come. She will still be bound when the aliens reach the top of the knoll, consumed alive with no opportunity to run and no opportunity to even fight back. 
 
    The horror of it is too much for me. This is the sixth subjugated species I’ve come to view on harvesting day. Each of the species is given some flexibility in how they organize the harvest. Each I’ve seen does it differently. But the pure evil of it is the same. 
 
    I will return here someday to liberate the Atarapt from their cruel masters. It’s the same vow I made on behalf of the other species I’ve visited. And the same one I will make on behalf of those I visit in the future. The aliens’ reign of terror has gone on long enough. Soon we will have the military capability to put an end to it, and I will not rest until the day these people are liberated.

  

 

 CHAPTER 1: VISION 
 
    Day 1 
 
   

 


 JAREDAAN ORBITAL SHIPYARD 
 
    As I exit the shuttle, I’m greeted by Taylor Beech, chief scientist with Jaredaan Shipyards. 
 
    “Jared, welcome aboard. I hope you had a comfortable trip up this morning.” 
 
    “I did,” I reply as she gives me a hug. 
 
    “How about you? Are you enjoying your time up here?” 
 
    “They’ve assigned me a cabin, which makes it easier on nights I need to stay over. But for the most part, I only come up once every week or so.” 
 
    “I take it that means the new line is coming up smoothly.” 
 
    “Very,” she replies as we stop in front of a lift. “Now that we can build the hulls in Zero-G, everything works so much better.” 
 
    “I trust I’m going to hear more about that this morning,” I say as we step into the lift. 
 
    “Yes, in as much detail as you’d like.” 
 
    A moment later the door opens, and I’m greeted by a view that takes my breath away. Jaredaan fills the sky, surrounded by stars and the blackness of space. 
 
    I hear Tay laugh. “Everyone has that reaction the first time.” 
 
    Tay lets me take it in for a few seconds, then prods, “Dan is going to meet us on the manufacturing observation deck in about fifteen minutes. Why don’t we head over now, so I can show you around?” 
 
    I nod my head. “Lead the way.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “Jared, mind if I ask a question?” 
 
    A flash probe reveals the question Tay wants to ask. “Please.” 
 
    “How did you get this place? I thought it took decades to build stations like this.” 
 
    “It does.” I nod my head. “This one had been built for a company on New Beijing. The company headquarters were in the zone annihilated by the aliens. I bought it at the bankruptcy auction. There were other bidders, but none of them could take delivery anytime soon because of all the space junk in their system. It had been built with an FTL drive that could get it here in six months. So, I scooped it up.” 
 
    “How much did it cost? I thought governments were the only entities that could afford stations like this.” 
 
    “Custom designed and fully outfitted, maybe 1.2 trillion credits. As you know, this one is not fully built out, and it was a distressed sale. The Institute got it for about half what it would have cost if we’d custom designed it.” 
 
    Tay shakes her head. “Wow, that’s still a lot of money.” 
 
    “Don’t think about it that way. Most planets have multiple space stations. You’ve undoubtedly traveled through quite a few of them, and I’d bet they all cost more. Affordability is driven by the size of the economy that supports it. Because of the medications we produce for Doffenplod Acquired Genetic-disorder Syndrome (DAGS), Jaredaan’s economy is already large enough to have a second space station. Once this one is up to capacity building ships and drones, our economy will be big enough to support a third.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Back in the conference room, Jaredaan Shipyards’ President, Daniel Marshall concludes his presentation. 
 
    “We are still a year away from having the shipyard fully functional. Our biggest risk factor is staffing. We are aggressively recruiting off world and making good progress. But it will be a stretch getting to full capacity by year end. 
 
    “Our other major risk factor is the replicators. On deck 14, we have the bulk hoppers and material handling lines ready. We also have the replicator footings and power lines mostly built out. But we’re still waiting on the critical parts we need to start the builds.” 
 
     “Thank you, Dan.” I nod my head as wisely as I can. “To confirm, the final assembly line for the extended-range carrier drone is online and ready to go. You expect to have the hull-fabrication-line up by the end of the month. That will allow you to start production using parts brought up from the surface. But full capacity production is still a year away.” 
 
    “Good summary, Jared,” Dan replies. 
 
    “Since production will be constrained by shuttle capacity, I think we should start bringing parts up now. I need a thousand of these drones as soon as possible. Would it be viable to start shipping up the parts now?” 
 
    Dan seems shocked by my question. 
 
    “You’re OK with us holding that much inventory?” 
 
    I smile. “I’ve already bought the raw materials and I’ve already brought up the replicator capacity on the surface. You’ve got the space. We need to do everything we can to complete the extended-range drone fleet on time or sooner. All options are on the table.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ORBITAL SHUTTLE 
 
    I’m glad I went up to the orbital shipyard today. It would’ve been easier to take this meeting via virtual conference. The trip up took two and a half hours. The return is scheduled to take two and a quarter. But walking the station with Dan and Tay gave me a much better perspective on the issues they’re facing. And as much as I don’t like Dan’s summary of the situation, I at least understand it. 
 
    Thankfully, the aliens known as the Lepodred, our primary adversary, have been quiet for the last year and by all outward appearances have lost interest in us. The other major alien civilization, the Rufarven, have become aware of us, though they’ve shown little interest to date. So maybe, the extended range drones won’t be needed. Yeah, right. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ON APPROACH INTO HEROLDSTOWN 
 
    It’s not like the old days, when I sat up front with Dylan. Now I’m in the back, in the passenger compartment. I’ve put the dream of piloting a shuttle on the shelf, as it simply takes more time than I’m willing to spend to get to an acceptable level of competence. But even though I never plan to fly this shuttle, I can still tap into the data feeds from up front. 
 
    On my data pad, I watch the image from the shuttle’s nose camera as we come into Heroldstown. We’ll be landing on the same pad that I did while piloting our atmospheric shuttle. The approach gives me a good view of the entire campus. 
 
    I see my original building, the former distillery that I had converted to produce our DAGS dietary supplement. Next to it is the office building for the supplement business. Then the hanger and landing pad, where we’re headed. 
 
    Next to it, on the east end of the property, is my latest company, Jaredaan Power Systems (JPS). The plant is still coming up. It’s having the same issues that the shipyard is having. But in short order, we’ll start producing Zero-Point Energy Generators (Z-PEGs) for commercial sale. 
 
    Once on the ground, I’ll be meeting with one of my oldest friends, Charlie Tanner, the chief engineer at JPS. He’s the one that has point on our most critical technical issue, the replicators. 
 
      
 
   

 

 HEADQUARTERS, JAREDAAN POWER SYSTEMS 
 
    I disembark the orbital shuttle and breathe in the fresh air. The environmental systems on the shuttle are good enough that I doubt there’s much difference. But the fresh air seems better, more wholesome than that on the orbital shuttle. 
 
    I turn toward headquarters. But a shout from up ahead stops me in my tracks. 
 
    “Jared, there you are!” 
 
    I turn and see Charlie hustling along the sidewalk that connects the company’s headquarters to its manufacturing building. Charlie’s been with me for seven years now, first as production manager at the supplements plant, then as microdrone production manager on the spaceship. Now, he’s the one opening our new production facility in Heroldstown. 
 
    Charlie stops in front of me, breathing heavily.  
 
    “Morning, Jared. Glad I caught you.” 
 
    “Good morning, Charlie. You look like you have some good news to share.” 
 
    He nods, still a little breathless. 
 
    “We brought the first machine up. I thought you might want to see it before heading into the office.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Since discovering the alien spaceship two years ago, we’ve been able to produce some amazing stuff. Unfortunately, it’s all been made on the eight alien replicators in the ship’s manufacturing area.  
 
    During the last invasion, we used these replicators to build a fleet of military drones, enough to take down every ship in the alien armada. But it’s not a viable strategy going forward to be dependent on eight machines. 
 
    Shortly after the invasion, I found patterns to replicate all the machine parts. So, in principle, we could maintain these eight forever. But again, that’s a questionably viable long-term strategy. Instead, we’re planning to make new replicators. After all, we have all the specifications and drawings, and we can replicate all the parts. 
 
    Well, nine months into this project, we still haven’t brought up the first machine. Hopefully, Charlie has found the problem. Based on his excitement, I’m betting he has. 
 
    ... 
 
    As we walk toward the entrance, Charlie says, “You’re not going to believe what went wrong.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “A series of stupid things. It turns out some of the translations were...” Charlie pauses, searching for the right word. “...misleading.” 
 
    “Can you give me an example?”  
 
    “Probably the most stupid one was wire gauge.” 
 
    “Wire gauge? Explain.” 
 
    He shakes his head miserably. “When the drawings said we needed 8-gauge wire for power distribution. We bought 8-gauge wire to free up replicator time for parts we cannot make. Unfortunately, the aliens’ definition of 8-gauge wire is different than ours.” 
 
    “You didn’t replicate the wire?” I ask incredulously. 
 
    “Just trying to speed things up and save you a little money, Jared.” 
 
    I laugh. “How many of these language problems did you run into?” 
 
    Charlie rolls his eyes. “Maybe a dozen.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You had the same problem with the exterior housing and other things we had to make ourselves.” 
 
    “Bingo!” Charlie says with some resignation. 
 
    I laugh some more, then say, “Sorry. Summer and I did as good a job as we could with the translations. Seems we were too literal with some of them.” 
 
    Charlie stops in front of the main door. Moments later a light turns green, and the computer scanner says, “Welcome, Charlie Tanner.” 
 
    A second later, it does the same for me. 
 
    Once inside the building, I see that it’s quite a mess. The infrastructure for the first twelve replicators, including the footings, material feeds, and portions of the replicator’s exterior housing, are all in the process of being disassembled. The only one left intact is the one at the head of the row. 
 
    Pointing toward the mess, I ask, “What happened here?” 
 
    Charlie groans. “More translation issues. The size of, and required spacing between, the housings was not converted correctly. We’ve fixed unit one, which I’ll show you. The rest are a total loss.” 
 
    We approach the machine and Charlie puts his palm against the touch plate on the side. Its user interface (UI) lights up and the machine says, “Greetings, Charlie Tanner.” 
 
    He turns to me. 
 
    “We decided to put human security devices on the power actuator, so only authorized users can turn the machines on.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    He points to the main UI, a holoprojection, showing a screen like I’d expect to see on my tablet. “We also replaced the main UI, limiting it to the patterns approved for this machine.” 
 
    He reaches his hand out into the holoprojection, ‘touching’ the pattern labeled ‘10 kw Z-PEG,’ then the ‘220V, 50 cycles’ sublabel, and quantity button labeled ‘1’. A 3D image of the device appears in the holoprojection. The estimated run time pops up on the screen: four minutes, twelve seconds. 
 
    Charlie points at the start button. “Want to do the honor?”  
 
    Amused, I step forward and ‘touch’ the appropriate button in the holoprojection. 
 
    “I like the UI changes. How hard is it going to be to add new patterns?” 
 
    “Easy. This is manufacturing, so these machines will only build out approved patterns. Anything custom will need to be done on a development machine. 
 
    “When the new pattern is finished, we add the UI specification as a header to the pattern. So, when the pattern’s installed, the manufacturing UI comes with it.” 
 
    I indicate the mess where the other machines will go. 
 
    “How long is it going to take to get this cleaned up?” 
 
    “That’s one of the things we want to talk with you about when we head upstairs.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Charlie and I make our way up to the fourth-floor conference room where Myles Lee, better known as Moose, and Candace Cook, who goes by CC, are waiting. 
 
    Quick greetings are exchanged, then we get down to business. 
 
    “Charlie tells me that you’ve finally debugged the machine.” 
 
    Heads nod, then Moose adds. “We’ve fixed all the problems we’ve found, which is good. But that doesn’t mean we’ve found all the problems.” 
 
    Some months back, the Jaramor elders finally gave me training on what they call ‘working the room.’ The process is simple, but it takes practice to do it with any finesse. You basically do a flash probe on everyone in the room, usually in the order in which they speak. The big things on people’s minds are generally sitting right there, easy to pluck out, when they’re talking. 
 
    In this case, Moose is the most skeptical that they’ve found all the bugs, so favors a different strategy for bringing the rest of the replicators up. 
 
    “How do you propose that we find the rest?” I prod. 
 
    “Simple. Use this machine to build all the parts for the next one. The replicator is by far the most complicated machine we make. If it can make another one without running into a problem, then we will know this one is actually up.” 
 
    “But that will take forever,” Charlie complains. 
 
    It’s amazing how quickly you can get all the issues out onto the floor when you prod people where their disagreements are. 
 
    “Can you explain why, Charlie?” 
 
    “We would have to load all the patterns and create the UI for each.”  
 
    “You’ll eventually need to do that anyway.” Moose shoots back. 
 
    “I know. But it won’t be in the critical path. We can get several parts out on the ship’s replicators, while we make the enhanced pattern file for this machine. By the time we get ten-to-twenty percent of the patterns converted, we could run the other eighty-to-ninety percent on the ship. We could get the first row of machines up in half the time.” 
 
    Moose gives a harrumph. “And all fifteen machines might end up with bugs in them that will need to be individually diagnosed and fixed. We’ll get what appears to be a quick skip ahead, then be stuck for months.” 
 
    I put my hand up, which draws everyone’s attention. 
 
    “I understand the issue. Are there others?” 
 
    No one says anything, but I notice Moose giving CC a furtive glance. A flash probe reveals she has latent concern about the power distribution but doesn’t want to raise the issue. 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, I ask, “How certain are we of our infrastructure, you know, power, material feeds, and the like.” 
 
    When no one says anything, I call on CC. 
 
    “The power feeds in the replicators can be ganged together, which gives better performance as long as they’re not all making the same thing at the same time. We haven’t put in the infrastructure to support that. I think we should, but we’d need four or five days to put it in before we could start assembling Unit 2.” 
 
    “Can we run Unit 1 while you’re doing that?” 
 
    “It would be easier for me if we didn’t. But yes. We can gang the others together. Then retrofit Unit 1 later. If it’s going to be ganged, it needs to be retrofit, but no reason it needs to be done first.” 
 
    Another flash probe shows me that the issues are all out on the table now. 
 
    “Has any of this been shared with the shipyard yet?” 
 
    I see all heads shake no. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Charlie is quick to respond. “We just had our first successful replication this morning. It seemed prudent to wait until we had a path forward, before sharing our speculations with them.” 
 
    “OK. This is what I want to do. Let’s start down the path of building all the parts for Unit 2 on Unit 1. In parallel, we’ll do the infrastructure upgrade CC has recommended. 
 
    “We’ll check in after a couple days and course correct if necessary.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    Although we’re going to be spending most of the week in Heroldstown, tonight we’ve popped over to Jaramor for a meeting with the Jaramor elders. 
 
    Dylan, our pilot, dropped us off at our estate in Jaramor, then flew down to our operation in the Frazer River Valley, where his wife Vera works. We ordered up a horse drawn carriage to take us from the estate into town. 
 
    We enter the pub to the normal greetings, then work our way back to the private dining room, where the elders are waiting. Elder Aurora Simpson Lake offers up one of her heart-warming spiritual blessings, then Julian Daan, the leader of the Jaramor elders, starts in. 
 
    “The situation in the Confederation is starting to move towards closure. The seven-member Reconstruction Commission, which has been meeting for nine months now, is about to issue its recommendation. We, mostly you, Jared, are one of the remaining sticking points.  
 
    “It still sits poorly with them that a Protected World formed a military force powerful enough to destroy the entire alien armada, even though the central government could not. There’s a degree to which all of them think your actions were illegal. Two of them think you should be arrested and brought to justice, your assets seized, and forces subjugated to the Confederation. Five of them think they should form some sort of military alliance with you. One of those five continuously pushes the idea that you should become the civilian head of the Confederation’s fleet. 
 
    “But these are difficult people to probe to any effect. They’re primary interest is obtaining power and control. Every action is focused to that end. 
 
    “By the way, they all believe you were behind the meteors that struck the home of Luiz Pires Álves. Not because they have any evidence, but because it’s what they would have done if they had the means.” 
 
    Julian pauses to catch his breath. He’s unusually worked up, obviously disgusted with the people he’s spent so much time probing. 
 
    “Anyway, I think they’ll appoint Rose Bondar as the acting Confederation president in the next month or two. Then designate Caladon, of which she is the Prime Minister, as the Confederation’s new capital.  
 
    “She has asked the Commission’s two most senior members, Amal Porti and Claire Daucour, to interview you as soon as possible. Commissioner Porti is by far your biggest supporter. Commissioner Daucour is your biggest detractor. Expect calls from them in the next couple days.” 
 
    I can tell Julian has more he wants to say, but for reasons unknown is not. So, I prompt him. 
 
    “Do you have any advice for me?” 
 
    Julian looks to Aurora, who answers for him. 
 
    “Jared. We are coming up on another nexus point. Something’s going to happen that splinters the timeline. It could happen in a couple weeks or a couple years. We think it will be driven by the decisions you and the Reconstruction Commission make.” She pauses then asks, “Have you seen it?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. Most of the time I’ve spent in the mystery, has been probing the Lepodred and the Rufarven. The only things I’ve probed in human space are short-term issues regarding the Institute’s technology investments.” 
 
    “Would you mind sharing your agenda with us?” Julian asks. 
 
    I shrug. “It hasn’t changed that much. In the short-term I want to a) finish hiding our alien spaceship, and b) get mass production up for the zero-point energy generators (Z-PEGs) and the new extended-range drones (ERDs). In the long term, I want to hold the peace with the Rufarven and press forward with the liberation of worlds subjugated by the aliens.” 
 
    “Have you made any progress on this recently?” 
 
    I suddenly realize that my agenda is what the elders think is driving the nexus. 
 
    “We’ve had unexpected delays getting the Z-PEG lines to come up. The delay is minimally affecting ERD production. On the Rufarven front, there has been no change. On the subjugated worlds front, I probed over a dozen and among them have set priorities. But until the Z-PEG problem is fixed, there’s little I can do other than to continue cataloging the Lepodred subject worlds.” 
 
    “I suspect the issue is the Z-PEG delay,” Julian ventures. “We first became aware of the nexus a couple weeks ago. Every day now the mix of possible futures seems to get worse. This is for you to decide, but my instincts tell me we need those Z-PEGs soon, or things will start to unravel. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    This evening’s revelations were disturbing. Although I agree with Julian’s assessment that the nexus is somehow associated with the replicator problem, I doubt the problem is just the replicators. I think it’s more likely to be an intersection of the replicators and some other event. If we have lots of replicators before the event, then the future will be good. If we don’t have enough at the time of the event, then the future will be bleak. That’s my theory anyway, and it’s the one I will pursue tonight. It’s a difficult theory to probe, so it takes a while to decide on the best approach. Moments later, I cast my mind out and am away. 
 
    I start by focusing my mind on the replicator issue. At first, I can’t see anything. After a series of failed probes, I realize my plan to return to Heroldstown tomorrow is clouding my ability to see. Apparently, the things I would do there tomorrow are critical to the timeline. 
 
    In the hope of clarifying what that might be, I reset myself by changing the plan for tomorrow. I’ll call Dylan in the morning and have him take me down to the alien spaceship. With that change in plans set, I attempt to probe the replicator issue again. This time, I have little problem seeing the parts made over the next couple days. I continue fast forwarding for four days. The next parts are done and installation into Unit 2 begins. On the second day of the build, we hit a problem. It loosely falls in the category of translation failure. But the implications really shake me. The error is in the human interface. For some inputs, the units of measure have not been properly converted, so the parts are not being built to the design specification. It’s going to take forever to straighten this out. 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMPEROR’S COURT ROOM, RUFARVEN HOME WORLD 
 
    The emperor extends his scepter, allowing his niece to approach.  
 
    She approaches with grace, agility, and power, then stops at the designated spot and lowers her head. The emperor hears her soft purr and taps his scepter gently on the floor, releasing her from the required submission. 
 
    The emperor indicates the nearest petitioner’s chair. “Please come sit with me, dear one.” 
 
    She slowly steps up onto the petitioner’s level of the dais and sits. 
 
    “Speak with me, dear one.” 
 
    Again, she bows her head and purrs, then says, “I have news of the humans to share with you, dear uncle.” 
 
    She hears the soft tap of the scepter and looks up. 
 
    “You spoke with the Lepodred Ambassadors as I asked of you?” 
 
    “I did exactly as you asked, sire. I demanded an audience with their ambassador and demanded that he explain to me how the humans defeated them. What he told me made no sense. If he were not an ambassador, I would have ripped his throat out.” 
 
    In the emotion of the moment a soft growl escapes her lips, triggering the guards to take an attack position. 
 
    The emperor puts up his hand with claws retracted, causing the guards to assume their normal watch positions. 
 
    “Continue, dear one. What did the Lepodred tell you?” 
 
    “They claimed that they never saw the human attack. Their ships simply broke apart, amidst a series of sensor anomalies. I demanded that they share their sensor data. The fool refused ‘my request.’” 
 
    She emits a soft purr as her tail twitches. 
 
    “A single claw embedded into the table, next to his finger, was enough to change his mind. Their experts came and reviewed their sensor readings with me. It only took seconds to understand what happened, but I let them continue for two hours before sympathizing with them over the mysterious events.” 
 
    Another soft purr and twitch of her tail. 
 
    “The Lepodred are as stupid as they are clumsy.” 
 
    “Tell me how the humans did it, young one.” 
 
    “They used some form of stealth missile. The missiles simply appeared near the tail of the ship three seconds before the strike. They are small, maybe a meter long, and have a spacetime disruption spear, which they deploy when they appear.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s a spacetime disruption weapon?” 
 
    “Because it struck Lepodred ships still in stealth mode, causing their cloaks to drop.” 
 
    “They hit cloaked ships...” The emperor whispers. “That means they can see the Lepodred even when in stealth!” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “But how does sticking a needle in the tail of a ship kill it?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly. What I do know is that the humans have found a weak spot and meticulously used it. One missile impact would cause the stern of the ship to destabilize and eventually break off. Two hits would blow it off explosively.” 
 
    The emperor stews on this information for several seconds, then asks, “Why didn’t the Lepodred open fire?” 
 
    “The humans hit, or at least attempted to hit, all the ships at the same time—1,400 simultaneous hits. Within seconds of the first hit, 80% of the Lepodred ships were disabled and falling apart.” 
 
    The emperor locks eyes with his niece. “The Lepodred were ambushed, weren’t they?” 
 
    She nods. “The humans knew they were coming and set a trap. They must also have known the Lepodred’s battle plan, because they sprung the trap as soon as the surrender demand was made.” 
 
    “Did you find any clues about how the humans obtained that information?” 
 
    “None, sire. It seems to me that the human intelligence gathering operation is their key advantage. They knew when, where, and how the Lepodred were going to attack. They knew how to see through the Lepodred’s cloaks, and they knew one key weakness in the Lepodred’s ships. They used their intelligence cleverly. But it’s obvious they don’t have the weaponry to take on the Lepodred in normal battle in interstellar space.” 
 
    “How is that obvious?” The emperor asks in puzzlement. 
 
    She smiles, a soft purr escaping. 
 
    “Would you wait until your enemy completely surrounded all of your planets, if you could take them down before they got there?” 
 
    “Excellent point, my sweet! You are so very right. Do you have a policy recommendation for me regarding the humans?” 
 
    “Not as such. We know they occupy over 200 planets at this point. They have been expanding slowly and the direction of their expansion is in the opposite direction from us.  
 
    “Their nearest world is a small outpost over 200 light-years from our space. That outpost was settled over 1,000 years ago and the humans have made no movement in our direction since.  
 
    “In that regard, I do not see them as an offensive threat. If they are as peaceful as they seem, then at some point in the future they might be worthy allies in our defense against the Lepodred.” 
 
    “Do you think we should attempt to make contact, open up diplomatic relations?” 
 
    “I am the warrior, dear uncle. You have better advisors than me in matters of diplomacy.” She bows her head in submission, then issues a soft purr. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 2: PREPARATION 
 
    Day 2 
 
   

 


 SHUTTLE 
 
    I’m up early, filled with energy because I know this is going to be a busy day. Once in my home office, I dash off a message to Dylan, confirming the scheduled 8:00 AM pick up and advising him of the change in plans. Next, I put in priority meeting requests with Cal, Moose, and Charlie. My meeting request to Charlie includes instructions to stop replicator-component production until after we’ve had a chance to talk.  
 
    With the agenda for the day set, I exit my office and hear Summer chatting with Ethel and Norah in the kitchen. I enter and am immediately greeted by Ethel. 
 
    “Good to see you, sonny boy.”  
 
    “Good morning, Ethel.” I flash probe her and see immediately that she’s here because she has something she needs to tell me.  
 
    A few minutes later, breakfast is served. As I take my first bite, Ethel asks, “Jared, have you sensed the nexus yet?” 
 
    I look up from my food, instinctively doing another flash probe. 
 
    “The Jaramor elders mentioned it last night. Being aware of it, I can feel it now. But I haven’t probed for it yet. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Julian thinks it’s your technology agenda colliding in some way with the Confederation’s reconstruction efforts.” 
 
    “Yes, he said that last night.” 
 
    Ethel looks at me.  
 
    “I haven’t mentioned this to him yet,” she confesses. “But I don’t think that’s it, or at least not all of it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I see darkness ahead, as he does.” Ethel pauses to choose her words carefully. “He only talks about it in relation to the Confederation. I see it mostly among the aliens. All their futures are dark.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PSYCHIC TRAINING 
 
    There was a day when I would never probe someone without their permission, the way I just did Ethel. After my training with the elders, I flash probe everybody when I first see them, which sounds terrible when you think about it.  
 
    But the elders constantly drilled me to be on the lookout for my own safety. They say that assassination attempts have been made on every seer at my skill level in recorded history. They also say my best defense is to flash probe everyone I come into contact with. Now, whenever I meet with them, or with the rangers, someone in the group will have been assigned as the designated assailant, whose job is to tap me on the shoulder unless I explicitly ask them not to. It didn’t take all that long for the flash probe to become habit. Now when I come into a room, I know immediately if an assailant is lurking there. 
 
    Similarly, I flash probe everyone that speaks to me. The act of speaking opens the speaker’s mind in a way that reveals what they’re thinking about. It was a shock to see how disconnected many people’s words are from what they mean. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SOUTHERN RESEARCH STATION, FRAZER RIVER VALLEY 
 
    Over the last year, we’ve made significant improvements at the site where our first alien ship crash landed. We covered the ship with a façade made from the new variant of Tay’s miracle metal, the one we’re using on the drones. The ship now looks like a huge manufacturing building.  
 
    Dylan makes a slow approach as we come in, so we can get an aerial view of the new changes. The transformation is amazing. The roof of the building has a huge sign painted on it saying, ‘Welcome to the Jaramor Research Institute’s Southern Research Station.’ 
 
    My eyes are caught up in the scenery as the shuttle lands on the new landing pad. I’m amazed by the beauty of this valley every time we land in the daylight. 
 
    As Dylan shuts down the shuttle, I notice his attention lock on to something in front of us. I look up and see Vera. She’s driving the tow truck that will pull the shuttle into the hanger opposite us.  
 
    Unlike Heroldstown, Confederation military standards require us to be towed into the hanger here. We can’t just taxi in as we do up north. The reason? Building density. Our operation here is located on a narrow strip of land between the mountain and the river. The landing pad is sized for safe vertical takeoff and landing. But according to Confederation military standards, the taxi way is not wide enough, or straight enough, for us to taxi in safely, therefore we must be towed. Although those standards are not binding on Jaredaan, Dylan insists that we abide by them. 
 
    Minutes later, I feel the jolt of the tow truck as it locks onto our landing gear. Now, under the control of the tow truck, Dylan shuts down the shuttle and we’re ordered to ‘deplane.’ It’s funny to me that the language of ancient times is still used for atmospheric flight operations. 
 
    Summer and I exit the shuttle and are immediately greeted by Vera Lopes. Vera and I go back a way, first at the camp, now as part of her dual role with the Institute and with Eastern Region Agricultural. 
 
    “Jared, Summer, so good to see you. Are you going to be staying with us for a while?” 
 
    “Good to see you Vera,” I reply. “Sadly no. We have meetings with Cal and Moose, then need to head back to Heroldstown.” 
 
    Vera’s expression darkens. “So, Dylan isn’t staying the night?” 
 
    “Sadly, no. We have meetings in Heroldstown this afternoon.” 
 
    I see, and feel, Vera’s dissatisfaction with the situation. She recently married Dylan. Neither had been married before, and both knew Dylan’s work would take him away most nights. But a year in, I can see that the separation is taking a toll on both of them. 
 
    She nods. “Well, bring him back to me as soon as you can, Jared.” 
 
    Heart a little heavier, I head off toward the southern campus’s headquarters building. Summer snuggles up against me for a moment as we walk. She whispers, “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “I know,” I whisper back. 
 
    After a few more steps, she says, “I can’t get over the change you’ve made here. The first time we came, everything was mud. The ship protruded out from it like some sort of invader. 
 
    “Now, this looks like a normal business operation in a remote location. No one would suspect that building is actually an alien spaceship.”  
 
    “I hope the Confederation representatives see it that way, if they ever come.” 
 
    A Confederation inspection team had been scheduled to arrive months ago to inspect our ‘alien ship.’ The plan had been to land them here, have some meetings in the new office building attached to our Southern Station, then take them to see the derelict Jazz landed half a kilometer upriver.  
 
    The illusion we created for them is incredible, but the inspection has been delayed by a month, every month for six months now. What was once a sketchy deception, now looks totally legitimate. 
 
    We enter the office building. The three-way authentication systems have no trouble recognizing and admitting us. We take the lift up to the fourth floor, then walk to the far side of the building, where we see the entrance into the production facility. There, we pass through another security checkpoint and enter. The hallway we walk through actually enters the ship through the forward shuttle bay. The deception is seamless. All spaces accessible to visitors look to be part of a normal human building. Even knowing that we’ve entered the ship at this point, it’s hard to believe. We come to a door labeled employees only and enter. A short walk down the hall and we come to another locked door marked, ‘Danger: Do Not Enter.’ 
 
    We enter and are now in the unretouched part of the ship. We make our way to engineering, then enter and see Cal. 
 
    “Jared, there you are!” Cal exclaims, then nods to Summer. “Summer, so good to see you.” 
 
    He turns back to me and asks, “Why the sudden change of plans?” He indicates seats, then takes one himself. 
 
    I lock eyes and sigh. “The new replicators aren’t going to come up.” 
 
    “What! How do you know. They’re still a couple weeks away from testing.” 
 
    I hold eye contact with Cal, and he seems to wilt. “The mystery, right?” 
 
    I nod. “For reasons that are difficult to explain, I couldn’t see the outcome of the build unless I came down here this morning.” 
 
    Cal looks at me like I’m crazy. “What, you’re going to learn something here that will allow you to see the build?” 
 
    I shake my head no, then Summer cuts in. 
 
    “This isn’t about you Cal. It’s about Jared. If he’d gone back to Heroldstown as planned, he would have done something that would have changed the timeline.” 
 
    “What would he have done?” Cal asks incredulously.  
 
    “We don’t know.” Summer answers. “There are things the mystery will not reveal in less time than it takes to live it. Coming here would prevent whatever the problem was, so we came.” 
 
    Cal glances at me skeptically, as if seeking confirmation. Instead of answering directly, I ask, “So, how are things here?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ALIEN DERELICT, FRAZER RIVER VALLEY 
 
    The derelict that we landed several months back is located about a half kilometer upstream. One of Vera’s aides, Calvin, takes us there in one of Eastern Region Agricultural’s electric carts. 
 
    “It’s just ahead, around the bend,” Calvin points out. 
 
    It’s not the first time Summer and I have been here. But as the derelict comes into view, I’m amazed at how well it’s been ‘staged’ to look like our ship did when we first discovered it. 
 
    Its orientation is different. It’s on the east side of the river, so its bow is exposed, not its stern. And the stern is mostly buried, as the bow was on our ship. But this orientation hides the fact that the stern of this ship is broken beyond repair. 
 
    Cal has apparently called ahead because Moose comes out as we approach. 
 
    “Jared! I didn’t expect to see you again so soon after we dropped you off last night. What brings you down here?” 
 
    I hop out to shake Moose’s hand but am enveloped in an embrace instead. Summer is next. She seems so tiny in his arms. 
 
    “You seem happy today, Moose,” Summer says as she is released. 
 
    Moose looks momentarily embarrassed, then says, “Come on. You need to see this.” 
 
    He takes off into the ship. Summer and I follow. After a couple minutes we arrive in the manufacturing area. Flash probing has become such a habit at this point that I probe Moose even though I don’t want to. Then immediately, I get it. I turn toward the primary replicator and point. “You brought it up!” 
 
    Moose is the only person I know that can ‘strut around’ in pride without actually moving. 
 
    Summer senses it too and says, “Spill.” 
 
    He laughs. “You two can be such kill joys.” Then he pushes a button. 
 
    The unmistakable sound of the replicator starting a replication cycle fills the otherwise silent room. 
 
    “You bypassed the lockouts?” I ask incredulously. 
 
    He shakes his head. “No, these fools must have thought they were invincible. The lockouts were disabled!” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE 
 
    Our little detour down to the Southern Research Station cost us the morning. Now the mystery is tugging at me like I’m some sort of imbecile. I shake my head and snort. 
 
    “You OK?” Summer asks. 
 
    I look at her. “We just learned something, but I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “Care to explain,” she asks sarcastically. 
 
    I shrug, not knowing how to respond, then see Summer smile. 
 
    “Hmmm... Interesting thought.” She seems perplexed. But after a moment, she asks, “How is it that Moose brought up the derelict’s replicators without knowing the security codes?” 
 
    After a moment’s thought, I reply, “Moose said they weren’t locked.” 
 
    Summer frowns. “Do you think all their ships were unlocked?” 
 
    Myriad images flood my mind and realization dawns. We left the remains of 1,400 ships in Confederation space, over a hundred more in Rufarven space. If all those ships were as lax with their security as this one was, then some lucky salvage company is going to find itself in possession of an alien replicator. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JPS HEADQUARTERS 
 
    We arrive at the power company’s headquarters a little after 1:00. My head is still spinning over the implications of the aliens’ lax security.  
 
    Summer nudges me, bringing me back to the moment. “Look, it’s CC.” 
 
    I look where she’s pointing and see CC, who’s turned our way.  
 
    “I heard you were called away to the southern campus this morning.” 
 
    I nod affirmatively. “We were. Some things came up that we needed to check out. How about you?” 
 
    She eyes me cautiously. A flash probe reveals that she’s worried about the sudden, unexplained shut down of Unit 1 this morning. 
 
    “As agreed at yesterday’s meeting, I started the power bus upgrade this morning. Since Charlie put Unit 1 on production hold, I started with it. I’m nearly done with the changes, so we can resume production later this afternoon, if the plan is to bring it back up. Want to see?” 
 
    A few minutes later we’re in the production building, standing next to Unit 1. Its side panel is off and one of its assemblies has been removed and is sitting next to the unit.  
 
    CC points to it. “This assembly manages the internal power distribution.” 
 
    She motions toward the open panel, then using a laser pointer, she points to a pair of copper bars inside the machine. “If you look in here, you can see the change that needed to be made. The bar closer to the back of the machine is the main power bus. The one in front of it, is the one that gangs the power together across machines.”  
 
    She traces the forward bar with her laser pointer, to the place where it exits the machine. A plastic cap covers the exposed end. 
 
    She unscrews the plastic cap and holds it up for us to see. 
 
    “This screws into the forward bus bar, isolating it from the outside. When the other machine comes up, an insulated pipe will screw in the way this cap does, making it easy for us to gang its power with its neighbors, or to isolate it from the others later. 
 
    “All I need to do to finish this one is to put this assembly...” She indicates the one sitting next to the machine. “...back in and test the connectivity. Then it’s just a matter of buttoning it up again and running the system diagnostic test.” 
 
    As an afterthought, CC adds, “Summer, great job with the translations. For such a complex machine, it came up easily, except for the parts we made ourselves instead of replicating.” 
 
    A new voice cuts in. 
 
    “I thought I might find you here.” 
 
    I turn and see Charlie. 
 
    “CC was just showing us the power distribution upgrade she’s putting in,” I reply. 
 
    “Good thinking on her part to get this done today, while the unit is down,” Charlie confirms. He turns to CC. “Did you finish showing the boss what you’re up to?” 
 
    She smiles. “I did. Thank you for stopping, Jared. I hope you two can solve the problem with this one.” She points to Unit 1. “I look forward to seeing it operational again.” 
 
    ... 
 
    We make our way back to the conference room. As soon as the door is closed, Charlie asks, “So, why are we shut down?” 
 
    A flash probe reveals that Charlie is exceedingly unhappy about the shutdown. To his credit, little of his anger leaks out in a way a normal person would notice. 
 
    “There’s a problem with the human user interface.” 
 
    He looks at me incredulously. “What! How can you possibly know that?” 
 
    I remain silent, then he seems to get it and wilts. 
 
    “What is it?” he asks somewhat defeatedly. 
 
    “Unit of measure conversions for parts built from template patterns.” 
 
    He stares at me for a second. “You mean other patterns called by the master pattern?” He pauses for a second, then asks, “Which one did you see?” 
 
    “One of the small material injectors that would have been fabricated tonight. It’s supposed to be four cm long. The one you would have made was five cm. You would have found it five days from now when the part didn’t fit into the assembly.” 
 
    “I know the part,” Charlie replies, deep in thought, apparently trying to bring back all the details. “Now I get it. All the injectors are made from the same base pattern. There are seven or eight standard sets of parameters, but you can also specify custom parts. Several of the parts in the replicator use the custom settings. Actually quite a few do.” 
 
    Charlie pauses, deep in thought. After several seconds, he starts shaking his head, then he groans. “I know what went wrong.” 
 
    All his anger from five minutes ago seems to be directed internally now. 
 
    “Want to tell us?” I ask quietly. 
 
    “When we originally built the UI generator, we brought over translated versions of the part names and descriptions. For parts built from templates, we brought over translated versions of the parameter labels and did unit-of-measure conversions of the parameter settings. We never verified the conversion constants because it didn’t matter. The parameter values we showed were just treated like descriptive text. Late in the game, we decided to allow users to change some of the parameters, but we never verified the conversion constants.” 
 
    Charlie exhales defeatedly. “I can’t believe we let this happen.” 
 
    “How difficult will it be to fix?” Summer asks. 
 
    “It won’t be that difficult, but it’ll take time. The better solution will be to disable the feature, meaning the UI will still display our guess at the parameter values, but it won’t let you change them. The pattern that runs will be the original alien pattern as specified on one of their machines.” 
 
    “How long will that take to change?” I ask. 
 
    “To fix the bug, a minute or two. To recompile all the patterns, one, maybe two days.” 
 
    “OK, this is what I want you to do. Make your changes, then test it on one of the custom injectors. Run the new injector pattern here on your machine. Ask Cal to run the same part down at the southern station using the original pattern. Then, compare the two. Make sure they’re the same. Don’t start recompiling the pattern library until you are absolutely, 100% sure the injectors are right.” I pause, then with some frustration say, “This problem is now in the critical path of everything we’re doing, so no more false starts.” 
 
    Charlie nods, then humbly says, “Got it, boss.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HEROLDSTOWN RESIDENCE 
 
    We’re having dinner with Summer’s parents tonight. The ladies are trying a new recipe that will take a couple hours to prepare, so we leave the power company a little earlier than usual for the short ride to our home in Heroldstown.  
 
    Summer’s mother, June, is already in the kitchen with our housekeeper, Kaitlyn, when we get home. We exchange greetings and I get a hug from June, then excuse myself. The excited chatter I hear as I retreat to my office is heartwarming.  
 
    Once in the office, I check messages. Sorted to the top of my list are three messages from the Confederation. The first is from the Reconstruction Commission, informing me that I’m a person of interest in their investigation into the recent alien attack. They list a specific set of concerns about which they would like me to make a statement. They also note that two of the commissioners will be contacting me shortly. 
 
    The second message is from Commissioner Amal Porti, who is also the Prime Minister of a world called Transbaru. It includes a virtual conference request for tomorrow morning and a warning that failure to show could lead to prosecution. I’m always amazed by the audacity of government authorities that can’t themselves get anything done on time, yet demand meetings with little to no notice and no regard for other people’s schedules. 
 
    The third message is from Commissioner Claire Daucour, who is also the Prime Minister of New Brussels. It includes a virtual conference request for tomorrow afternoon. The content of her message is more or less the same as the one from Commissioner Porti, but the tone of it is much more severe. 
 
    ... 
 
    A gentle knock on the office door, pulls my attention back to the room. The door opens and Summer sticks her head in. 
 
    “Dad is on his way over. He’ll be here in a minute. Kaitlyn has put out your whisky set-up in the parlor. You should make sure it’s the way you want it before he gets here.” 
 
    She smiles, then closes the door. I quickly save my work, then make my way to the parlor, which is set perfectly. 
 
    I hear a knock on the front door and am the first to get there. 
 
    “Welcome, sir.” I extend my hand to shake with Summer’s father, Warden Archer Glenn. 
 
    “Jared, good to see you. The ladies are in the kitchen I presume. It smells fantastic.” 
 
    “They are. Care to join me in the parlor for a wee dram.” 
 
    “That would be nice.” 
 
    We go through the ritual of uncorking, pouring, and taking the first tiny sip. Then we sit. 
 
    “You have the finest whisky, Jared. But this one is different.” 
 
    “It is. It’s Scottish whisky, not Irish. This one is from New Edinburgh. It’s a highlands single-malt, aged 40 years.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Summer’s father and I have the strangest relationship. He’s the warden at the prison camp where I spent nearly a year under his care, before becoming his employee. Now, I’m his son-in-law, a member of the camp’s Board of Directors, and a member of the Planetary Elders Board to which he reports. 
 
    From the rest of the world’s point of view, I hold the power; he is subservient to me. But that’s not the way it works in here. When it’s just family, he is the unchallenged patriarch. That will no doubt change some day, but I’m in no hurry for it to happen. 
 
    A flash probe reveals what he’s going to say next. His motivation is to get my assurance that Summer will be OK. 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors that the Confederation is investigating your role in the recent alien incident. How are you taking that?” 
 
    “I’m not particularly worried about it. I’d like to have a good relationship with the Confederation and will do everything I can to make that happen. But at the end of the day, they have little power over me, and that which they do have is slowly slipping away.” 
 
    The initial reply I get is simply, “Hmmm...” 
 
    Ten seconds later, he says, “There aren’t many people that can say what you just did. Why do you think their power over you is slipping away?” 
 
    “The worst thing they can do to me is invalidate my DAGS patents and confiscate my Confederation credits. Those things would obviously hurt, but we would recover. In another couple years, they won’t be able to do that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Electrical power. Jaredaan Power Systems is about to become the largest supplier of power in the Confederation. We will soon be exporting gigawatts of capacity per day. Our first real mass customer will be New Beijing, the second will probably be Caladon, the soon-to-be Confederation capital planet.” 
 
    Archer looks at me intently, obviously not getting it yet. 
 
    “Today, if they seize my accounts and invalidate my patents, they’ll still have access to the DAGS medications. Most of it is produced on the planet where it’s consumed. For the power systems, everything will be made here in Heroldstown. The only way they could seize that would be by military assault. Something they can’t do because they don’t have the ships.” 
 
    “You’re going to be able to make that much power in Heroldstown?” 
 
    “Power generators, yes.” 
 
    Archer looks at me questioningly. “I don’t understand how that gives you protection.” 
 
    “Over time we will become the predominant provider of electrical power generation in the Confederation.” I pause realizing that I cannot reveal the entirety of the protection I’m putting in place. No one else can know that I can turn off our Z-PEGs remotely. “Most of the existing suppliers will go out of business, which will make the Confederation very dependent on our continuing supply.” 
 
    Archer is quiet for a while, then says, “I’ve also heard rumors that the Confederation is thinking about forcing membership on Jaredaan and making you the new Secretary of Defense.” 
 
    “I’ve heard those rumors too,” I confirm. “But I don’t think it will happen. The Elder Board is unlikely to agree to membership. And I don’t want an official role in the Confederation’s central government.” 
 
    “You two look very serious,” June says as she comes into the room. She indicates the drinks. “Finish up. Dinner is about to be served.” Then she leaves. 
 
    “Shall we?” Archer asks as he lifts his glass. 
 
    We clink them together, then shoot the remainder. 
 
    As the heat spreads down my throat and my stomach fills with its warmth, I wonder where Archer is getting his information. A quick probe reveals that it’s Everett Dawson, the civilian mayor of the government’s space station and fellow member of the camp’s board. Curious. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Tonight’s dinner was quite successful. The new recipe was fabulous. It was the best meal I’ve had in a long time.  
 
    Conversation was dominated by the women, as it usually is. Archer, who’s usually quiet, was unusually quiet tonight. June, who is engagingly convivial, had no trouble covering his side of the conversation. 
 
    It was fun seeing her going back and forth with Summer the way they did. I wish I had that kind of relationship with my parents. But any possibility was stolen away by my brothers, years before my parents died. 
 
    We’re in bed now. Summer fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow, and I can hear the happiness in her dreams. My plan for tonight is to probe the Reconstruction Commission members that I will be speaking with tomorrow. I cast my mind out and moments later am away. 
 
      
 
   

 

 RUFARVEN MILITARY PATROL 
 
    “Captain, we’re on approach. No Lepodred ships are showing on scanners.” 
 
    “What about the planet?” The captain barks back. “Any sign of active mining operations?” 
 
    “Ambiguous, sir. We’re detecting no power emissions as such, but there is a tremendous amount of radiation in the atmosphere.” 
 
    “Science, what do you have?” 
 
    “Confirming atmospheric radiation, sir. It will take a few minutes to identify.” 
 
    “Report as soon as you have something.” The captain turns his attention back to the helm. “Helm take us in. Eyes open everyone.” 
 
    Minutes tick by, then the science officer speaks up. 
 
    “Captain, the radiation bears the signature of thulium 170 and 171, the longest lived of the unstable thulium isotopes.” 
 
    “The Lepodred...,” the captain spits out. “Stealing our resources and destroying our worlds. They must pay for their crimes.” 
 
    “We’ve found their mining operation, sir.” The tactical officer calls out. 
 
    “Status?” 
 
    “There is a low-level energy signature, consistent with their remote operated relay stations, sir.” 
 
    “Can we acquire a firing solution for an incendiary round?” 
 
    The tactical officer and helm consult with each other. A minute later, the helmsmen answers. “We can be in weapons range in seven minutes, sir.” 
 
    The science officer adds, “Thulium is flammable sir, explosively flammable at the right concentrations as it is near the relay station.” 
 
    The captain smiles. “Helm, engage course. Tactical, I want incendiary rounds on that relay station as soon as we’re in range.” 
 
    Twelve minutes later, a massive explosion mushrooms up from the planet’s surface. 
 
    “Helm, take us out of here to the first of the suspected staging systems the Lepodred used.” 
 
    “Course laid in, sir.” 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 3: INTERVIEWS 
 
    Day 3 
 
   

 


 OFFICE, JAREDAAN POWER SYSTEMS 
 
    The original plan for today had been to go down to the southern station. Having done that yesterday, we decide to spend the day today in the Heroldstown area. After breakfast, we part ways, me to my office at JPS, Summer to camp headquarters to get caught up on things. She still nominally works part-time over there. But in truth, it’s rare for her to visit. 
 
    I relinquished my office at the supplements company last year. It seemed ridiculous to have two executive offices a couple hundred meters apart. So, I gave the one at the supplements company to its new CEO, Naomi Moore.  
 
    But Brenda, my assistant, followed me over here. 
 
    I arrive and see the distressed look on her face. 
 
    “Jared, you need to let me know where you’re going to be on mornings when you have a high-profile meeting. Someone from Prime Minister Porti’s office contacted me a few minutes ago to confirm you would be taking his call this morning. I had no idea where you were.” 
 
    “I thought I confirmed yesterday,” I say innocently. The look I get in return settles the issue. “Sorry,” I say guiltily. 
 
    “He’ll be tying in shortly. Is there anything you need before the call starts?” 
 
    “No, I’m set, thank you.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RECONSTRUCTION COMMISSION 
 
    I settle into my seat and quickly refresh myself on Reconstruction Commissioner Amal Porti, the Prime Minister of Transbaru, the most populous world in the Confederation. 
 
    It’s said that he’s the most pragmatic of the ministers on the commission. It’s also said that he’s the one most interested in integrating me, and by extension, Jaredaan, into Confederation leadership. 
 
    I probed him the other day and think I know how to play this interview. I’m not Aurora, or Julian for that matter. But the training they’ve given me will hopefully be enough to get me through. 
 
    The virtual conference line connects and the image of an older man with dark skin and coal black hair appears before me. A flash probe reveals that he’s shocked by my age and now less certain about his support for me. But none of that is reflected in his outward demeanor.  
 
    “Elder Daan, I’m Amal Porti, Prime Minister of Transbaru and Chairman of the Reconstruction Commission. Thank you for agreeing to speak with me this morning.” 
 
    “Minister Porti. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. Thank you for taking the time to talk with me.” 
 
    In diplomatic meetings like this, there’s normally several rounds of pleasantries before getting down to business. But another flash probe reveals that it will not be true today. 
 
    “As you know, there’s a great deal of concern about the role you played in the recent entanglement with the aliens. I’ve seen the recordings of your last calls with Admiral Arthur Tang and with Secretary of Defense Luiz Pires Álves.” 
 
    He lets the words hang there for a second, then continues. 
 
    “I think I understand your perspective in those conversations. However, my colleagues see a Confederation-affiliated person withholding critical information and resources necessary for our defense. What do you have to say to that?” 
 
    “Did you see the recording of my conversation with Admiral Tang, or the messages I sent him during the aliens’ previous venture into our space?” 
 
    The shocked look on his face confirms what I already know. Minister Porti is unaware of my history with the admiral. 
 
    “You were involved with the admiral during the last invasion? How?” 
 
    “Are you aware that I’m the person behind the DAGS medications you’re probably taking?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “The bioweapon’s replacement gene is alien. My medications work by disabling that gene.” 
 
    “Your point?” The minister asks somewhat impatiently. 
 
    “That gene is pervasive in the aliens’ bodies. It’s in their skin, their stomach lining, their brains, their sexual organs... My DAGS medication is far more toxic to the aliens than DAGS is to us.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” he asks dismissively. 
 
    “The pervasiveness of that gene in the alien body was discovered in the second age, before the war was won. The information is out there. It’s on the exo-net, there for anyone to find. It’s even mentioned in Melvin Harsoal’s documentary on Doffenplod, where he himself contracted DAGS.” 
 
    The minister looks at me critically. 
 
    “Interesting. But the relevance?” 
 
    “I had a virtual conference with Admiral Tang in which I told him he could use my drug as a weapon. He used my patent to produced tons of it, which he used in the cleanup operations after the alien ships were disabled. He also stockpiled it and outfitted his ships with three forms of weapons to dispense it. This is all easy for you to verify.” 
 
    “Which I will,” he replies. “But what does that have to do with your non-cooperation during this altercation with the aliens.” 
 
    “If you watch the recording of that virtual conference, you will see him threaten me. I read from that threat that I would be arrested if I contacted him again. 
 
    “When I learned of this invasion, and subsequently figured out how to defeat the aliens, my first instinct was to contact him. But working through unofficial channels, I learned that I would indeed be arrested and, in all likelihood, executed if I made contact. I had the means to create the defense without the admiral’s help, so I did. 
 
    “When he called to present his demand order, I pleaded with him to cooperate with me. Instead, he sent a military force to ‘arrest’ a sitting member of the planetary council of a Protected World, which, according to the Protected World charter laws, is an illegal act.” 
 
    I see the minister nod his head. He’d known this before our meeting but hadn’t put the pieces together yet. My probing before the meeting had revealed that he would not come over to my side until this piece of the puzzle snapped into place. 
 
    The minister clears his throat, breaking the silence. 
 
    “Now I understand what happened. You were already far enough along that you could finish this on your own, but you didn’t have the capacity to assist the admiral, too. He refused to cooperate with you, so the only way you could save the Confederation was to refuse cooperation with the admiral.” Porti gives a humph. “I’d like to say I’d have had the courage to do the same, but...” He shrugs his shoulders. 
 
    I can tell he wants to say something else, so I remain silent. Finally, he asks, “Can you envision a way we can work together?” 
 
    I can see that he wants me to be frank with him. I can also see that he’ll be offended by my words if I say what he wants to hear. 
 
    “Permission to speak off the record?” I ask. 
 
    I see his surprised look, hear his surprised thoughts. 
 
    “I’m not sure how that can be done,” he replies. “Every line out of this room and the room itself is recorded.” 
 
    “Then let me ask a question.” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “How much do you know about what goes on outside the Confederation? For example, do you know what the aliens call themselves? Who their principal adversaries are? The extent of their territory? How many species they’ve subjugated? The names of any of those species?” 
 
    There’s silence for several seconds as he thinks through the implications of my questions. 
 
    “Me? No. The previous ministry of defense? I’m not sure. But they’re largely gone now. I doubt much of that knowledge, if it ever existed, has survived.” He pauses, then asks. “Do you know?” 
 
    I give the slightest tip of my head and push the thought, “Yes.” Anyone who sees this recording will not be convinced I said I know these things. But the minister now clearly believes I do. 
 
    He continues. “Then, is it fair for me to conclude you’d only be interested in working together if you have the lead on external policy and defense.” 
 
    “That would be a fair statement,” I reply. 
 
    “And what would you offer in exchange?” 
 
    “The Institute has several things we would offer for sale to the Confederation military.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “We have independently developed zero-point energy generators comparable to the ones the aliens use. We’re in the process of gearing up for mass production of one-megawatt units. We’re also developing gigawatt level devices and higher. 
 
    “We’ve developed superstructure and hull plating materials that are a little better than the aliens’ technology.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “We’ve been able to retrieve some alien hull plating and have confirmed ours is better.” 
 
    He nods. “What else?” 
 
    “We have several other things in the pipeline, including sensor arrays that can detect the alien ships in stealth. But power and hull materials are the only ones we can start delivering in quantity in the short term.” 
 
    He nods his head. “Let me see what I can do with that. I doubt it’s enough to get you what you want. But it should be enough to put some form of cooperation in place.”
  
 
   

 

 OFFICE, JAREDAAN POWER SYSTEMS 
 
    Shortly after the meeting with Commissioner Porti, there’s a knock on my door. 
 
    “Come in,” I call out. 
 
    The door opens and Charlie Tanner comes in. 
 
    “Good morning, Jared. Apologies for showing up unannounced, but I have some news to share that I think you’ll want to hear.” 
 
    I indicate a seat as I flash probe him. 
 
    “Does this have to do with the user interface updates?” I ask. 
 
    “It does. It was a simple fix, simpler than I thought it would be. I updated five parts made using the parametric patterns and ran them. I also asked Cal to send me new replications of the original patterns. Dylan brought them up this morning. They all matched.” 
 
    Charlie opens his briefcase and sets five pairs of parts on my desk. “These are the ones. I spot checked several of the dimensions on each using calipers. They’re all perfect matches. I’d like to recompile all the patterns, then run a test set.” 
 
    Another, more thorough probe, reveals that Charlie believes the problem is solved. 
 
    I nod. “Go ahead and recompile. Let me know when you’re ready to start the new run.” 
 
    Charlie stands. “Will do. Sorry it took so long to get us here, Jared.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PROJECT MISDIRECTION 
 
    Because Moose has been splitting his time between the alien derelict and the new replicator builds in Heroldstown, Cal was given the lead on Project Misdirection, our effort to hide our spaceship and prepare the alien derelict for inspection by the Confederation or anyone else that wanted to see it. 
 
    At this point, the disguise on our ship is strong enough to stand up to close inspection. The derelict has been adequately prepared on the outside, but the effort to sanitize the interior is behind schedule. Moose’s discovery that he could activate their replicators compounds the problem. I messaged Cal last night, asking him to loop with Moose to come up with a plan to get this project finished in the next week. Now that we’re actively engaged with the Confederation, the pressure is on to get this project completed. 
 
    A meeting invite came in earlier from Cal. They want to talk through some options. The virtual conference line connects, and Cal and Moose appear across the table from me. 
 
    Cal begins. “Jared, thanks for making time for us. We’ve come up against a problem we weren’t expecting, so would like a little guidance before we commit to specific changes.” 
 
    I nod my understanding, then say, “Go on.” 
 
    Cal senses my dissatisfaction but smiles at me anyway. 
 
    “As you saw yesterday, we’ve disguised the exterior of the ship and at this point think we’re done. We’ve also cleaned the ship’s interior, sealing off deck one to get rid of the smell of the drone carcasses that we can’t reach. So, our story that we’ve studied this ship makes sense. 
 
    “The problem is that too much of the ship is operational. The hull is irreparably broken. Many sections broke away in the initial assault, others in transit. Most of Deck 1 was crushed when we dropped the ship into place. Moisture and mud are intruding, but most of the ship, deck three and up is intact. Even the forward portion of manufacturing on Deck 2 is functional. 
 
    “That seems to belie our story that we didn’t learn much from this ship. Which brings me to the first question. How much of the ship do we want functioning?” 
 
    I nod my head. “I agree with your assessment of the situation. The exterior is good as is. The interior has been cleaned up enough that it’s credible we’ve spent time in the ship. And too much is working.” 
 
    I pause for a second to collect my thoughts. 
 
    “The short answer is that I don’t want much working. Life support and lighting... We’ll want that up on most of the decks. 
 
    “I really don’t want the computer systems or replicators operational, or the energy weapon. I’m less worried about the zero-point energy systems and the propulsion systems. The Confederation has already proven they cannot reverse engineer the Z-PEGS. I’m OK with them acquiring and reverse engineering the ion-drives. The FTL and stealth field generators are even more impenetrable than the Z-PEGS, so we don’t need to worry about disabling them. 
 
    “So, the systems we need to focus on are the computers, replicators and space time disruption weapons.” 
 
    I pause again. 
 
    “I don’t want to destroy the replicators; they’re too valuable. Instead, let’s replace some functioning components with others that aren’t functional. Let’s target the replicators’ main power generator, some of the controller components, and some of the other interior components. 
 
    “The same policy will apply to the computers. Replace some components with ones that don’t work. Replace memory devices with new blank ones. Make it look like the aliens tried to erase it all before they crashed. 
 
    “For the spacetime disruption weapons, do we know the condition they’re in?” 
 
    “The ones on Decks 1 and 2 are a lost cause. The emitters are smashed, conduits severed, and field generators ripped apart. The ones on decks 11 and 12 are a different story. The aft emitters may be compromised, but I doubt the forward ones are. I haven’t inspected the generators or conduits for those, but there’s a pretty good chance they’re intact.” 
 
    “Any thoughts on how we could destroy them and make it look natural? 
 
    There’s silence for several seconds. I can tell that Cal has an idea but doesn’t want to put it out there. So I call on him. 
 
    “Cal. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “If we don’t mind screwing up the ship, I could punch a dozen holes through the upper decks, using my handheld space time disruption weapon. There are eight generators up there. Shooting up from below, I could make a couple dozen holes, eight of which skewer a generator. We could argue the damage was from meteors or enemy weaponry before it crashed.” 
 
    “Clever idea.” I reply. “But I don’t think we can sell it. If the holes were created years ago, a lot of muck would have filled these spaces. I doubt we can simulate the environmental impacts well enough to pass scrutiny.” 
 
    We sit in silence for several seconds, then I close. “OK, we good with the plans for everything but the spacetime disruption weapons?” 
 
    “I’m good.” “Me too.” Cal and Moose echo each other. 
 
    “Good, let’s connect on this again in a couple days.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RECONSTRUCTION COMMISSION 
 
    My second interview with the Reconstruction Commission is about to begin. This one is with Claire Daucour, the Prime Minister of New Brussels. It’s said that she’s charming. It’s also said she’s probably the smartest and most power hungry of the commissioners, not to mention the most critical of me. 
 
    I’ve probed her extensively over the last several days and know she does not like me. In fact, if she had her way, I’d be executed tomorrow. I’ve found an angle that might win her over. But it seems like a long shot. 
 
    The virtual conference connection resolves, revealing a strikingly attractive woman of indeterminate age. She smiles when she sees me. She broadcasts less than most others, but it’s clear she’s absolutely delighted to see I’m as young as my profile says I am. She thinks she’s going to wipe up the floor with me. Hopefully, I won’t be as easy as she thinks I’ll be. 
 
    “Elder Daan, thank you for taking the time to meet with me today.” 
 
    “Prime Minister Daucour, it’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.” 
 
    It’s funny to see her smile while broadcasting, “You will get no pleasure out of this meeting, child. Now, let’s dispatch with you quickly.” 
 
     She starts with a question. 
 
    “How is it that you’re still walking around as a free man, Elder Daan?” She says my title as if it’s some kind of joke. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be, ma’am?” I respond in all seriousness. 
 
    “Take your choice. Collaborating with the enemy. Withholding critical intelligence and resources. Interfering in the prosecution of a war.” 
 
    “I’d think you’d be grateful that I interfered in the aliens’ conquest of human space. If I had not, you certainly would not be walking around free, ma’am. And if the Confederation Fleet had not interfered in my defense of New Beijing, it would still be whole.” 
 
    Probing had revealed that she did not know the Confederation Fleet fired first. 
 
    She laughs. “How did the Confederation military interfere in your defense?” She laughs some more. 
 
    “They fired both energy weapons and rail guns at the aliens’ lead ship. Then they hit it with a nuclear weapon and rammed it with one of their own ships. They did all this after the aliens had announced that any hostilities would result in immediate planetary bombardment. Surely you heard their announcement.” 
 
    “Of course, I did,” she snaps back. “You expected them to just sit there!” 
 
    “I had no expectation, ma’am. But I’d hoped they would sit still long enough for me to finish the battle.” 
 
    “You collaborated with the enemy,” she spits back. 
 
    “Ma’am, that’s an odd use of the word ‘collaborate.’ In my experience, to collaborate means to help. I’ve never heard it used to mean destroy every single one of their 1,400 ships.” 
 
    “You could have turned all that technology over to the Confederation, allowing the war to be properly fought.” 
 
    “That statement is wrong on two points, ma’am.  
 
    “First, I could not turn over the technology to the Confederation. After the last alien approach, Admiral Tang made it clear he would arrest and kill me if I helped him again.  
 
    “Second, even if I had sacrificed my life to give him the technology, he would have squandered it. Five years ago, I told him how he could knock the inbound alien advance force out of their FTL bubbles and how he could harvest their technology. But what did he do with it once he won it? Absolutely nothing!” 
 
    “What evidence do you have of this?” 
 
    “It is, or at least was, in the Central Command’s secure archives.” 
 
    I get no immediate response as she stares at me. I sit quietly and probe. What I see confuses me. At one time she knew of my previous contact with the admiral. I spike that memory and her demeanor changes a little. 
 
    “Please hold for a moment,” she says as her image is replaced by music and images from her world. 
 
    ... 
 
    After fifteen minutes, Prime Minister Daucour is back. She’s tied in another man that I recognize but cannot place. 
 
    “Elder Daan,” she starts. “This is Martin Wilson, Admiral Tang’s attaché during our encounter with the aliens five years ago.” 
 
    The memory comes rushing back. Captain Martin Wilson was in the first virtual conference I had with the admiral. He was also the one that helped me set up the secure messaging system; the one that gave the admiral several of the briefings Summer and I collected.  
 
    “Captain Wilson. I remember you.” 
 
    He smiles. “I retired as a Colonel two years ago.” 
 
    Prime Minister Daucour pulls us back to her agenda. 
 
    “Elder Daan, you mentioned a role in turning back the aliens five years ago. Could you repeat that to the colonel.” 
 
    I smile and nod, thinking this may be turning in my direction. 
 
    “I sent the admiral a message saying that one of his scouting ships was going to attempt to knock the aliens out of their space time bubbles...” 
 
    The colonel cuts me off.  
 
    “Yes. I remember that. No such action had been authorized, so the admiral discarded the message. But essentially all the information you’d sent us to that point was true, I thought the admiral was making a mistake. 
 
    “I asked permission to check with the squadron in question. It took a little persuasion to get them to admit they’d found a way. More to get them to admit they planned to try it. 
 
    “That’s all the admiral needed. He ordered the squadron to do more or less exactly what you suggested, but a little bigger. He even asked them to scatter, as you suggested. The squadron leader was shocked by the order. 
 
    “After the ships crashed, we used a weaponized version of your drug to kill the aliens in the ships we boarded. We even extracted the devices you suggested.” 
 
    He pauses and looks at me oddly. 
 
    “Then suddenly, it seemed like nothing you sent us made any sense. A couple bad leads and the admiral dropped you. What happened?” 
 
    I know that I’ve won the Prime Minister over when she answers for me. “He didn’t want the Admiral to conscript him.” 
 
    She looks at me with a trace of respect, then turns back to Colonel Wilson. 
 
    “What became of the materials you recovered from the alien ships?” 
 
    Wilson shakes his head. “Nothing really. The military research group attempted to reverse engineer them, but really didn’t make any progress. After I retired, I heard a rumor that some of the equipment they’d reconfigured blew up and the program was halted.” 
 
    She nods her head. 
 
    “Martin, thank you so much for speaking with me on short notice.” 
 
    “My pleasure ma’am.” The colonel salutes, flashes her a surprisingly familiar smile, then his image drops from the meeting. 
 
    She turns to me, and I see I’m not off the hook yet. 
 
    “You have an alien spaceship, don’t you?” 
 
    “A derelict, yes. It’s in poor condition. Nothing works. But we seem to have made more out of our wreck than the Confederation did out of the functioning ships they recovered.” 
 
    “Now I understand why you didn’t turn it over. You should have notified the Central Command. But again, I understand why you didn’t. I also understand why you don’t want to turn over the stuff you’ve learned. Central Command would’ve taken it from you.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “I think I understand Amal’s position on this matter. You’ve convinced me he’s right. That leaves us with the challenge of how to incorporate you. You basically want to be your own military force. I’m hoping you understand why that’s a problem for us.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 JPS MICRO DIVISION 
 
    The next item on my docket today is a meeting with Frank Taubman. Frank has had a hard time of it since coming to Jaredaan. His wife and mother-in-law hated it here. They bailed on him shortly after our confrontation with the aliens last year. 
 
    He asked for a month off to go back to New Berlin with them, which I gave him as paid leave. Once back, he asked for a second month, which I also gave him as paid leave. As I expected he would, he applied for another grant, which was approved at a ridiculously low budget level. I think that’s what ultimately broke him—the endless haranguing at home, the hopelessness of ever accomplishing anything with insufficient funding. 
 
    The day he announced he was returning to Jaredaan, his wife filed for divorce. The mystery had revealed this sequence to me before he left, which is why I kept him on paid leave. I knew the day would come when he had to choose. I also knew that when the day came, he would choose us and come back unencumbered. 
 
    The virtual conference line connects, and Frank appears in the seat opposite me. I can tell from the look that something good has happened. A flash probe reveals that I’m right. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Jared. It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “You too, Frank. It looks like you have some good news to share.” 
 
    “I do. We just finished the first run on our fabrication line. We’ll improve on them, but the results are spectacular. The yield, before the packaging step, was over 70 percent. The wafer yielded over a thousand cells that passed the in-situ electrical tests. Your idea to bring in some semiconductor engineers and modify their existing process is really paying off. In another couple months, we’ll be able to produce millions of these things.” 
 
    ... 
 
    The trip back to New Berlin affected Frank in a way I would never have expected. Before moving to Jaredaan, Frank never had discretionary funds. Back in civilization with an income higher than he’d ever expected, he could shop. Of the thousands of portable electronic devices he looked at, all required batteries. My power cubes, which can hold a 30-plus day charge, were very popular. Most people he met had several of them.  
 
    His idea was to make a small Z-PEG, one small enough to be part of the device, so the device never needed to be recharged. 
 
    That’s when things snapped for him. The aliens’ designs focused on massive power systems. The smallest one we can make is 10-kw. 
 
    For smaller systems, Z-PEGS in the 1-to-5-watt range could be made using a more traditional semiconductor process. By the time he got back, he had a design that successfully passed through simulation. But he didn’t have the skill to bring up his own semiconductor manufacturing process. 
 
    I suggested that he work with existing manufacturers of those systems to leverage their knowledge. It seems to have worked. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Anyway, if the packaging works, and the packaged products function to spec, we should push the button on the patents. We might be able to do that next week.” Frank concludes. 
 
    I flash probe him to make sure he’s as confident as he appears to be. What I find is surprising. He has absolutely no doubt about the process. He’s also planning to celebrate with someone special in Heroldstown tonight. It looks like Frank has finally found the peace he’s been longing for. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PARLOR, JARAMOR RESIDENCE 
 
    As soon as the meeting with Frank was done, I drove back home to pick up Summer, then Dylan flew us to our estate in Jaramor. 
 
    At Ethel and Norah’s request, we’re having a dinner party there tonight. The ladies will be the official hosts. Summer has arranged for food to be catered in, but Ethel, Norah, and the caterers have it from there. Our special guests tonight are Moose, Tay, her mother Savannah, and her daughter Dai. 
 
    Moose and Tay have come over early for drinks with Summer and me. I can tell something’s up and I’m guessing I’ll find out what shortly. So, with great discipline, I close myself to the thoughts emanating from the others. 
 
    The four of us have settled into the parlor. The whisky is out, but no one is taking any. Instead, a bottle of Heroldstown’s best sparkling wine has been opened. 
 
    After toasts and a little chitchat, Tay locks eyes with me. 
 
    “Jared, I have an announcement to make.” 
 
    As all eyes move to Tay, I say, “Tell us.” 
 
    “Part of my offer package was luxury housing. I haven’t looked recently, but I think those were the words. The three-bedroom cottage you’ve let us use on your property is lovely and we’re very happy here. 
 
    “Happy enough that we want to make it permanent. Mom, Dai, and I would like to apply for Jaredaan citizenship. We would also like to move into a home of our own. Hopefully one within walking distance, so Mom and Dai have easy access to Ethel and Norah.” 
 
    When I extended the offers to my three scientists, I’d hoped they might someday make Jaredaan their home. But the urgency of preparing for the alien invasion overrode all other concerns.  
 
    Now, past the crisis, I’ve suspected all three would stay with us for the rest of their careers. But to have Tay make this declaration... It’s truly, something to celebrate. 
 
    Summer, who started squealing in delight the way she sometimes does, is immediately around the table hugging Tay. 
 
    I stand and offer up a toast. “To our new neighbors. May you and your family find happiness in your new home.” 
 
    After a few minutes of excited chatter and the pouring of another round of bubbly, Moose asserts himself. 
 
    “A little over a year ago, we announced our intent to get married. Now, we’re finally ready. Tay’s new home will be mine as well. I’m happy to pitch in to cover my share of the cost.” He pauses and looks at me. “Jared, would you consider letting us do the wedding and reception here?” 
 
    Again, there’s more squealing from Summer and another round of hugs. 
 
    “We’d love to host your wedding,” Summer answers on our behalf. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DINNER, JARAMOR ESTATE 
 
    The celebration that started in the parlor has now spread throughout the house. Apparently, more guests were invited tonight than I’d been told about. Julian and Sophia are here, as are Jack and Aurora. Aurora’s sister, Dr. Astrid Simpson and her husband Charles are also here. As are Dylan and Vera, and Cal, Jazz, Charlie, and CC. 
 
    The food and conversation are wonderful. Then music starts playing in the entry hall and the younger at heart start dancing. It reminds me of the night we partied on the ship after taking down the star-killers in Rufarven space last year. 
 
    The thought reinforces the sense of foreboding that’s been building throughout the day, today. Every celebration seems to be the harbinger for the next disaster. 
 
    “A penny for your thoughts, Jared.” 
 
    It’s Norah. I hadn’t noticed her come back into the dining room from the dancing in the hallway. 
 
    I look up at her, and push out the chair next to me, so she can sit. 
 
    “You’ve become unusually quiet as the evening’s progressed.” 
 
    I sigh. “It seems that every celebration brings on the next crisis. I started feeling it earlier today, before I even knew this was going to be a party.” 
 
    “Any idea what it is?” she asks. 
 
    “None whatsoever.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Around 11:00, Summer and I head off for bed. It’s clear the party wants to carry on longer, so we say good night and tell everyone else to stay as long as they like. 
 
    Once in bed, Summer snuggles up with me and I gladly accept her comfort, then fall asleep in her arms. 
 
    ... 
 
    Although it comes on like a dream, I know that I’ve been swept out of sleep into the mystery. I’m on the world known to its people as Naula’ka. It’s a water world, 82% of its surface covered in water. The people here call themselves the Ta’to’naka. They are odd creatures. When hunched down, their knees come up as high as their shoulders. Their hands and feet are webbed, so I’m sure they’re efficient swimmers, comfortable in the water. 
 
    Several thousand of them have gathered on this island. Above the water, the island appears wedge shaped. There’s a high ridge at one end with a tall cliff falling straight to the ocean. The other end is at sea level, where waves crash over the rocks that line the shore. The terrain in between is rough. Narrow gullies run down from the island’s highest point. For someone my size, crossing those gullies would be a lot of work. 
 
    All the Ta’to’naka gathered here are dressed in some sort of uniform, made from a skintight stretch fabric. It’s easy to tell the males from the females, but unlike humans the females on average are larger than the males. 
 
    Standing among them is creepy. I’ve never seen humans sit this still, beady black eyes locked on the same place along the horizon. Periodically one will move, take a different position, or look in a different place than the others. But for the most part they’re still. 
 
    Seconds pass, then the majority of them change position all at once. It’s so startling that I cry out, but no one seems to notice. Minutes pass with no sound, no movement. Then they all, or at least most of them, move again. It’s the strangest thing I’ve ever seen. 
 
    More minutes pass, then I see what I dreaded I would see—a streak falling from the sky. Streak after streak follows, and within moments, I know for sure. It’s harvest day on this world. In fact, this is the first harvest day, the first time the Ta’to’naka are required to offer up 1% of their population for the hunt. 
 
    I watch the creatures near me and notice the slight movement of their eyes. They are tracking the incoming alien shuttles. Their absolute stillness and silence is unnerving. These creatures are more alien than the aliens. 
 
    The first shuttle lands and 20 alien kings stream out. They too seem put off by the unmoving stare of the Ta’to’naka. The kings form a defensive ring around the shuttle as the first of the queens comes down to join them. As the first one’s foot touches down, 50 of the Ta’to’naka jump. They sail high over the heads of the kings, all hitting the shuttle along one side. The shuttle tips, then slides into the nearest gully. The loss of the shuttle shocks the kings, who are momentarily frozen in place. When they snap out of it the enraged kings move out toward their prey. Thirty more of the Ta’to’naka jump at exactly the same time. Again, they sail over the heads of the kings facing them. Three of the Ta’to’naka land on the back of each of the kings in the circle, knocking the king to the ground. The Ta’to’naka spit something on the king they’ve downed, then jump away unharmed. The kings on the other hand, do not move. 
 
    More shuttles land, more aliens join the fray. But they are outnumbered. One-by-one the shuttles are knocked over, each falling into a gully. The kings finally get themselves organized enough to put up a defense, but it’s too little, too late. 
 
    As the last of the kings goes down a loud gong sounds. The Ta’to’naka bound away, jumping into the water when they get close enough. A loud voice resonates through the air. It does not speak in the standard language, but surprisingly I still understand it. 
 
    “You have broken the contract. You and your world are forfeit.” 
 
    Then there’s silence. The air is still. Nothing moves. The only sound is that of waves breaking on the distant rocks along the shoreline. 
 
    I stand there still wondering how I got here. I attempt to return to myself but cannot. Then I notice the sky starting to dim. I glance at the Sun and see that it’s spreading, getting rapidly dimmer. Then understanding dawns. Alien star-killers are using their spacetime disruption weapon to annihilate the Ta’to’naka’s star. As the sky slowly turns to black, the stars emerge. Within minutes, there’s no light whatsoever. Just the distant pinpricks of faraway stars. A shiver rips through me and I realize it’s getting cold. As the seconds tick by, I realize I will freeze to death within an hour, if I can’t find a way off this world. 
 
    One of the alien kings several hundred meters downhill from me rises. He shivers as he takes in the situation, then locks eyes with me and charges. In terror, I scream. 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself screaming. Summer, who was asleep, wakes screaming too. 
 
    “What was that?” Summer chokes out, the tears starting to flow. 
 
    “The aliens. They just killed a world. It was inhabited by a people known as the Ta’to’naka. Now they’re gone.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RUFARVEN MILITARY PATROL 
 
    “Captain, I think we’ve found it, sir.” 
 
    The captain looks to his science officer. “Tell me.” 
 
    “There’s a massive debris field ahead near the fourth planet. It must be where one of the alien star-killers fell out of FTL. In the midst of it are two alien ships. Both have multiple hull breaches. They were apparently caught up in the debris field.” 
 
    “Are either of the ships powered?” 
 
    “No, sir. Both ships are cold.” 
 
    There’s silence for several seconds. 
 
    “Tactical. Can you get a firing solution on one of the ships?” 
 
    “Checking, sir.” 
 
    Seconds tick by as the tactical officer searches. 
 
    “I think I have one sir. We’ll need to move in close to confirm sir, there’s a lot of debris.” 
 
    “Put it up on the display.” 
 
    The captain studies the proposed solution, then says, “Clever.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Helm, take us up above the planet’s orbital plane, as shown.” 
 
    “Changing course, sir.” 
 
    Several minutes later, the tactical officer speaks up again. 
 
    “Sir, we have a rail gun solution. If the ship is still alive, this will ring their bell.” 
 
    “Take the shot.” The captain orders, knowing that their rail gun is not powerful enough to penetrate an intact alien ship. But the gong resulting from a direct hit at this range would be ear shattering for anyone inside, if the ship still held any atmosphere. 
 
    A moment later, the round is away. Seconds after that, it strikes the ship and bounces off, sending a massive vibration through the ship. 
 
    Tense seconds pass, then the captain says, “Helm, plot a course in; we’re going to board the ship to see if there’s anything salvageable.” 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 4: MEMBERSHIP 
 
    Day 4 
 
   

 


 BREAKFAST, JARAMOR RESIDENCE 
 
    Summer and I get up late this morning, the night terror dashing away what had been a pleasant evening. As we come down the steps, I’m amazed that the party mess seems to be cleaned up already. We enter the kitchen, where we find Kaitlyn working on the last of the dishes. 
 
    “Good morning, Kaitlyn,” Summer exudes, with more enthusiasm than I can muster this morning. I see the grimace on Kaitlyn’s face as Summer gives her a hug. A flash probe reveals that Kaitlyn’s hands are wet and she’s afraid they’ll soil Summer’s outfit. 
 
    “Good morning, Ms. Summer, Mr. Jared.” Kaitlyn’s smile is back now that she’s been released. “There’s some left-over breakfast for you in the warming tray. Everyone else left an hour ago.” 
 
    Not knowing the time, I look at my communicator. 9:30! How did it get this late? 
 
    Summer opens the warming tray and pulls out a muffin for herself, a plate with eggs and a croissant for me, then indicates the dining room. 
 
    We sit. As I take a bite, she asks, “What happened last night? Were you in the mystery? It didn’t feel like that to me.” 
 
    “I don’t know. For me it was reminiscent of getting sucked into the mystery when I touched the spaceship for the first time. It was as if the mystery took me, because there was something I needed to see, but wasn’t planning to venture that way on my own.” 
 
    Summer looks at me as she takes a sip of her coffee. 
 
    “Did you know about these people?” 
 
    “Yes and no. They were on a list I’d compiled from the alien database. But I’d never probed them; never even read the profile the aliens had on them.” 
 
    “The database on our ship?” She asks skeptically. 
 
    “Yes?” I reply, not understanding her skepticism.  
 
    “Our ship is old. How could that have been their first harvest?” 
 
    Once again, Summer has discerned something I never would have. 
 
    “Maybe, we were sucked back into the past,” I throw out with little conviction. 
 
    “Maybe,” Summer replies with even less. “Or maybe, the aliens recently found an outpost and was finally harvesting it for the first time. 
 
    “But I think we need to look at this carefully. The mystery stole you away and sent you to the alien ship as it was crashing. What you learned there saved us. If that’s what happened last night, then there must be something in that experience, something relevant to the nexus, that you need to know.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, JARAMOR RESEARCH INSTITUTE 
 
    Thankfully, my first scheduled meeting this morning is with Jazz at 11:00. The plan had been to connect via virtual conference, but there’s a knock on my door a minute before and the door opens revealing Jazz. 
 
    “Good morning, Jared. Since I was at your place last night, I decided to hang on and meet with you here in person.” 
 
    “Morning, Jazz. Last night already feels like a long time ago, but I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    I stop to eye Jazz, then ask, “Did you know that Moose brought the replicators up on the derelict ship that we landed up stream.” 
 
    “He brought the replicators up? I thought you needed the pass codes to do that.” 
 
    “Apparently security on that ship was lax. The replicators did not have pass code protection enabled.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Jazz exclaims. “That makes no sense. Who goes into battle without everything being locked down?” 
 
    “We caught them by surprise. I doubt they viewed themselves as going into battle. They thought they were invisible and impervious.” 
 
    Jazz broods on that for a few moments, then his demeanor changes. “All their ships were unprotected, weren’t they?” 
 
    “We don’t know that, but it seems likely.” 
 
    His attention, which seems to have wondered away for a moment, is now focused back on me. 
 
    “That means we need to do a cleanup operation. Doesn’t it?” 
 
    I nod my head, then hear Jazz groan. “But not just here, we need to do it in Rufarven space as well.” 
 
    “Yes.” I nod. “We do.” 
 
    “Priority?” 
 
    “ASAP, we’re way far behind. The Rufarvens are the greater threat.” 
 
    “Understood. I’ll ask Dylan to take me back to the ship.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DAN MARSHALL’S OFFICE, JAREDAAN SHIPYARDS 
 
    My next meeting is with Dan Marshall, the general manager at the shipyard’s station. The virtual conference line connects, and Dan materializes in front of me. 
 
    “Good morning, Dan.” 
 
    “Morning, Jared. Your message said you had news about the replicators.” 
 
    “I do. We’ve found the problems, at least we think we have, and unfortunately the news is not good.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” Dan replies. 
 
    A flash probe reveals that he’s worried the station won’t be up by the end of the year, which will impact his performance ranking and likely extend his stay here. 
 
    “I assume you have a plan?” he asks. 
 
    “I do. We’re going to spend the next week or two building and validating a replicator. If it works, we will send you the specs and the parts to bring your first replicator up. After that, you can replicate the parts needed to bring up your entire replicator farm. 
 
    “At this end, we will dedicate four replicators to producing the extended-range carrier drone parts and shipping them up. Since we can get a head start on that now, it won’t impact your timing as much as you might expect.” 
 
    I see Dan brighten. “Thank you for figuring this out, Jared. Who should I coordinate with at your end?” 
 
    “I’m still working that out. But someone will contact you tomorrow to get the ball rolling.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CONFERENCE ROOM, JARAMOR RESEARCH INSTITUTE 
 
    My next meeting is with Charlie, Moose, and Brock Newton. Brock, who’d come aboard essentially full time during the build up to the alien confrontation last year, is now back on contract. His copper business still sputters along, but I know from other sources that he’s not that busy. Charlie’s plate is full. Nonetheless, he needs to be part of the solution to get parts up to the shipyard. 
 
    Moose should be able to start winding down at the derelict soon. Brock is the only other person I have, besides CC, that can work the original alien replicators. Between us, I’m hoping we can figure out how to get the parts made and shipped. 
 
    I enter the conference room and am immediately greeted by Moose. A minute later, I initiate a virtual conference with another conference room at JPS, and Charlie and Brock materialize on the other side of the table. 
 
    I explain the situation, then open the floor for discussion. 
 
    “I haven’t seen this drone before, don’t know its patterns, haven’t seen the parts. But if someone can queue up the right patterns, I can run them.” Brock asserts confidently. 
 
    “I know them,” Moose replies. “Unless something comes up that pulls me away, I can get those parts queued up. We can run the first batch together some afternoon, so you know what they look like. 
 
    “Next day, we can test them together, so you have the procedure. Then you can run with it until I finish up at the derelict.” 
 
    “What about scheduling and shipping?” I ask, looking at Charlie. 
 
    “I can work the process with Dan. Once things are set, he can probably have one of his people work the issues at that end, one of mine can coordinate with Brock.” 
 
    As a team, we’ve worked together well in the past. Issues got resolved quickly, new solutions were found when the existing one stopped working. So, I’m encouraged that they say this should work. But nothing is ever this easy. I flash probe the three. Each of them believes what they just said, none of them have issues they haven’t raised. 
 
    “Great.” I conclude. “We can start tomorrow?” 
 
    Brock shakes his head no. “I’m booked the next two days. I can give you four or five days a week starting Saturday, if two of those days are on the weekend.” 
 
    Moose pipes up, “I can work with him on Saturday, as long as Tay and Dai can come down.” 
 
    I knew it couldn’t be that easy. Nonetheless, I say, “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    ... 
 
    The last item on my agenda today is a meeting with my brother Aaron. I’m taking it at my office in the power company, so I can use the virtual conference system there. 
 
    I tie in a minute early and find Aaron there waiting for me. 
 
    “Hi, Jared.” Aaron starts. “Kinsley will be along in a minute. I asked her to join us.” 
 
    “Good to see you, Aaron. I trust things are well?” 
 
    “As well as they can be in the political swamp.” He chuckles. “But in truth, the economy is on fire. It’s never been so busy before. You’re driving a lot of that, of course. But Keira’s new mining operation has brought a ton of money back up to Ashcrag. Similarly, mining operations in Jaredstown are at a record high. Then there’s...” He chuckles. “The Mining Boys...” More chuckling. “Who would have guessed.” 
 
    “The mining boys? Don’t think I’ve heard of that.” 
 
    Now, Aaron gets a real laugh. “You don’t know about The Mining Boys?” He shakes his head. 
 
    “The Mining Boys are a musical group. They sing a cappella mostly. They record down in some of the old shafts that they’ve cleaned up. They dance and do stunts while they sing, use the mine’s acoustics in ways no one has ever heard before. Anyway, they’ve been at the top of every Confederation chart. They’ve sold almost ten billion copies of their collections so far this year.” 
 
    I see Kinsley come in to take the seat next to Aaron. 
 
    “Hi, Jared. Aaron is really taken by our new superstars.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Hi, Kinsley. I had no idea we had superstars.” 
 
    “Right,” she replies, then turns to Aaron. “You going to kick us off?” 
 
    Aaron exhales, which is a sure sign that he doesn’t want to be talking about this. 
 
    “Jared, have you been following the news in the Confederation?” 
 
    “Not really. I know that there’s a lot of confusion and we still seem to be headless.” 
 
    “Not a bad summary,” Kinsley inserts before looking to Aaron. 
 
    “Well, the provisional government has contacted us. They would like to schedule a special election. If you ask me, it’s about time.  
 
    “The surprise is that they seem to be including us. This is baffling. We’re Confederation allies, not members. Have you negotiated a different deal?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No, I’ve not negotiated a deal. I’ve spoken with two of the commissioners, whom I think I’ve won over to my side, at least as regards the recent alien infiltration. They want the technology the institute has developed to cement their power, and they’re trying to figure out what they need to promise us to get it. 
 
    “But no matter what they promise, the day they get what we have to offer, the game will reverse. We’ll be lucky to get 1% of what they promised us, once they have what they want.” 
 
    Aaron and Kinsley stare at me. Aaron’s the first to break the silence. 
 
    “Jared, are you saying we can’t trust the Confederation?” 
 
    I want to rant about the Confederation’s untrustworthiness. Thankfully, I catch myself in time. 
 
    “No. Well, yes; but no....” 
 
    As I struggle to build a reasoned but honest reply, Aaron says, “Jared, what the hell does that mean?” 
 
    I lock eyes with him. 
 
    “Aaron, the Confederation will only care about our world to the extent they need us. If we give them what they want, they will have no further need for us. So, we only remain relevant as long as we have something they need. 
 
    “As a member, we will only have 40,000 votes. That’s nothing, absolutely nothing, in a Confederation with over a trillion citizens. As an ally with technology they need, our prosperity will be preserved. They will pay us, honor us, and include us because we have something they need. We, as people, are of zero consequence, because there are so few of us.” 
 
    As I look at the stares, I realize two things. The first is that our leaders are so naïve that they will sell our people out for 17 credits worth of trinkets. The second is that the Reconstruction Committee knows this, which is why they’ve contacted Aaron. 
 
    I need to start battening down the hatches, because the storm ahead is going to be violent, and our political protections will be weak. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    Once our meetings are over, everyone who came up for last night’s party head for the shuttle. Tay, Dai, and Savannah join them. As the shuttle leaves for the Southern Research Station, I wonder how long our secret there will hold. 
 
    ... 
 
    We enter the pub and are greeted by well-wishers. But the greeting is lukewarm. It’s as if everyone knows something is wrong, but they don’t know what it is. It’s also as if they’ve lost faith that we can save them. They know we’ll try, but doubt we’ll succeed. 
 
    How did this happen? 
 
    ... 
 
    Inside the private room, things are better. The elders exude confidence they don’t seem to feel, and I wonder what’s happened that I don’t know about yet. 
 
    Aurora starts us with a blessing as she usually does, but it doesn’t have the same impact. 
 
    Food and drink are brought in and Julian suggests that we eat before taking up the agenda. By the time we get down to business, my stomach is a mess. 
 
    “We got some bad news today,” Julian begins. He lets the silence drag out a little more before continuing. “A Rufarven salvage team has recovered two alien ships. Both were heavily damaged, their hulls breached. All the survivors escaped a year ago. Unfortunately for us, many of the deceased left logs. 
 
    “We were not identified, but there are reports of a strange presence that would pass through their ships, of involuntary body movements, and of sudden unexpected changes in perspective. There are also reports of sensor anomalies and other unexplained anomalies, as if their ships had become haunted.” Julian lets the words hang there, while keeping his eyes on me. 
 
    When I don’t respond, he goes on, “They have also noted that many of the systems on those two ships were not locked. Although no one on the salvage ship knows the alien language, there are those that do among the diplomatic corps on the home world. 
 
    “We have attempted to scan ahead to determine if the Rufarven actually gain access to any of the equipment. But the nexus blocks us, which implies our actions in the short term will affect the timeline.” 
 
    I nod and Julian waits expectantly. 
 
    “Earlier today, I launched an initiative to retrieve or destroy any alien vessel that is mostly intact in either Confederation space or in Rufarven space. 
 
    “Most of the ships destroyed in Rufarven space were completely destroyed. Only the two you mentioned, and one or two others have salvage value. We may yet be able to destroy the two ships they’ve salvaged. The challenge will be making it look natural. 
 
    “There are far more partially intact ships in the Confederation. It’ll be more difficult to get all these. And because they’re close to the Confederation’s most populated worlds, it will be more difficult to do it unseen.” 
 
    “Why are you worried about the Confederation worlds salvaging those ships?” 
 
    “The key to our independence is the alien replicators. The Confederation has already proven that they cannot reverse engineer the alien devices, and in truth, it’s unlikely they will learn to operate the replicators. But if they do, they will no longer need us, no longer see the benefit of keeping us as allies.” 
 
    Julian nods his head in understanding, then directs the conversation toward the nexus. 
 
    “It seems that the alien replicators may be the key to the nexus. How’s your replicator project going? Have you made any progress?” 
 
    “Yes. I think we just broke the logjam. We’ll know for sure in three or four days, maybe a week.” 
 
    “Hmmm... You’re certain of this, aren’t you?” 
 
    Though posed as a question, I know Julian just probed me and understands my degree of certainty on the matter. Nonetheless, I answer him. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Julian nods. “Then hopefully we will soon see some brightening in the nexus. If we don’t, it’ll be worrisome.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CARRIAGE RIDE TO JARAMOR ESTATE 
 
    I note the slightly improved attitude in the pub as we exit. Once in the carriage for the short trip home, I ask Summer, “Did you notice the change in attitude in the pub when we left?” 
 
    She nods. “I did. Do you think that means the Elders are less worried, or the pub goers have just had more to drink?” 
 
    I laugh. “I’m sure they’ve had more to drink, less sure that’s the reason for the lighter mood.” 
 
    We sit in silence for a second, then Summer asks, “Have you probed the nexus yet?” 
 
    Her question is a good one. I know I should have probed it by now. I’ve also had a deep sense of foreboding about it that I haven’t been able to overcome enough to stare the nexus in the face. 
 
    Although I didn’t say anything, Summer responds. “You need to, you know. You’re the only one that’s going to make any sense of it.” 
 
    I nod my head, acknowledging her point. “I know. But I’m not ready yet.” 
 
    “Can you tell me anything about the issue?” She asks compassionately. 
 
    I exhale. “I’m afraid I’m not going to like what I see.” 
 
    “The Rufarven?” She guesses. 
 
    I sigh. “No. I’m afraid that it’s me, my agenda to remain independent and liberate the alien subject worlds.” 
 
    “Oh.” There’s silence for a moment, then Summer continues, “But wouldn’t that be easier to solve?” 
 
    I don’t know how to respond, so keep my peace. 
 
    “I think I get it,” she says. “If the answer is that you need to become a Confederation slave and allow the aliens to continue oppressing their subjects, then you might choose the darker path.” 
 
    I nod my head. 
 
      
 
    DAY 5 
 
   

 

 MORNING 
 
    For the second night in a row, I’ve fallen asleep without probing the mystery. And for the second day in a row, I’ve overslept. 
 
    I’m awakened from deep sleep by the sound of my communicator buzzing. I grab it and see that the call is from Aaron. 
 
    “Morning, Aaron.” I say sleepily. 
 
    “Jared, it’s 9:00. Did I wake you up?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    Aaron snorts. “What happened to my baby brother who solves all the world’s problems or kills a thousand alien invaders by sunrise.?” 
 
    “Do that too many days in a row and you need the extra hour,” I shoot back. 
 
    “Good one,” Aaron says, chuckling. “A meeting request came in from the Reconstruction Commission overnight. They want to meet at 11:00. The invite was to me, but I don’t want to take this call on my own. Can you join? Kinsley will be there.” 
 
    This is about the last thing I want to do. But I agree with Aaron. He should not take this meeting alone, and this is one of the few situations where Kinsley’s backup won’t be enough. 
 
    “Count me in.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PROJECT RECOVERY 
 
    I have an hour and a half to kill and the most important item on my list is the derelicts. I gave this task to Jazz yesterday, so it’s unlikely he’s made much progress. But I’m going to check in with him now to make sure he understands the urgency. 
 
    It takes a few minutes for someone to find him. When he finally comes on the line, he’s breathless. 
 
    “Jared, what’s up? Did something happen?” 
 
    “Morning Jazz. No, I just wanted to check in.” 
 
    As he starts to protest, I hear Dai giggle. Then I feel the wave of anger flow over Jazz as he realizes the messenger, Dai, was pulling his chain. He apparently makes some move toward her because I hear her screech, then run away laughing. He laughs, then I feel his adrenaline receding. A few seconds pass then he’s all business. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Jared?” 
 
    “Just checking in on the derelict clean up. Have you had time to work up a plan?” 
 
    I can hear his thoughts. 
 
    What? I was assigned this job yesterday afternoon! 
 
    “Kind of. Step 1 is reviewing the recordings, figuring out which ships might be salvageable. I did a quick review of the Rufarven system encounters yesterday. Most of the kills were complete, lots of rubble, little to nothing salvageable. There are really only four candidates there. 
 
    “I have the team reviewing the recordings of the Confederation systems. We’ve already found dozens. I’m guessing that there are hundreds.” 
 
    “Do we still have any drones in those systems?” 
 
    “There should be two or more in all the Confederation systems, except Caladon. Only one survived there and I don’t know its status. I’ll need to double-check on the others.” 
 
    “What about Rufarven space?” 
 
    “None, we pulled them all. It’ll take two to three weeks to get carriers out there. The new Extended-range (ER) Drones could get there quicker, but none have been turned over to me yet.” 
 
    “OK. A Rufarven salvage team has already claimed one of the ones we left there. I’d like some recapture options by the end of the day. I’d also like some options for recovery in the Confederation systems, as soon after as possible.” 
 
    “Project Recovery it is. I’ll get you something by the end of the day.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RECONSTRUCTION COMMISSION 
 
    I tie into Aaron’s virtual conference line a few minutes before the meeting is to start. Aaron has set up the call in a way that has the three of us on the same side of the table. I’ve never used this option before, so am a bit shocked to see Aaron and Kinsley show up next to me, instead of across the table. 
 
    Aaron senses my discomfort. “Sorry about that Jared, but I want to make sure we’re presenting ourselves as a united front.” 
 
    “No problem. Good idea. Just wasn’t expecting to see you on my side of the table.” 
 
    Aaron chuckles, apparently amused by my reaction. “Anything we should discuss before we tie in?” 
 
    I look at Kinsley, who points to me. 
 
    “The Commission has called this meeting, so in principle they have the agenda. We need to hear them out, let them speak their piece. We should respond as little as possible. If asked a direct question, we will need to answer. But the answer should be as vague as possible. Volunteer nothing. If they ask us what we want, the answer should be a) to maintain our status as a Protected World, b) to develop an even stronger trade relationship, and c) to maintain and strengthen our mutual defense agreement.” 
 
    “Mutual defense?” Aaron asks. 
 
    I want to shake my head but don’t. 
 
    “The part of the Protected World’s charter that requires each of us to come to the other’s defense if so requested.” 
 
    “Got it,” Aaron nods. He points to the time shown by the virtual clock in the holographic projection. “It’s time to tie in.” 
 
    Moments later, the table seems to stretch as the seven commissioners appear on the opposite side, with Commissioner Porti opposite Aaron. 
 
    A flash probe reveals that the commissioner is surprised to see three people on the other side of the table. It also reveals his ability to read the virtual name tags in front of us, even though his eyes appear to be locked on Aaron’s. 
 
    “Prime Elder Daan, I am Commissioner Amal Porti, chairmen of the Confederation Reconstruction Commission.” 
 
    Introductions go around the table, along with several rounds of compliments and other optimistic statements. Thankfully, Kinsley has drilled Aaron well. He does ‘mutual respect’ a lot better than I would have guessed. 
 
    “We called this meeting today for one simple reason. We would like to invite Jaredaan to become a member of the Confederation. As you undoubtedly know, it’s difficult for a nonmember world to attain membership. It is by invitation only. A world cannot simply apply to become a member; they can only respond positively when asked.” 
 
    He pauses expectantly. 
 
    I can tell that Aaron doesn’t know what to say, so I push the way the elders taught me, planting a thought that Aaron will think was his own. 
 
    Aaron smiles, then nods to Commissioner Porti. 
 
    “Thank you. It’s truly an honor to receive such an invitation. Could you tell us more about it? The benefits and responsibilities of membership? The process?” 
 
    I see several of the Commissioners smile. They think the courteous reply is a sign that we will come in easily. They have no idea. 
 
    As the commissioner starts in on his pitch, I plant two thoughts in Aaron’s and Kinsley’s minds. Smile and listen intently to what he says. Do not volunteer anything. 
 
    ... 
 
    The pitch goes on for over a half hour. The smiles and nods he gets from our side build a false hope that allows the commissioner’s defenses to drop a little. By the time he gets to responsibilities, he talks as if we were already inside.  
 
    Yeah, I may have had a little to do with that.  
 
    When he slips and says that all our exports will be taxed at 33%, the other commissioners become alarmed. When he lets it out that our population will be subject to conscription, Aaron’s façade drops. 
 
    “You can just pluck children off our world to serve on another?” 
 
    “Not children,” the commissioner says with mock disgust. “Just adults between 18 and 29.” 
 
    “So, you could just conscript Jared, and we would have no say!” 
 
    The back peddling begins, but the damage has been done.  
 
    After fifteen minutes of increasingly divisive back and forth, Commissioner Porti raises his hands. As silence settles, he sighs. 
 
    “This discussion didn’t go as intended. We got sidetracked on little-picture issues that I didn’t intend to bring up and did not represent well. 
 
    “I still think there’s a vital role for Jaredaan as a member of the Confederation. You have much to offer us, and in truth, we have much to offer you. 
 
    “So, let’s call an end to this meeting. It was a good start, even though it went a little off track. Let’s let the issues sit for a few days, then convene again later this week.” 
 
    He looks to Aaron hopefully. Wisely, Aaron looks at Kinsley, who gives no observable response. A flash probe reveals that she agreed, and Aaron understood that she agreed to his implied question. Then he looks at me, and I notice the tiny twitch of his finger in my direction. I’ve seen that twitch before and now understand it. He will agree to continue the discussions at a later date, if I do. 
 
    I nod, then Aaron turns to Commissioner Porti. 
 
    “I too believe that there would be benefit to both parties in a stronger relationship. Let’s let the tensions relax for a few days, then resume talks. The benefits of collaboration far outweigh the unintentional missteps made today.” 
 
    I’m astonished that those words came out of my socially clumsy big brother. 
 
    “As you say,” Commissioner Porti replies. “Let’s take a few days to consider the issues, then reconvene.” 
 
    ... 
 
    As soon as the connection to the Reconstruction Commission drops, the room reconfigures with Aaron opposite me, and he pins me with a stare. 
 
    “What did you do? Words just came to me. They sounded like things I’d say, but I’m not that smart. What did you do to me?” 
 
    I let the question sit for a second. 
 
    “Aaron...” I struggle to find the right words, then remember my training. Only tell people what they already believe. “I can influence people. Plant thoughts, so to speak. 
 
    “I could see you struggling for the right words, so planted the thoughts you were trying to express. It was my way of helping. Were any of those thoughts different than what you wanted to say? Different than what you believe?” 
 
    “I don’t like the idea of someone planting thoughts in my head,” he replies angrily. 
 
    “Would you have the same reaction if I whispered them in your ear?” 
 
    Aaron looks at me like I’m some sort of con man. “That’s different. When you whisper in my ear, I know it’s you.” 
 
    We stare at each other for a while. Kinsley watches, perplexed. 
 
    “Aaron, when Commissioner Porti said membership was by invitation only, then went silent, waiting for a reply, were you thankful for the thoughts I sent? Those were your words, by the way, not mine. I just planted the thought.” 
 
    I can tell Aaron does not want to answer, but he finally relents. 
 
    “Yes. I didn’t know how to respond. But those were not my words!” 
 
    “Aaron, the thought I provided was more along the lines of ‘Make no commitment but agree to the intent.’ Everything else was you.” 
 
    “No! No, I’m not that smart.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Kinsley inserts herself into the conversation. 
 
    “Aaron, that’s not true. You’re the best prime elder we’ve had in my lifetime. You’re not as spontaneous as your predecessors. But that’s because you’re more deliberative, less self-interested. You’re the first in a long line to be more interested in the truth than your own personal gain.” 
 
    For the first time I understand something I never could have imagined. Aaron and Kinsley have fallen for each other; they’re in love. But they’re also first cousins, barred from marrying. I can’t help but wonder how long they’ve been together, hiding the secret.  
 
    Then it hits me. Aaron is the last paternity rank 1. If he doesn’t bear a son with an eligible spouse, then the line ends. My heart breaks for them. What a choice to make. What a burden to bear. 
 
    I come back to the moment and see Aaron and Kinsley staring at me.  
 
    “You figured it out, didn’t you?” Aaron’s tone is more accusatory than questioning. 
 
    I have no words to answer. 
 
    “Jared,” Aaron begins. “I think I finally understand what you mean when you say, ‘We’re either in this together, or we’re not.’ I’m in.” 
 
    He looks to Kinsley. 
 
    “I’m in, too.” 
 
    I want to reach out and hug them both. But sadly, we’re separated by thousands of kilometers of regolith and ice. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Despite the relatively light load today, I’m exhausted, weighed down by the revelations about the Rufarven, Reconstruction Commission, and Aaron. Where is the justice in any of it? 
 
    Once dinner is done and put away, Summer asks, “Want to go to bed and probe the mystery together?” 
 
    The way she says it is alluringly sexual. But I know her intention. She wants to probe the nexus with me, to be there as my support when I discern its true nature.  
 
    For all the talk of the nexus, I have no idea what or where it is. In the scheme of things, I find it frustrating. I also find it frightening. Why am I so certain that it’s about me? 
 
    ... 
 
    Once again, I’m on the wedge-shaped island populated by the Ta’to’naka. But this time, I am here ‘voluntarily.’ 
 
    Not wanting to witness the atrocities about to be committed here, I cast myself out into the void, hoping to discern something about the situation in which the Ta’to’naka find themselves. 
 
    Above are twenty alien conquest ships, accompanied by a star-killer and six escort ships. I now know that this scene is ten years from now. We’ve come to the defense of the Ta’to’naka. This is the third wave. Like humans, the Ta’to’naka have fended off two alien invasions. Unlike humans, the Ta’to’naka have not developed technology capable of stopping the aliens, so have accepted the harvest in hopes of someday turning the Lepodred away. 
 
    As the alien shuttles drop toward the planet, 40 extended-range carrier drones uncloak and release their assassins. They fire on the alien ships, but things go differently this time. The aliens knew we were coming, so put counter measures in place. Over the next ten minutes, battle rages between my drones and the alien ships. We take down the last conquest ship at about the same time as we lose the last assassin drone. Several of the carriers, move in toward the star-killer. 
 
    The star-killer, which has observed our skirmish in space and the Ta’to’nakan resistance on the surface, signals its intent to extinguish the star. 
 
    The massive spacetime disruption beam reaches out and starts the annihilation. One by one, the extended range drones strike the star-killer. As the last of the star’s mass drains away, the star-killer’s beam flickers and fails. But it’s too late. The star is functionally gone, not enough mass remaining to sustain its nuclear fire. 
 
    In hours, the Ta’to’nakan people will freeze, all of them lost. If I allow this scene to play out, their blood will be on my hands. 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMPEROR’S COURT ROOM, RUFARVEN HOME WORLD 
 
    The emperor extends his scepter, and his niece approaches. The required submission is offered up, the invitation to approach issued. 
 
    “What troubles you, young one?” The emperor offers with unaccustomed compassion. 
 
    “Salvage ships have come across two Lepodred derelicts. They were both in one of the staging systems the Lepodred used in preparation for their invasion of human space.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Uncharacteristically, security had been disabled on those ships. Most ship systems, including their logs, were unencrypted, leaving the logs open for us to read.” 
 
    “Curious.” The emperor agrees, “But what of it?” 
 
    “Unlike the ships, which will take months to tow to a secure salvage station, we could send the logs to trusted translators here. The results are...” There’s a pause as she selects the right word... “Unexpected.” 
 
    The emperor stirs. “Do tell.” 
 
    “The logs describe the ships as being haunted.” 
 
    “Haunted?” 
 
    “Yes. A presence passing through. Odd involuntary body movements. Sudden changes in behaviors and beliefs.” 
 
    The Emperor nods. “Spirit walkers. They capture the weak minded.” He pauses to select his words. “As the ancients foretold, every intelligent species has them. We were the ones chosen to bring the scourge to an end among the Lepodred. Maybe it will be our fate to do the same among the humans.” 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 5: THE NEXUS 
 
    Day 6 
 
   

 


 OFFICE, JARAMOR ESTATE 
 
    I wake from a restless night’s sleep with more questions than I had before venturing into the mystery.  
 
    What is it about the encounter with the Ta’to’naka that’s so important the mystery has taken me there? It can’t be that 40 of the extended range carriers is not enough for that encounter. That battle takes place ten years from now. By then, I’ll have 10,000 of the ER Carriers. I’ll just send more. 
 
    Maybe, it’s warning me that I won’t have enough pilots, so need to accelerate the recruiting. Or maybe, it’s cautionary. If I don’t continuously probe, I’ll not send enough. Or maybe... I shake my head. There are hundreds of ‘or maybes.’ 
 
    Rather than continuing to toss and turn, I get up. If I can’t sleep, I might as well work. I make my way down to my office and find numerous reports from my various businesses waiting to be read. I plow in and become lost in them. 
 
    ... 
 
    A knock on the door, breaks my reverie. I look up as the door opens. It’s Norah. 
 
    “No need to get up, sweet boy. I saw your light on and the rest of the house dark. I was awake, so thought I’d bring you some tea.” 
 
    I glance up, oddly grateful for the friendly intrusion. Then my nose crinkles and Norah cackles. 
 
    “That’s not tea!”  
 
    She cackles some more. “No, it’s not sweet boy. It’s the vile Jaramor coffee you love so much, plus a special treat.” 
 
    She places the carafe of coffee on my desk, along with a dome-covered plate. Then lifts the cover. My nose identifies the cinnamon before my eyes do. 
 
    Norah sees my reaction and smiles. “I thought you might like some of these.” 
 
    My eyes are so drawn to the cinnamon buns that I don’t know where the plates and cups come from. But a moment later, a cup of coffee and a cinnamon bun sit in front of me. Another sits in front of Norah. That’s when I realize this treat is also a social visit. 
 
    I look up and lock eyes with Norah. 
 
    “Ethel and I have been there. Want to talk about it?” 
 
    I exhale, as the thought, ‘I really don’t want to talk about this,’ passes through my mind. 
 
    “I know.” Norah replies to my unspoken statement. “I know you don’t. But you can’t hide from it.” 
 
    Anger wells up at the imposition, then washes away. “No, I can’t.” 
 
    “Didn’t think so. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    Her words remind me of my mother, which releases a flood of emotion. She raised me to be who I was, innocent and impossibly naïve. Then rejected me at my first misstep and died of DAGS before we had a chance to reconcile. 
 
    “I know, sweet boy. I know. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    I’m admittedly teary-eyed when I look up. “So, you know it’s me.” 
 
    Norah smiles at me compassionately. “I have faith in you, Jared, and will stand with you, no matter what. Now, tell me about it.” 
 
    ... 
 
     This morning’s discussion with Norah was cathartic, but it was also cleansing. Now I know I have two people on my side, no matter what, Summer and Norah. I’m sure Ethel will be there also. But I’ll wait until she declares it before chalking her up on my side. 
 
    As I plod through more reports, my communicator sounds. It’s Charlie. I pick up and connect, then am immediately greeted. 
 
    “Jared, the compilations are done. We’re finally there.” 
 
    Thankfully this is a comm call, not a virtual conference, because I can feel the smirk on my face. 
 
    “Certainty?” I ask skeptically. 
 
    I feel Charlie deflate and am embarrassed by my behavior. 
 
    “Jared. We’ve worked together for a while now. I know I got ahead of myself and screwed up. But I’m better than that and you know it. 
 
    “The current compilation is the best I have. We’ll need to run it to know if it works. But this is the best I can give you now, and I’m certain of that.” 
 
    The words hang there for a moment, then I reply. 
 
    “Run them, Charlie. Run them and make me proud.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SPACECRAFT UNLIMITED 
 
    As much as I hate to think about it, the discussion with the Reconstruction Commission was a wake-up call. They want to compel Jaredaan to join the Confederation as a member. They say it’s a privilege, an honor, to be extended an invitation. But I know that’s about as far from the truth as one can get. Their three-point objective is clear: a) collect taxes on Jaredaan’s revenue, b) seize our technology, and c) conscript me. It’s the way it’s been since the mystery first showed up on their radar thousands of years ago. 
 
    Sadly, for them anyway, they can’t do it by force, the way they’ve done it in the past. Historically, it’s been the easier path, but in this instance, they don’t have the capability. Accomplishing their goal by political manipulation is their only option. But of the seven commissioners, only Chairman Porti seems to realize that the path they’ve chosen is folly. 
 
    Nonetheless, they will try. They have the power to seize my patents, Confederation companies, and Confederation credits. They have the power to cut off much of our trade. And, short of declaring war and blowing up their critical assets, there’s little I can do to stop them. Or is there? 
 
    If I had a fleet of cargo ships, I could still trade. Unlike the non-aligned worlds, whose ships are frequently impounded for unauthorized trade, I could strengthen mine to be much more powerful than the Confederation’s military ships, guaranteeing safe transit, not only for themselves, but for Confederation and non-aligned ships that traveled under Jaredaan’s protection. 
 
    The thought is so compelling that I contact Space Craft Unlimited, the company that sold me my atmospheric shuttle. 
 
    It takes a while to get connected through to the right person, but after a few seconds the familiar voice of Alvin Mann comes over the line. 
 
    “Jared, such a pleasure to hear from you. I trust that your shuttles are serving you well.” 
 
    “They are, Alvin. They are.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. You looking for another one?” 
 
    “I’m looking for several things actually and I need immediate delivery.” 
 
    “That usually means you’re looking for something used. But there’s a surprising number of new shuttles available that had been scheduled for delivery to New Berlin.” 
 
    “Do you have any freighters?” 
 
    I hear the intake of breath on the other end of the line, then flash probe Alvin to determine what’s on his mind. What I find makes me smile. He has lots of ships, ships at every price point. So many that he’s going to be facing financial difficulty if he can’t unload some of them. I can also hear his internal struggle between fear and greed. 
 
    Should I pitch high to maximize margin? Or pitch low to move inventory off my balance sheet? 
 
    I plant the thought, “play it right down the middle.” The thought takes hold immediately and I feel a peace of mind come over him. 
 
    “Can you give me an idea of what you’re looking for in terms of capacity, speed, automation... things like that?” 
 
    ... 
 
    An hour later, I have spec sheets and pricing on five ships and five shuttles. Knowing that I’ll need to run this purchase past the Planetary Elder Board, I dash off a note to Aaron asking if he has time to talk about the Reconstruction Commission this afternoon. Trade ability of our own could be a lifesaver if the Confederation revokes our charter. 
 
      
 
   

 

 TARAMOOT 
 
    Knowing my supply lines may be cut off soon, I send a real-time virtual-conference request to Festus McCrae, the president of the Taramoot Alliance, our supplier of thulium. Festus, who always seems to have time to talk with me, picks up immediately. His image appears on the other side of the table, his familiar smile as welcoming as ever. 
 
    “Jared, so good to see you. I hope things are well.” 
 
    A lot of people deliver the ‘hope things are well’ line with well-practiced sincerity. Festus, on the other hand, delivers it with genuine goodwill. 
 
    I pause before replying, something Festus picks up on unlike anyone other than the elders. 
 
    “I can see that trouble visits you, my friend. How can I help?” 
 
    “Would it be possible for us to talk off the record?” 
 
    “Of course it is,” Festus replies, making a big show of turning off whatever devices he has recording this call. “Now, how can I help you? Off the record that is.” A flash probe confirms that Festus believes this call is not being recorded. 
 
    “The Confederation is attempting to compel Jaredaan into membership.” 
 
    Festus visibly shudders. The ancient religion practiced on Taramoot was functionally banned from the Confederation millennia ago. The way it happened was different than for the mystery. But the result was the same. 
 
    He nods, then says, “We find ourselves in the same situation.” 
 
    “They’re trying to compel you as well?” 
 
    He snorts. “It’s been that way since Tang got hold of the alien zero-point energy devices. We have the Confederation’s largest known deposit of thulium. They want it.” 
 
    I nod my head in understanding and shared suffering. “Want to tell me about it?” 
 
    “You first,” he shoots back. The fierceness of his response reveals the anxiety lurking beneath his calm demeanor. 
 
    “You know it was Jaredaan that took down the aliens, right?” 
 
    Festus issues a slow rumbling laugh that takes on a life of its own. As he wipes the tears from his eyes, he squeaks out, “Is there anyone in the Confederation that doesn’t know?” 
 
    He sniffs and snorts, then the laughter slowly turns to despair. He shakes his head, then locks eyes on me. “They want your space technology and weapons as much, no more, than they want our thulium. Do you have any idea how hard we’ve worked, the sacrifices we’ve made to develop this deposit?” 
 
    The anguish in his retort bears witness to the grief my friend bears as a result of the Reconstruction Commission’s greed. 
 
    “I know, my friend. I know. They’re trying to seize my patents and my companies, tax our world’s metal exports, seize our technology, and conscript me.” 
 
    “Ah,” Festus replies ironically. “They’ve bestowed the great gift and invited you to join.” 
 
    We both laugh, but the humor quickly fades. Then Festus shoots back, “You’re not going to join, are you?” 
 
    I do a deeper probe before answering. “No, we’re not going to join.” 
 
    “I wish we had that choice,” Festus mutters so faintly I almost miss it. 
 
    “Maybe you do.” 
 
    Festus’s eyes lift to mine. “Tell me.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 REVELATIONS 
 
    The call with Festus revealed several things of which I was previously unaware. There’s actually an Association of Protected Worlds. It was formed as a mutual support organization to make information sharing and trade development easier. There are 52 member worlds, maybe half of which are active. Festus has strong connections on each of the active worlds. 
 
    Curiously, most of the worlds active in the association are a lot like Taramoot. Their cultural roots tie back to one of Earth’s ancient religions, and their primary economic tie with the Confederation is high-value commodity export. Several of these worlds have received invitations to join the Confederation. Each has a resource the Reconstruction Committee wants. None want to join. 
 
    Festus suggested that I contact Gaya Eisen, the Prime Minister of a world named New Jerusalem. 
 
      
 
   

 

 NEW JERUSALEM 
 
    The virtual conference line connects and a modestly dressed older woman appears on the opposite side of the table. 
 
    “Elder Daan, I am Gaya Eisen, prime minister of New Jerusalem. It is a pleasure to meet you, sir.” 
 
    “Prime Minister Eisen, thank you for agreeing to meet with me. President McCrae of Taramoot suggested that we have common interests that merit discussion.” 
 
    “Yes. He called me and suggested that I speak with you.” 
 
    A flash probe reveals that she received a call from Festus almost immediately after I spoke with him. He was extremely insistent that she accept my invitation to talk. 
 
    “Festus and the people of Taramoot have been good friends to the people of Jaredaan.” 
 
    “They have been good friends to my people as well.” 
 
    The diplomatic exchange of greetings and mutual compliments goes back and forth, then suddenly stops as she locks me with a stare. 
 
    “Festus tells me that the Confederation is trying to strong arm Jaredaan into membership. If the rumors about you and the aliens are true, it’s not clear to me how the Confederation could compel you.” 
 
    Another flash probe reveals that I have to explain this paradox if our conversation is to move forward. Unfortunately, I don’t have the time I would need to probe deeper to determine what she needs me to say. 
 
    “Protected world status works better for the people of Jaredaan than membership would. We are independent minded, unaccustomed to external oversight and regulation. Yet we benefit from the trade and mutual defense agreements that are part of our charter. Losing our charter would be the lesser evil, but it would also be very painful.” 
 
    I see a sly smile spreading on the Prime Minister’s face. 
 
    “Is that a denial that you have significant military resources at your disposal?” 
 
    It’s my turn to smile. 
 
    “I have modest military power, on par with our galactic neighbors. Sadly, the Confederation has almost none.” 
 
    “Then why isn’t Jaredaan becoming the capital of the Confederation?” 
 
    “As I said, we’re an independent-minded people that prefer to live at arm’s length from the Confederation. We are more valuable as allies than we would be as masters or as subjects. What about you?” 
 
    Another flash probe reveals that Prime Minister Eisen wants to keep the focus on Jaredaan, so I plant a thought. Alliance requires mutual disclosure. 
 
    I see her demeanor change ever so slightly as if an internal argument has suddenly been settled. 
 
    “We are, as the old saying goes, stuck between a rock and a hard place. We face a similar situation to yours. An invitation has been extended and rejected. A second invitation followed, accompanied by a military threat. 
 
    “If we say yes, we as a people will die, as did our ancestors on Earth. Our way of life is not tolerated by the Confederation. If we say no, then we will either fall to military conquest or starve because we aren’t self-sufficient. 
 
    “For now, the answer is no. But in a few weeks, the Confederation will force our hand, one way or the other.” 
 
    I nod my head in sympathy, silent for a moment. Then I hear words I would never have expected to hear. 
 
    “Would you consider entering into a mutual defense treaty with New Jerusalem? At least ten more worlds would follow if allowed to.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 FOLLOW UP 
 
    While I was in conference with Festus, then Gaya, Aaron sent a reply to my earlier request, including a virtual meeting request for 4:00. I quickly send my acceptance, then settle back in my chair to contemplate the things I just learned. 
 
    As I do, my eye falls on one of the numerous screens open in my holoprojection system. It’s displaying one of the freighter brochures Alvin sent me. 
 
    It reminds me that I never got around to the purpose of my call with Festus, to get his advice on which of the ships could service thulium pickups from Taramoot. I quickly dash out a note, attach the brochures, then send them to Festus. 
 
    With that job done, I put my head back and cast my mind out. I’m hoping the mystery will give me some insight into the ideas discussed today. Specifically, I want to know if there are any possible futures that include a mutual defense alliance among the protected worlds. Frustratingly, the mystery takes me back to Naula’ka, the home world of the Ta’to’naka. But it does so in a different way. It puts me in the Drone Control Room, where I see a commanding officer and team of pilots that I don’t know. 
 
    Then I notice. They’re all wearing Confederation uniforms. The shock kicks me out of the scene, dropping me into another one. 
 
    I’m on Transbaru. I’m sitting next to Confederation President Amal Porti. He turns to me and says, “Jared, your ongoing efforts to liberate Lepodred subject worlds are derailing our attempts to negotiate an arms control treaty with the Rufarvens. As the Confederation’s Secretary of Defense, I need you focused on the real threat, not the liberation of people we don’t even know.” 
 
    As the words sink in, the mystery fades to a gray. I can see nothing. In panic, I attempt to withdraw, but cannot. Then I find myself in a non-descript room. An ancient old man sits across from me. The two of us, and the two plain wooden chairs we’re sitting on, are the only things in the room. 
 
    “So, you are Jared Daan?” the old man says, his raspy voice prickling my ears like needles. 
 
    “Might be, who are you?” 
 
    My skin crawls as his gravelly laugh washes over me. 
 
    “I am your namesake, your ancestral grandfather.” 
 
    His words are cutoff by a bout of coughing, then the scene morphs to a hospital room. The old man is in the hospital bed. I’m in a chair next to it. A young woman sits next to me, but I sense that she’s much older than she looks. 
 
    “Quickly, Jared.” She warns the old man. “I can only hold this connection for a few moments.” 
 
    His gaze redirects toward me. “This is the crisis I foresaw the first time I took the Profecia Aumentar. The Confederation will attempt to lure you in. After that the timeline is invisible to me, to us. 
 
    “No matter the cost, you cannot allow this to happen.” 
 
    The coughing sets in again, then an alarm on one of the hospital monitors sounds. 
 
    “Jared, don’t leave me,” the woman cries out. 
 
    “I love you Mirella,” he whispers. His eyes close, as his body goes limp. A cacophony of alarms sound, and I come back to myself, where the virtual conference line beeps insistently. 
 
      
 
   

 

 AARON 
 
    Despite the daze and confusion that cloud my mind, I connect into the virtual conference line. As the line connects, I catch a glimpse of my disheveled self in a reflection off a nearby window. 
 
    As the holoprojection takes form, I see three people sitting across from me: Aaron, Kinsley, and Aston Daan. Aston is a cousin, the first son of my father’s youngest brother. He’s one of the owners of the Jaredaan Mining Consortium and one of the smartest people I’ve met. He’s our newest Elder Board Member. His paternity rank is three. 
 
    Still dazed, I’m slow taking in the three people across the table from me. 
 
    “Jared, what the hell happened to you?” Aaron asks, shocked by my appearance.  
 
    I almost laugh as I notice Kinsley put her hand on Aaron’s wrist and give him ‘the look.’ 
 
    “Sorry, busy day.” 
 
    There’s silence for a moment then Aston speaks up. 
 
    “Jared, it’s good to see you. Are you OK? You look worn.” 
 
    I smile back at Aston. “Hey Ast.” When we were kids, Aston’s nickname was just ‘Ass.’ Our parents put an end to that as soon as they found out, but Aston is just too big a name for a kid. We ultimately settled on Ast. These days only his closest friends get away with it. Despite my checkered past, I apparently still qualify for that honor. “Lots of calls today, all with shocking revelations. That’s why I wanted to talk with Aaron.” 
 
    Aston nods, as Aaron locks eyes with me. 
 
    “What’s up Jared,” Aaron asks. It’s clear he senses my distress. 
 
    “So much has happened today that I’m not sure where to start.” 
 
    The way Kinsley smiles at me, I can tell she’s about to hit me with a zinger, which triggers the ironic thought, “Four cousins, who were relatively close as children, now hold the majority on the ruling body governing a planet. Who came up with such a stupid idea?” 
 
    To my surprise, her question is relatively straight forward. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Jared?” 
 
    “The Reconstruction Commission,” I reply, then the words spill out. “They’re not going to go away. They’re going to fight hard to bring us inside. They can’t sway us militarily, the way they are with other protected worlds. So, they’re going to try, and try again, to bring us in peaceably. They will compete amongst themselves to increase the offer until it’s impossible to resist. But we need to resist, because given the opportunity, they will use Jaredaan’s wealth and technology to destroy the Confederation.” 
 
    Flash probes reveal dismissiveness from Aston, doubt from Aaron and Kinsley. Aston starts to say something, but Kinsley beats him to the punch. 
 
    “Jared, I know you have access to a lot of data and information that we do not, but it’s hard to believe the Confederation’s leaders would work against the Confederation. Can you tell us anything about how this would happen?” 
 
    I start to respond, then realize I’m about to violate every rule of persuasion the elders taught me. I flash probe all three, then back pedal. 
 
    “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said what I just did. The real point is that I don’t trust the Reconstruction Commission. In the private conversations I’ve had with Commissioners Porti and Daucour, I realized that every word spoken was about power and control. 
 
    “Earlier today, I spoke with Festus McCrae.” I look to Aston and add, “Festus is the president of the Taramoot Alliance, a trading partner of ours.” I direct my attention back to Aaron. “I also spoke with Gaya Eisen, the Prime Minister of New Jerusalem and President of the Association of Protected Worlds.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there was a protected worlds’ association.” From the sound of his voice, I can tell Aaron is a little grumpy that I was talking with officials from other worlds without his knowledge. 
 
    “I didn’t either. Festus insisted that I talk with her, so I did.” 
 
    My explanation seems to satisfy Aaron. He knows Festus is a friend of Jaredaan. He also knows Festus can sometimes be insistent. 
 
    “What did you learn?” he asks. 
 
    “The Reconstruction Commission is attempting to absorb worlds with critical resources. Several of these worlds were settled by religious sects persecuted by the Confederation. They believe joining the Confederation will destroy their way of life. They have declined the invitation, only to receive a new invitation and a Confederation warship taking up residence in orbit around their planet.” 
 
    I see the look of shock on Aaron’s face. It’s followed by an explosion of outrage. “That’s a violation of the charter!” 
 
    “It is,” I agree. “Nonetheless, the ships are there. Now worlds like New Jerusalem face the destruction of their way of life, military invasion, or the possibility of starvation if the Confederation forces an embargo on them.” 
 
    There’s silence for a moment as the implications sink in, then Aaron says, “They want you to provide military protection.” 
 
    “They’re framing it as a mutual defense agreement.”  
 
    Aaron snorts. “They have the ability to help us if Confederation warships come after Jaredaan?” The sarcasm in his voice is thick enough that Kinsley gives Aaron a look, while discreetly touching her little finger against the side of his hand. 
 
    “I’m not sure I get it,” Aston pipes up. “Why would we help them? What’s in it for us?” 
 
    I hear Aaron whisper a saying we were taught in school. “Tyranny rises when good people fail to act.”  
 
    Aaron shakes his head as if to clear his mind. “What you said earlier... that the Reconstruction Commission is not trustworthy, that their primary interest is to gain power... I believe that. And I now understand your earlier rant. Jaredaan has military power. They believe we have more than they do, so they won’t pull the same illegal stunt they’re pulling on New Jerusalem if they think we’ll fight back. 
 
    “But that’s what we need to do. If no one will resist, then they will have absolute power to do whatever it is they want to do. And that will be the death of the Confederation.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re in favor of forming a mutual protection agreement with the other protected worlds,” Aston asks incredulously. 
 
    “All options need to be on the table as this plays out.” Aaron replies. “Hopefully, the Reconstruction Commission will come to their senses, back off their ill-considered membership drive, and refocus on strengthening the ties with their allies. But if they don’t and this comes down to forced compulsion, then we must resist.” 
 
    I’m surprised by Aaron’s words. He has drawn the right conclusion, which reinforces what Kinsley said the other day. He’s shaping up to be the best Prime Elder in a generation. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JAZZ 
 
    Minutes after the meeting with Aaron closes, my communicator sounds. It’s Jazz. I’m guessing this is about Project Recovery, but I have other business I’d like to discuss with him also. 
 
    The line connects and I greet Jazz. 
 
    “Thanks for picking up, Jared. I should have set up a time, but things are somewhat out of control here at the moment. Do you have time to talk?” 
 
    “I do. What’s on your mind.” 
 
    “We have few options for dealing with the alien derelicts in Rufarven space and none of them are good. I have one option that has a decent chance, but it comes with trade-offs.” 
 
    “Let me hear it.” I can sense Jazz relax a little, which makes me worry about what the option might be. 
 
    “There are four carriers within 500 light years of Rufarven space that have the speed and vector required to get them on target in less than a week.” 
 
    I think I understand what Jazz is saying but want to make sure I’ve got it right. 
 
    “Can you explain that, Jazz?” 
 
    “Sure. The Stadler drives Cal put on these carriers allows them to move through the multiverse with an effective speed around 100,000 times the speed of light. The catch is that the drone needs to acquire the vector and transition speed before engaging the drive. That’s what takes the time. I found four carriers whose speed and vector are close to what we need. It will only take three days to meet the transition requirement, then another two days in FTL to get there.” 
 
    “OK, got that. So, what’s the problem?” 
 
    “Each of these carriers will be able to recover at least one of their assassins, so they will have more than just their spacetime disruption weapon to work with. It’s not ideal, but it’s something. The problem is the assassins left behind. Our only access to them is through their carrier. If the carrier is lost in Rufarven space, then all access to the abandoned assassins will be lost. 
 
    “The other problem, of course, is that we will lose our presence in the systems the carriers are being taken from.” 
 
    “How soon do you need an answer?” I ask. 
 
    “ASAP, all four of our candidate carriers are getting further out of position every minute.” 
 
    “OK,” I reply. “Can you set this in motion, then call me back. Some other things have come up I need your input on.” 
 
    “You got it Jared. Call you back in 10,” Jazz replies brightly, then drops the line. 
 
    I use the momentary break to call Cal. 
 
    “Jared, good to hear from you. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Hi, Cal, quick question. The connection between the carriers and their assassins is quantum entangled, right?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Do we have, or can we get the partner IDs for those connections?” 
 
    “We logged them all, so should have the data. But things were really busy, so no guarantee the records are complete or accurate. We never audited the logs. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “We’re about to do an emergency redeployment of some of the carriers. They won’t have time to retrieve all their assassins.” 
 
    “Ah, I get it,” Cal replies. “If a carrier survives its new mission, you’d like it to be able to retrieve its abandoned assassins when it returns. But if the carrier is lost, you’d like to destroy the assassin to assure its not captured.” 
 
    “That’s the basic idea,” I reply. 
 
    “Not a problem. If you can get me the carrier and assassin IDs, I can take it from there.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Jazz to send it to you.” 
 
    My communicator announces another inbound call. 
 
    “Sounds like you need to go, Jared.” Cal laughs. “Take your call, I’ve got it from here.”  
 
    I say thanks, then switch to the other line where Jazz is waiting for me. 
 
    “So, what can I help you with, Jared,” Jazz asks. 
 
    “A couple things. The Confederation is saber rattling again, making noises about sending ships out in hopes of persuading us to see things their way. I need ways to defang their ships without hurting the crews.” 
 
    “That’s going to vary by ship,” Jazz complains. “None of us knows that much about the newer ships. I’ll brainstorm with the team. I’m sure we’ll come up with some options, but they have ships they can send that we know nothing about.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jazz. Next topic. The ER Carriers should start flowing in quantity in a couple weeks. We’re going to need a lot more pilots. I’m going to engage the search agencies again, but we’ll need more than they’re going to find. Can you brainstorm this with the team as well?” 
 
    “You’ve got it, Jared. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, one more thing. There are a lot of ships for sale at the moment. Pricing and availability are really good, so this won’t last long. I got some brochures today that I’ll forward to you. I’d like some feedback on these. I have no idea how to judge between them. But I know I want something, so would like to get your input.” 
 
    “What would these ships be doing?” 
 
    “I want to improve our access to space, so have been looking at surface to station shuttles and in-system shuttles. I’d also like to become more trade independent, so have been looking at freighters, ships that could run into the Confederation, to Taramoot and the other protected worlds, maybe even to the nearby independent worlds.” 
 
    “Most of the team knows more about this than I do, so I’ll circulate the brochures if that’s OK with you.” 
 
    “I’m OK with that.” 
 
    “One thing I can tell you though. You should plan on retrofitting these ships, applying a layer of Tay’s miracle metal, upgrading the drives and power systems. The Independent worlds are rife with piracy and, these days, the Confederation isn’t much better.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RESIDENCE, JARAMOR ESTATE 
 
    I arrive home exhausted, only to be met by a buzz of activity. Ethel and Norah are helping Summer direct a number of workmen who are stringing up lights and decorations in the hallway. But I’ve never seen decorations like this before. 
 
    Summer sees me and comes running over, wrapping herself around me in an exuberant hug. As she disengages, she motions to all the activity. “Isn’t this exciting!” 
 
    “Pumpkins? Orange lights? What’s it about?” 
 
    “It’s a harvest celebration, silly! We’re throwing a big party on Saturday. The caterers will be arriving in a half hour, bringing over some food for us to sample at dinner. Go get changed, they’ll be here soon.” 
 
    I head up to our room to get changed. As I enter, the bed seems to pull my tired body toward it. But I resist, dutifully putting on the festive casual clothes that have been laid out for me. Then with resolve, I head back downstairs. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    “What did you think about the food,” Summer asks as we head up to bed. 
 
    “It was good. The finger food was tasty, easily eaten while standing and talking with others. The main course dishes were delightful. I’ve never eaten turkey before.” 
 
    “I had it a couple times when I was a kid,” Summer replies. “I have no idea where my mother got it. I never saw it in the grocery stores when we would go shopping. The caterer told me there’s a turkey farm up along the northern river that produces a couple hundred of them a year. He was able to get three of them this year. I think we’re his biggest customer. So, he offered me one.” 
 
    “Good find, I’m sure the guests will enjoy it.” 
 
    There’s silence for a moment, then Summer shyly asks, “Can I come with you tonight?” 
 
    “Sure, but I don’t know where I’ll be going. The mystery seems to have a mind of its own at the moment.” 
 
    “Any idea why?” 
 
    “Maybe, but it will sound really stupid if I say it out loud.” 
 
    “Try me,” Summer whispers, snuggling up close. 
 
    “I think Mirella figured out a way to send me visions through time. I spoke with our founder this morning, then was there at his death bed when he whispered his last words, which were addressed to me.” 
 
    “That must have been creepy. What did he say?” 
 
    “He said the Confederation would attempt to lure me in, but I couldn’t let that happen.” 
 
    We climb into bed, then Summer takes a small sugar candy laced with profecia aumentar from the tin. She lays back and takes my hand, then says, “Ready?” 
 
    I nod, then we’re away. 
 
    ... 
 
    Once again, I find myself in the non-descript room. This time, I notice more of the room’s detail. It must be because I’m still holding Summer’s hand. The walls are made of wood. They’re painted an off-white color. But the scuffs and scratches give away the room’s age. The wooden chairs are similar and even more worn than the walls. 
 
    The old man is sitting across from us, his eyes glued to Summer. 
 
    “So, you’re Jared’s bonded partner. Your name was never revealed to me.” 
 
    “My name is Summer. Are you our founder?” 
 
    A craggy smile graces his cracked lips. “Such a beautiful and fitting name.” His gaze lingers, drinking her in. “Forgive an old man’s wandering mind. Yes. I am Jared Daan, founder of the colonies on the planet I named after myself.” 
 
    He pauses, then looks at me. “Do you know why you’re here, Jared?” 
 
    “I presume it has something to do with the nexus.” 
 
    The old man laughs with wry humor. 
 
    “I suppose that’s true, you are here, after all.” 
 
    His answer makes no sense to me. 
 
    In a sterner voice, he says, “Jared, you are the nexus. For thousands of years, the timelines ended with humanity’s enslavement and eventual extinction. Then Mirella found you. Together we manipulated the future, so you would have a chance to emerge. When you did, everything changed. Now the future is in your hands. But beware...”  
 
    The old man shudders as he is racked with more coughing.  
 
    “Beware of the Confederation; its leaders are corrupt beyond comprehension. Humanity as we know it will only continue if they are swept away.” 
 
    Suddenly, the scene morphs and we’re in another room. We appear like wraiths, unnoticed by those present. I immediately recognize the members of the Reconstruction Commission. Amal Porti is speaking. 
 
    “You’re all looking at this the wrong way. We have no military. Jaredaan has one powerful enough to defeat the aliens. We have no technology. Tang was completely incompetent to do anything with the alien tech Daan delivered to him six years ago. The only way we can move forward is with him as one of us. 
 
    “We know he doesn’t have the gravitas required to lead, so we must co-opt him. His weakness is his team and technology. If we make him the Minister of Defense, responsible for our military capability, everything he has will eventually be ours. It’ll be like taking candy from a baby. Distract him with something he wants, and in a few years, we will have everything he has. He might become one of us, he might not. But either way we will get his technology, and if he doesn’t join us, we can simply discard him.” 
 
    Commissioner Daucour snaps back. “He’s smarter than you give him credit for. He also has a strong moral compass. He will not become one of us until we break that.” 
 
    She pauses a moment as another thought emerges. She locks Commissioner Porti with a stare. “You’re wrong about one thing. The thing he wants most is his woman. If we can capture her, we can break him. Then it will all be ours, possibly him and his woman as well.” 
 
    The scene dissolves away and I find myself back in bed. Summer comes back a moment later with fire in her eyes. 
 
    “You have to stop them!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 6: DEFENSES 
 
    Day 7 
 
   

 


 BREAKFAST, JARAMOR ESTATE 
 
    I wake in bed alone. Summer apparently got up without me. A half hour later, I enter the kitchen where Summer, Ethel, and Norah are chatting. As happy as I am to see Ethel and Norah, I’d been hoping to have some time alone with Summer to discuss what we saw last night. 
 
    The case the mystery seems to be making is so black and white that I struggle to believe it’s true. But given the assembly here, it seems that topic is off the table for breakfast discussion. 
 
    “Sonny boy, your sweet wife tells us that the two of you had quite the adventure last night. Care to give us your take on it?” 
 
    I sigh. “Sure. We met with our founder, my namesake, for a few minutes. I’m not sure how that works, if it’s real or just a mental construct of some sort. But it felt real.” 
 
    I snort. “The old lecher took quite an interest in Summer. Couldn’t take his eyes off her. He says the fate of mankind is in my hands. For thousands of years, the fate of mankind has been in the aliens’ hands with all the timelines ending in enslavement or extinction. He also said that unless the current Confederation leaders are swept away, all human timelines end in extinction.” 
 
    Norah clears her throat. “Do you believe him, Jared?”  
 
    “Mostly. I would need to probe the Confederation leaders deeply to make that determination.” 
 
    “Are you sure you know which leaders he was speaking of?” Norah comes back. 
 
    When I don’t respond, Ethel suggests, “You should ask Aurora to do that. She has a very special gift when it comes to evaluating people.” 
 
    “Good suggestion. I will.” 
 
    “What’s on your schedule today?” Ethel pries. 
 
    “We’ve fallen behind on our replicator buildout plan, which is impacting the ER Carrier production schedule. We need those carriers, and we need them soon. I want to have dozens of them at my disposal when the situation with the Confederation comes to a head.” 
 
    “Do you think they will attempt to kidnap Summer?” 
 
    Ethel’s question causes my adrenaline to spike. 
 
    “If they ever make that attempt, then it will be war!” The words flow out with so much heat that I’m embarrassed with myself. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re taking the threat seriously,” Ethel replies meekly. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, JARAMOR ESTATE 
 
    My plan for the day had been to go into my office at the institute. But the conversation over breakfast has left me unsettled, something gnawing at the edge of my consciousness telling me that’s not where I belong today. But here I sit, uncertain what it is I need to do. 
 
    Thankfully the fates rescue me as my communicator sounds. It’s Charlie! 
 
    “Morning, Jared. I have some good news. We ran the first set of parts. I queued them up in the order of installation, so installation started yesterday afternoon. We had enough working to test the power ganging functionality that CC has been installing.” 
 
    I can tell that the test was successful from Charlie’s emotional emanations. “And?” 
 
    “Works like a charm,” Charlie exudes. “We won’t be able to complete the assembly today, but we’re expecting it to come up sometime tomorrow afternoon. Any chance you could come over to see it?” 
 
    “Excellent news, Charlie. My schedule for tomorrow is uncertain. I’ll let you know if I can make it.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SOUTHERN RESEARCH STATION 
 
    I’m not sure what it was about the call with Charlie, but when I got off the line, I knew I needed to go down to the Southern Research Station. Dylan, who was down there already, came up to get me and take me back. Now I’m sitting at the controls of the micro device replicator searching through its libraries. 
 
    “Hi, Jared. Didn’t know you were coming down today. Does this have something to do with Brock Newton?” 
 
    “What about Brock Newton?” For the life of me, I can’t figure out what Charlie is talking about. 
 
    Charlie chuckles. “ER Drones...?” 
 
    “Oh, was today the day Moose was going to walk through the ER Drone patterns with Brock?” 
 
    “It was. They were supposed to come down this morning. Unfortunately, Brock took a nasty spill yesterday afternoon. Nothing is broken, but the doctors say he has to stay off his feet for the next five days.” 
 
    I groan, shaking my head. “Not another delay.” 
 
    “So why are you here, Jared?” 
 
    “Something’s been bothering me, and I finally figured out what it was.” 
 
    “That sounds interesting. You think the answer is in the micro device replicator?” 
 
    “I think there will be something useful in the alien pattern library. I thought I’d start here.” 
 
    “Going to give me a clue about what you’re looking for?” 
 
    I pause to look at Cal. “Oh, sorry. Our current weaponry is functionally limited to our spacetime disruption weapon. We need more than that. Since our approach is drones and the assassins are doing most of the work, I was thinking something deceptively small that packs a big punch. Then I remembered seeing some micro surveillance patterns on this machine.” 
 
    “Want some help?” Cal asks enthusiastically. 
 
    “In principle, yes. But how would that work? You haven’t learned the language yet, have you?” 
 
    “I’m picking up more and more every day. But no, I don’t know enough to be helpful, but I have figured out how to dump the menus and run them through the translator. Want me to try that on one of the other replicators?” 
 
    “Sure,” I reply with a big smile. 
 
    ... 
 
    An hour into my search, I find something that looks interesting, it’s a micro-surveillance device designed to look like a bug. There are versions with three, four, or six legs. There are three types of foot pads, rubber, magnetic, and Van der Waals, the mechanism that allows geckos to climb walls or walk upside down on ceilings. There are numerous attachments that can be added, numerous communication options... the list goes on. 
 
    As I scroll through the list, I find options that bring out some very dark thoughts. One of those options is a self-destruct mechanism. The stealthiest version is small enough to blow the bug apart. The largest version is large enough to destroy everything in a cube two meters on each side. One of those in a commissioner’s office would eliminate... I stop, not wanting my mind to go there. Besides, that pack is too big to creep into a facility like that on its own. 
 
    ... 
 
    Hours tick by as I learn more than I thought there was to know about micro-surveillance devices. I settle on two: one that I think would be useful for antipersonnel operations in an enclosed environment, the other that I’m thinking could be used for spaceship degradation purposes. 
 
    The antipersonnel device is a low profile, six-legged device with a carbon monoxide generator. It can crawl under most doors, climb most walls and ceilings, transit through most ventilation systems, and convert carbon dioxide into carbon monoxide and oxygen. 
 
    The spaceship degradation device is also six-legged with a low profile. It has Van der Waals feet, which I think of as gecko feet, and carries a backpack containing a microdrill that can punch holes from one micron to one millimeter in diameter through almost any material. Place a couple dozen of these on a spaceship and you could wreak havoc. 
 
    Anxious to do some testing with these, I set the replicator to make ten of each with quantum entangled (QE) communication. Then I queue up orders for two of the ten-way QE controllers and twenty of the QE pairs. 
 
    ... 
 
    An hour later, I have one of the ship degradation units walking around on a spare piece of Tay’s miracle metal I found in storage. The metal is set at a 60° angle. The unit’s gecko feet have no trouble walking or holding in one place. After playing with it for a while, I set a pattern for the little unit to execute. It’s going to punch ten-micron holes centered 25 microns apart in a one-millimeter square pattern. The controller tells me this is going to take about five minutes and I push the execute button. 
 
    It’s fascinating watching the quivering little six-legged device work. Whoever created this pattern must have had some fun, at least during the testing phase. The controller has numerous patterns. As I scroll through them contemplating the possibilities, Cal returns. 
 
    “Hi, Jared. I think I’ve found something you might like.” 
 
    I look up at Cal then point to my little bug on the sheet metal. 
 
    “What’s that? It looks like a cockroach.” 
 
    “It’s a micro surveillance drone with a micron-size drill attachment.” 
 
    “What’s it doing? It looks like it’s quivering.” 
 
    “It’s drilling 10-micron holes in the pattern of a one-millimeter square.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I hold up my controller. “Because I asked it to,” I chuckle, then answer the intended question. “Suppose you put a couple dozen of these things on a ship randomly drilling 10-micron holes in the hull.” 
 
    “Oh. Poor ship. It would leak like a sieve, but the holes would be so small they’d be impossible to find. The ship would eventually need to be abandoned, then towed back to a space dock for hull reconditioning.” 
 
    “You got it. I plan to drop some of these on the warships the Confederation is sending out into the Protected Worlds for harassment purposes.” 
 
    “The Confederation is doing that? Why?” 
 
    “Long story... What did you find?” 
 
    “Space mines. These are really nasty little things, similar to our assassins, but fully automated. If you have the right beacon, then they ignore you. Otherwise, they pursue you. They don’t move all that fast, but they’re pack hunters. If enough of them come for you from different directions, there’s no escape.” 
 
    “Interesting. How lethal are these? Will they take down an alien ship?” 
 
    Cal smiles. “Just one, probably not. They are proximity fused, so will blow as soon as they get close enough to a target. But the ‘explosive’ in the mines is spacetime disruption. When they detonate, they create a sphere of what I’m calling disruption plasma that’s 100 meters in diameter. You can translate better than the computer, but the demo videos recorded during testing, show balls of plasma consuming older ships that had been scrapped.” 
 
    I nod in understanding. “Interesting concept. If we ever get to the point where we’re facing invasion by a large force, a defensive perimeter made up of these things might turn the tide. 
 
    “Did you find anything else?” 
 
    Cal smiles again. “I did. It’s not exactly what you were asking for, but something I think we should consider.” 
 
    “Go on...” 
 
    “It’s an implantable, quantum entangled transponder. The aliens apparently had these implanted in one of the layers of fat near their arm pit. It’s a simple device with some biometric sensors, quantum-entangled transceiver, and a location device. We could use them to track our people and/or equipment.” 
 
    As Cal speaks, the image of Commissioner Daucour suggesting that they kidnap Summer, flashes through my mind. 
 
    “I think I want those. We’ll probably need to modify them for human use, so let’s make a couple and have the doctors look at them.” 
 
    Cal reaches into the pocket of his lab coat and pulls out a little box, which he hands to me. “Thought you might say that. Since neither the comprehensive alien biometrics package, nor the alien’s GPS system are relevant, these only have a temperature sensor and a two-way audio system that can be implanted near the ear.” 
 
    Cal is interrupted by my comm device. Looking at it I can see that it’s Dylan and we’re fifteen minutes from scheduled departure. 
 
    “Ah, that’s my ride. I need to take off. I’m going to try to get back down tomorrow morning. Let me know if you come up with anything else.” 
 
    “Have a good one, Jared. Hope to see you tomorrow morning.” 
 
    As I turn to go, I see the little degradation bug crawling around looking for another target. I grab the controller and turn it off, then put the controller in a drawer. As I head for the door, I call out to Cal. “Don’t play with my bugs while I’m gone. Both can be quite deadly.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE ROOM, PUB 
 
    On my way down to the ship this morning, I messaged Julian asking if we could meet tonight. As always, he graciously agreed to convene a meeting and dinner. At Summer’s insistence, we hired a carriage so we could treat Ethel and Norah, who were joining us. 
 
    After greetings and a blessing, the staff enter with a smoked turkey platter. Ethel and Norah are given the honor of going first. Sofia walks with them pointing out each dish, describing most of them as being something they “simply must try.” If it weren’t so sincere, it would be comical. 
 
    As I watch, Julian comes up alongside. “You’ve probed the nexus?” 
 
    “I have. I know exactly what it is and why it’s happening. But as you’ve said, it’s difficult to probe directly. Every time I’ve tried it’s taken me somewhere I didn’t want to go.” 
 
    I feel Julian’s strong emotional response to my words. Apparently, I’m fulfilling another prophecy. But he’s hidden his thoughts well enough that I cannot read them without invading his privacy, which I choose not to do. 
 
    “Do you have a plan? Anything specific you need from us?” 
 
    “I do.”  
 
    “Then once we’ve eaten, can we start with you giving us a briefing on what you’ve learned?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ll keep it short, so we have time for discussion.” 
 
    Julian nods, then indicates the buffet. “I got to sample the gravy and stuffing earlier. They are quite excellent. Be sure to try some.” 
 
    I smile at the never-ending hospitality of our hosts. 
 
    ... 
 
     The normal dinner chatter is quieter than usual tonight, the mood more somber, despite the quantity of ale being consumed. It seems that everyone knows major revelations are about to be shared that will have a significant impact on our future. So, instead of waiting for Julian to call the meeting to order, I open. 
 
    “I’ve learned a lot since we last met. I know what the nexus is and why it’s happening. And I now understand the underlying cause. I have elements of a plan, but much will depend on things we cannot control and uncertainties we cannot probe. As I would like to leave time for discussion, would it be OK if I started the briefing, while you’re still eating?” 
 
    I see Julian glance at Aurora, who nods. Then the elders say in unison, “Yes, please begin.” Their answer reminds me of the meeting they had with Chief Santana, a poor harbinger, if ever there was one. 
 
    I take a deep breath, then begin. “I am the nexus...” 
 
    ... 
 
    Aurora is the first to respond when I open the floor for questions. “How sure are you that your meetings with our founder were real?” 
 
    “They were real enough for me.” 
 
    Aurora nods but looks at me critically. “Everyone in the room has some doubt about that, even you Jared. Would you consent to a veracity probe?” 
 
    Ethel, who’s sitting next to me, takes offense at the question. But I put my hand on hers hoping to silence her, then respond to Aurora. “Yes, I think that would be in the best interest of all of us.” 
 
    Aurora takes a tin of profecia aumentar out of her pocket, opens it, and takes a small dose. The humming and head bobbing begin, then suddenly her eyes pop open. “But how?” 
 
    Julian, who’s been unusually quiet tonight, pipes up. “Near the end of her life, after she’d passed the role of Prime Elder to me, my grandmother told me that she helped my grandfather talk with the sixth son. She also told me the sixth son was present at my grandfather’s death.” Julian stops, a little choked up. “By that point, she’d lost most of her connection to reality. Prophecies continued to flow, but no one could discern who she was talking to, or what point of time she was in. 
 
    “Her last prophetic statement was made on her deathbed. It started like this.” Julian’s eyes take on a faraway look. “Listen oh Jaramor. The great one will break the bonds that define our fate. He will restore life, when hope of it is lost. He will chart a new future, filled with prosperity. But demons will attempt to snatch it away, and as his losses mount...” 
 
    Julian pauses, emotionally bound up in the recollection of his grandmother’s deathbed prophecy. From the look on their faces, I can tell Sofia and Aurora are lending psychic support. 
 
    Julian’s emotions clear and he looks up. “In the days before the end, she’d become increasingly more agitated. She uttered many of these words in incoherent babble. She was obviously seeing something that greatly upset her, but we didn’t know whether it was in the future, the past, or just in her imagination. 
 
    “We never classified her last statement as a prophecy because she never completed it. ‘As his losses mount’ were her last words.” 
 
    Julian locks me with a stare. “What you’ve told us Jared, seems to confirm that her last statement was in fact a prophecy. The demons might be the Reconstruction Committee, they might be the Rufarvens. The great loss might be Summer’s kidnapping. It’s impossible to know. But what you’ve told us is consistent with what’s been passed down to us, even though the mechanism seems... unlikely.” 
 
    Julian pauses, then looks up at me. “You said you had a plan, or at least parts of a plan, and specific requests for us.” 
 
    “I do. My two big learnings from this encounter regard the aliens and the Confederation. Our founder said that until they found me, human existence ended with the aliens. It would be easy to understand that statement as meaning the Lepodred, but my sense is that he meant something broader.” 
 
    “Could you explain what you mean by broader?” Aurora asks. 
 
    I smile. “It would be easy to think that we are now past the alien threat. We did turn away the third Lepodred attack. Their protocol does not call for a fourth attempt to subjugate. So, as I said, it would be easy to think we are done, but my sense is that we are not.”  
 
    I stop there, taking in the room, making sure this point is understood. “The Lepodred may take a break from us, but their technology is not static, neither is their desire for blood. We cannot write them off, just because we had a recent victory over them. But they are not the only external threat. The Rufarven are powerful and could overwhelm us. And there may be even greater threats from species we are not yet aware of.” 
 
    “Points well taken,” Julian replies. “What conclusion do you draw from that?” 
 
    “The founder’s comments further increase my belief that we need to strengthen ourselves militarily. In the short-term that means more drones with more powerful weapons. In the longer-term, real ships and a potent ground force that can turn away anything that gets through our space defense.” 
 
    “And the connection back to the nexus?” Aurora asks. 
 
    Again, I smile at Aurora’s acute ability to get to the heart of the matter. 
 
    “The stronger the forces I command, the broader my sphere of influence will become, impeding our ability to see the future. It’s the next decision rule writ large.” 
 
    Julian nods his head, then asks, “And the Confederation?” 
 
    “I take our founder’s words at face value. The Confederation central government got lost in the group think, completely ignoring the external threat after turning back the first wave. They had 7,000 years to prepare, but they did nothing. The aliens got stronger, while we got weaker.” 
 
    I see Edson making a motion with his hands while broadcasting, “And the point?” 
 
    “In some sense, the central government paid the price for its negligence. But the point is that they no longer exist. So, was the founder referring to them? Or was he referring to the Reconstruction Commission? Or was he referring to something else? My initial sense was that he was referring to the Reconstruction Commission, but with each passing day, I wonder if it’s true.” 
 
    For the first time since the discussion started, Ethel pipes up, “So what does that mean about the nexus?” 
 
    I nod my head. “I guess that’s the conundrum. The founder’s words reinforce my belief that Jaredaan cannot become a Confederation member. We must resist their current overtures, choosing instead to maintain our protected world status. My theory is that the ongoing negotiations could lead to a big enough shift in the timeline that they contribute to the nexus. But I am resolved not to allow that to happen, so don’t understand why the uncertainty would still exist.” 
 
    Norah shakes her head, drawing my attention. “Sweet boy, the answer to that question is obvious. They only need to kill you, or break you, possibly by kidnapping Summer.” 
 
    Norah’s words cut deeply. I’ve known for days now that the Reconstruction Commission was plotting against me. But it never occurred to me that the very existence of the nexus might mean that my survival, or Summer’s safety, might be uncertain. 
 
    Julian breaks the momentary silence. “Are there other elements of your plan we should be aware of?” 
 
    “Yes, there are. In addition to the military buildup and our commitment not to accept membership into the Confederation, we are working on a mutual defense pact with the other protected worlds. Aaron has the lead on this. It’s still in the early stages of discussion, but I think we will succeed.” 
 
    Clarissa raises her hand, and Julian nods toward her. 
 
    “Although I did not know of the possibility of a mutual defense treaty among the protected worlds, I did know that several other worlds were in the Confederation’s sights. 
 
    “As I probed for ways to stop the Confederation from pursuing a military response, alliance with Jaredaan was the only thing I found that worked. It worked in two ways. First, it stopped the military response. Second, the Confederation can lose any one or two of the protected worlds to boycott, the only one they really have to have is Taramoot. But they cannot boycott all of them. They are dependent on the commodities that the protected worlds as a whole provide.” 
 
    “To confirm,” I say. “You think an alliance will cut off a military response against any member of the alliance, and it will also cut off the possibility of charter suspension.” 
 
    “Yes,” Clarissa replies. “But that’s only true if the majority of the protected worlds join.” 
 
    “I’m told we have eleven, plus Taramoot, that will sign on with us. The Alliance of Protected Worlds has more members, but at this point I have no insight into their needs or interest.” 
 
    I see Aurora’s intense stare and realize I am being probed, stealthily but deeply none the less. After a moment, she seems to relax then smiles. “Those eleven will do. The more, the better. But if you get those eleven, you’ll have what you need.” 
 
    I nod. “Thank you.” 
 
    Julian reasserts control of the meeting. “You said you had specific requests to make of us.” 
 
    “Yes.” I pause to collect my thoughts. “I’d like you to probe the Reconstruction Commission...” 
 
    I’m cut off by Julian. “For the most part, the nexus has blocked us. We’ll continue the effort if you ask, but I doubt anything will come of it.” 
 
    “Then probe differently,” I say in frustration, immediately regretting the words and the release of emotion that came with them. “Sorry, sorry. That came out wrong. There’s a simple workaround that I’ve forgotten to share with you.” 
 
    In an instant, Julian’s frown turns into a broad grin. I’m apparently fulfilling another prophecy. 
 
    “The nexus only blocks you from seeing the future. You may not be able to view what they do tomorrow, but you can easily view what they’re planning. Simply cast your mind out toward them and rewind to the beginning of the day. You can watch what they say, probe to see what they’re thinking. It’s not perfect, but it’s easy to determine what they are planning and the contingencies they’re considering.” 
 
    I see the looks going around the table and sense the surprise that such an obvious technique for determining someone’s intentions had evaded them to this point.  
 
    “Thank you, Jared,” Aurora says. “We will do as you ask.” 
 
    Jack adds. “I presume you’d like us to start by focusing on any attempts against you or Summer that they may be considering?” 
 
    Apparently agreeing with Jack’s sentiment, Julian says, “We need to put protections in place for you and Summer. I fear the Confederation will attempt to take you down, Jared. And if Summer is the softer target, they might go for her first. We need to make this a priority.” 
 
    The back and forth goes on for a while, but little more of substance is revealed. As we leave, I feel as though we made a lot of progress tonight and have increased confidence we’re on the right path. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JARAMOR RESIDENCE 
 
    We drop the ladies off at their cabin, then the carriage takes us to the main entry of our home. We enter and make our way up to the bedroom. As I start to take my clothes off, I remember the implants Cal gave me earlier. 
 
    I look at Summer as she slides into bed. “Cal made something today that I’d like to talk with you about.” 
 
    She looks up, eyes questioning. 
 
    I sit down on the bed and show her the tiny sliver of gleaming metal. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “An implant, an emergency comm device of sorts. It can be implanted in tissue near your ear. The aliens used these to track people sent into harm’s way. The device is quantum-entangled back to a controller. This one allows narrow-bandwidth audio communication.” 
 
    “Why are you showing this to me?” 
 
    “We’re both about to become kidnapping targets. If we had these implanted, we might be able to help in our own rescue.” 
 
    “You’d allow yourself to be implanted with alien technology?” Summer asks questioningly. 
 
    “I need to take these to Dr. Simpson tomorrow. To see if it’s safe. Assuming it is, then yes. I’ll have these implanted, and I’ll ask you to do the same.” 
 
    I can see the protest forming in Summer’s mind, but it’s not spoken. Instead, she asks, “You’re taking the kidnapping threat seriously, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And you think this will help?” 
 
    “If captured, yes. I think it will be a game changer.” 
 
    “Let me sleep on it. Are you going back into the mystery tonight?” she asks. 
 
    “I have to.” 
 
    “OK, if I pass tonight?” 
 
    I nod. “Not a problem.” 
 
    Once we settle in, Summer is asleep almost immediately. I want to join her but resist the temptation. We’re running out of time, and I need to get to the bottom of this business with the Reconstruction Commission. I cast my mind out, then am away. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    My first target is the Reconstruction Commission, which is meeting in the capital building on Caladon. I sense myself approaching the capital, then feel myself being yanked in a different direction. Moments later, I find myself standing outside what looks like a hospital room, looking in through a window. 
 
    As I take in my surroundings, I realize something is wrong. The concrete hallway looks like a bunker of some sort. Looking at the door to the room, I note the plaque on the wall next to it. The plaque reads ‘Interrogation Room 27.’ 
 
    With a spike of anxiety, I look back into the room and for the first time notice the person in the hospital bed. It’s Summer. The myriad of wires and tubes connected to her are attached to machines of every sort. The two ‘doctors’ hovering over her appear to be talking. 
 
    Without thinking about it, I pass through the window into the room. 
 
    “More babble,” the younger man spits out. “I told you she wouldn’t be able to handle a dose that large.” 
 
    “We were getting nowhere,” the older one spits back. “If we’re not going to leave any marks on her, then we have to amp up the drugs.” 
 
    The younger man, whose name tag reads Clark Harrison, shakes his head. “How’s he going to react when he gets her back with chemical brain damage?” 
 
    As the rage builds within me, Summer stirs. Her eyes flash open, and she turns to me. “I should have listened to you.” 
 
    The movement and words get an immediate reaction from the doctors. 
 
    Calmly, Summer says, “He’s here.” Then alarms go off as the EKG flatlines. I watch the doctors as they attempt to revive her, but in short order I’m swept away to another place. 
 
    ... 
 
    The mystery deposits me in the office of Commissioner Daucour. She sits behind an ornate desk made of a polished black stone. Behind the desk is a bookshelf made of black mahogany and highlighted with inlaid gold leaf. The opulence of the desk and shelves frame the commissioner, lending a sense of power and wealth. The thick volumes that sit on the shelf imbue a sense of scholarliness upon its owner. 
 
    But to me, the woman behind the desk radiates evil. 
 
    There’s a light knock on the door, then it opens revealing a terrified aide. 
 
    The commissioner looks up at the intruder. “What is it?” The anger in her voice sends a shiver through the poor intern sent to deliver the news. 
 
    The terrified young man approaches and holds out a data pad. “An encrypted message from Dr. Harrison, ma’am.” 
 
    Commissioner Daucour snatches it out of his hands. “Stay,” she orders without even looking at the aide. 
 
    She inserts a chip and touches her thumb to the pad, which apparently unlocks the message. As she reads the message, her head starts shaking, and I can feel her anger grow.  
 
    When finished, she taps out a message of her own, then touches her thumb to the device, then removes her chip. 
 
    Locking eyes on the aide, she extends the pad toward the aide but stops. “Deliver this to Simon Ah, Building 12, Room 3627. It’s urgent. Do nothing else until this is delivered.”  
 
    She finishes handing the pad to the aide, who takes it. “As you say, ma’am.” He turns on a heel and marches out, closing the door quietly. 
 
    Now alone, Minister Daucour softly whispers aloud. “The fools killed the girl without getting any useful information out of her. Captain Ah will clean this up, disposing of their bodies along with the girl’s. But Jaredaan will come after me now, unless I can shift the blame to Amal.” 
 
    As the scene fades, I notice the date. This will happen fourteen days from now. 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself, filled with grim determination. Daucour will kidnap and kill Summer if allowed to do so. I need to find a way to stop her before she can issue that order. Tomorrow, first thing, I’ll start arrangements for the option of last resort, then see what I can do to prevent us from ever having to go there. 
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 7: ASSAULT 
 
    Day 8 
 
   

 


 OFFICE, JARAMOR ESTATE 
 
    Last night’s revelations haunted my dreams. By 5:00 AM, I’d had enough of the tossing and turning, so came down to the office. Now, with dawn’s first light chasing the night away, I call Jazz, who has more than once told me about his morning workout being halfway done when the sun came up. 
 
    The line connects to panting and sounds of running. “Jared, surprised to hear from you so early. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “What’s our status of forces in New Brussels?” 
 
    “All four carriers are still operational, and I think we still have twelve assassins. I’ll need to check that. Are we going to do a covert operation there?” 
 
    “In all likelihood yes.” 
 
    “Time frame?” 
 
    “Seven days max.” 
 
    “Scope?” 
 
    “One bad actor.” 
 
    “The stakes?” 
 
    “They’re planning covert operations on Jaredaan to assassinate me if they can, otherwise to kidnap Summer. If this person is taken down, then we’ll be past this problem. If we attempt and fail, then it will be all out war.” 
 
    I hear the background noise drop away. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Jazz says. “This is too serious a discussion to do while running or to have overheard. Do I understand correctly that this is a must succeed mission with serious repercussions if we fail?” 
 
    “Very serious.” 
 
    “And we’re going to hit a Confederation official?” 
 
    “Yes. If this person is still alive in seven to ten days, then Summer or I, possibly both, will be killed.”  
 
    “And you’re certain of this?” 
 
    “Last night, I watched Summer die fourteen days from now. We have other options that I’m working, but if they don’t succeed, we need a preemptive strike.” 
 
    Jazz is quiet for a few seconds, obviously chewing on the situation and the moral conundrum it presents. Then he comes back. “How much intel do you have on our target? Do you know when and where you want us to take them?  
 
    “The only intel I have at the moment is the person and a loose timeframe. More will come.” 
 
    “OK, when I get back, I’ll confirm the status of our forces around New Brussels.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jazz.” 
 
    As the line drops, some of last night’s anxiety slips away. But it’s replaced by something different, guilt. There must be another way. 
 
    ... 
 
    My communicator sounds, drawing my attention back to it. 
 
    I connect. “Good morning, Julian.” 
 
    Julian replies with a harrumph. 
 
    “You were broadcasting last night, Jared. I take it you are convinced Commissioner Daucour is going to be the one who authorizes the kidnapping.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “You realize that Jaredaan would have more deniability, if we disabled her via the mystery?” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that. But the assassination of one of theirs, while they plot against us, will trigger a different type of caution going forward.” 
 
    “If that’s what you’ve seen, then so be it. But if it’s what you speculate, based on what the mystery has shown you, then I urge caution.”  
 
    ... 
 
    The short call with Julian has left me with as much anxiety as I had while tossing and turning last night. So, I do what I frequently do when stricken with uncertainty, dive into my work. 
 
    An hour later, a dozen reports consumed, my communicator sounds again. It’s Aaron. 
 
    “Hi Jared, just a quick reminder. We’re meeting with the Reconstruction Commission this morning at 11.” 
 
    I’m not sure how, but I completely missed the scheduling of this meeting. It kind of kills the chance of me getting back down to the Southern Research Station today. 
 
    “Can we connect earlier to discuss our strategy? A lot has happened over the last couple days that’s changed my view of the Reconstruction Commission.” 
 
    “Sure, the revised invite will go out shortly. See you then.” 
 
    Since I can’t head south today, I message Dylan to let him know that I’m still on for 8:00 but will be heading over to Heroldstown for the day. It will give me a chance to catch up with the ER Drone initiative before the call and the replicator initiative after. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRE-MEETING 
 
    I tie into the virtual conference and, moments later, Aaron and Kinsley appear opposite me, Aaron beaming with delight. 
 
    “I figured out how to start with us on opposite sides of the table, then switch you over to our side when the Commissioners join.” Aaron’s giddy voice matches the delight in his expression. 
 
    I smile back at him. “Good work, Aaron.” Then glancing at Kinsley, “Good morning, Kinsley. You two seem happy this morning.” 
 
    “Aaron is just pleased with himself for figuring out how the virtual conference controller works.” 
 
    The glow of goodwill in the room lingers as Aaron opens our discussion.  
 
    “Am I guessing correctly that you have a plan for the meeting?” 
 
    I nod. “Mostly I want to reaffirm our strategy. Our goal for this session is as it was before, to a) maintain our status as a Protected World, b) develop an even stronger trade relationship with the Confederation, and c) maintain and strengthen our mutual defense agreement. There’s little chance the commissioners will agree, but we have to put it out there as our starting position.” 
 
    Aaron nods. “Agreed.” 
 
    “If they’re true to form, then they’ll ask for another three-day delay. They may even offer a superficial concession of some sort. But at that point, we make a counteroffer asking for a seven-day delay so we can loop more of our people into the discussion. I doubt there will be any saber rattling.” 
 
    Aaron looks at me questioningly. “We don’t need seven days. There aren’t that many people to rope in.” 
 
    I chuckle. “The counter isn’t about roping people in. It’s about getting them to concede something.” 
 
    “Oh. But why delay at all. Why not say our decision is final?” 
 
    “It gives us more time to prepare. In all likelihood, a warship will arrive in two days, and they’ll start landing troops. We are dreadfully underprepared.” 
 
    “I thought you had thousands of ships.” 
 
    “I do, but they’re scattered throughout the Confederation. I only have about three dozen here. And we have nothing on the ground.” 
 
    I’m interrupted by the piercing sound of an emergency call on my communicator. I look at it and see that its Jazz. In a panic, I connect. 
 
    “What is it, Jazz?” 
 
    “One of the modern Confederation ships just decloaked in orbit. Its shuttle bay doors are opening,” 
 
    “Stop the shuttle, Jazz. Kill the ship if you have to. They’re coming for Summer!” 
 
    “We’re on it.” 
 
    I drop the line and call Dylan. 
 
    “Hey boss, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “A Confederation hit team just arrived in orbit. Where are you?” 
 
    “Here at the hanger.” 
 
    “Get airborne. I need you to pick up Summer and get her to the ship.” 
 
    “Are you coming?” 
 
    The question freezes me in my seat. 
 
    Aaron who’s heard the conversation, says, “If you will be safer there, then go.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in a minute. Emergency takeoff protocol.” 
 
    I drop the line then turn to Aaron. “I’m going to sit in on the call. I think I can do that and still plant ideas in your mind.” I see the look on Aaron’s face. “Please trust me, Aaron.” 
 
    I drop the conference connection, grab my data pad, then run as if my life depends upon it, which it probably does. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE TO JARAMOR 
 
    Thankfully, the shuttle hanger is next door to JPS headquarters. Dylan has already moved the shuttle out of the hanger. As I pull the hatch shut, Dylan calls out. “This is going to be a rough ride. Stow anything you brought.” 
 
    I stow my data pad in a small storage compartment, then head up front to strap myself in. When the safety harness snaps into place, I look up and see that we’re already 100 meters off the ground. 
 
    Dylan applies forward thrust and I’m slammed back in my seat. 
 
    “Sorry, 110% full military power. We’ll reach Mach 1 at about the halfway point, then reverse thrust. Estimated flight time 18 minutes.” 
 
    “Understood. I have to probe the mystery. Smack me if I haven’t come back before you need to reverse.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, I cast my mind out to the drone control room. There I find rapid chatter and a lot of distress. On the big holoprojection screen I see three of the newest most modern Confederation warships. All have gashes in them and are leaking atmosphere. I also see six combat shuttles in various stages of descent. They know they’re under fire and are taking extreme evasive maneuvers. 
 
    I hear one of the drone pilots swear, “Another miss.” 
 
    I lock my eyes on the lead combat shuttle and shift my attention to it. Moments later, I’m in the crowded cockpit. A flash probe reveals what I feared, they are targeting the Jaramor residence. 
 
    Without hesitancy or regret, I do as Edson taught me. I enter the pilot’s mind massively stimulating his brain activity. It only takes a few seconds to develop enough electrical activity to trigger a grand mal seizure. The violent convulsions send the shuttle into chaotic flight. 
 
    As the co-pilot struggles to gain control, I do the same to him.  
 
    Returning to the drone control room, I hear Jazz exclaim, “What happened to the lead shuttle? Did we hit it?” 
 
    I lock my attention onto the next shuttle and repeat, then am pulled back to myself, where I find Dylan slapping me. 
 
    “I’m back, but can’t stay.” 
 
    Dylan looks at me, shakes his head, then says, “Brace yourself.” 
 
    With that, he reverses power, and I’m slammed forward in my seat. 
 
    “Your slow return means we’re going to overshoot by almost 100 km.” 
 
    “No, I have to go back in. Take a longer path. Back off to 75% power.” 
 
    Dylan complies but locks me with the angriest stare I’ve ever received. 
 
    I cast my mind out to the third shuttle and am curious to see that it is no longer going evasive, it’s in a power dive, racing for the ground. It takes less than a minute to trigger seizures in both pilots. 
 
    Returning to the drone control room, a different kind of anxiety has set in. At first, I don’t get it, then the ship shakes. Looking at the holoprojection I see a huge geyser of water falling back toward the ground, some landing on the derelict ship we positioned upriver as part of Project Deception. 
 
    “They just launched another salvo,” one of the pilots shouts out. 
 
    Another laughs in relief. “They obviously think we’re in the derelict, the new rounds are headed straight for it. 
 
    Having lingered here too long, I search the holoprojector for the next shuttle. Only one is left and it’s getting close to the ground. I cast my mind out and in moments I’m in the cockpit. 
 
    The co-pilot is watching the altimeter. “We’ll need to reverse power in another twenty seconds.”  
 
    “Reversing power in twenty seconds,” the pilot acknowledges as he feathers the controls to counteract drift. 
 
    I watch as the seconds tick by. Finally, the copilot starts the countdown. “Reversing thrust in three, two, one.” 
 
    I lock on to the pilot and push with all the power I can muster, “Full ahead, 125% full military power.” 
 
    As the co-pilot says reverse, the pilot increases the downward thrust from 25% to 125%. 
 
    “Reverse thrust!” The co-pilot screams. 
 
    In a desperate attempt to save themselves, the pilots reverse thrust and attempt to level out. The additional lift from the stub wings buys them several more seconds as the shuttle shoots away from Jaramor, impacting the water near the far shore of the great sea. 
 
    I come back to myself amidst the most severe turbulence I’ve experienced in the shuttle.  
 
    “We were almost hit by a combat shuttle falling out of the sky,” Dylan announces. “The pilots apparently got control at the last minute, but it was too little, too late.” 
 
    “The Confederation has functionally declared war on us.” I spit out, angry that I didn’t see this coming. “There are three Confederation warships in orbit. They launched six ground invasion shuttles. They’ve also started taking pot shots at the alien derelict we landed upriver. By the way, I took down four of the shuttles. Jazz and company got the other two. How far out are we?” 
 
    Dylan snorts and points ahead. “How hot do you want to come in?” 
 
    I see that we’re heading west over the great sea at an altitude of 1,000 meters. “That shuttle must have come down right in front of you.” 
 
    “It went under us just before it hit the water. That’s why there was so much turbulence.” 
 
    Ahead, I see the far side of the great sea and can just make out some of the buildings in Jaramor. 
 
    “Ten minutes out?” I guess. 
 
    “If I speed up a little.” 
 
    “No, don’t. I need to go back into the mystery.” 
 
    I settle back in my seat and cast my mind out toward the drone control room. As I arrive, I feel the ship shake again. 
 
    Mel snorts. “Another miss.” They’re really struggling to compensate for the mountain winds.” 
 
    Jazz is less charitable. “No, any competent gunnery officer could hit that target in a hurricane. The moron at the controls must be someone’s nephew.” 
 
    Jazz makes a series of rapid moves, then shouts, “Yes!” 
 
    I see the lights on one of the Confederation ships go out as one of its nacelles falls away. Moments later, its beacon goes off, requesting emergency assistance. 
 
    “I have lock on ship two, port nacelle,” Mel calls out. 
 
    “Take it,” Jazz shoots back. 
 
    “I’ve got lock on ship two’s starboard nacelle,” Nat calls out. 
 
    “Wait on Mel,” Jazz replies. 
 
    I watch as Mel’s shot hits and the port nacelle shears away. I hear Nat’s lock alarm buzz, then seconds later, “Lock reacquired.” 
 
    “Take the shot,” Jazz responds. 
 
    I fast forward and see that the shot is going to hit. Knowing that all three ships are now disabled, I come back to myself. 
 
    Dylan apparently sees my head lift up. “Back just in time. I thought I was going to have to land with you still blacked out.” He motions ahead. “It seems we have a reception committee waiting for us.” 
 
    I look up and see Summer and the ladies near the front entrance. Changing focus, I quickly reach out to probe Aaron. He’s embroiled in hostile conversation. My sense is that he needs help. I plant a thought. “Hold on, I can join you in another minute.” 
 
    As the shuttle touches down, Dylan asks, “How long are we going to be here?” 
 
    “Not sure yet. The Confederation ships have lost main power. The shuttles were all destroyed. But they may still have some teeth. I’ve also got some unsettled business with the Reconstruction Committee. I’ll get back to you in an hour.” 
 
    “Got it boss.” Dylan replies, as I make my way to the hatch. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, JARAMOR ESTATE 
 
    After quick greetings, Summer follows me as I head for my office. 
 
    “I was scared to death after Dylan’s call. Are we safe yet?” 
 
    “Don’t know. That’s what I need to check.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” She asks as she follows me into the office and takes a seat. 
 
    “I’m going to call Jazz, then I’m going to tie into the call with the Reconstruction Commission.” 
 
    “They did this while you were supposed to be on a call with them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I can see Summer smoldering as I connect to Jazz. 
 
    He picks up. “Busy here, Jared.” 
 
    “I know, I took down four of the shuttles.” 
 
    There’s silence for a moment, as Jazz processes my words. “The two that seemingly went crazy and the two that power dived into the ground.” 
 
    “Is there any fight left in the three ships?” 
 
    “They got off one more potshot at the derelict, but missed by kilometers, messing up one of the orchards.” 
 
    Although it’s petty, the fact that they slagged one of my orchards really pisses me off. 
 
    I quickly cast my mind out and find the ship I’m looking for. 
 
    “OK. There’s a ship in orbit around Caladon. It’s called the CSS Montague. It’s the same class as the ships you took down today. I want it disabled.” 
 
    “We only have one assassin left in Caladon.” 
 
    “Jump it in next to the ship. Use its maneuvering thrusters and disruption spear to skewer the ship taking out both nacelles with one shot, then go to stealth.” 
 
    “We’ll probably be seen.” 
 
    “That’s OK. This is a warning being dropped on the Reconstruction Commission’s doorstep.” 
 
    “You sure you want to do this, Jared?” I can hear the concern in Jazz’s voice as he continues, “Our numbers here are not good. We sacrificed half our assassins today. They have a couple hundred ships. They could overwhelm our forces and with enough effort, they could take this ship.” 
 
    “Understood. But the message must be sent that we can take the fight to them. I need to go, message me when you have lock, then wait for my reply.” 
 
    “OK.” The delay in Jazz’s reply shows the degree of his concern. 
 
    “Trust me, Jazz.” 
 
    As I drop the line, Summer says, “I agree with you. We have to hit them, or this will just repeat.” 
 
    “I need to hop onto the Virtual Conference. It would be better if they don’t see you.” 
 
    Summer nods, then moves to the far corner, out of sight of the virtual conference room scanners. 
 
    As I tie into the meeting, the discussion comes to a halt. 
 
    Commissioner Daucour is the first to speak. “I didn’t think we would see you today, Elder Daan.” A quick probe reveals that she’s the one that ordered today’s attack. 
 
    “No, I suppose you didn’t.” The words hang there for a second, then I add, “Your actions today were incalculably stupid. You have committed an act of war.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she replies. “We were just sending aid to an allied world.” 
 
    I feel my communicator vibrate in my pocket and quickly probe to confirm it’s Jazz. In a clear breach of meeting protocol, I pull the communicator out of my pocket and place it on the table, then look up at the commissioner. 
 
    “Call it what you want. But we are now at war, and I demand your immediate surrender.” 
 
    “Surely, there’s a better way, ...” Commissioner Porti starts. 
 
    But he’s cut off by Commissioner Daucour, “We will never surrender to you, child!” 
 
    In a highly exaggerated motion, I hover my finger over my communicator. “Is that your final position on the matter?” 
 
    Porti comes back, “This is totally unnecessary!”  
 
    “Then it begins.” I push the ‘approved’ button on my communicator, then lazily cast my gaze on the commissioner.  
 
    “Here, here.” Commissioner Porti asserts himself. “Surely reasonable people can come to a better accommodation than this.” 
 
    We sit in silence for several seconds, then alarms go off on the commissioner’s communicators.  
 
    I cast my mind out and see that the Montague is more heavily damaged than expected. Two of the three other ships in system are moving toward it. 
 
    “It only took one shot to take the Montague down. According to our intelligence team, you have two other ships going to her rescue. In war, it’s foolish for a ship to move into firing range of their opponent. Are you sure you want to continue this war?” 
 
    “You staged ships in our system!” Daucour shouts. 
 
    “The same ships that took down ten alien conquest ships are still in your system, defending against another alien attack.” 
 
    “We surrender, Jared,” Commission chair Porti says. “This has gone on long enough. You can retain your status as a protected world. We are natural allies and regret the misunderstanding that led us to this point. May I ask the status of the ships we sent to Jaredaan?” 
 
    “The three ships are totally disabled, all power lost. The six shuttles were shot down, their crews lost. They never had a chance. Your total disregard for the lives of your people sickens me. Did you really think they would have a chance against a force that completely decimated the aliens? Did you think we would have less protection for our own home than for yours?” 
 
    Daucour starts to respond, but Porti silences her. 
 
    “Are you able to render assistance to the disabled ships?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we don’t have the shuttle capacity to offload your crew. We will allow a reasonable number of your ships to enter the system to offload crew and tow your ships to port. But remember hundreds of stealth ships are in our system. They will be watching with a close eye. Any act of violence on your part will result in the total destruction of your forces, in Jaredaan space and throughout the Confederation, not a single ship spared.” 
 
    “Understood. We’ll make sure our ships announce themselves on entry. Are we done here?” 
 
    “I have one more item of business I’d like to raise,” Aaron says. 
 
    “Please,” Commissioner Porti replies. 
 
    “Several of the other protected worlds have reached out to us, seeking protection from forced membership into the Confederation. Those worlds are now under our protection.” 
 
    I see Commissioner Daucour’s eyes flare, but she holds her tongue. 
 
    “Understood.” Commissioner Porti nods his head, then asks, “Is our business here done for now.” 
 
    “It is,” Aaron agrees. 
 
    “Again, you have my sincerest apologies for today’s misunderstanding. I declare this meeting closed.” 
 
    As the images across the table dissolve, Aaron shakes his head. “That surely didn’t go as expected.” 
 
    “No, it didn’t.” I agree. “They blindsided us, and we almost lost everything.” 
 
    “It was that close?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “Two of their invasion shuttles got within a couple kilometers of my estate before we took them down. The aerial bombardment came within half a kilometer of our pilot stations. I need to significantly beef up our forces and rethink several aspects of our defense before they return.” 
 
    “You think they’re going to return?” 
 
    “I’m certain of it.” 
 
    ... 
 
    As the virtual conference line shuts down, Summer quietly asks, “Are we still going to head down to the alien ship?” 
 
    “I think the Reconstruction Commission is sufficiently spooked that...” I stop midsentence, suddenly worried I’m about to make a critical decision without having probed it first. 
 
    “What?” Summer asks with concern. 
 
    “Give me a minute, I need to probe this.” 
 
    ... 
 
    I cast my mind out in search of Commissioner Daucour. She is in a Conference room briefing people I’ve never seen before. A quick probe reveals that these are nominees for the Confederation Council running on Daucour’s party ticket. 
 
    “The mission to capture the girl was botched,” one of the nominees exclaims. “How did that happen?” 
 
    A flash probe reveals that the questioners name is Capt. Nadia Laurens, a retired Confederation fighter pilot. 
 
    “Jaredaan had defenses prepared, waiting in stealth.” 
 
    In a sudden flash of insight, Capt. Laurens shakes her head, “We sent forces into a hot zone without stealth capable shuttles. Unbelievable!” 
 
    “Would that have worked?” Commissioner Daucour asks, hopefully. 
 
    “I led several dozen nighttime stealth snatches. The only ones that failed were ones in which the target was not where the intelligence people said it would be.” 
 
    The coldness of the way Capt. Laurens refers to a living human as an ‘it’ sends a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “How long would it take to set up a mission like that?” 
 
    “These are usually planned months in advance, but we’ve made successful snatches in as little as seven or eight days. It’s all driven by the intelligence.” 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself and see Summer waiting impatiently. “We need to go down to the ship. It looks like they’re going to make their move sooner than I thought.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 JPS HEADQUARTERS 
 
    I went to Heroldstown this morning because Charlie and the team would be bringing up our first fully-human-made replicator this afternoon. I’d expected to join them on the manufacturing floor after the call with the Reconstruction Commission. 
 
    The Confederation’s failed attack changed our plans. Summer and I are now aboard the alien ship, housed within the Southern Research Station, not at Jaramor Power Systems. But Charlie’s team set up a portable virtual conference system on the manufacturing floor, allowing Summer and I to participate. 
 
    As the system connects, the engineering team and replicators materialize around us.  
 
    “Jared, Summer,” Charlie greets. “Good to see you. Sorry to hear about what happened today, but I’m really excited you could join us virtually. 
 
    Summer smiles warmly. “Thank you for getting this set up for us, Charlie. 
 
    Charlie nods at us with a smile, then turns to his team. “Everyone ready?” He calls it out like a showman on one of those royalty free exo-net game shows. 
 
    The question falls a bit flat, but he’s undeterred. 
 
    Charlie holds up an injector. “This is the first part that didn’t build properly on Unit 1. It isn’t the only part that failed, just the first. These...” Charlie points at seven other parts set out on a table. “...are the first parts in their respective class that also failed.  
 
    “Unit 1 was subsequently repaired and used to build Unit 2. We are now going to run all eight of these on both units. If they come out the same, then we’ll launch the part runs for Units 3 and 4. If those work, then we’ll call the design sound and go to mass production, both here and on the space station.” 
 
    His words hang there for a second, then he motions to Moose. 
 
    “Myles will launch the runs on Unit 1.”  
 
    Moose spits back, “The name is Moose.” 
 
    He motions to CC. “Candace will launch the run of the parts on Unit 2.” 
 
    CC raises an eyebrow at the use of her given name. Most everyone else claps. 
 
    “Let the replication begin!” Charlie exclaims amid the groans over his corny ploy. 
 
    Minutes tick by, then the first parts are done. As the next set are launched, Charlie brings out the calipers. His confidence as he takes the measurements is remarkable. 
 
    “Dimensionally identical!” he declares. 
 
    Over the next hour, the remaining parts are run, each dimensionally identical. Once the final part checks out, Charlie turns to me. “Jared, are we authorized to run the next two units?” 
 
    “You are, Charlie. Congratulations.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, ALIEN SHIP 
 
    “Do you think it will work?” Summer asks once the line has dropped. 
 
    “I do. I’ll probe it, of course. But I think it will work.” 
 
    She smiles at me, but I can tell there’s more she wants to ask. 
 
    “Then after that?” 
 
    “In two days, we’ll have parts for two more replicators. One will be built here. The other will be built on the space station. Three days after that we’ll have six replicators here, two on the space station. A week from now, focus on the station will shift to the extended-range drones. A month from now, we’ll have more firepower than the rest of the Confederation, the aliens, and the Rufarven combined.” 
 
    I see the look I’m getting from Summer.  
 
    “OK, it may take a little longer to become bigger than the others combined, but we will be well on our way.” 
 
    Summer smiles at my exuberance, but it quickly fades. “You realize that we can’t stay here, on the ship, forever. It’s undoubtedly the safest place on the planet, but we can’t run away from the problem with the Confederation. We need to tackle it head on, and my sense is that we need to do it sooner rather than later.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    My plan for tonight is to probe the members of the Reconstruction Commission. The Jaramor elders have been doing this for months now. They knew the Confederation was planning a kidnapping attempt, but amazingly did not discern one would happen today. 
 
    Shortly after Summer falls asleep, I cast my mind out to find Commissioner Daucour, who is also the Prime Minister of New Brussels. The mystery draws me to Brazza, the capital city, then to the Prime Minister’s mansion, where I find her in bed with a man who looks surprisingly younger than she does. He’s asleep, only partially covered by the sheets, and obviously naked. 
 
    The prime minister is awake, eyes open, contemplating the man. A quick probe reveals they were sexually entangled just a half hour earlier. A deeper probe reveals a darkness that makes me shudder. The man is a general in the Confederation Military, one of the top officers in special forces. She has been developing him for some time now, drawing him into her web with occasional trysts and promises of more. He’s one of many men she’s brought under her control this way. As I can now see, Martin Wilson, Admiral Tang’s former attaché, was one of those men. No wonder she was able to reach him in almost no time during my interview a couple weeks back. 
 
    After the debrief meeting this afternoon, she called the man lying next to her and invited him over for dinner at 9:00. Her memories of the conversation are still fresh, but they seem tainted, so I move back in time to watch for myself. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Ma’am, General Cameron Yu has arrived for dinner.” 
 
    Prime Minister Daucour turns to the head of her evening security detail. “Thank you, Henri. Tell the general I’ll be out shortly.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    A few minutes later, she gets up and walks over to the mirror. As she tidies herself, I hear her thought, “Yu can be such a tedious man. But he’s so easily persuaded.” A chortle escapes, as she turns and heads out to the dining room. 
 
    Waiting for her is a man at least 20 years her junior. He’s muscular and ramrod straight. As he catches sight of her, he smiles. 
 
    “So easy,” Minister Daucour broadcasts with surprisingly little psychic discipline. 
 
    “Cameron, thank you for coming over this evening.” 
 
    “Good evening, ma’am.” 
 
    As she puts out her hand to shake, I sense an odd emotional response that I cannot pinpoint. 
 
    Cameron takes her hand, but comes in close and whispers, “It’s a pleasure to see you this evening, Claire.” Then kisses her on the cheek. 
 
    Although she shows no measure of offense, I can tell that ‘Claire’ is unhappy about the familiar greeting. It’s accompanied by the thought, “I hope no one saw that.” Probing deeper, I finally put the pieces together. They are in a public part of the Prime Minister’s mansion. Henri, her chief of security, knows of her relationship with the general. The rest of the staff don’t, and she wants to keep it that way. 
 
    The two are seated, then dinner is brought out. To my surprise the conversation is relatively light for a ‘business’ dinner. Claire is masterfully steering the conversation away from her purpose tonight, which initially puzzles me. But by the time the main course is finished, I can feel the desire starting to well up in the general. 
 
    As the staff starts clearing the plates, Claire asks, “Are you aware of the debacle that occurred on Jaredaan today?” 
 
     “I heard that internal security botched a relatively high-profile arrest today and lost a couple assets. But that’s all I know. Did this have something to do with the guy that allegedly interfered in the battle with the aliens?” 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    I see Henri come into the room and approach Claire. “It’s late ma’am, the staff want to know if you’d like dessert. If so, I could take it to your parlor, so the staff can clean up and head home.” 
 
    “Thank you, Henri. Time seems to have slipped by without me noticing.” Turning her attention to Cameron, “Would you like to come up to the residence for some tea, and whatever sweet cake they’ve prepared this evening.” 
 
    He replies, “Yes, ma’am. That would be nice.” But his thoughts suggest that he thinks of her as the ‘sweet cake.’ 
 
    She turns back to the head of her security detail. “Henri, could you distract whoever is guarding the entrance to the private portion of the mansion tonight, so we can slip in unseen.” 
 
    “It’s Gaston tonight, ma’am. When you see us walk by, you can enter without being seen.” 
 
    A minute later, Henri and Gaston pass by the door. Then Claire asks, “Care to join me?” 
 
    ... 
 
    As Claire and Cameron enter the parlor, she indicates the armchair on the right, which I find curious. The main sitting area features a glass table set in front of a three-seat sofa with armchairs at either end. 
 
    She takes the one on the left, two meters from her presumed consort for the evening. Then she starts in without preamble. 
 
    “Jared Daan is a very wealthy man. He created, or at least he’s the one that marketed, the DAGS drugs. He’s the one that hired away the Confederation’s top scientists. Together they developed the technology to defeat the aliens. We need that technology and he’s refused to sell it to us, even refused to sell any products derived from it. The only reason the Confederation could not respond to the alien invasion was because of the lack of technology. He took our best people, took their best ideas, and created technology we would otherwise have created. And he did it to advance his own agenda. We made every concession, even offered his marginally habitable world membership, a place at the table. Yet he’s refused. It’s an untenable situation.” 
 
    “It is,” Cameron replies. “Why haven’t we gone in and just taken it?” 
 
    “We tried. The security forces went in today to arrest him and his woman. But they shot down six of our combat shuttles and disabled three of our security force’s ships.” 
 
    Cameron gives a harumph. “Let me guess. Internal security didn’t approach in stealth.” 
 
    “No, they didn’t.” 
 
    The words hang there for an unnaturally long time, then Cameron breaks the silence. “Why didn’t you contact me? We have a nearly perfect snatch rate. We could have collected these two and delivered them for debriefing and prosecution.” 
 
    The Prime Minister looks unnaturally shy. “The staff referred the case to internal security. I trusted their judgement on the matter and didn’t want to risk compromising our relationship.” 
 
    The way she says this is so misleading that I want to gag. But the general eats it up. To her credit, she’s played him well. Cameron, on the other hand, has been completely sucked in. 
 
    “Can you help us?” 
 
    He hesitates, but is saved by a knock on the door, and the words, “Tea service.” 
 
    “Come,” Claire calls out. 
 
    Henri opens the door, then wheels in the cart. “Would you like anything else, ma’am?” 
 
    “No, that’s perfect Henri. I think we’re settled here. Housekeeping can come for the cart in the morning.” 
 
    He nods, then retreats. “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    As Henri exits, Claire turns to Cameron. “Let me.”  
 
    She pours the tea, divvies up the cake, then sits. “Can you help us? These two are difficult targets with strong space defenses. On the ground? We don’t know, but they don’t seem to have anything.” 
 
    Cameron is slow responding. I can hear his thoughts. He doubts she has the authorizations. 
 
    Claire, obviously sensing his doubt, stands and motions toward the master bedroom. “Maybe we can discuss this in a more private setting.” 
 
    Cameron smiles and stands, then follows her to the bedroom. Once inside, she kisses him and unbuttons the top button of his shirt. “Will you organize this mission for me? When it’s over, you could come back to debrief me.” 
 
    Not wanting to see more, I disengage. But two things stand out in my mind. General Cameron Yu loves this despicable woman. And he truly believes she loves him. Prime Minister Daucour, on the other hand, is already thinking about how to dispose of him once he delivers Summer. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 8: CONFRONTATION 
 
    Day 9 
 
   

 


 MESS HALL 
 
    Despite hours in the mystery last night, I’m up early and reasonably refreshed. I’m also feeling a little better about our relationship with the Confederation. Commissioner Daucour remains a problem, but I know how to deal with that. Her primary ally in the effort to integrate Jaredaan is Commissioner Rose Bondar, the prime minister of Caladon. These two are clearly the most power hungry. The difference is that Bondar would be elected as President of the Confederation if the election were held today. So, she’s more interested in consolidating her power than acquiring more at the risk of losing what she’s gained. 
 
    On the other side of the table, Commissioner Porti still wants me in. His idea is to form a broad-based defensive alliance of the Confederation, the Association of Protected Worlds, and any of the independents that would like to join. In his scheme, each organization would retain control of its military forces. Each could call on the others in a crisis. I would head the new defensive alliance and be responsible for everything outside human space. Two of the other commissioners have taken his side: Björn Söllner of New Berlin, and Helena Doukas of Anabourine. The two remaining Commissioners, Omar Leon of Nueva Peru and Isaiah MacKensie of New Perth, do not want to address the defensive problem before the election. But secretly, they side with Commissioner Porti. 
 
    At this point, Daucour is the only one that still wants to force Jaredaan’s hand. She has sympathy from Bondar, but no support from any of the other commissioners. I’ll continue to monitor Daucour and General Yu daily. In the short-term, Summer and I will stay here on the ship. But I think we’re safe now. 
 
      
 
   

 

 UPGRADES 
 
    “Jared, you seem lost in thought.” 
 
    I look up and see that Cal has come in. 
 
    “I heard about yesterday’s excitement,” Cal continues. “Glad to have you back aboard the ship.” 
 
    “Good to see you, too, Cal. Things seem unusually quiet here this morning.” 
 
    Cal nods his head. “Trust me. The starboard side of the ship is really hopping. They’ve finally set up a real mess hall over there. The only people that eat on this side are you and the engineering team, which on most days is just me.” 
 
    “So, what have you been up to, Cal?” 
 
    “Until the other day, mostly papers. But since you came down, I’ve been looking at personal protection, up-close weapons, and stuff like that. Oh, I also figured out how the spacetime disruption bombs work.” 
 
    “How do they work?” 
 
    Cal starts to answer, then seems lost for words. “I’ve worked out the math and a sample design but haven’t built the vocabulary to describe it yet.” 
 
    “Can you give me a clue?” 
 
    “It’s kind of the same as our existing weapons, but spherical. Inside there’s a power source and modulated field generator similar to what I used to make my handheld weapon. The two big differences are a) the outer layer is functionally a spherical field emitter, and b) the power supply allows so much power through that it burns itself up. Both the spherical emitter and the self-destructing zero-point energy device are clever engineering applications of the same science.” 
 
    “Why our own design?” I ask curiously. “Is there an advantage?” 
 
    “The primary advantage is that we can make them any size we want and integrate them into our standard control systems.” 
 
    “Have you tested one?” 
 
    Cal gives me a look. “It’s not safe to test on a populated world. If it were to ‘fail on’... Ah, if it failed to blow up, but continued operating at a lower level, ...then it might consume the planet.” 
 
    “Oh, didn’t think about that. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s an idea I’ve been playing with for some time...” 
 
    Cal pauses for no discernable reason, so I use my hands to motion for him to continue. 
 
    “You remember the Stadler constant, right? The relationship between the energy of transition and boundary layer friction...” 
 
    “Vaguely.” 
 
    “For a space craft of a given mass, it functionally limits the effective speed in FTL.” 
 
    “Right,” I reply, the ideas snapping back into place. “Our carrier drones use a really high Stadler constant?” 
 
    Cal smiles as if I were a wayward student that finally got a question right. “Yeah, the carrier FTL drive operates at 16.48, almost ten times the Confederation’s 1.649.” Cal locks eyes with me. “I found some multiverse layers with even higher constants, up in the 40s.” He looks at me expectantly. 
 
    “Does that mean they’d be two plus times faster than the carriers?”  
 
    Cal laughs and shakes his head. “No. It’s a non-linear relationship that depends on the rest of the design. If we...” 
 
    I raise my hand and Cal stops. This was explained to me a year and a half ago and I’m trying to pull back what I learned. 
 
    “It depends on how we use it, right?” 
 
    Cal laughs. “That’s what I just said.” 
 
    I can’t recall what Cal said that sent me down this line of reasoning, but quickly shoot back. “If we use it to add speed, then it’s more than proportional. If we keep speed constant, then we can carry a bigger payload.” 
 
    Cal smiles. “Not bad, Jared. Not bad at all.” 
 
    “So, what do we do with it?” I ask excitedly.  
 
    The response I get is far less affirming. Cal just laughs, shaking his head. When he notices my stare, he takes on a much more serious demeanor. 
 
    “Jared, you’re the mission commander. What do you want? More speed? Or more payload?”  
 
    “Well, let me think. For emergency deployments or distant missions, I need more speed. For replenishment missions, I need more payload. Oh, and given some of the things that have happened recently, I think we’re going to need more powerful drones with more firepower.” 
 
    “Then where should we start?” 
 
    “Let’s upgrade the extended range carrier for better speed.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, boss. If I get the upgrade design for the extended range carrier done today, can you work the pattern changes with me tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem.” 
 
    “Anything else we want to fix while we’re tinkering with it?” 
 
    “Not for the carrier, but I’d love to get a speed upgrade and dual control for the assassins.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION PLANNING ROOM 
 
    Since I’m planning to be here for a week or more, I want to use some of that time to get caught up with my piloting team. To that end, I’ve called a meeting with Jazz and his five squadron commanders. 
 
    Summer and I enter the conference room and are immediately welcomed by Jazz. 
 
    “Jared, Summer. So good to see you. I trust you’re both OK after yesterday’s excitement.” 
 
    “We are,” Summer replies. “Thank you all for coming to our rescue.” 
 
    As I shake hands with Jazz, I realize that I don’t know all the people in the room. 
 
    “Jazz, good to see you. And thanks for taking the time to talk with us. Can you remind me who we have here today?” 
 
    “Sure. As both our mission and our pilot team has expanded, it became clear we needed to break into squadrons. These five are the squadron leaders I’ve selected.” 
 
    Jazz points to Mel. “You know Mel, of course, she was part of our original team of five. And you were part of the recruitment team that brought us Max Boyd, whose call sign is Bolt. The newer members that you only met in passing are Zara Oak, whose call sign is Zee, and Jaxon Adams, whose call sign is Ice. I’ve never met anyone as cool under fire as Ice is. 
 
    “And last, but not least, I’d like to introduce you to Cindra Durie, whose call sign is Smoke. I’ve never seen her miss a shot; she smokes ‘em every time.” 
 
    I step over to shake her hand. “Smoke, pleasure to meet you. I’m sorry I couldn’t be there when you joined.” 
 
    I flash probed each as they were introduced. Internally, I smile at Smoke. She’s shocked by my age and a little put off that Summer is here. I’ll have to work on that. 
 
    Once we’re all seated, I open the meeting. “As you all know, we’ve been in something of a holding pattern because of glitches on the technology front. I think we’re past that now and will soon be flooded with new equipment, which makes this a good time to review our plans and discuss some new technical options for our drones.” 
 
    I stop there to flash probe the group. They are all anxious to know when we’re going to launch the first mission into Lepodred space. 
 
    “As I think you all know, a species known as the Lepodred are the aliens of the Great Alien War. They are militarily powerful, the most powerful species in our region of the galaxy. Their home world is the planet Pasalorn, which is approximately 10,700 light years from here in the Perseus arm of the galaxy. The Lepodred occupy 472 planets and moons. They have subjugated over 500 other worlds. The subjugated worlds must present 1% of their population for harvest each year. Depending on the situation, failure to submit to the harvest will result in hunting to extinction, planetary bombardment, or system destruction.” 
 
    I stop there to let my words sink in for a second. 
 
    “Our mission is to liberate these worlds. The first world we will liberate is one occupied by a people known as Atarapt. Summer is part of the intelligence team that has researched the Atarapt, so I’ll turn the next part of this briefing over to her.” 
 
    Summer smiles at me, then stands and puts an image of the planet up in the holoprojection. 
 
    “This is an image of the planet Paranept. It is similar to Earth in terms of size and surface area covered in water. Possibly the biggest difference is the twelve smallish continents. 
 
    “The Atarapt were spacefaring at the time of their subjugation. They had travelled to the nearest stars and settled a few small colonies on other worlds. When the Lepodred attacked, the Atarapt space force was destroyed within an hour. The Atarapt surrendered, then the harvests began. 
 
    “They have been under Lepodred rule for a little less than 1,000 years. The Lepodred have allowed them to organize the harvest by region, so there are annual harvests spread throughout the year. It’s become a popular Lepodred vacation spot. The tourists come for a week of hedonistic indulgence that starts with a slaughter.” 
 
    By the time Summer finishes with the details of, and images from, harvest day, the pilots are enraged. When she turns the floor back to me, Jazz asks, “How soon before we go put an end to this?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I would like to discuss. The new ER-carriers have a functional speed of 110,000c which means transit time will take a little over twenty-seven days once we acquire the vector. The speed when entering FTL needs to be 0.0002c, which will take just over six days. Deceleration to combat speed will also take six days, so total transit time will be approximately thirty-nine days. 
 
    “The ER-carriers are equipped with twelve assassins, a disruption spear, and a dual comm-system. 
 
    “I know you all know this but bring it up because we have a new FTL drive option that will allow us to either increase speed or increase payload. If used for payload, then we could load more assassins, or other weapons we’re developing.  
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    I direct the question toward Jazz, who points to Smoke. 
 
    She smiles, then says, “Thrust from the ion-drive. I never miss if I can acquire lock in time. Lock time is a function of thrust from the ion drive. More thrust will help with positioning and fire control, as well as reduce the time it takes to attain our vector for entry into FTL.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Jazz grunts then points to Ice. 
 
    “Assassins. They’re our primary ammo. More ammo, same speed? I’ll take that offer any day.” 
 
    Jazz points to Zee, who replies, “Tough choice, but I’ll go with assassins. It’s a long run home to reload.” 
 
    Jazz pings Mel and Bolt, who both agree with Zee, then throws in his own comment. “I agree with Ice and Smoke. Sub-light speed would be a big tactical upgrade in combat. But, when you consider reload time, having more assassins seems the better strategic option. We’re already struggling with assassin capacity in our on-going clean-up mission in the Confederation.” 
 
    Jazz’s comment triggers another option Cal and I discussed. “We’re also considering the development of a cargo drone. It’s basically the ER-carrier without weapons or alien drive/comm units, just basic comms, propulsion, and stealth. It could be dispatched with twenty assassins to reload the carrier drones.” 
 
    “We need that like yesterday for our Confederation deployment,” Jazz comments. 
 
    “Let me work up a proposal with Cal. Maybe we can have something to test by the end of the week.” 
 
    Jazz nods. “Thanks, Jared, this will really help.” 
 
    “Any update on the mission into Rufarven space?” I ask. 
 
    “The drones will drop from FTL in Staging System Four in three days. From there, next steps will depend on what we find. But the plan is to clear Staging System Four, then Staging System One, then chase down the salvage ship and trash the ship it’s towing.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Two days have passed since the tryst between Commissioner Daucour and Admiral Yu. I have probed both twice a day since, rewinding through their day, listening in on important meetings and calls. Commissioner Daucour seems intent to attempt another kidnapping, yet never raises the issue with the other commissioners. Her plan is to let Admiral Yu carry out the mission, then use Summer to leverage me into the Confederation. Her plan seems delusional, which worries me because I’ve seen no evidence that she will get what she wants even if I cave. 
 
    Admiral Yu is a different matter. He’s so infatuated with the commissioner that it’s never occurred to him that he’s been misled into accepting an illegal mission. He’ll be eligible for retirement in five years and plans to ask Daucour to marry him, so is plowing ahead in hopes of winning her. 
 
    The admiral has already approved a mission, including specific assets and personnel. A spy ship, called the CSS Walther, is being repositioned. In two days, it will rendezvous with the black-ops, stealth shuttle named Cover of Night, captained by special forces commander Timothy Fessenden. The rendezvous will take place in high orbit above Transbaru.  
 
    Because the Confederation has no assets in system that can locate me or Summer, final planning for the mission will start after the spy ship arrives in-system. They think it has the ability to find us while cloaked. I doubt it has the ability to find us at all. But either way, the actual strike won’t take place until detailed planning is complete, which means they’ll need to find us first.  
 
    Tomorrow, I’ll check in with Jazz to see if we have assets in Transbaru that can deal with the inbound ships. If I can’t stop this via other means, then those ships must be destroyed before they reach Jaredaan space. 
 
      
 
    Day 10 
 
   

 

 STARBOARD MESS HALL 
 
    For the first time in forever, I set an alarm this morning. I want to talk to Jazz informally so hope to catch him at breakfast after his morning workout. The alarm woke Summer, who figured out something was up before falling back asleep. The two of us get to the starboard mess a few minutes before the pilots return. There we find someone I haven’t met before. He hears us come in, then freezes. 
 
    “You’re Jared Daan, right?” 
 
    “I am. This is my wife, Summer. You are?” 
 
    “Ah...” 
 
    A flash probe reveals his name is Rory O’Byrne, call sign ‘Fire.’ 
 
    “Fire,” I say. “Summer, meet Rory O’Byrne, he joined...” I pause as if trying to remember his start date, but I’m actually probing. This is another of the tricks the elders taught me. “He joined us three weeks ago, from...” Yeah, same trick. “...New Wales. Fire, it’s a pleasure to meet you in person.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Pleased to meet you also.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you out with the others, Fire?” Summer asks. 
 
    “We rotate who has kitchen duty. It’s my turn today.” 
 
    Summer looks at the mess in the kitchen and broadcasts her distaste. Nonetheless, she smiles. “Why don’t you let me help?” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am. I’m clueless.” 
 
    Summer broadcasts, “You got that right.” And I can’t help but laugh. She gives me a look, then says, “Jared was that way when we first met. He’ll help too.” 
 
    I suppose I earned that. Fifteen minutes later, as it’s starting to smell good in the mess, the rest of the pilots come pouring in. All the chatter and excitement fades when they see Summer and me helping get breakfast ready. Jazz is the last one in. He starts laughing when he sees us, then exclaims, “Jared, you finally decided to join us for breakfast!” 
 
    His outburst breaks the tension, then he comes over. “Summer, what can I do to help?” 
 
    I have to hand it to Jazz. The rest of the pilots froze when they saw us helping Fire. Now that Jazz is pitching in, they’re at ease. He completely normalized the situation. 
 
    Once everyone else is served, the three of us grab some food then take a seat in the corner. 
 
    “So, what can I do for you, Jared?” Jazz asks. 
 
    “The Confederation is winding up for kidnapping attempt two.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Sadly no. This time they’re coming in a stealth ship, with a shuttle that can deploy without the ship having to drop its cloak.” 
 
    “A black ops snatch,” Jazz spits out with disgust. 
 
    “The ship, the CSS Walther, will be rendezvousing with a special forces team operating a shuttle called, Cover of Night. It will take place tomorrow night at the commercial shipyard over Transbaru. 
 
    “Do we have any assets there?” 
 
    “We should,” Jazz replies. “It’s one of the worlds that had five carriers. If memory serves correctly, 35 assassins survived the alien assault and are asleep in the system.” 
 
    “Good, can you check on them and do anything required to bring them up to readiness? In the morning, I’ll do what I can to shut down this operation. If either the ship or the shuttle actually show up tomorrow night, I want them destroyed.” 
 
    “You mean disabled, right?” 
 
    I shake my head no. “After the last episode, the Confederation was warned of the consequences of another attack. They agreed to cease and desist. If they cross the red line, then we must act, or our words and agreements are meaningless.” 
 
    “Understood,” Jazz replies, clearly unhappy to be firing on Confederation ships. 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, we will hit the people that gave the order in the days following. A red line was drawn. They agreed to it. The promised punishment must be enacted if the line is crossed. And the perpetrators must be treated in the same way the forces they send are.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING 
 
    The next thing on the agenda today is a meeting with Cal. Over the last two days, we knocked out the specifications for the new Stadler drive and field emitters. We also finished the replicator patterns for the ion-drive, Stadler drive, emitters, and power systems. Remaining are the updates for superstructure attachment points, hull plating, and comm system.  
 
    At this point Summer is fluent enough in the aliens’ written language that she’s driving the process for the comm updates. Cal and I are working the hull issues. 
 
    ... 
 
    “I think that’s it,” Cal says, then launches a validation test on the new pattern. “Validation will take several minutes.” 
 
    There’s silence for a second, then Cal asks, “You realize that we need to update the assassins with the corresponding comm upgrades, right?”  
 
    “I do. What about it?” 
 
    “Just making sure it’s on your list. We can’t run a test flight until the assassins have the matching comm upgrade.” 
 
    “Good point,” I reply to Cal’s odd question. He obviously has more on his mind than the comm upgrade, so I do a flash probe. What I find is distressing. 
 
    “So, what’s on your mind Cal?” I ask as if I didn’t already know. 
 
    “We lost a lot of assassins fending off the Confederations attack a few days back. Like more than half of them. If the Confederation plays the same stunt again, I don’t see how we would hold them off. The vast majority of our forces are too far away to help. And if the Confederation does come back, I would expect them to come back with a larger force.” 
 
    “Probably right,” I reply hiding my distress. “Do you know if we’ve landed any of the local carriers so we can reload them?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m the only one here who can pair the drones to the carriers, and no one has asked me to do that.” 
 
    “How many assassins do we have in inventory here awaiting deployment?” 
 
    “None, and it’s been long enough since I built one that I’ll probably need to rope Charlie in.” 
 
    For the first time since the last encounter with the aliens, I realize that we have been way too lax about maintaining our readiness, and the current state of readiness is insufficient. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JPS HEADQUARTERS 
 
    “Jared, what can I do for you?” Charlie asks. 
 
    “Hi, Charlie. I was just talking with Cal about our assassin inventory. He says we have none here. Do you have any?” 
 
    “Ah, no. I’ve been focused on getting the replicator farm operational. By the way, Unit 3 should be coming up here sometime later today. The shipyard’s first unit, originally scheduled to come up tomorrow, is going to be delayed a few more days. They’ve run into an infrastructure problem. CC went up a couple hours ago to help them solve the problems, but I’m guessing it’s going to be a three-to-seven-day delay.” 
 
    I respond with a sigh. “Do you have anyone you can loan to us that still knows how to run the drone replication process?” 
 
    “Maybe Brock Newton, want me to check?” 
 
    “Yes, please do.” 
 
    As the line drops, I realize that I need someone in charge of our military asset inventory. Someone I can trust to manage our state of readiness. 
 
      
 
   

 

 COMMISSIONER DAUCOUR 
 
    Earlier today I sent a virtual meeting request to Commissioner Daucour for 1:00. She sent a reschedule request for 5:30, which I accepted. 
 
    As the seconds tick down, I tie in. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t the so-called elder himself. How are you this evening, child.” 
 
    “Well. You?” 
 
    “Never better.” The reply is made in a way that suggests she thinks she is in a much better place than I am. 
 
    A flash probe reveals that she thinks I’m calling to surrender. 
 
    “You think so?” I ask questioningly. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” The commissioner’s response is less than friendly. 
 
    “How is your friend, Admiral Yu?” I ask innocently. “You two seemed very cozy the other night.” 
 
    “What are you accusing me of?” She spits back. 
 
    “Nothing. Everyone has a right to find comfort with others, though I must say... You and the Admiral seem to work cross-purposes. He loves you; you know. Plans to ask you to marry him.” 
 
    “The foolishness that comes from your mouth, child.” She shakes her head in disgust. “Is there a point to this call?” 
 
    “Yes. Our intelligence is quite excellent. You may not want to admit it, but at least you now know. What you probably don’t know is that Admiral Yu has authorized action against us. He is staging his assets somewhere you would probably prefer him not to have. 
 
    “When he is found out, he will pin it on you. You may want to distance yourself. But if those ships show up in those locations... Well, suffice it to say, you won’t like the consequences.” 
 
    “You irreverent child. I doubt, but hope, you will live to rue the day.” 
 
    “Likewise, ma’am. A red line was drawn and agreed to. Cross it if you choose. But embrace the consequences either way.” 
 
    We glare at each other for a bit, then she drops the line. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ADMIRAL YU 
 
    Unlike, Commissioner Daucour, Admiral Yu does not respond to my invitation for a virtual conference. He has five other lines that the mystery has revealed to me. 
 
    I call on the first and the line connects. 
 
    “Yu.” 
 
    “Admiral, my name is Jared Daan.” 
 
    No sooner are the words out of my mouth, then the line drops. 
 
    I try again on his second line. 
 
    “Yu.” 
 
    “Admiral! Do not drop the line. Com...” 
 
    The line drops before I can even get the word commissioner out. 
 
    I try again on line three. 
 
    “Yu.” 
 
    “How many people know you have three lines?” 
 
    I try again on line four. 
 
    The line connects, but Yu does not identify himself. 
 
    “CSS Walther, Timothy Fessenden, Cover of Night,” I spit out in rapid succession. 
 
    This time the line does not drop. 
 
    “Martin Wilson, Alex Oliver. Know them? 
 
    “What?” Yu comes back. 
 
    “Martin Wilson, Admiral Tang’s former attaché. Alex Oliver, the current assistant to the next Secretary of Defense.” 
 
    There’s a long silence but probing shows the admiral is starting to get it. 
 
    “Why would you accept an illegal mission against a superior force?” I ask. “Why would you aid and abet a usurper? Do you think you will prevail? Do you know that the Reconstruction Commission has agreed to a red line?” 
 
    A few seconds pass, then the hot retort comes. 
 
    “Who are you, and what does this have to do with me?” 
 
    “I am Jared Daan. I command the forces that turned back the aliens. Commissioner Daucour has seduced you into fighting a superior force that you have no hope of subduing.” 
 
    “Right! Piss on you, traitor.” 
 
    “But who is the traitor?” I ask in all sincerity. “The ally that saves the Confederation? Or the usurper that attempts to covertly undermine the Confederation’s treaties? If you ask me, it’s the usurper.” 
 
    After the better part of an hour, we say our goodbyes. At this point the admiral knows that I know the names of his ships and where their next rendezvous will be. He also knows our intelligence operation is vastly superior to his. Although he didn’t explicitly say he was canceling the mission to kidnap Summer, my probes revealed that he was planning to.  
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    I’ve asked Summer to accompany me into the mystery tonight. My plan is to visit both Commissioner Daucour and Admiral Yu. I want to rewind to my calls with them to see what they do afterward. I suspect Yu will contact Daucour, and Summer will draw a lot more from the conversation than I will. 
 
    We settle into bed, Summer takes a small dose of profecia aumentar, then we’re away. First stop, Admiral Yu. I rewind to the spot where he disconnects from my call with him. 
 
    “He’s crushed,” Summer sends in surprise. “How could anyone love that woman?” 
 
    He sits there sullenly for a while and I’m tempted to fast forward, but Summer squeezes my hand indicating I shouldn’t. We continue viewing the unmoving man for what seems like a long time. Surprisingly, I can’t read him, but the emotional emanations coming out of Summer indicate great sadness. Suddenly he springs to life, grabbing his secure comm device and placing a call. 
 
    “He’s calling Commissioner Porti,” Summer sends.  
 
    The call connects and I can hear Porti’s voice come over the line.
“Admiral Yu, what’s the emergency?” 
 
    “The strike on Jaredaan, scheduled three days from now. Commissioner Daucour had me put this in motion, but I never got final authorization from you, sir. I need the authorization now if we are to proceed on schedule.” 
 
    There’s an explosion of obscenities on the other end of the line that ends with, “...no mission has been or will be authorized! Do you understand! Stand down and withdraw those ships immediately!” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Apologies for the misunderstanding, sir.” 
 
    The admiral attempts to terminate the call, but Porti forbids it. Slowly, the commissioner draws the whole sordid tale out of the admiral. 
 
    “I’m very disappointed, Yu. Commissioner Daucour has been a vocal proponent of yours, enough so to put you on the short list for the High Command. At this point, I need to place you on administrative leave. If that attack had taken place... Well, I think you already know what would have happened.” 
 
    ... 
 
    When the line finally drops, the admiral sits quietly for a while, then with renewed determination, he sends out recall notices to the CSS Walther and the Cover of Night. He sends a separate message to Timothy Fessenden, thanking him for his service and dedication to duty. 
 
    When he finishes, he finds Martin Wilson’s number in the military retirees database and makes the call. 
 
    After a few cursory words of introduction and greeting, Admiral Yu says two words, “Claire Daucour.” 
 
    The reply comes back, “So, she played you too. My condolences. I barely recovered. Want to tell me about it?” 
 
    ... 
 
    His next call is to Commissioner Daucour, who is back in the Prime Minister’s mansion on New Brussels. Security chief Henri says she’s occupied, but he’d gladly deliver a message as soon as she became free. 
 
    “‘The mission is off,’ that’s the message. Please acknowledge when the message is delivered.” 
 
    Summer sends, “He doesn’t believe he’ll get a response.” 
 
    The Admiral sits sullenly. 
 
    I send to Summer, “Should we check in with Daucour?” 
 
    A quiet reply comes back, “No.” 
 
    I fast forward a couple hours, then drop to ‘real time’ when I see the Admiral perk up. He picks up his secure comm device and makes the connection. 
 
    An irritated voice blasts through the line. “What do you mean by ‘the mission is off?’” 
 
    “Claire, the game is up. Porti has declined to approve the mission.” 
 
    “You called Porti!” she screams. 
 
    There’s silence for several seconds, then the reply, “Was I ever more than a tool to you?” 
 
    “What kind of bullshit question is that? Was I ever more than a step up the ladder for you?” 
 
    More silence, then, “Yes. You sought me out. You seemed interested in me, and I always adored you.” There’s a catch of breath, then the admiral continues. “I actually believed you cared. But I was never more than a means to an end for you. Was I?” 
 
    “Cam, it’s not what it seems.” 
 
    My adrenaline spikes as the admiral opens the middle drawer on the left side of his desk. With morbid resignation, he pulls out his service weapon. 
 
    “That’s what Martin Wilson said you would say.” 
 
    He puts the weapon to his head. 
 
    “No response, Claire?” 
 
    After a few seconds and no response, he says, “Goodbye, Claire.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 CABIN, ALIEN SHIP 
 
    Summer and I fall back into ourselves, devastated. We cast ourselves into this man and his situation, knowing his thoughts, experiencing his loss and grief, then his conclusion that the void was a better option than life. Sharing a mind with someone in that state brings it all home with an impact that’s hard to explain.  
 
    We’re going to need time with Aurora to heal the psychic wounds caused by what we just experienced. But for now, all I can do is wrap my arms around Summer, holding her securely as the tears flow.  
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 9: BUILD OUT 
 
    Day 12 
 
   

 


 FIRST PARTS 
 
    Two very long days have passed, but the replicator patterns for the new ER Carriers are done. In a happy coincidence, Brock Newton has been given a light duty work release. He’s still sore and required to wear a knee brace, but Dylan brought him down this morning. 
 
    Earlier over coffee, we learned about the accident. While working atop a 10-meter-tall copper vessel, he lost his footing and slid over the side. About three meters down, he hit the exterior scaffolding and bounced off. His safety harness stopped his fall about two meters above the ground as it was supposed to do. But there he hung, pelted by falling bits of the scaffolding as it made a slow-motion collapse.  
 
    It’s incredible he ‘walked away’ with only a bruised meniscus in his right knee. He admits he got off easy, and amazingly it has worked to my benefit. He can stand long enough to get dressed, bathe, and use the toilet. So, in that regard, he’s self-sufficient. But walking more than a few steps or lifting anything while standing is forbidden. So, he’s grav-chair bound. That means his other project is dead in the water for at least a month and he’s all mine for the next several weeks. 
 
    ... 
 
    As we leave the mess hall, Brock says, “Thanks for taking me back on-board Jared. This knee thing is turning into a real financial disaster for me. So, I appreciate the work.” 
 
    “I’m happy you survived the accident, Brock.” 
 
    I head toward the aft-port lift, Brock floating along beside me in his grav-chair. 
 
    “I’m glad the lifts are working,” he says. “I’m not in a situation where I could use the stairs.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure we could have rigged something up for you,” I tease. 
 
    We take the lift down to level two and in short order enter the manufacturing area. 
 
    “Let’s take a quick tour to reacquaint you with the layout and make sure you can access the things you need.” 
 
    We quickly move through the equipment, stopping to turn on each of the eight replicators. Back at the first replicator, I show Brock how to find the build list and load it into the build queue. Then, I have him launch the run. 
 
    “Ah, it’s all coming back.” Brock says confidently. 
 
    “Let’s move on to Unit 2. I’ll let you launch that one.” 
 
    We arrive at the second replicator, and Brock quickly navigates to the right menu and launches its first run. Six more stops and we’re back at Unit 1. 
 
    “The first several parts run in just a few minutes. These are small parts that I think you can unload on your own.” I point at the part spec. “The first part only weighs 122 grams. It will be ready in another minute and twelve seconds. Let’s grab a cart and the loading bins.” 
 
    We make our way over to the cart storage area where several dozen carts have already been loaded with bins. 
 
    “Let’s make sure you can manage these,” I say optimistically, with more confidence than I feel. 
 
    Brock smiles. “This is going to be a piece of cake.” 
 
    He pulls his grav-chair up next to the cart, turns it on, sits there pondering the best way to pull it. “Do you have a cord of some sort with a hook on either end?” 
 
    “Not sure,” I reply. “Let’s see.” 
 
    After a few minutes of bumbling around checking cabinets, Brock points. “That will work perfectly.” 
 
    I reach up and pull down a longish piece of rope with clips on either end. It’s not exactly what he asked for, but within seconds he has the cart attached to his grav-chair, then chair and cart take off for Unit 1. 
 
    Another minute or two later, Brock removes the part from the replicator. I watch as he inspects it, then loads it into the appropriate bin on the cart. After he launches the build for the next part, he looks up at me, “I’ve got this, Jared. Why don’t you go deal with other stuff? If I run into a problem, I’ll call.” 
 
    I watch Brock take off for Unit 2, grav-cart in tow, happy to see him back at work. 
 
      
 
   

 

 INVENTORY MANAGER 
 
    I arrive back to my shipboard office and see Summer waiting for me. 
 
    “How did it go?” she asks. 
 
    “Good. He can launch the runs and keep the machines busy. I don’t really need someone of his skill level to do that. But the way he handles the parts and inspects them once they’ve run is perfect. If there’s a problem, he’ll see it and stop the line. For a first-time prototype build, he’s exactly what we need.” 
 
    “You really didn’t have to take him down yourself, you know,” Summer adds. 
 
    “Maybe not, but it certainly built my confidence in him.” 
 
    “And his confidence in you,” Summer shoots back. 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, she asks, “What’s next?” 
 
    “I need an inventory manager.” 
 
    “Why do you need an inventory manager?” 
 
    I sigh. “I found out yesterday, maybe it was the day before, that we only have fifteen or twenty assassins in system. I had no idea we’d run that low. If the Confederation launched another attack today, we probably would not be able to turn them back.” 
 
    Summer looks at me shocked. “Then why aren’t we building more assassins?” she asks incredulously. 
 
    I start to say because we have no people. But Brock Newton showed up today. He and Charlie managed this line and produced thousands in the days leading up to the alien invasion. 
 
    As much as my brain screams, ‘reassign Brock to building assassins,’ I can’t do it. It doesn’t feel right. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I reply tentatively. 
 
    “Why?” Summer pleads. 
 
    “That’s not where the mystery is taking me today.” 
 
    There’s silence between us, and I feel her piercing stare. “Then put me in charge of inventory, at least for now. I’ll do an assessment, then keep track until you find someone else. I’m good at this and I’ll ride you every day until our self-defense is adequate.” 
 
    I have to chuckle. I trust Summer more than anyone else. 
 
    “Then the job is yours. I want daily updates.” 
 
    She smiles back. “Thanks, you won’t regret it.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING 
 
    Summer and I make our way down to engineering. As we enter, Cal greets us enthusiastically. “Jared, Summer, here to work on the assassins?” 
 
    “We are.” I motion to the conference room in the aft section of engineering. “Can we start with the current assassins?” 
 
    “Sure,” Cal replies as he takes a seat. 
 
    “We need to start building out more assassins compatible with the existing carrier drones. I’ll start Brock on that later today. My question is whether or not there were any changes in the queue that we should incorporate in the next run?” 
 
    Cal shakes his head no. “Everything we’d talked about got added into the ones we used on Caladon. The design is compatible with all the carriers in the field. The replication files are stored on all the replicators in the file labeled Assassin rev2.01.” 
 
    “Got it.” I nod, then turn to Summer. “Can you check in with Jazz and confirm these are compatible with the drones we have in orbit? Then ask how many he would like?” 
 
    She smiles. “I will.”  
 
    I note that she has already jotted the file and questions on her pad. I can tell my life is about to get better. 
 
    I turn back to Cal. “So where are we with the new assassin design?” 
 
    Cal, who, like Summer, has a notepad he takes everywhere, opens his and connects it to the holoprojection. It shows two images, both the same size.  
 
    “The one on the left is the old drone. The colored areas show the various components: ion drive, Stadler drive, cloaking field generator, Z-PEG, disruption spear, comms, tow field generator, thruster system, etc. It’s really crowded in there. The one on the right is my proposed new design.  
 
    “As you can see, the new Stadler drive is bigger. That’s because I’ve been able to integrate it and the cloaking field generator into one device. The new ion drive is also slightly larger to give the assassin more maneuverability. But the mass and volume of those two components is more or less the same as the items they replace in the old drone, just positioned a little differently.” 
 
    “Almost everything seems to be positioned differently,” I add. 
 
    Cal affirms, “It is. As you can see, the comm box is now in the stern, not up in the bow. What’s more difficult to see is that it’s a little larger. I had to increase size to support a second quantum-entangled pair. 
 
    “Also note the disruption weapon in the bow and the towing field generator in the back. These are shaped differently, allowing a new modular feature to be installed in either location.” 
 
    Cal touches his notepad, and the image of another device appears below the new assassin. 
 
    “This is the first modular device. It’s a disruption bomb. It will fit in either the forward or aft modular position.” 
 
    Cal touches his notepad again and the disruption bomb is now loaded in the aft position, where the towing field generator used to be. “I call this configuration a ship killer. It uses its disruption spear to hollow out a space in the ship into which it can enter. Then it enters the ship and blows up. When the disruption bomb explodes, it will create a sphere of spacetime disruption 100 meters in diameter, that annihilates all matter inside the sphere. 
 
    “For an alien ship, we could wipe out the bridge and officer country without impacting engineering or manufacturing. For Confederation ships, this would hollow out the middle causing the ship to break in half.” 
 
    “Incredible,” I say in awe. 
 
    “That’s horrible,” Summer says, obviously in reference to hollowing out a Confederation ship. 
 
    Cal touches his data pad again and another image appears. “This one shows an assassin with a spacetime disruption spear in the bow and a dispenser for your ship degradation bugs in the stern.” 
 
    Cal touches his data pad again and the image morphs a little highlighting a tiny device located near the new comm box. 
 
    “This tiny add on is an automated loading controller. It will work better with the new ER Carriers but should also work with the older carriers. It allows an assassin to directly coordinate loading with its carrier, without pilot intervention. The idea for this came from Jazz. Apparently, it takes a lot of pilot attention to reload an assassin once it has been deployed. The autoload sequence will allow faster assassin recovery when leaving a system, and for the new ER Carrier it will speed up loading off a cargo drone. 
 
    “Everything here passes simulation. I still need some of your time Jared to finish creating the replicator patterns. Then it’s a matter of building and testing. Questions?” 
 
    “You say these are compatible with the older carriers?” 
 
    “Yes, the new features may not be available to the pilots, but the improved versions of the existing features will be.” 
 
    “To clarify,” Summer starts. “If we put an assassin with a spacetime bomb in an old carrier already out in the field, it will lose its towing feature and the spacetime bomb won’t work. But the other components will work, including the improved maneuverability?” 
 
    “That’s the plan, yes.” 
 
    “So once the new assassins pass testing, there would be no point in continuing to build the rev2.01 assassins?” 
 
    “None whatsoever,” Cal replies. 
 
    Summer turns to me. “I say we run 100 or so of the old ones, allowing Jazz to reload. Then once the new ones pass testing, we switch everything over to them. It will increase our supply flexibility.” 
 
    I nod, very happy to have Summer as my new inventory manager. 
 
    “Why don’t you check with Jazz on the number and version while Cal and I start working on the replicator patterns.” 
 
    Summer smiles. “You’ve got it boss.” Then takes off for the drone control room. 
 
    “You’re loving this, aren’t you?” Cal asks. 
 
    “I am. She’s so good at all the things I’m not. I’m so lucky to have her.” 
 
    “That you are, my friend. That you are.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    The session with Cal went really well. So well that I’m slower than I’d hoped to be getting back to Brock. When I arrive in manufacturing, I see Summer walking the circuit with him, chatting. The machine at which they’re currently working apparently just finished one of the larger parts. The two struggle to get it out of the replicator and up onto the cart. 
 
    As they set it down, Summer sees me and smiles. Once the part is stable on the cart, Brock turns to me also. “Jared, you’re back.” 
 
    “How’s it going?” I ask as I make my way over to the machine. 
 
    “Good. A couple of the parts, I couldn’t move on my own. But Summer bailed me out. She also told me about your new assassins. Sounds like good stuff.” 
 
    I motion toward the replicators. “How far along are we?” 
 
    “About a quarter of the way.” Brock turns to Summer. “Right?” 
 
    She looks at the machine. “This one is number 38 of 126, so more like 30% of the way.” 
 
    “Not bad.” I nod my head, then ask Summer. “How many of the remaining parts are too big for Brock to handle alone?” 
 
    She plays with the controls on the replicator for a few seconds then says, “Let’s see. The scheduler says 21 of the remaining 88 parts are this big or larger.” She points to the part on the cart. “That’s about a quarter of them.”  
 
    Her words hang there a second, then she goes back to the controls. After several seconds of screens flashing through the holoprojector, she looks up. “If I keep Units 1 to 6 running the smaller parts, we can finish them today. If I put a rev2.01 assassin on Units 7 and 8, we can get it done today also. Then tomorrow morning we can assemble the assassin while the larger parts run down here. Between Moose, Brock, and me, we can get the assassin built and the rest of the carrier parts done tomorrow. Then finish the carrier build and second assassin the following day.” 
 
    I’m so impressed with Summer. 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan to me.” Brock turns my way. “What do you think, Jared?” 
 
    “I agree. Summer, are you going to update the scheduler?” 
 
    “I’m on it,” she replies. 
 
    “Then Brock and I will go find an assassin assembly cart. There’s got to be one here somewhere.” 
 
    ... 
 
    An hour or so into the new work stream, my communicator sounds. I look and see that its Aaron requesting a virtual conference in five minutes. 
 
    “Looks like I need to go. I’ll be back in about an hour, I think.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PLANETARY ELDERS 
 
    Back in my shipboard office, I connect into the conference line and three people materialize on the other side of the table: Aaron, Kinsley, and Aston.  
 
    “Ah, Jared, thanks for joining us. We just finished our second call with the Association of Protected Worlds. Man-oh-man, you are a hit with those guys.” 
 
    I see Kinsley roll her eyes over Aaron’s enthusiasm. 
 
    Aston sees my skepticism and adds, “It’s true, Jared. The association’s president, Prime Minister Eisen, thinks you’ve given New Jerusalem and all the other ‘religious’ worlds new life.” 
 
    “Good.” I reply simply. “Everyone should have the right to live the way they want.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Aaron starts, “A number of things came up that I’d like to discuss with you before we move any further.” 
 
    I see Aaron’s questioning look and say, “Go on.” 
 
    “The first involves level of defense. They want us to guarantee a certain level of presence in each of their systems. They don’t know much about your ability, other than that you took down the aliens. We don’t either, so we’re wondering how we would describe our military presence and how they would be able to verify it.” 
 
    As much as I hate doing it, I flash probe my three counterparts to see what they’re thinking. The probe reveals more or less what Aaron just said. These three and all the association representatives are clueless about how we do what we’ve done, so they’re all completely dependent on me to tell them. The problem, of course, is that I don’t want to tell them much. 
 
    “Let me start by saying, our ships are always in stealth mode; cloaked, so more or less impossible to detect. This is a huge tactical advantage in any conflict, being able to see an adversary who cannot see you. That makes verification difficult because we cannot allow anyone to see or detect our ships themselves.  
 
    “We could provide a detector that indicates when one or more ships are in system. But it would work using mechanisms not available elsewhere in the Confederation, so they’d still be placing their trust in us. 
 
    “Do you think that would be enough?” 
 
    I can tell that Aaron wants more. 
 
    I ‘hear’ Aston broadcast, “This is impossible. Why would anyone believe we were providing protection if they can’t see it with their own eyes?” 
 
    “Jared,” Kinsley starts, “Can you tell us anything more than that? Anything that makes your position sound more reasonable?” 
 
    “As I said, stealth is our most powerful weapon. It makes us almost impossible to shoot. It also makes it very easy to slip in next to our opponent and shoot them before they even know they’re in danger. If anyone other than our crews know where our ships are, then their advantage will ultimately be lost.  
 
    “But let me turn the question around. You believe that we have defenses around Jaredaan, right?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Why do you believe that?” 
 
    “Because I believe you have protections in place to protect yourself and because I’ve seen the carnage left behind after the Confederation’s botched invasion. And because I saw what happened to the CSS Montague.” 
 
    “Can you use that?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kinsley answers with little conviction. 
 
    “Let’s move on,” Aaron cuts in. “How can we describe the size of the force we will put in place?” 
 
    “During the alien invasion, they sent ten of their giant conquest ships into each system. We had four of our stealth ships in most systems, five in a few of them. Each of those had the capacity to take down all ten of the aliens’ ships. In most systems only three of our ships actually fired, but in a few systems all five did. 
 
    “In the Confederation’s recent attack against us, only two of our ships engaged their three. In principle, we’re on the Confederation’s side, so we wanted to disable, not destroy, their ships. Our weapons are extremely powerful, making it much easier to destroy a ship than to disable it. If our goal had been to destroy them, then we would only have needed one of our ships.  
 
    “The same forces also shot down all six combat shuttles. Sadly, the shuttles are so fragile, it’s almost impossible to disable those without destroying them. 
 
    “My proposal would be to place two of our ships in allied systems. That’s all we needed to take down the aliens. That’s all we used to protect ourselves, though admittedly we have more in reserve.” 
 
    Aaron interrupts. “Do you still have ships in the Confederation?” 
 
    I nod yes. “We didn’t lose a single ship to the aliens, but we’ve redeployed a handful to other places. So, most of the 100 most populous Confederation systems still have either four or five ships. 
 
    “And one other point... We will begin deploying much more powerful ships in the next month or so. Two of those will have the defensive power of three of the ships that took down the aliens. These would be the ones we’d be deploying to the Protected Worlds.” 
 
    “Jared, are you serious?” Aaron asks. “Why more powerful ships?” 
 
    “Because we can.” 
 
    Aaron shakes his head. “You scare me sometimes, little brother.” 
 
    He’s quiet for a moment, then moves on. 
 
    “The Association would also like to expand the agreement to be more than just defense, they would also like to add trade terms like price and delivery preferences, and develop our own cargo fleet, so we are less dependent on Confederation shippers.” 
 
    I’m pleased with this development and want to encourage it, but there are numerous pitfalls, as I’ve learned the hard way. “I think a trade agreement is a good idea. Same for the cargo fleet. I’d encourage you to tackle this in parallel with the defense agreement, while you have the momentum. But I’d advise you to make these separate agreements, or at least severable ones. We don’t want to have to renegotiate the defense agreement every time there’s a trade dispute, or to renegotiate the trade agreement every time we want to redistribute forces.” 
 
    Aston addresses Aaron and smugly says, “Told you.”  
 
    Aaron gives Aston a cross look, before turning back to me. “How soon can you put defensive forces in place?” 
 
    This is the first question Aaron’s asked that may be a fulfillment problem for me. 
 
    “How many worlds?” 
 
    Aaron snorts. “We started with 14. In a week, that number turned into 55. According to the Protected World database, there are 132 protected worlds. I bet most will come in once they find out about it.” 
 
    I groan. “It’ll be a couple of months before we have that many ships.” 
 
    “You’re going to build 264 ships in a couple months?” Aston asks incredulously. “Two ships for 132 worlds? Your shipyard can do that?” 
 
    “Suffice it to say, we’re trying to pull off a miracle.” I confess, realizing I need this meeting to end. Every question I have to answer, reveals more about what we’re actually doing. “What else do you have for me Aaron? I have some other things I need to attend to.” 
 
    “Sorry, this dragged on so long,” Aaron replies. “I think we have a starting point. Mind if I call you privately later tonight?” 
 
    I smile. “You can call any time. I’ll answer if I can, get back to you later if I can’t.” 
 
    He smiles. “Fair enough. Thanks for the time, Jared.” 
 
    ... 
 
    The line drops, but I extend my mind back into the room, where I hear Aston say, “There’s something fishy going on here.” 
 
    Great, just great. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ASSEMBLY ROOM 
 
    I head back down to manufacturing, where I see that Moose, Tay and Cal have joined us. 
 
    Moose is the first to greet me. “Hi Jared, sorry we couldn’t get here earlier.”  
 
    “Hi Moose, Tay. Glad you made it. I assume you’ve been briefed on what we’re doing.” 
 
    “We have been. Good choice cranking out the assassins in parallel.” 
 
    “It was Summer’s idea.” 
 
    Tay laughs. “She said the same thing.” 
 
    Moose, who is already getting impatient, asks, “Can we start taking this stuff up to the Assembly Room? We still have time to start the assembly.” 
 
    “Sure.” I reply, “Now that you’re here, you have the lead on assembly.” 
 
    “Thanks boss. I’ll start with this one.” Moose points to the cart with the assassin’s hull components. 
 
    “Coming?” He asks Tay. 
 
    “Go ahead, I’ll catch up in a few minutes.” 
 
    Moose starts pushing the cart toward the door. “See you later.” 
 
    As I take in the rest of the room, my eyes fall on Brock. It’s plain to see that he’s pushed it too hard today. A flash probe reveals that he’s in a fair amount of pain. 
 
    “Hey, Brock. I think Summer can take it from here. Want to check out the new assembly area?” 
 
    He visibly perks up at the invitation. “Sure.” 
 
    As we leave, I stop for a word with Summer. “You OK taking it from here?” 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks for taking him on a tour. We pushed him too hard today.” 
 
    I nod, then say to Brock, “This way.” 
 
    As we exit the room, I ask, “Have you been read in on the new assembly room?” 
 
    “I heard it is in the main office building, but you can’t get there from the public areas.” 
 
    “That’s right. With the forward shuttle bay being used as the accessway into the ship, and neither shuttle bay having access to the outside, we built an assembly room on the ninth floor. The office building’s elevator only goes up to the eighth. There’s an accessway out of the ship above the civilian one that gives us access to the ninth floor from deck seven.” 
 
    I stop at the lift we’re going to use. We board and moments later we’re on deck 7. 
 
    “This way.” I point toward the bow. 
 
    “It was a good day,” Brock offers. “I pushed it too hard and am paying for it, but a good day, nonetheless. How long has Summer been managing things here?” 
 
    “Today.” I chuckle. 
 
    “You serious?” 
 
    “Really, she’s been my right arm for a while now. This morning she asked if she could have the lead on this. I said yes. It’s good to see her so engaged.” 
 
    “Well, she’s really good at it. You’re lucky.” 
 
    We make our way forward until we reach the accessway, then turn left.  
 
    “Hard to believe we’re exiting the ship,” Brock says as he floats along next to me. “This is really seamless. It’s like an Escher painting, you know, the one where the stairs turn and suddenly, you’re upside down.” 
 
    I nod. “Wasn’t our inspiration, but good analogy.” 
 
    At the end of the accessway, there’s a large door that’s also a security checkpoint. As we approach, we are scanned, and the AI operating the checkpoint says, “Welcome, Jared Daan. Welcome, Brock Newton. You may enter.” 
 
    The door opens and we enter. 
 
    “Wow! You really outdid yourself, Jared. What an incredible space.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MESS HALL 
 
    Brock and I are the last to leave the assembly room. Tay and Moose finished their work a half hour ago and told me we should come before much longer. So, I suppose I should have guessed. But I didn’t. 
 
    As we approach the mess, Brock says, “Sounds like a party to me.” 
 
    I groan. Why doesn’t Summer tell me when she’s catering in a party? 
 
    “Because she wanted it to be a surprise for Brock.” 
 
    I can’t actually hear her voice. But this message is clearly from Aurora. It seems that Summer brought in food and friends. 
 
    “You should be glad. Be sure to compliment her,” Aurora sends. 
 
    I look at Brock. “It’s a party. Summer catered in some food and invited the Jaramor elders.” 
 
    “Cool, good harbinger, I think,” Brock replies. 
 
    ... 
 
    We enter the room and it’s packed. I know the shuttle well enough to know that this many people won’t fit in the shuttle. Dylan must have made two, maybe three, trips. I shake my head wondering how the logistics are going to work when the party’s over. Then suddenly I get it. Turning to Brock, I say, “You were in on this, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Caught me,” he says with no sign of regret. “But this is a day to celebrate.” 
 
    “Jared.” I turn my head toward the voice; it’s Summer’s father, Archer Glenn, warden at the prison camp, in the holoprojection. “Summer told me this celebration would be happening at a private location, one I wouldn’t be able to get to. So, I recorded this message to you.” 
 
    He pauses and is momentarily caught up in his emotions. Clearing his throat, he continues, shaking his head, “I remember the day word reached me that a 16-year-old paternity rank six had pled to a five-year sentence at the camp.” He shakes his head some more. “My first thought was that the camp would never be the same. No high-ranking family member had ever been sentenced here before. In truth, I didn’t think it was possible. 
 
    “Then you show up, unconscious, bleeding out on the front porch and...” Another pause to control emotions. “...and I thought the camp was done. We’d be shut down. Some other single-digit family member would swoop in, reclaim you, and close the camp. 
 
    “But no one came. Then I got a call from the judge in Jaredstown, telling me that you were a serious criminal, someone I should keep my eye on.” 
 
    He gives a harrumph. “Well, turns out that the judge was Lucas Hill’s godfather.” He shakes his head, and as he’s doing so, Summer’s mother steps into the picture. “Congratulations, Jared. We’ve blown our time, but rest assured, we love you.” 
 
    As the image in the holoprojection fades to black, another replaces it, Audrey Preston, my lawyer! 
 
    “Congratulations, Jared. Your case was sent to me while you were on the shuttle inbound from the northern space port. From the day I met you, I knew you were innocent. That’s what made that day, nine years ago today, so special. I got to deliver the news that your convictions were vacated.” 
 
    As her image fades to black, Summer snuggles up next to me. “Like the party?” 
 
    “We’re celebrating the day I got released?” 
 
    The dark look I get, startles me.  
 
    “No, we’re celebrating the day I fell in love with you.” 
 
    “The day we met. Me too. That’s the day I knew you were the one.” 
 
    “So, I decided to throw a party.” Summer smiles, and I wrap my arms around her. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    We stayed up late, leaving the party at 1 AM. Back in our cabin, Summer had champagne waiting and we had our own little private party. Now, it’s 3 AM and I’m wide awake. As much as I would like to relax in the afterglow, rest denies me as the mystery beckons. 
 
    As Summer relaxes into a deep sleep, I cast my mind out, wanting to check on Commissioner Daucour. I will do anything, absolutely anything, to prevent that evil cruel woman from getting her hands on Summer. 
 
    I arrive in the Commissioner’s office. She’s actually up at this god-forsaken hour, sitting at her desk. There is a document on the desk in front of her, but I don’t need to see it to know what it is. Her emotions scream it. It’s a resignation letter. The Reconstruction Commission wants her out. A flash probe reveals what I’ve already discerned, there’s been a vote of no confidence in New Brussel’s House of the People. 
 
    As I attempt to probe deeper, I’m swept away, once again to Naula’ka, the home world of the Ta'to'naka. Why does the mystery keep bringing me here? 
 
    All the heads in front of me turn, and I see the first streak in the sky. It’s all so familiar, but it’s different. And as I contemplate the difference, I’m pulled away again, this time landing on the bridge of the lead Lepodred ship. 
 
    “Look at them, all lined up waiting. They barely move. How can these people be a threat?” 
 
    No one on the bridge notices my presence, but I recognize this scene. The Lepodred cannot understand how the Ta’to’naka took down the first wave, three years ago. 
 
    “Admiral, ships are decloaking. They’re tiny, who could have sent these?” 
 
    “Log their presence but ignore them.” 
 
    I probe him as he’s being acknowledged and see a memory rising to the surface. Sensor recordings showed tiny ships decloaking just before the embarrassing defeat at the hands of the humans. 
 
    Snapping back into the moment, the Admiral shouts, all ships to FTL, immediately. As his ship starts to transition, the admiral sees ship after ship in the conquest fleet get hit. Amazingly, his does not. 
 
    I now think I know what the mystery is trying to tell me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 10: TEST FLIGHT 
 
    Day 13 
 
   

 


 PORT MESS HALL 
 
    Given how late things ran last night, it’s not a surprise the mess hall is still empty at 8 AM. I wonder if it’s any different on the starboard side, where Jazz and the team are notoriously early risers. 
 
    The mess hall is just that, a mess. I make my way through the clutter, then start a fresh pot of coffee. Five minutes later, cup in hand, I set off for my office. Aaron called last night as promised. I want to call him back before the day here begins in earnest. 
 
      
 
   

 

 AARON 
 
    Once settled, I call his portable. The line doesn’t connect, but seconds later a virtual conference request comes through. I connect and within moments find Aaron sitting across the table from me. 
 
    “You must have had a busy night.” Aaron opens. 
 
    “Party. My convictions were overturned nine years ago yesterday.” 
 
    “Still hard to believe that ever happened,” Aaron replies. 
 
    “At the time, it almost killed me. Now I know that it’s what I needed to make me into who I am.” 
 
    “That’s an optimistic way of framing it,” Aaron replies doubtfully. 
 
    I chuckle. “Agreed, but it’s also true. If I hadn’t come down here, a solution for DAGS would not have been found in time and we would all be dead.” 
 
    Aaron looks at me a second, then changes topics. 
 
    “Hey, I need to talk with you about something.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Jared...” Aaron pauses, obviously not wanting to do what he needs to do. 
 
    A flash probe reveals that I need to tell him what’s going on, if I’m to retain his support. 
 
    “You want to know the truth about our military power. Right?” 
 
    He sighs. “Right. It doesn’t add up, which is hard for Kinsley and me to work with, but at least we believe. Aston on the other hand, does not believe, and he has absolutely no discretion. I’ve already caught him saying that he doesn’t think you have any military power and are just faking it.” 
 
    I nod my head in understanding. 
 
    “Aaron, what we’re doing only works because no one can figure out what we’re doing. If you ask me, I’ll tell you. In fact, if you come down to visit, I’ll show you. But it all rides on secrecy at the moment. If the Confederation, or the aliens for that matter, knew exactly what we were doing, they could take us down in a day. We’ll be bullet proof in a couple months, but we are shamefully vulnerable at the moment.” 
 
    Aaron continues eyeing me, an internal tug of war playing out on his face. “Anything you can do to get to the bullet-proof state sooner? Now that we are past the Confederation’s failed power play, things are moving fast. If we dither, the Confederation will realize something is wrong and they’ll probably make another attempt.” 
 
    “Then move at full speed with the Confederation. Same with the Association of Protected Worlds. Make the concessions you need to make, and we’ll figure out how to fulfill them. I’ll see what I can do to become bullet-proof in one month, not two.” 
 
    “Deal.” Aaron smiles and puts out his hand. 
 
    I do the same and we make a silly attempt at a virtual handshake. It doesn’t work that well, but I know I can trust Aaron. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    I make my way down to manufacturing, where I find Brock and Moose unloading a set of large parts. 
 
    “You two are at it early,” I say with enthusiasm. 
 
    I get a grunt from Moose, then see Brock mouthing the words ‘moving slow’ and pointing at Moose.  
 
    Once the part is settled on the cart, Moose turns to me. “Good party. Maybe a little too much cheer. But we’ll get this carrier and two assassins out today, and if Jazz is up to it, we should be able to do the test flight tonight.” 
 
    Moose turns to Brock. “Let’s unload the last two, then I’ll take them up while you launch the next set. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” Brock replies. 
 
    Five minutes later, Moose pushes the heavily laden cart out the door. 
 
    “Brock, do you agree with Moose?” I ask. “Will these units get done today?” 
 
    “Yeah, no sweat. The last carrier part will come out just after noon. The parts for the first assassin got finished yesterday. The second set of parts will be finished before noon, and once the carrier parts are finished, I can put all the replicators on the assassins, so four more sets of parts this afternoon.” 
 
    “You need my help for anything?” I ask, knowing this isn’t where I should be spending my time today. 
 
    “Not really. The next carrier part is over an hour away, and it’ll be safer if Moose handles it, not you and me. I can handle all the assassin parts on my own.” 
 
    “OK, then I’m going to head out. Summer will be down before too much longer.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jared.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    Things are quieter here than usual, but not by much. Curiously, Jazz is in the Conference Room, not in his piloting cradle. 
 
    As I make my way toward the conference room, he sees me and waves me in. With him are three other pilots. 
 
    “Jared, come in. In about three hours, we will be entering Staging System Four in Rufarven space for the cleanup operation. This is the team that will be working it. You know Tag, Bolt, and Red, right?” 
 
    “I do, good morning, all.” 
 
    “We were just finishing up. Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “There is.” 
 
    I see Jazz nod to Tag, who stands. “Then we’ll take our leave. Good to see you, Jared.” 
 
    In moments the room is cleared, and the door shut. 
 
    “So, what’s up, Jared?” 
 
    “How’s our readiness? Cal says we’re nearly out of assassins.” 
 
    “We are. Summer came by yesterday to talk about it. If you’re going to help again, then we can probably hold off a second attack of the same size. A larger force, especially if it arrives in stealth will be a problem.” 
 
    “What’s it going to take to make us bulletproof?” 
 
    “Without a ground force, it can’t be done. The Confederation has stealth ships that can deploy stealth shuttles without having to drop their cloaks. We may not detect them until they decloak on the ground.” 
 
    “Can we operate assassins at ground level?” 
 
    “If they have a grav-drive that’s hover capable, yes. But be advised, stealth mode in the atmosphere is only so good. It interacts with the atmosphere enough that you can tell something is there.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll get Cal working on that. Change of topic. Would we be better off if we recalled some of the carriers out in the Confederation?” 
 
    “Yes, we need to bring them back home to reload anyway. As is, they’re nearly toothless. Their only weapon is their spacetime disruption spear. It’s a powerful weapon, but in close-in battle, it has to expose itself to use its weapon, which increases the odds that it will get hit. Would you like us to start bringing them back in?” 
 
    “Yes. As many as you can, as fast as you can. Keep two in each system. Bring the emptier ones back first.” 
 
    “For most of them, it will be an 18-day return.” 
 
    “Then all the more reason to start today.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Jazz acknowledges. 
 
    “One last thing.” 
 
    Jazz just looks at me. 
 
    “We may have the first of the new enhanced ER Carriers ready for test this evening. Can you assign someone?” 
 
    “If I’m free, I’d love to. If not, Dylan will be your best choice. I’ll let him know.” 
 
    I smile. “Thanks Jazz.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING 
 
    If the ER Carrier’s Test Flight tonight is successful, then the only thing stopping us from going into high gear will be the new assassins. Maybe Cal and I can knock out some of the replicator patterns before the squadron of drones lands in Rufarven space. 
 
    I arrive and find Cal working at the pattern editor we rigged up in the engineering area. “Cal, how’s it going?” 
 
    “Morning, Jared. You’re looking chipper. By the way, great party last night.” 
 
    “Tell that to Summer. What are you up to?” 
 
    “I’m assembling the patterns for the new assassin. I’m calling it rev3.0.” 
 
    “How far along are you?” 
 
    “It’s been easy sailing so far. I’ve updated the superstructure and hull plating patterns, moving the mounts and various openings. I think I got all the unit of measure issues worked out. I also updated the ion drive subsystems. These were all based on a template, so that was easy. Now I’m updating the Z-PEG, which is also based on a template.” 
 
    “You’re working in the alien language and measurement system? Impressive.” 
 
    “Summer made me a quick reference card.” 
 
    Cal pops a window up into the holoprojection, showing Summer’s ‘card.’ It’s more like a book. 
 
    “This makes the templates really easy.” 
 
    Cal shows the alien-language template for the Z-PEG next to the appropriate card. The card even shows the conversion constants. 
 
    “After the replicator fiasco, Summer updated the cards to include the proper conversions,” Cal adds. 
 
    I knew Summer spent most her time aboard the ship working the translations, but in truth didn’t realize the extent of what she’d accomplished. I wonder why she didn’t make a bigger deal of it. 
 
    Cal draws my attention back, when he says, “It’s the new components I need your help with. Do you have time to take a pass at the integrated Stadler/Stealth field generator with me?” 
 
    “I have a couple hours. Do you have the simulation output?” I ask. Cal’s smile is all I need to know the answer. 
 
    ... 
 
    Two hours in, as we’re coming up on a good spot to take a break, Tay comes in. “Thought I might find you two here.” 
 
    “Hey, Tay.”  
 
    Cal’s singsong greeting makes me laugh. 
 
    “What?” He asks, indignant at my laughter. 
 
    “Sorry, just the way you said that.” I laugh some more. 
 
    “Sounds like you two have been having fun,” Tay replies. 
 
    “Just working,” Cal shoots back. 
 
    After looking at me, Tay says, “Good news from the shipyard, Replicator 1 finally came up, and they are full steam ahead on getting the infrastructure updated for the next one. A little later today, they’ll be starting the actual assembly using the new parts we sent several days back. If everything goes to plan, then the second replicator will come up in three days.” 
 
    “It’s disappointing to hear it’s taken this long,” I complain. 
 
    “Don’t go there Jared,” Tay chides. “Charlie and your team, who have the most experience with this, have taken over a year. This is the first time the crew in the shipyard have ever attempted anything this complex. They’ll take a couple of days longer than Charlie to get the next unit up. But it took Charlie over a year to get to that place.” 
 
    This whole replicator effort has been one setback after another, which has been so frustrating that I almost slip and give a snarky reply. Thankfully, I contain it. 
 
    “Thanks for the reminder, Tay. You’re absolutely right. I’ll make a point to call Dan later. If you should talk to him or anyone from the engineering team first, send them my thanks.” 
 
    “Will do. So, what are you two up to?” 
 
    “Has Jared told you about the new carrier and assassin designs we’ve come up with?” 
 
    “Uh, no. Please tell me you haven’t made changes to the superstructure or hull plating? Up at the yards, I have 25 hulls already built out waiting for parts.” 
 
    The long silence is all that’s needed for Tay to spout out the only profanities I’ve ever heard escaping her lips. 
 
      
 
   

 

 FIRST ARRIVAL 
 
    Entering the drone control room, I see that only ten of the piloting stations are in use. Jazz and three other pilots, Tag, Bolt, and Red, are working the arrival of the carrier drones that have been dispatched to Staging System Four. 
 
    “I’ll be arriving in five,” Tag announces as the automated count down timer begins its audible sequence. 
 
    My eyes shift to the second inset in the holoprojection. I see and hear the last seconds tick by. “...2, 1, ...dropping from FTL.”  
 
    In the inset, the previously chaotic image resolves to show a star field and the blackness of space. 
 
    “Did we miss?” I ask. 
 
    I hear Tag, whose given name is Tucker Ward, snicker. “No. I dropped from FTL about five light hours out from the star. We need to do a surveillance run on the system before entering. We don’t want to be seen if there’s someone already there.”  
 
    Seconds, then minutes, tick by. 
 
    “Jazz, sensors are clear up to one light-hour ahead. Requesting permission to jump an hour ahead.” 
 
    “Permission granted.” 
 
    The image in inset two, once again devolves into chaos, but unlike previous times, it immediately resolves to a clear image. I note that one of the stars directly ahead is a little bigger than it was before. 
 
    “Beginning surveillance scans,” Tag announces. 
 
    Again, boring minutes tick by with no discernable activity. Then the next control handshake takes place. 
 
    “Sensors are clear up to one light-hour ahead. Requesting permission to jump another light-hour ahead.” 
 
    “Permission granted.” 
 
    The minutes tick by, but this time the report is different. 
 
    “I’ve spotted the first of the two derelicts we expected to find,” Tag calls out. 
 
    “Confirming that the first derelict has been spotted,” Jazz replies. 
 
    More minutes pass, then Tag announces, “We are clear well out beyond the derelict, requesting permission to jump in closer.” 
 
    “Permission granted.” 
 
    Again, the image in the inset dissolves into chaos for a second before clearing. 
 
    “The first derelict is 100,000 kilometers ahead. I’ve highlighted it on the screen. Still scanning for the second derelict.” Tag declares. 
 
    “I’ll be dropping from FTL in about a minute,” Bolt announces. “Permission to skip in, closer to Tag.” 
 
    “Permission granted to skip in closer to Tag,” Jazz handshakes back. 
 
    One by one, the other drones arrive. 
 
    “OK, team,” Jazz says. “We need to find the second ship. It must have had more velocity than we expected. Here’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    A map of the system pops up in a new inset in the holoprojection. Three positions are marked. 
 
    “Bolt, I want you 60° ahead in orbit around the star, 30° above the orbital plane. Red, I want you 30° ahead, 60° below. I’ll take the position 60° behind. This should allow us to find ship two if it’s in this hemisphere.” The shading in the holoprojection changes to show the search area the team is targeting. 
 
    “Tag, once we’re away, carve up the derelict. Leave lots of bits and pieces, but nothing substantial. Click to acknowledge.” 
 
    Three clicks sound almost in unison. 
 
    I watch as the other three drones obtain the requisite vectors then go to FTL. Then as Tag moves in, I see his spacetime disruption weapon reach out, and the derelict begin to dissolve into dust. 
 
    Shortly after the first derelict is destroyed, Red announces, “Found it! Decaying orbit, well below the orbital plane. It’s in close to the star but I think I can get it. Requesting permission to approach.” 
 
    I see Jazz looking intently at one of the screens at his station. 
 
    “Red, she’s yours. Jump in, cut her in half from bow to stern, then get out. She’s low enough in the gravity well that you won’t be able to get back out on your current vector. 
 
    “Acquiring vector. This will take a few minutes,” Red replies. 
 
    I watch as Red maneuvers her carrier to get an advantageous angle for the approach. It takes the better part of ten minutes before she can go to FTL. In the flash of an eye, she’s there coming up behind the derelict. Her spacetime disruption weapon is deployed, then she rotates her drone so the weapon will hit the derelict as she passes from behind. As the drone rotates the star comes into view filling the screen. I’ve seen images like this where a planet fills the sky, but never seen one where the star does.  
 
    As the weapon rips through the derelict, I hear Tag sounding an alarm. “We’ve got a problem, bogies inbound.” 
 
    In the screen showing the locations of our drones around the star, two bright red dots appear. 
 
    “Bolt, Tag, go to FTL, jump out one light year,” Jazz shouts. 
 
    “I don’t have time,” Red cries out. “I’m too close to the star to engage FTL. I’ll be in view of the bogies by the time I can acquire an escape vector.” 
 
    Jazz furiously works the controls at his station. “Confirmed. Jump your carrier into the star, Red.” 
 
    I’m standing close enough to Red to see the anguish on her face. On the holoprojection, I see the star move directly into Red’s path and know that she’s rotated her carrier to be pointing directly at the star. 
 
    “Going to full military power!” she declares. 
 
    On the screen, I see the star rush forward, then suddenly, the screen goes black. 
 
    “Damn it!” Red curses, as she pounds her fist on her dashboard. 
 
    “Sorry, Red,” Jazz says quietly. “It’s hard losing your ship even if it is a 12-meter-long drone. I’m going to FTL.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 DEBRIEFING 
 
    I join the strike team for the debrief, even though I feel less than welcome. Jazz kicks it off by saying, “We lost an asset today. It’s the risk we take every time we enter enemy territory. Nonetheless, that’s what we were ordered to do and that’s what we did.  
 
    “During my time in the Confederation, I rarely had the benefit of knowing why we were sent on a mission. Yeah, there were the platitudes spewed out before we left. But did any of us really believe what we were told?” 
 
    Jazz lets the question hang there for a second, then continues, “For this mission, as most since I came to Jaredaan, I had the benefit of knowing why we were sent out. Unlike any mission during my days in special forces, I believed what I was told. That’s why I’m so loyal to the Jaredaan Space Command. 
 
    “Our commander-in-chief joined us today because of the importance of this mission. Jared, would you like to address our warriors before we start the debrief?” 
 
    I hadn’t been expecting this, but Jazz’s long introduction gave me the time to probe him and to probe our pilots, so thankfully, I know what I need to say. 
 
    “Today, we traversed into the space of a people known as the Rufarven. Technologically, they are slightly behind the aliens. They’re the only species other than us humans that have turned the aliens away. The Rufarven are not predators. They do not seek conquest. Nor do they seek to expand their territory to worlds already occupied. But they viciously protect their own territory. I have never met a people more vicious than the Rufarven. 
 
    “So, why were we here? Why venture into the space of such territorial people?” I pause and make eye contact with each of the pilots in the room. 
 
    “The answer is simple. The aliens ventured into their territory knowing everything I just told you. They did so on the assumption that they would not be found out. As you all know, we found them out. We met them in these systems and stopped them in their tracks here. 
 
    “What we didn’t know at the time was that the aliens thought they were so safe, they did not secure their systems before entering Rufarven space. 
 
    “A recent review of those recordings revealed that four of the ships we defeated were left mostly intact. Enough so that the Rufarven’s would be able to reverse engineer the aliens’ technology the same way we have. 
 
    “Today, we destroyed two of those ships. In the coming days we have two more to destroy. I would gladly lose all our remaining drones to take those two down. 
 
    “But here’s the catch. If the Rufarven determine that we’re violating their space, then it will be all out war. Their technology is slightly less capable than ours, but they have thousands of ships. We have a couple hundred carriers and assassins. As things stand today, we are no match for the Rufarven.” 
 
    I turn to Red, whose given name is Esther Hawley. 
 
    “Red, you took down one of the four ships we needed to kill. You did it without being detected. You lost your carrier in the process. But given the situation, it was exactly what needed to be done. So, credit to you. You got a kill, and you protected our identity. 
 
    “A Rufarven salvage operation has captured one of the two remaining ships. Our challenge will be to deny the Rufarven, without the salvage company being able to pin it on us. 
 
    “The other derelict we need to destroy is in Staging System One. Everything you do in the next couple days needs to be focused on destroying those two ships. If either should fall into Rufarven hands, then the human worlds are in for trouble. 
 
    “Tag, credit to you for finding our way into the system and for destroying the first derelict. Red, credit to you for taking down the second one, then sacrificing your drone before it was found out. 
 
    “I’ll leave it to Jazz to take it from here.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    I make my way back to manufacturing to check on our progress. I enter the space and see that most of the team is here. Summer is working with Brock on what appears to be assassin parts. Cal, Tay and Moose are in intense conversation near one of the drawing boards, where I see various sketches. As much as I would like to go over and check progress with Summer, I’m instinctively pulled over to the drawing board, where I sense greater anxiety. As I come into hearing range, I hear Tay heatedly complaining to Cal. 
 
    “I’ll have to change my tooling to accommodate the larger ion drive. It’ll take at least two weeks to get that done!” 
 
    Tay suddenly turns and sees me, then redirects her heat in my direction. 
 
    “Jared, I can’t believe you did this. You’ve been on us for months now about getting the carrier line running, then you go changing it all up without telling us! What the hell! That’s going to cost at least two weeks.” 
 
    “Sorry I didn’t pull you in on this sooner Tay. There’s no way to know for sure whether the new design will work until it’s been tested, which we still haven’t done yet. At this point, I think it probably will work, and we’ll want to switch over.  
 
    “I share all your frustration over the replicator delays, which have completely hamstrung us. The good news is that I think the replicator issue has been solved.  
 
    “But development work will be going on continually. In all likelihood, the drones we build a year from now will be different than the ones we build next week. And if the new one checks out, it will be the first one you build in quantity.” 
 
    “But the schedule, the tooling...” Tay’s words kind of fizzle out. 
 
    “It’s OK,” I say calmly. “A number of things went against us, but we’ll work our way through them. And if this new ER Carrier isn’t ready for primetime yet, then you’ll have the previous design out in volume starting next week. In fact, if it’s going to take two weeks to make the new tooling and the replicators can start making parts next week, then we may run the old design until the tooling is ready to install.” 
 
    Tay nods her head but doesn’t say anything. I can tell she’s still upset but know she’ll get past it. 
 
    With Tay settled for now, I cast my attention to Moose. 
“Where are we with the prototype build?” 
 
    “It’s ready.” 
 
    “All preflight readings check out,” Cal adds. “We’re just waiting on the ‘go ahead’ and a pilot.” 
 
    “And sunset,” Moose adds. 
 
    I check the time on my communicator. “Well, you have the go ahead, and full darkness isn’t for another three hours, so I’m going to check in with Summer, then with Jazz. If you want to watch the test flight, then meet us in the assembly room at 8:00.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “How’s it going over here?”  
 
    “Good,” Summer replies. “What’s the problem over there?” She indicates the others who are still talking near the drawing board. 
 
    “Tay just realized that the new ER Carrier may be ready before the first full build of the previous one is done.” 
 
    “You didn’t loop her in?” Summer asks incredulously. 
 
    “No, she had problems of her own to solve and the new one came together much faster than anticipated. Two weeks ago, it wasn’t even a thing yet.” 
 
    “I get it,” Summer replies. “But going forward, you need to clue people in earlier. Tay was really blind-sided, which isn’t fair. She’s important enough to our operation that she needs to be in the loop.” 
 
    “Agreed. Now back to you. How are things going?” 
 
    “Good,” Summer repeats herself. “We are just finishing up the parts for the first six assassins in this run. Tomorrow, we’ll shoot for eight.” She indicates Moose. “He’s been distracted since he came back down after the first assassin. So, he’s the bottleneck at the moment.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    I arrive and hear the calm back and forth of a mission in progress. 
 
    “Permission to jump ahead another light hour.” Bolt requests. 
 
    “Permission granted,” Jazz replies. 
 
    I see the starfield, on one of the screens in the holoprojection, dissolve into the chaos of FTL. A moment later, the image resolves, indicating that the drone has dropped back into normal space. 
 
    “Beginning scan,” Bolt announces. 
 
    “Scans begun,” Jazz echoes back. 
 
    On the screen in the holoprojection showing the drones’ positions in the system, a bright red star shows up. 
 
    “Bogie in system.” Bolt announces. 
 
    A spike of anxiety passes through me, then I realize the map screen is showing Bolt’s drone as being cloaked. 
 
    “Confirming Bogie. Everyone hold position.” 
 
    Jazz, noticing I’m in the room, waves me over. 
 
    “We have a decision to make here. This derelict is being protected, the other is being towed in toward the Rufarven home world. Do we stay and take this one, go get the other one, or divide and conquer? It seems to me that the other one is the higher priority, since it’s closer to the Rufarven home world.” 
 
    “How would you take this one?” 
 
    “I would use the derelict as a shield, jumping an assassin in close to the derelict, but on the opposite side from the guard. Then enter through the opening in the stern, hollow out the interior, and jump back out. It’ll take a little time to work the math on that. But I think we can do it without the guard knowing anything happened.” 
 
    “What about the one being towed?” 
 
    “If we can catch them when they’re not in FTL, same plan. If they’re going the whole way in FTL, then we pop their spacetime bubble. It’ll kill the derelict and the salvage ship towing it, but that happens from time to time. FTL towing is a dangerous business.” 
 
    “Let me see if I can get any insight into the salvage ship’s intentions.” 
 
    I head over to the mystery couch and, in moments, am away. It doesn’t take long to orient myself and discern the path the salvage ship is taking. But for reasons unknown, I can’t snap to it the way I can with most other things. It must be something about the Rufarven. Once I’ve been somewhere in their space, I can snap back there. But new places, I need to seek them out the way I sought out their home world the first time. 
 
    The search is tedious and long, but finally I hit paydirt. The salvage ship is in orbit around a large desert world that reminds me of Jaredaan, with its small polar ice caps sandwiching a lot of brown rock. The ship has obviously dropped the tractor mechanism as the alien derelict is well behind it in orbit. 
 
    I enter the bridge, where the captain rests with his eyes closed and feet up. A flash probe reveals that he’s waiting to be refueled, frustrated that the fuel shuttle will not reach him for another twelve hours. 
 
    His eyes snap open as if he has sensed my presence. 
 
    I come back to myself and pop up with urgency, startling Dylan who has come to sit next to me. 
 
    “Jared, you’re back,” he spits out. 
 
    “Where’s Jazz?”  
 
    “Dinner break,” Bolt replies, then looks at his chronometer. “He should be back in another fifteen minutes. You were gone for almost two hours Jared. Did you find anything?” 
 
    “Yes. I know where the ship is. It’s waiting to be refueled and has left the derelict to drift a couple thousand kilometers away. We can take it now, if we can get there in time.” 
 
    “Where is it? Do you have the coordinates?” Dylan asks. 
 
    “I need a star chart,” I reply. “I know where it is, but don’t have the coordinates.” 
 
    “Got it,” Bolt says, projecting a star chart out near his seat. 
 
    It takes a moment to orient myself. Then I stick my finger into the holographic projection. “Can you zoom in on this area?” 
 
    Bolt zooms it in. I point more exactly. We repeat a couple times until I think I’ve found the right system. 
 
    “Can you add the planets in this system?” 
 
    A moment later the planets appear, lined up in a straight line, their orbits shown as concentric ellipses. 
 
    “Sorry, we don’t have current positions on these planets, just their alien names, thumbnail images, and orbits.” 
 
    “It’s this one. He’ll be there for the next twelve hours.” 
 
    “Curious, it looks a lot like Jaredaan,” Bolt replies. 
 
    “Can you plot a course?” 
 
    “Let me,” Dylan says. “Bolt, can you send me the star’s ID.” 
 
    “Over to you, bud, thanks.” 
 
    As Dylan makes his way over to his station, he says, “Our navigation controls are a little finicky. Bolt has active tracking engaged on his. It sometimes drops when you go searching for an alternate route.” 
 
    It’s the first time I’ve heard of this issue, which is worrisome. But I’m happy to see our pilots covering for each other so seamlessly. 
 
    I see Dylan frantically working his controls and don’t understand the urgency. 
 
    “Jared, can you call Jazz? We’re right on the cusp of being able to get there in time.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Jazz arrives, takes in the situation, and, to my surprise, decides to leave Bolt in Staging System One to track the derelict.  
 
    “I don’t like splitting our forces, but this is going to go much better for us, if we can get both derelicts while they’re orbiting in normal space. We’re too likely to blow our cover during an FTL takedown. 
 
    “The additional spacing between the salvage ship and the derelict will make stealth entry of an assassin easier. So, I want to run it first to validate the technique, further from prying eyes. 
 
    “If I can make this work, Bolt can use the same method reducing his risk.”  
 
    Once again, I find myself so impressed with Jazz and his strategic sense. 
 
    “Dylan, this is a complicated course. How did you find it so fast?” Jazz asks. 
 
    “Straight lines and waypoints,” Dylan replies, apparently referencing an astrogation technique of some sort. “If you do it iteratively, it locks faster.” 
 
    Jazz gives a humph. “Learned that in school, but never had the need to apply it until now. We should drill that sometime.” 
 
    Sporadic chatter of the same type carries on for a while as the two carriers leave to chase after the escaped derelict. Finally, after about a half hour, Jazz says, “Vector to Waypoint 1 acquired, going to FTL.” 
 
    The pilots all seem to visibly relax, which is puzzling to me. Seeing my puzzlement, he points at one of the holoprojection screens. 
 
    “ETA: 10 hours, 37 minutes,” Jazz says. “We’ll make it in time, if the refuel info is right. Not much for us to do now other than wait.” 
 
    He turns to Dylan. “Looks like you get the test flight, Dylan. You two should grab a bite then get on with it. It’s dark out.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ASSEMBLY ROOM 
 
    Dylan and I double-time our way up to the assembly room. There we find the development team idling. 
 
    “Was hoping someone would make it up here in time,” Vera, Dylan’s wife, says. 
 
    “Hey, babe,” Dylan whispers as he makes his way to the sole pilot station in the room. “Are we ready to rock and roll?” 
 
    Vera rolls her eyes, while most of the others laugh at Dylan’s exuberance. 
 
    Minutes later, the experimental ER Carrier drone lifts off its cradle. 
 
    “Power nominal. Position stable,” Dylan reports, as the new ER Carrier design levitates in front of us. 
 
    “Open the exit hatch,” Dylan orders. 
 
    Moments later the outer wall of the chamber retracts, exposing the upper valleys of the mountains south of us. 
 
    Slowly, the drone creeps forward, then exits the 9th floor hatch without dropping a millimeter. It hangs there for a second, then Dylan says, “Accelerating to escape velocity in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1... Accelerating!” 
 
    In front of me, I see the carrier accelerate at an incredible rate. In less than a minute, it’s lost from sight. 
 
    There’s a boom in the distance. Then Dylan says, “She just broke the sound barrier. We’ll be out of the atmosphere in...” 
 
    Just as Dylan’s about to announce the time, the automated countdown sequence engages. “Transitioning to FTL in 3, 2, 1... transitioned.” 
 
    The Assembly Room has a holographic projection system almost as impressive as the one in the drone control room. On the screen dedicated to the prototype’s nose camera, the image churns with the chaos induced by the FTL bubble. I know the plan is for it to drop in about an hour, but the wait seems interminable. 
 
    ... 
 
    The sound of the automated countdown timer breaks my reverie. “Dropping from FTL in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1... Returned to normal space.” 
 
    The forward image in the holoprojection clears, revealing a star field. 
 
    “Did something go wrong? Where’s the star?” I ask. 
 
    “Sorry,” Dylan replies. “Switching to panoramic view.”  
 
    A yellowish, class G main sequence star appears on the far right in the holoprojection. 
 
    “Why is the star so far off to the right?” 
 
    “Cal, you want to explain it to Jared?” Dylan replies. 
 
    “Sure. The new Stadler drive in this version of the ER Carrier can drop out of FTL closer to the star because the gravitational shear during reentry is much lower. If we had dropped this close with any of the previous drones, they would have been ripped apart.”  
 
    “Correction,” Dylan cuts in. “The existing assassins can drop in this close, they’re smaller.” 
 
    “True, but questionably relevant. They don’t have the range for interstellar FTL flight.” 
 
    I cut in hoping to stop the technical nit picking. “I get the point. Thank you.” Then direct a question to Dylan. “Ah, Dylan. Does this give us any sort of tactical advantage?” 
 
    “It can. In larger space battles, one side will sometimes attempt to lure the other side deeper into a star’s gravity well to prevent them from using FTL during battle. The tactic is most valuable when there’s a big difference in FTL performance between the combatants. Higher performance usually comes with a greater stand-off from the star. This drive does not have that property.” 
 
    “Interesting, how long until we can bring her back?” 
 
    Dylan points to the mission timer in the holoprojection. “2 hours, 21 minutes.” 
 
    “How are we doing so far?” 
 
    “From my perspective great. The controls are tight. It responds with precision. The engines are powerful, and the new Stadler drive is amazing. But Cal and Tay are the ones that are receiving all the instrument readings. They’re the ones that can tell you if it is performing to the design. But for me, so far, this is the best machine I’ve ever flown.” 
 
    I see Cal nodding, so decide it’s time for me to take my leave. Knowing I can’t just walk out, I step toward the front of the room. 
 
    “Hey, team. The test flight is far from over, but it sure is going well. I have a busy day tomorrow, one that’s going to start in just a couple hours. So, I’m going to take my leave now. The remaining work is in the right hands. I look forward to the debrief tomorrow.” 
 
    I see Summer say a few words to Tay, then peel away to join me. Once out in the hallway, I say, “You could have stayed, you know. You don’t need to leave, just because I need to get up at 4:30.” 
 
    “I know. But like you, I have work tomorrow and nothing to add to the test process. Besides, I’d rather be with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 11: CLOSE CALL 
 
    Day 14 
 
   

 


 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    I arrive a few minutes before 5 AM. The room is quiet, the lights dimmed, nonetheless the tension is palpable in the whispers and sudden movements of the three pilots. 
 
    I stand there watching, unnoticed by the pilots, trying to take in the situation. In the holoprojection, I see that both our drones have dropped from FTL and are on approach to the desert world revealed to me in the mystery. 
 
    On the system map, I see the positions of our drones and of the salvage ship, but not the alien derelict.  
 
    Things are quiet for a while, then Tag says, “Found it!” 
 
    Moments later, the alien derelict appears on the system map, about 90 degrees behind the salvage ship in its orbit. 
 
    “It’s hard to believe that salvager has let his claim slip so far behind him,” Tag says incredulously. 
 
    Jazz, the master of reading every situation, is the first to figure out what happened. “Check the orbits. The derelict is much further away from the planet, high in its gravity well. The salvage ship is closer in, down deep.” 
 
    “I see that,” Tag replies. “But I’m still not getting it.” 
 
     “Refueling operations are catastrophic if they go wrong. So most towing operators, drop the towed vessel somewhere safe before going in for the refuel. In cases like this, where the refuel takes place down low in the gravity well, the salvager will drop it much higher up, so they don’t need to drag the towed vessel back out when the refueling is done. General practice is to park them in an orbital position well ahead of their position in the refueling orbit.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “Ah, Jared. I didn’t notice you come in. Higher orbits have lower angular velocity. So during the refueling, the lower orbit will move further around the planet than the higher one. That’s why you drop your load ahead of you—to keep an eye on it while you’re waiting.” 
 
    “Got it,” I reply. 
 
    Jazz continues, “The salvage operator may have miscalculated the position or the time to refuel. Or maybe, the orbital space is on allocation, and he got the best slot he could. But either way, this is good news for us. The derelict is barely within viewing range. If it weren’t for all the congestion, hollowing out the derelict would be a piece of cake.” 
 
    “What congestion?” I ask. “The salvage ship, the derelict, and our two drones are the only ones in system, right?” I point to the system map. 
 
    “Well, the only ones we’re showing on the map anyway,” Jazz shoots back. “We’ve suppressed those uninvolved. Here’s everything we can sense.” 
 
    Suddenly hundreds of tiny red dots appear in the holoprojection, dwarfed by the four bright ones we’re worried about. 
 
    “Oh,” I mutter. 
 
    ... 
 
    Time passes as our carriers slowly work their way in, closer and closer to the derelict, before stopping a couple hundred meters behind. Tag’s carrier is in a slightly higher orbit, Jazz’s slightly below. 
 
    “Deploying assassin,” Jazz calls out.  
 
    Moments later, another bright dot appears on the system map, then another window opens, showing the nose camera view from the assassin. 
 
    “Calculating intercept course,” Jazz announces. 
 
    Several seconds later, I hear the telltale sound of target lock, and the starfield shown in the assassin’s view window stops moving. Then the automated count down timer starts. 
 
    “..., 2, 1, ...transitioned to FTL.” 
 
    The view from the nose camera dissolves into chaos, then seconds later resolves to the image of the derelict. The gaping hole where the tail sheared off has a ragged edge but sits there straight ahead. 
 
    “Intercept in ten seconds,” Jazz calls out. 
 
    As I count down the seconds in my head, the approach slows to a stop, the interior structure of the alien ship filling most of the screen. On level two, I see most of the manufacturing area exposed to space. But lights on several of the replicators are plain to see. 
 
    “Dialing the spacetime disruption spear down to 250 meters,” Jazz announces. “Engaging spear.” 
 
    I see the spear form, then the interior of the ship slowly dissolves into dust, then dissipates. Jazz meticulously manipulates the controls until no sign of the engineering or manufacturing spaces remains. 
 
    “Disengaging spear,” he announces. 
 
    What I see in front of me is nothing short of amazing. Decks 2 through 10 in the back half of the ship are gone. There’s 10, maybe 25, meters of decking stubs still clinging to the interior walls. But the rest of it, the replicators, main power plant, ion drive, and the upper and lower aft disruptors are all gone. 
 
    “Jazz, we may have some trouble,” Tag warns. “The salvage operator is moving to a higher orbit. It’s moving with surprising speed. It may be on to us. I estimate that it will attempt to reengage the tractor on the derelict in ten minutes.” 
 
    “OK, Tag. Start working your way out. Maximum stealth protocol. I’m going to attempt recovery of the assassin.” 
 
    “Working my way out,” Tag replies. “Be careful, boss.” 
 
    I watch the dance that follows. The recovery of the assassin, then the slow exfiltration of two cloaked drones from a congested series of orbits filled with everything from small private yachts to giant warships. Who could have guessed that the sparsely populated desert world could be such a popular refueling station? 
 
    An hour later, Jazz and Tag finally escape the congestion around the planet. Fifteen minutes after that, they acquire a safe vector to open space, then to FTL. It will be ten-plus hours before the ships are back near Staging System One. But three of the four problematic alien derelicts in Rufarven territory have now been neutralized. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DEBRIEF 
 
    Jazz, Tag, and Red, who lost her drone in system 8, cluster around Bolt’s piloting station and dispassionately go through the mantra—what worked, what went wrong, what they could do better, and how they could better train. I laud their discipline, but the repetition is boring and my mind wanders. 
 
    Jazz, who seems to read me, says, “Don’t worry Jared. There will be congratulations and celebration. But we are still in mission. Bolt needs to do what Tag and I just pulled off. But he needs to do it with observers close at hand, something we didn’t have to do.” 
 
    There’s a little more exchange, then Bolt says, “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 STAGING SYSTEM ONE 
 
    “Releasing assassin,” Bolt announces. 
 
    Like in the refueling system, four bright dots appear in the system map: Bolt’s carrier, his assassin, the alien derelict, and the Rufarven guard ship. 
 
    Several minutes later, he says, “Acquiring vector.” 
 
    I know these drones are moving through thousands of kilometers of space. But the view in the holoprojection barely changes. 
 
    Seconds, then minutes, tick by. Finally, nearly an hour after the assassin was deployed, I hear the unmistakable sound of target lock.  
 
    “Request permission to commit,” Bolt calls out. 
 
    “Permission granted,” Jazz handshakes back. 
 
    Moments later, the image from the assassin’s nose camera dissolves into chaos. A few seconds after that, the image resolves, showing the giant alien ship on the assassin’s port side. 
 
    “Bring it to a relative stop before you overshoot,” Jazz orders with urgency. 
 
    The system map shows the alien derelict sitting between the assassin and the guard ship. The view from the nose camera shows the relative motion between the derelict and the assassin reducing to nothing. 
 
    “Working my way back toward the stern,” Bolt declares.  
 
    Curiously, instead of the statement being echoed back, Jazz says, “You’ve got this Bolt. Stay calm, take it steady. There’s no hurry.” 
 
    Over the next ten minutes, the assassin drifts back toward the stern of the derelict, then comes to a full stop. 
 
    “Now the tricky part,” Jazz says softly. “I want you to inch your nose out half a meter past the breach where the ship’s tail used to be.” 
 
    The nose camera switches to panoramic mode, then everything on the starboard side slowly comes into view. 
 
    “We’re half a drone length out and can’t see the guard. That means it can’t see us,” Jazz assures. “Gently pivot around the corner, then enter the ship. Be careful not to touch it. Any impact could cause a vibration that could be seen, or cause the derelict to start rotating, which would bring us into view.” 
 
    I see Jazz manipulate some controls on his station. “I just turned on the audio feed. If we touch the ship, we will hear the vibration in the hull.” 
 
    Jazz’s words puzzle me. There’s no sound in space, there’s no air to convey it. But about halfway around the turn, I hear the undeniable sound of metal scraping against metal, then I get it. The audio sensors are attached to the hull. Any vibration in the hull will sound as audio here. 
 
    “Careful,” Jazz cautions a little louder than necessary. 
 
    “I’m reading movement in the ship,” Tag calls out urgently. 
 
    “Get her inside, Bolt,” Jazz commands. 
 
    Moments later, Bolt’s assassin is inside the ship, moving down the starboard hallway on level 6. It’s so odd to see a ship that’s identical to the one we are in, through the view of an assassin’s forward camera. 
 
    “OK,” Jazz coaches. “Align yourself with the corridor, then engage your spacetime disruption spear. Remember to dial its length down to 250 meters before engaging.” 
 
    Over the next half hour, Bolt slowly and meticulously carves out wall after wall, section after section. But I don’t get it. The stuff he’s carving out is forward of the replicators and other devices we need to destroy. Those are all behind us, in the aft most part of what remains of the tail of the ship. 
 
    “Why are we carving up the forward parts of the ship?” I ask, a bit frustrated. “The things we need to destroy are in the stern.” 
 
    Jazz looks at me, obviously unhappy about me asking questions during this incredibly sensitive part of the operation. 
 
    “We’re inside the ship, Jared. To carve out the stern, we need to be located someplace closer to the bow. We’re simply making the space we need to be able to carve out the stern.” 
 
    I suddenly get it. In the refueling system, Jazz was hidden from view behind the ship. Here, that space is in full view of the guard, so we have to enter the ship. Hollow out a space near the centerline in the forward half of the ship, where we could position ourselves to carve up the stuff we need to remove. 
 
    Minutes pass, then more minutes tick away. Finally, Jazz says, “That’s enough. Move into position, reoriented toward the stern, then let’s finish this.” 
 
    As we finally start carving out the aft end of the ship, there’s a loud metallic clang. Red, who has been diligently studying the sensor feed from Bolt’s drone says, “I think we have a problem. The vibrations we’re picking up on the hull are consistent with the sound of magnetic boots walking on the outer hull.” 
 
    “Where are they on the ship?” Jazz asks. 
 
    “Sensors say near midship heading toward the aft opening.” 
 
    “Bolt, carve out a path for yourself right down the center. That should get the replicators. As soon as you see open space, go to max ion thrust. Halfway to the opening, kill the ion drive, and go to FTL.” 
 
    “Inside the ship?” Bolt exclaims. 
 
    “Inside the ship,” Jazz replies calmly, but leaving no doubt this is an order. 
 
    In a sudden burst of activity that I won’t understand until later, Bolt carves out the center of the ship. As he’s finishing, he engages the ion drive, which causes his still active ion spear to nick a gash in the derelict’s starboard side. As the drone starts to race down through the path it just carved, he disables the spear. Ahead, a piece of plating falls into our path. 
 
    “Go to stealth,” Jazz shouts so loud I jump. “Not FTL!”  
 
    A second later, there’s a massive gong in the audio, caused by the vibration rippling through the hull. Then the drone is away gliding through the emptiness of space. 
 
    “Whoever’s on the hull had to have felt that,” Red says. “But stealth was obtained before we emerged from this ship. No one saw you escape.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DEBRIEFING 
 
    I sit in on the debriefing, but don’t say a word. I’m embarrassed that my presence had an impact on the mission because I couldn’t keep my mouth shut and save the questions for later. 
 
    Jazz is obviously unhappy that we failed to pull off this mission incident free. But he manages the debriefing calmly and dispassionately. 
 
    As I look back on it, this was an incredibly risky choice, especially given our poor state of readiness. In a full out war with the Rufarven today, they would roll right over us. A year from now, when I have 10,000 ER carriers and hundreds of thousands of the new assassins, it would be a different matter. 
 
    But, if we are identified and the Rufarven come after us, then I may have just sentenced mankind to a terrible fate. 
 
    On the other hand, if the Rufarven captured those ships and reverse engineered them the way we did, the result would be the same. It might take longer and be bloodier, but they would be able to direct their entire empire at the mission, while I would be spending half my time fighting with the incompetent Confederation, while doing everything that matters on a shoestring. 
 
    “Jared, do you have anything you would like to add?” 
 
    Jazz’s question brings me back to the moment with all eyes on me. Thankfully a series of flash probes reveals what I need to say. 
 
    “Good job everyone. We went against unreasonable odds with an insufficient force and no time to plan. We achieved our primary objective, which was to deprive the Rufarven of advanced Lepodred technology. And we came close to doing it undetected. 
 
    “It remains to be seen who the Rufarven will blame for this and how they will react. But we have bought ourselves time in every conceivable outcome.” 
 
    I pause, wondering if I should continue, but I think I must. 
 
    “I also learned something about myself today. My value in missions like this is purely as an intelligence source. I think I did OK on that front, finding the salvage ship in time for us to intercept it while it was stopped for refueling. But several times today, I inserted myself when I had nothing to add. That’s unacceptable and won’t happen again. 
 
    “I think that’s all I have to say.” 
 
    The room is silent for several seconds, then Jazz finally breaks it. “Good summary.” 
 
    He turns back to the pilots. “Set your drones on the return courses we discussed, then take the rest of the day today and tomorrow off. We’ll reconvene in two days to discuss and review our conclusions, review the recordings, and see if there’s more we can learn from this operation. Good work everyone.” 
 
    As the others file out, Jazz says, “Jared a word, please.” 
 
    I nod, and he indicates the conference room. Once the door is shut, he says, “I’ll make this brief. You need to train with us. I know you don’t want to make the time for it. But it’s no longer optional. We can’t get missions like this done without you. As you say, you are the intelligence arm of our military, and we can’t do the missions you assign us without it. 
 
    “But we can’t have another repeat of what happened today, you cost us critical seconds during a high stakes precision operation that ended up being less than 100% successful. It’s unlikely you were the direct cause of our failure, but any failure within a failed mission will be suspected. That’s why we debrief. 
 
    “Join us in the starboard mess tomorrow morning at 6 AM.” 
 
    I nod, duly chastened. 
 
    “You’re dismissed, soldier.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING CONFERENCE ROOM 
 
    Summer and I enter the engineering conference room, where I see more of the engineering, manufacturing, pilot and support team than I would have expected. 
 
    Cal and Dylan are our hosts for the debrief on the test flight. Tay, standing next to them, smiles at me, yesterday’s anxiety replaced by emanations of goodwill.  
 
    Flash probes of several of my key people reveal a lot of optimism. 
 
    “Jared, welcome.” Cal starts, then he turns to address the room. “Our purpose this afternoon is to discuss yesterday’s incredibly successful test flight of the second-generation, extended-range carrier, which I am dubbing ER2. 
 
    “The ER2 has more capacity, maneuverability, speed, and flexibility than any of our previous drone designs. And this test flight was the most successful of any of the ones I’ve participated in before.” 
 
    Someone calls out, “Is there one you haven’t participated in?” 
 
    I can’t discern who the questioner is, but Cal handles it well. 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of, no.” 
 
    Laughter washes across the room. When Cal reigns it in, he starts the spec-by-spec review of the test flight performance. 
 
    ... 
 
     “In conclusion, Tay, Dylan, Jazz and I recommend the release of this design to manufacturing.” 
 
    As the applause dies down, Cal yields the floor to Tay. 
 
    “I only found out about this design a couple days ago. In truth, I wasn’t happy to hear that the original ER design was being eclipsed before we ever got it into production. But a little time and eight hours of exposure to its test design have put me in a different place. 
 
    “The original ER design was approved a year ago. Issues not related to the design have prevented us from getting it into mass production. Now, a year later, those hurdles are on the cusp of being overcome. 
 
    “I spent a lot of time and energy optimizing our manufacturing process for the original ER design, and really felt like that soon-to-be success was being snatched away from me. 
 
    “Now, I don’t. We spent a lot of time and an incredible amount of Jared’s money bringing up the new production line. So, why would I want to waste a day trying to manufacture the inferior ER1, as I now call it, when I can make this fantastic ER2 design with only two weeks more work!” 
 
    The first time I saw Tay, I was impressed by her ability to whip up a room. Today, she’s doing it again, shifting all the support for the previous design to the new one. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Tay calls out, like the whip for a political party. “Who’s in favor of redirecting our efforts to ER2!” 
 
    I’m not sure I like the fanaticism, but maybe this is Tay saving me from myself. I would never whip up support like this for an engineering design. The engineering and science behind it should speak for themselves, an in this case they do. But I so botched the socialization of the new design, I alienated people, Tay among them. 
 
    “Thank you, Tay,” I whisper to myself. 
 
    “Do you understand my point now?” Summer asks. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    She smiles. “Good.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHIPBOARD OFFICE 
 
    The late night last night coupled with the early morning this morning has left me bone tired. I have one or two more items I need to clear from my queue before I can quit for the day. Hopefully, dinner will help rally me, because I feel the irresistible pull of the mystery demanding my attention. 
 
    My communicator sounds. It’s Charlie Tanner. 
 
    “Hi Charlie, what’s up.” 
 
    “You sound really tired, Jared. Are you OK?” 
 
    “Long night, early morning, what can I say? What’s up with you?” 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know that replicators four, five, and six came up today. We need to do a restocking of raw materials sometime tomorrow, but in another three days, we plan to bring up replicators seven to twelve. It took a year, but we’re finally there.” 
 
    “Congratulations Charlie. Any news from the shipyard?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’ve worked through the casing, power ganging, and supply line issues, at least enough of it that they expect to bring up unit two tomorrow. But Dan is the one you need to talk to for the official plan.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks for the good news. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “No,” Charlie answers. “I just wanted to let you know we’ve finally broken through the issues that have plagued us.” 
 
    “Thanks, Charlie. Good work.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Dinner helped, but I’m still feeling a bit wiped out. Nonetheless, I know I need to probe the mystery tonight. I seem to be increasingly attuned to changes in the timeline, enough so that the compulsion to explore tonight is greater than my exhaustion. 
 
    I cast my mind out and in moments am away, shocked to see where the mystery has taken me. I’m on the Rufarven home world in the huge building known as the Emperor’s Court. I draw as far into myself as I can, so as not to be detected. The Rufarven appear to be more able to sense me when I’m trying to hide myself than humans or the aliens. 
 
    A guard accompanies the emperor’s niece down a corridor in what I discern to be a private portion of the court. Two more guards await on either side of the ornate door at the end. 
 
    As she gets close, the two guards at the door, extend their spears, blocking it. Her reaction to this is puzzling, an odd mix of comfort and irritation. Probing lightly, I get it. She’s been trained since childhood to respect the court’s protocol and finds comfort in the protection it provides her beloved uncle. So, she executes her role with courtesy and precision, even though the formality seems too much, given her position. But other emotions register, mostly from the guards, then I realize none of those present believe any of the guards would survive a violent confrontation with her. 
 
    The guard accompanying her stops and formally announces, “His Majesty has requested the presence of the Commander of his Military Forces.” 
 
    The guard on the left knocks on the door. Moments later, it opens revealing an opulent waiting room, laden with red velvet. The Emperor’s secretary stands in the doorway, backed by six more heavily armed guards. They are dressed in the uniform of the royal guard, with swords at their sides, and spears neatly arranged in racks along the wall. But in their hands are weapons that I don’t recognize. 
 
    I feel the tiniest spike of anxiety come from her as she recognizes the high-capacity energy weapons. If it was just swords and spears, the entire collection of guards would be no threat to her, but six guards with those energy weapons would be a different matter. 
 
    “Ma’am, welcome.” The secretary stands to the side and waves her in. “Your uncle is anxious to speak with you. This way, please.” 
 
    He leads the way into a narrow maze, one that reconfigures each day, with deadly traps at the end of each false path. He knocks once on the left-most of the doors at the end of the maze. It opens, and they enter. 
 
    “My sweet, welcome. Please come and be seated.” The emperor indicates a petitioner’s chair set near his throne. 
 
    She steps forward, bows her head and purrs for several seconds as a sign of respect, then takes the offered seat. 
 
    The emperor looks at his secretary. “Privacy, please.” 
 
    “As you say, Your Majesty.” 
 
    He bows, then indicates that the two guards in the room should accompany him out. When the door closes, the emperor says in a soft voice, “Tell me of the news you’ve received.” 
 
    “The four Lepodred ships the humans destroyed in our space have been tampered with. Two that we have cataloged, but not collected yet were destroyed. We believe that we almost caught the perpetrators in the act. Sensor ghosts scattered as our ships came into the system. One of the Lepodred ships was more or less completely destroyed. We found space junk totaling maybe 20% of the ship’s mass. The other was neatly cut in half, from bow to stern, right down the centerline. Nothing of interest was found in the remaining wreckage.” 
 
    “Why do you suspect the humans, not the Lepodred?” 
 
    “I cannot eliminate the possibility it was the Lepodred. But in my judgement, this does not look like something they would do. The work was clean and neat, executed with precision. I’ve never seen Lepodred work this clean and subtle. We also swept this area multiple times, clearing out the remaining Lepodred and establishing a picket line to prevent their return. In contrast, we haven’t set-up picket lines to block the humans.” 
 
    “Should we have?” the Emperor asks. 
 
    “No. The Lepodred are the greater threat at present. But I have more news and evidence to share that is more compelling.” 
 
    “Does this regard the other two ships?” 
 
    “It does. The evidence for human tampering is more conclusive for these two.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “The derelict we retrieved the logs from was being towed in by a salvage company. When the tow ship needed to stop for refueling, it detached the derelict, parking it in a paid parking orbit. When the tow ship returned, it saw several sensor ghosts, then discovered that the ship had been hollowed out. 
 
    “During enhanced interrogation, the captain of the ship admitted that he had been visited by a spirit as he was on approach to the refueling planet. 
 
    “The parking operator was also interviewed. He shared his sensor logs, which contained numerous sensor anomalies around the derelict while in their parking space. His logs also included one incriminating image.” 
 
    “Do you have this image?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    She passes the emperor her data pad showing the single frame found in the security recordings of the parking area. It was taken from a great distance and is grainy. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” the Emperor complains. 
 
    “See the straight-line coming out of the back of the derelict?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I believe it’s a narrow beam spacetime disruption weapon like the ones the humans used to defeat the Lepodred.” 
 
    “But why is it coming out of the ship?” 
 
    “It’s not. It’s coming from a cloaked ship directly behind the derelict. Let me show you.”  
 
    She puts out her hand to take back the data pad, then enlarges the image until the fuzzy dot that is the cloaked drone is visible. Handing the data pad back to the Emperor, she says. “See the blur at the far end of the beam. That’s all we see of their cloaked ship.” 
 
    “It’s tiny. Can that be a ship?” 
 
    “The ship could be large, and this is the only light escaping from the cloak. Or this might be a remote piloted weapon.” 
 
    There’s silence for a second, then the Emperor sucks in his breath. “That would mean there are other ships in this system.” 
 
    “For a period of nearly two hours, sensor anomalies, like that blur, showed up coming into, then exiting, the system.”  
 
    He ruminates on the implications of her words for a second, then asks, “What about the other derelict?” 
 
    “I have pictures from that one as well. Quite a few more pictures in fact.” 
 
    The emperor gives his niece the data pad. She opens six images, then hands it back to him. 
 
    “The first image is of one of the blurs entering the derelict from the far side.” 
 
    “I see it,” he says. “It’s a translucent area of distortion against the far hull of the derelict. You can see through it, but something is clearly there.” 
 
    “Check out the next one,” she suggests. 
 
    The emperor flips to the next image and again is shocked, “What is that!” 
 
    “That is a space time disruption beam, cutting up through the hull from the inside.” 
 
    “They deployed a spacetime disruption weapon inside a ship?” He shakes his head in amazement, then flips the page. “It’s glowing. There’s a glow coming from within the ship.” 
 
    She smiles. “They fired an ion drive inside the ship, filling it with plasma that came out through the slit they accidentally made.” 
 
    “How do you know it was an accident?” 
 
    “It was a stealth mission. No one would light a flare in the midst of a stealth mission on purpose.” 
 
    “No, they wouldn’t,” the Emperor mutters, then flips to the next page. “That’s a partially cloaked ship emerging from the derelict. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “It’s so small. It must be a remotely piloted vessel.” 
 
    “That’s what I believe as well. The next two images show something interesting also.” 
 
    He flips to the next image, then says, “Their cloak doesn’t fully reform, does it?” 
 
    “No. A massive vibration ripped through the derelict just before it exited. We believe they hit something on their way out, which damaged their remote piloted vehicle.” 
 
    The emperor flips to the last image, showing the ship stretch far out into space. “They have FTL on their remote piloted vessel,” he whispers in awe. 
 
    “They do.” 
 
    “What do you make of this incident, young one?” 
 
    “We know there was unlocked technology aboard those derelicts. The humans must have known that also. Their mission was to deprive us of that technology. They entered our space covertly, conducted their mission, depriving us of our right to salvage, then they exited our space. 
 
    “It reinforces what I said before. These humans do not want to invade our space. They are happy with the peace and believe there will be peace as long as they are more powerful than us. But are they? 
 
    “They defeated the Lepodred via sabotage. Now they invade our space with tiny remote piloted vessels. Maybe that’s all they have. Maybe they are not a fearsome enemy, just a very clever one, easily overwhelmed by a larger force.” 
 
    “Your counsel, sweet one.” 
 
    “Open peace talks, establish relations as we did with the Lepodred. Once on the inside, we can learn their strength and secrets. Then when we know more, we could decide whether we want them as allies, enemies, or subjects.” 
 
    The emperor nods his head. “Excellent advice. I will order the Foreign Minister to initiate a dialog, but I want you to be part of the first exploratory mission. I suspect your diplomatic skills are better than you believe, but I know your ability to discern strength and weakness is second to none.” 
 
    “Thank you, sire.” She bows her head and purrs. Then the door opens, and she is dismissed. 
 
    ... 
 
    I attempt to come back to myself, but am swept to another scene, a three-ship diplomatic mission has taken orbit around Transbaru. Confederation President Amal Porti, Foreign Minister Rose Bondar, and I wait in the shade, near the landing pad where the Rufarven shuttle will be landing momentarily. 
 
    I’m struck by three things in this scene. The first is that I look incredibly fit and have the bearing of a military person. 
 
    The second is that Amal Porti is once again the president in a future vision. Rose Bondar, who is the one currently expected to win the honor, stands there as his second, the foreign minister. 
 
    The other thing that strikes me is that I can read myself. I’m being positioned as the defense minister although I’ve not accepted that job. This leads me to believe that this scene will not happen, so I can’t understand why the mystery is showing me this. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the shuttle has landed and cooled enough that the Rufarven dignitaries can disembark. The door opens and six armed guards, the number agreed to in earlier communiques, come down the steps and form a protective ring, matching the one our guards are positioned in. The next person down the steps is the Lepodred translator working for the Rufarven. His appearance was agreed to, but his presence is still shocking to most of the humans assembled. 
 
    He broadcasts telepathically, in a loud ‘voice’ in the Lepodred language, words that mean, “May I present the honorable Chastic Shastal, the Rufarven associate foreign minister.” 
 
    I echo the words to our party as the Foreign Minister descends the steps. The minister is male, slightly larger and wider than a fit human male in his fifties. He’s dressed regally in a way that accentuates his feline features.  
 
    When he steps up opposite President Porti, I reply telepathically in the Lepodred language, “Welcome Minister Shastal. May I present Confederation President Amal Porti and Foreign Minister Rose Bondar.” 
 
    The Lepodred Ambassador is shocked to hear a human telepathically speak his language. Shocked enough that he stands rigid for several seconds before repeating my message, audibly in the Rufarven language. He also adds commentary about me and what he can read from our psychic emanations, obviously unaware that I can read him and know what he is saying. 
 
    The process repeats for Cultural Minister Youstof Sassen, a lean female whose facial fur is strikingly appealing. She moves down the step in a flowing manner that mimics the grace and elegance of a dancer. 
 
    Then Defense Minister Rapsyn of the royal house of Sanrufar is announced. I translate the introduction, then she appears at the top of the steps in all her power and grace. She surveys the situation in front of her, then locks eyes on me. I immediately know that she recognizes the me she is facing. 
 
    Terror fills me, as it no doubt does the me in this scene, then the mystery returns me to myself, knowing that we must be prepared for battle by the time the Rufarven diplomatic mission arrives. 
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 12: ASSASSIN 3.0 
 
    Day 17 
 
   

 


 STARBOARD MESS 
 
    My mother used to say, in for a penny, in for a pound. I never understood that saying until my ancient history class in high school, when I learned of an ancient empire whose currency was known as the pound, each of which could be broken into 100 pieces called a penny. 
 
    Who would have thought? 
 
    Well, I started my training two days ago. I felt like a third wheel showing up in the starboard mess, just before everyone got back from their PE. Now, I’ve joined the PE at 5:00, have breakfast with the team at 6:00, then drill with them at 6:45. 
 
    The PE is tough. I’m last in everything and feel like a fool. But everyone rallies around me despite how terrible I am. During mission training, it’s completely different. Jazz has simulations based on the mission logs of the great battles going back thousands of years. Each day, we drill against one of these simulations. At the start of each, the time and location of the reference battle are noted. That enables me to use the mystery to see how the enemy was deployed and to probe their plans. 
 
    The first day, Jazz would not accept the intelligence I offered. We won anyway. Yesterday, he took some of it. Today, he followed it, and we won a battle lost by the side we were playing, some 600 years ago. 
 
    In truth, I haven’t learned much in the three days I’ve drilled with the team. We’ve done more complicated stuff to great effect in real time. But I’m getting a better feel for the ebb and flow, the back and forth that happens during drone-based combat. In only three days of drills, I feel more competent. Time will only tell whether that will hold true in real life.  
 
    As we break up following the first drill, Jazz asks for a minute of my time. We enter the conference room, then he shuts the door. “How’s it going, Jared? You seem to be integrating better. Do you feel it?” 
 
    “I do,” I reply simply, not wanting to say more. 
 
    “You made some calls today that are not part of the historical record. How did you know what the enemy was going to do?” 
 
    I chuckle. “I cast my mind back to the battle and read our opponents’ minds.” 
 
    From the look I get, I can tell Jazz thinks I’m yanking his chain. 
 
    “Jazz, the past is a far easier read than the present. The entire timeline is there—past, present, future. The future is cloudier, there are more laws of nature governing what you can see and what you can’t. But the past is an open book, easily discerned with few conditions on accessing it.” 
 
    A flash probe reveals that I have surprised Jazz. Then I see a smile. 
 
    “Then I’m going to put you to the test. There are battles won in the past that no one understands. I mean we know we won, but we don’t know why. There are others that no one has been able to win in any simulation. We’re going to try to win some of those.” 
 
    “Sounds interesting; you’re on.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING 
 
    Funny thing, I’m getting less sleep than ever and working out every morning harder than I thought possible. Yeah, there are mornings when my knees feel wobbly when the drills are over, but I don’t think my 10 AM clarity of thought has ever been better. 
 
    That’s never been more true than today as I enter the engineering space. I’ve finally been able to carve out enough time for Cal and me to finish the replicator patterns for Assassin 3.0. I’m totally psyched to get this done. 
 
    I come in a few minutes late and am greeted by Cal. “Jared, there you are. Ready?” 
 
    “Totally. We’re going to finish this today, right?” 
 
    ... 
 
    Over the next hour, we look through the existing patterns and the new ones Cal has built. 
 
    “Cal you’re really getting the hang of this. Your mastery of the alien language has really improved.” 
 
    Cal looks embarrassed. “Summer helped. She’s the master.” 
 
    For reasons that I can’t understand, I feel a pang of jealousy that I cannot let show. I give the falsest smile of my life and say, “I’m glad to hear that. What else do we need to do?” 
 
    Cal sighs, “The integrated cloak and Stadler field generator. The aliens have no concept of these things, so we can’t blindly apply their standard constructs. Trust me, I’ve tried, but they don’t simulate out.” 
 
    For the next three hours, we work to find the materials and configurations that do what the math requires of them. It’s well past noon when we get to something that can be simulated. And I have meetings scheduled in fifteen minutes. 
 
    “Cal, I need to go now. I’ll try to get back before dinner, but no guarantee.” 
 
    “Understood, Jared, thanks for your help.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cal,” I reply. 
 
    I exit, feeling guilty. Cal and I did everything together during the last alien invasion. The current situation is no less fraught. But I have more critical items to resolve than ever before. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JAREDAAN ORBITAL SHIPYARDS 
 
    I arrive in my shipboard office just in time to tie into the virtual conference I’d requested with Dan Marshall, manager of the shipyard. 
 
    “Jared, thanks for accepting my invite. I’m squeezed for time today. Thanks for accommodating.” 
 
    “Dan, thanks for making the time; we have so much to discuss.” 
 
    I sense a spike in anxiety on his part, he set up this meeting thinking I wanted a quick progress update. He has no idea that I did so because I have an agenda of my own. 
 
    “We brought up our first replicator,” he blurts out. 
 
    “Right on the revised schedule,” I reply exuberantly. 
 
    “Finally,” he replies, somewhat beaten down. 
 
    It takes a second, then I realize the difference in perspective. I knew we beat this problem almost a week ago. I’m ready for what’s next. He’s relieved that six-plus months of struggle are finally over. 
 
    “Dan, this wasn’t your fault. We gave you bad specifications, bad patterns for your replicators. You did your best in a no-win situation. Now we finally get to move on.” 
 
    The reply on the other end of the line is less than enthusiastic. 
 
    “Tay told me you had some news, but she didn’t tell me what it was.” 
 
    His somber reply reminds me of the fact that he really isn’t one of us yet. 
 
    “Dan, I have some good news to share, three pieces of good news in fact.” 
 
    My words generate no reply, but the emotions coming back over the line are not good. 
 
    “We have just approved a new ER Carrier design. We’re calling it ER2 and I’m acutely aware that we spent money tooling up the last one, most of which was for naught. But that’s on me, not you. The new design is much better. Much, much better. We validated the prototype two days ago and are ready to commit it to production.” 
 
    There’s no reply to my comment, but a quick probe reveals that he thinks I am calling to fire him. 
 
    “Let me cut to the chase. I’m signing off on your work performance to date as exceeding expectations, so you’re good as regards the current contract. But I want to double down, more than double down actually. And I want you to lead the next phase.” 
 
    ... 
 
    After some back and forth, I finally get to lay out my plan.  
 
    “Objective one for the new contract is to bring up the twenty replicators previously planned. Objective two is to increase replicator capacity to 100 units as quickly as possible. My goal is to get the production level up to 50 ER2 drones per day.” 
 
    “It’ll take us three to six months to get to that rate if everything goes right. Longer if we run into more snags.” Dan replies. 
 
    “Months are OK, years are not. Get back to me with specific targets once you have all the specs.” 
 
    “I will.” Dan smiles and seems to relax. “This will be the most impressive and impactful drone production facility in human history.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I want to hear, but I want more.” 
 
    Dan takes on a concerned look. I feel for him. He has a lot on his plate. 
 
    “I also want ships, real ships, and need your help to figure out how that can be done.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 COMMISSIONER PORTI 
 
    I’ve had two days now to think through what I saw in the mystery the other night. The Rufarven are coming. I’m certain of it. They’ll say they’re coming in peace. But their real purpose will be to assess us, to determine our military strength and measure our will. If we are to be taken seriously, we’ll need to put on a unified front. But the sad truth is that we need to make major changes, or they will conclude that our military is weak, and our leaders feckless. Unfortunately, this is not a problem I can handle on my own. So, I requested a meeting with Commissioner Porti. He will be bringing his top military advisor and his nominee for Foreign Secretary. I will be bringing Aaron and Kinsley. 
 
    I tie in fifteen minutes early, so I can brief Aaron and Kinsley before we start. In moments, they are sitting across the table from me. 
 
    “Jared, good of you to join.” Aaron looks at his watch, undoubtedly noting that I am two minutes late. “It would have been nice if you’d advised us of this meeting before the invite went out to Commissioner Porti.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’ve been swamped. We have a serious problem and insufficient time to prepare.” 
 
    “Are the aliens coming back again?” Kinsley asks, her gentle tone in stark counterpoint to Aaron’s snark. 
 
    “A different alien species known as the Rufarven is about to send a ‘diplomatic mission’ into human space, but their actual agenda is to assess our strength and determination. If we don’t measure up, which we wouldn’t today, they will likely attempt to integrate us into their empire.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you just turn them back?” Aaron asks as if this wasn’t a serious threat. 
 
    “If the attack comes in the next six months, no. If it comes in six years, probably. Our goal should be to establish peaceful diplomatic relations. If that is not possible, then we need to do everything we can diplomatically to delay the invasion.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Aaron asks. 
 
    I mostly ignore the question. “I’m sure Porti will ask the same thing. It’s time to tie in. Let me take the lead.” 
 
    The virtual conference room morphs, putting Aaron and Kinsley on my side of the table, Commissioner Porti and his associates on the other side. 
 
    I open by greeting the commissioner and introducing Aaron and Kinsley to his two associates, Acting Commander of the Confederation Armed Forces, Admiral Milton Napier, and Acting Foreign Minister Flora Ma.  
 
    After several rounds of greetings, Commissioner Porti says, “Jared, you requested this meeting citing critical new information.” 
 
    “I did. New intelligence came in two days ago regarding the Rufarven Empire. It is their intention to send a ‘diplomatic mission’ into human space, as an opening move to establish diplomatic relations. Their actual agenda is to assess our military strength and determine whether we have the political will to wage war to keep our freedom. 
 
    “The Rufarven are nearly as strong as the Lepodred—the aliens we have tangled with before. In fact, they came out ahead in a recent limited war to expel the Lepodred from Rufarven space.” 
 
    “But they are seeking peace, are they not?” Acting Minister Ma asks. 
 
    “Only if they deem that we are worthy allies. In our current state, I believe they would conclude that we are not.” 
 
    “Why do you think that? We just won a crushing victory over the Lepodred, did we not?” 
 
    “We did and they know that. The Rufarven also know we destroyed the aliens by setting a trap that they stepped into. At present they do not believe we can do the same to them. That’s why they are coming here. They want to assess our military strength and the fortitude of our leaders. They think about these things in much different terms than we do.” 
 
    “Could you say a few more words about that?” Admiral Napier asks. 
 
    “In the limited war that is now winding down, the Lepodred took down a relay station along the border, destroying the station and killing about 5,000 military personnel stationed there. The Rufarven’s retaliatory strike was against a Lepodred Colony world along the border. Over 10,000 civilians lived there, no military. They did it using incendiary rounds. They didn’t just kill 10,000 civilians in retaliation for 5,000 military personnel, they burned them to death.” 
 
    There’s a shocked intake of breath among those present, then Secretary Ma exclaims, “These people are monsters.” 
 
    “They live by a code of honor that says live in peace, backed by strength. If hit, hit back harder and, if necessary, break your opponent before they have a chance to break you.” 
 
    “Then why are they coming after us?” 
 
    “Our first engagement with the Lepodred during the last incursion was in Rufarven space. We successfully cut the Lepodred force nearly in half before we found out we were in someone else’s space. For the most part, we have been forgiven for that. The Lepodred were the aggressors, we were simply defending ourselves. 
 
    “Now a year later, they want to meet us. Confirm we are the people they think we are, then set up treaties, exchange diplomats, define borders, and live in peace. The problem of course is that we are not the people they think we are. They think we are like them, only stronger. 
 
    “We’re not. We aren’t a savage warrior species. We don’t have thousands of powerful large ships. My fleet of stealth ships are very potent, but they’re small. Their effectiveness is the result of their agility and stealth, coupled with the power of their weapons.” 
 
    Commissioner Porti interrupts. “This is all interesting detail about the problem, but have you given any thought about the solution?” 
 
    “I have,” I reply. “The single most important thing we could do would be to strengthen our military with more, stronger, faster, more potent ships. I can help you do that, but you’ll need to consign some people and ships to me to make that happen.” 
 
    “What would you do to them?” Admiral Napier asks. 
 
    “We have a new FTL-Stealth field generator with shared emitters and conduits. Working with your ship’s engineer we could convert a few ships to have FTL performance far superior to the Rufarven. They could also go from stealth to FTL and back without having to reenter normal space.” 
 
    He shakes his head, “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “With your technology, no doubt,” I snap back. “But my ships can and do. We could also paint on new hull material that is stronger than the Lepodred’s, making your ships functionally immune to the Rufarven weapons. They do not have spacetime disruption weapons, by the way.” 
 
    “Why would I need to consign ships to you?” 
 
    “The only place this work can be done is at our orbital shipyard. The ship will need to be empty while we change out the emitters and update the hull plating. We don’t have the capacity to house your crew at the shipyard or on the surface. Your captain and engineers can stay as our guests, maybe ten people, but that’s it.” 
 
    The admiral shakes his head. “What about maintenance and field upgrades when this is done?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet, but the real question is whether you want a couple tigers for the Rufarven to see, or just the ships you have. Those will go down on the first hit and the Rufarven will be able to figure that out. If we show them something to fear, maybe we can head off an invasion.” 
 
    “When will we hear from the Rufarven?” Commissioner Porti asks, redirecting the conversation away from the technology. 
 
    “I don’t know. Their order to start the process went out two days ago.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Minister Ma asks. 
 
    “We have an exceptional intelligence operation with assets in both Rufarven and Lepodred space. I cannot reveal our sources or methods, but that information was recently collected. We’ll learn more in the days ahead.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you just handling it the way you did with the Lepodred?” Commissioner Porti asks. 
 
    “Multiple reasons. The first is that I want peace with the Rufarven. The only way that will happen is if we are strong, and if they think of us as peers or superiors. I cannot do that without you. 
 
    “Second, I may not be able to put a suitable defense in place in time to stop an invasion. It will take several months to get my fleet strength and positioning where it would need to be. We may not have the time. 
 
    “Lastly, I would like to engage the Confederation in a productive way that strengthens our alliance.” 
 
    Commissioner Porti turns to Aaron. “Elder Daan, does Jaredaan support this proposal?” 
 
    Aaron nods. “We support these discussions. Like you, we will need to see a final proposal before we can agree to it, but the outline laid out is acceptable to me.” 
 
    Commissioner Porti nods. A flash probe indicates that he thinks better of Aaron for the answer he gave. It also shows that he has mixed feelings and would prefer to wait until the Rufarven reach out before doing anything, which would be unfortunate. 
 
    The meeting closes with an agreement to touch base in a few days. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Despite the exhaustion of the day, I know I need to head back into the mystery. The tug is there, the one that tells me I’m missing something. I cast my mind out and once again find myself on Naula’ka, the home world of the Ta’to’naka. But this time it’s different. I’m on the wedge-shaped island, but I’m the only one there. I wait an indeterminable period of time, unsure why I’m here and once again unable to return to myself. 
 
    Resigned to the fact that I’m stuck here for a while, I start exploring, moving higher and higher hoping I can find a place to cross one of the two gullies that separate me from the rest of the island.  
 
    I finally reach the top, only to find that the strip of land I’m on has narrowed to the point where the wind could blow me into the gully on either side. Getting down on my hands and knees, I crawl along as far as I can, then stop. The rock in front of me is crumbly, I dare go no further. My arms and legs straddle the narrow level ground I rest on. Looking to the left, the land drops so steeply, I can see the stream at the bottom, 500, maybe 1,000 meters below, essentially at sea level. Looking to the right, it’s the same. Looking further in each direction, I see that this end of the island must look like dragon’s teeth from out at sea, fifteen or so sharp teeth sticking up out of the ocean.  
 
    I slowly work my way backward until it’s safe to stand, then turn and run downhill, back toward the ocean at the other end of the island. A couple hundred meters from the ocean, the landscape changes. There’s vegetation that appears to be cultivated. The plants are in neat rows. Looking uphill, I see ridges that block these fields from my previous viewpoints. Looking to the left and right, I see section after section of cultivated land, separated by the gullies. On turning to my right, there’s a trail that runs down through the gully, then back up the other side. I decide to follow the trail and slowly make my way down.  
 
    As I do, I realize that I’m descending into another world. There are huts with smoke rising from chimneys, frog-like children hopping from here to there, and further down the canyon, there are statues carved out of the mountainside. I’m so fascinated by what I see that I lose my footing and fall. As a psychic being, there’s no physical injury. But the surprise triggers a psychic shout, and a thousand heads pop up, each with a pair of black eyes locked on me. 
 
    In a sudden flash of insight, I realize the obvious. The Ta’to’naka are a primitive civilization. They have no technology, no defense. I doubt they have a written language. 
 
    I’m suddenly swept out of the scene to another.  
 
    ... 
 
    It’s a meeting between the Rufarven and the Confederation Central Council. The emperor’s niece is speaking. She’s explaining that the Lepodred are about to attack an up-and-coming species, one not much younger than humans. They call themselves the Ta’to’naka. 
 
    I’m shocked by the assertion. The Ta’to’naka are nothing like humans. We occupy well over 200 worlds. The Ta’to’naka occupy one. We are spacefaring; the Ta’to’naka have barely emerged from the sea. 
 
    I’m swept to scene after scene in which the Rufarven seek technology from the Lepodred, in which they offer up human forces for ambush. Then I get it. The Rufarven have decided to partner with the Lepodred to neutralize the human threat. 
 
    ... 
 
    As I come back to myself, I realize the extent of the danger I’ve brought upon the Confederation, and the significance of our first diplomatic engagement with the Rufarven. 
 
      
 
    Day 16 
 
   

 

 TRAINING 
 
    Once again, I’m up at 5:00 for PE, then breakfast, then drills. 
 
    Today Jazz ran a drill our team had previously failed. This time we won. In fact, it was a slaughter. It’s amazing the power of knowing what your enemy is thinking and planning to do. 
 
    My participation in the training has had a real impact on my standing among the pilots. Our pilot team has more than doubled since that fateful day a year ago when we took down the aliens. So less than half of our current pilots were part of the battles I participated in. The newbies know I’m the boss, so have shown appropriate respect. But they’ve always been a bit standoffish, as if I didn’t belong. That’s changing fast. My ability to ‘read the situation’ is turning me into a living legend, at least among the pilots. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRE-MEETING  
 
    Back in the office, I tie into another virtual conference with Aaron and Kinsley. Greetings are quickly exchanged, then Aaron asks, “Jared, have you heard the news coming in from the Confederation.” 
 
    “No, what’s happened?” 
 
    “A Confederation Admiral named Yu, apparently killed himself. He’d gone rogue and set a kidnapping operation of some sort in place. When the Confederation found out about it, they shut him down and put him on leave. Then he killed himself. The story’s been out there for several days and received little attention. 
 
    “Yesterday, a retired colonel named Wilson, the former attaché to your pal Admiral Tang, came out saying that Admiral Yu had an affair with Commissioner Daucour; he’d fallen deeply in love with her and believed her when she assigned him the mission to kidnap Jared Daan’s wife. When he found out she was using him, he was crushed. Career gone, love gone, he killed himself. Wilson has a recording of Yu confessing it all to him. 
 
    “Anyway, Daucour has been released from her role with the Reconstruction Commission and is now facing a possible vote of no confidence on New Brussels. Unbelievable!” 
 
    When I don’t respond, Aaron says, “You already knew this, didn’t you?” 
 
    “About the kidnapping, Daucour’s role in it, and Yu’s death, yes. About her dismissal and possible recall, no. But I welcome the news. She isn’t fit to lead.” 
 
    Aaron seems speechless, so Kinsley fills in the silence. 
 
    “I agree with you, Jared. She isn’t fit to lead. But that’s not the reason for this call. The Reconstruction Commission authorized the creation of a new Confederation High Command composed of four admirals and three generals. Admiral Napier, who we met yesterday was named Chairman. We are scheduled to meet with him later this afternoon. He wants a specific proposal for upgrading one of his ships.” 
 
    “That was quick,” I say, wondering what I can put together by this afternoon. “Let me draw up a proposal and get back to you an hour before the meeting.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    I enter the drone control room just as the team is finishing another simulation. The lone surviving enemy ship is accelerating out of the field of action, about to transition to FTL. Zee, the squadron leader for this simulation, shouts, “Stop that ship!”  
 
    One of the older drones drops from FTL nearby then curves in with its spacetime disruption weapon deployed. The movement is shockingly fast. As the enemy’s FTL bubble starts to form, the ship is penetrated by the disruption spear. Our drone is lost in the encounter, but the much larger ship blows up spectacularly. 
 
    “Good job, Bronco!” Zee calls out as the others start chanting, “Bronco! Bronco! Bronco!” 
 
    Bronco, a relatively shy young woman known for her deft flying, stands and takes a bow as the simulation shuts down. 
 
    Jazz, who was watching the simulation critically, sees me and enthusiastically asks, “Jared, are you here for another round?” 
 
    “No, I’m here for some information about Confederation ships. I need to know which of their war ships is the workhorse, the one they have the most of.” 
 
    “No idea,” Jazz replies. 
 
    I glance at the rest of the team, which prompts Jazz to call out, “Mel, Target. A minute.” 
 
    I know that Mel is a former Confederation engineer who later trained to be a drone pilot. I really don’t know Target, only that his given name is Anderson Marks, one of our newest recruits. 
 
    As they approach, Jazz says, “The boss needs to know which of the Confederation war ships is the most common.” 
 
    “Haiying class cruiser?” Mel suggests. 
 
    “Or maybe the Pada’mae class fast attack ship. These are a little smaller, older, with a little less fire power, but I think they’re the most numerous.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Mel replies. “But these days the mainline war ships are the cruisers, not the fast attack ships.” 
 
    “Point taken,” Target replies. 
 
    “Can we ask what this is about?” Jazz asks. 
 
    “We’re in talks with the Confederation about ways we can cooperate militarily.” 
 
    Jazz shakes his head. “Why? Compared to ours, their ships are bloated tugboats armed with toy pop guns.” 
 
    “Maybe they could be the face of our defense, we could be the teeth?” I answer vaguely. “It’s more about the optics of cooperation than the reality of combat.” 
 
    Jazz shakes his head but doesn’t say anything, nonetheless I hear the thought motivating the body movement. “I can’t believe we’re wasting time on this.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING 
 
    I enter and see Cal in the area he staked out for himself a long time ago. He hears me and looks up. 
 
    “Hi Jared. Are you going to be at the Assassin 3.0 test flight tonight?” 
 
    “Planning to be, yes.” I say, even though I’d forgotten about it until just now. “But I’m actually here for a different reason.” 
 
    “How can I be of help?” Cal asks. 
 
    “I want to bring a couple Confederation cruisers up to a higher standard.” 
 
    “You serious?” Cal asks doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes, I’m thinking about adding a couple layers of Tay’s super metal and installing a scaled-up version of your new combined cloak and Stadler drive.” 
 
    “You’re going to trust the Confederation with that much technology?” 
 
    “I trust that they won’t be able to reverse engineer either technology, so there’s not much risk. But it will give them some capability they can show off without giving them more teeth, which they could use to hurt us.” 
 
    Cal looks at me critically. “What’s going on, Jared? What you say is true, but it doesn’t add up.” 
 
    A flash probe reveals that I’ll have to explain myself if this is going to move forward. 
 
    “This has to stay between us.” 
 
    Cal nods. 
 
    “The Rufarven are coming. They say they’re coming in peace, but they’re really coming to assess us. If we’re too weak, they’ll ultimately attack us. If we’re too strong, they’ll attempt to collaborate with the Lepodred to quote, ‘defuse the human threat.’ 
 
    “The Rufarven will not respect our stealth drone capability. If that’s all we have when they come, then they’ll likely try to conquer us. If we have enough drones in time, then they’ll be taught to show more respect. If we don’t, then all will be lost. 
 
    “On the other hand, if we appear too powerful, then they will ally with the Lepodred and slowly pick away at us. 
 
    “I need to find that sweet spot, where we ally with them, and together pick away at the Lepodred. Giving a couple Confederation ships the appearance of power, but no real teeth, is where the sweet spot will be.” 
 
    “Interesting idea,” Cal replies. “How long do we have to get this done?” 
 
    “Unknown. I doubt they can get here in less than three months, so that would be my target.” 
 
    “What kind of ship?” 
 
    “Either the Haiying class cruiser or the Pada’mae class fast attack ship. I’m thinking the cruiser, but I’m open to persuasion.” 
 
    “Let me check on it. Limited specs will be available on these ships on the exo-net. I can probably find the base dimensions and mass, which would allow me to estimate the surface area. From that I could figure out the amount of magic metal, the number of emitters, the size of the drive, and the overall power requirements.” Cal pauses to think a little more, then locks me with a stare. “You realize this will need to be done in space. None of us has any experience working up above the atmosphere. We’ll need a completely new assembly/ installation team.” 
 
    “I know. What can you give me in two hours?” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me?” 
 
    “Sorry, this came up quickly. I need something for the elder board in two hours.” 
 
    Cal shakes his head. “On a test flight day?” 
 
    “Give me one hour of your time. I need enough to establish some sort of project scope statement.” 
 
    “One hour. You can have one hour,” Cal says, shaking his head. “Maybe that’ll be enough to get you something, but no guarantees.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 JAREDAAN ORBITAL SHIPYARDS 
 
    I call Dan Marshall and eventually get connected. 
 
    “Jared, I didn’t expect to hear back from you so soon. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “We’re about to enter into talks with the Confederation to do a refit on a couple of their warships. Update the hull plating, changing out the field emitters, and updating the field generators and power systems. Assuming we have the technology, do you have the install capability?” 
 
    “Some, not enough. Maybe half the ship’s maintenance team will have enough skill to supplement our team. The ship will need to be evacuated, so if enough of the maintenance team is seconded to us, we could probably do it. How much time will we have?” 
 
    “Two months, maybe a little longer.” 
 
    “Two months! These things take years not months.” 
 
    “Let me see what we can do.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PREMEETING II 
 
    I tie into the virtual conference line and moments later see Aaron and Kinsley materialize on the other side of the table. We exchange greetings then Aaron asks, “So have you come up with a plan?” 
 
    “Parts of a plan, hopefully enough to progress things.” 
 
    “The talking points?” Aaron prods. 
 
    “I think we want to select from one of two ship classes, the Haiying class cruiser or the Pada’mae class fast attack ship. These are the ones that make up the majority of the Confederation’s war capacity by count, therefore the ones most likely for the Rufarven to see as they come into human space. That will be the first question we need to address, the class of the ships we are upgrading.” 
 
    “Why not go with their biggest ships?” Kinsley asks. 
 
    “Two reasons. Those ships already look capable. The Rufarven have no way of knowing one way or the other. But those ships look threatening, and they never travel on their own. 
 
    “On the other hand, none of the escort ships or local action ships look particularly threatening. In fact, they look like sheep awaiting slaughter. If we can make those ships look threatening or do things the Rufarven can’t do, that lifts up the presumed capability of all the ships they see.” 
 
    “Clever,” Aaron replies. “The other reason?” 
 
    “The smaller of the escort ships, the fast attack ships, are ones we’re most likely to be able to upgrade in time.” 
 
    Aaron snorts. “Sounds like a compelling argument to me. What else?” 
 
    “We’re going to need a lot from the Confederation to make this happen. Their smaller, older ships have less technology, most of which has made its way out onto the exo-net. We’ll need the full specs. Asking for the full specs on an old fast attack ship, will seem like a smaller risk to them. They also have smaller crews. We could easily accommodate a ship’s captain and chief engineer, plus its engineering and maintenance teams at the shipyard. That would give a greater fraction of the crew a chance in participating in the upgrade.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Kinsley adds. 
 
    “And the scope of the upgrade?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “The same as I suggested yesterday—a hull strong enough to repel Rufarven attack, an effective speed in FTL the Rufarven do not have, and the seamless transition to and from FTL and stealth.” 
 
    “What evidence can we supply to support this claim?” Kinsley asks. 
 
    This is the first of the questions I don’t have an easy answer for. 
 
    “I suppose our best response is that we defeated the aliens.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CENTRAL COMMAND 
 
    We connect into the virtual conference line and the virtual table we are sitting at expands to show the seven-member provisional Central Command. Admiral Napier sits in the middle of their delegation, three generals to his left, three admirals to his right. After long introductions to each and a terser version of the diplomatic exchange of compliments, Admiral Napier asks us to lay out our proposal. 
 
    I offer up more or less the same plan and rationale as I laid out for Aaron and Kinsley. To my surprise, they agree that converting one of the old Pada’mae class fast attack ships is the most logical path. Then they ask the question Kinsley did. What proof can we offer to support the claim we can do this? Flash probes reveal that the weak answer I offered to Kinsley won’t work. 
 
    I lock Admiral Napier with a stare. “As I sit here today, I have no evidence I can show you. I’ve done all these things on my ships, so I know it can be done. But your ships are different. I have enough public data on your ships to think it’s possible. But neither of us will know for sure that it can be done on one of your fast attack ships until we have the relevant specifications and know the maintenance records of a specific ship. I’m confident enough to make the offer. The question is whether or not you have a ship that you’re willing to try it on.” 
 
    There’s silence for several seconds, long enough that I blurt out, “After all, we did take down the aliens.” 
 
    Kinsley’s masked cringe makes me wonder if my last-minute ad lib did me in. 
 
    “There is that.” Admiral Napier replies. “You did what we could not even imagine trying. You say you’re willing to try, even though you can’t know whether or not it will work. I say, let’s try. I have an old fast attack ship that we are about to scrap. I’m more than happy to give you a chance to revive her. Her crew are in about the same condition. They know their ship and are about to retire. If you’re willing to use this crew to bring their ship back to life, then I am willing to second them to you.” 
 
    I can read the Admiral’s thoughts. He thinks the ship and the majority of its crew are beyond resuscitation. So he’s more than happy to have me take them off his hands. It’s a deal I’m more than willing to do. 
 
    I put my hand out and say, “Deal.”  
 
    The Admiral makes no attempt to shake, but echoes back, “Deal. The CSS Husong will depart with a skeleton crew of twenty tomorrow morning. She will arrive at Jaredaan 36 hours later with documents seconding her and her crew to you. Good luck. I hope you succeed.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING 
 
    I scramble down to engineering hoping to catch Cal before dinner. Thankfully I find him in his normal space. 
 
    “Hi, Jared. You OK? You look haggard.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” I shake my head. “It’s on. The CSS Husong will be arriving in 36 hours, docking at the shipyards. She’s an about-to-be-retired Pada’mae class fast attack ship. We need to re-skin her, upgrade her power systems, and install your new hybrid Stadler/Stealth drive. Plus, anything else we can get done in 20-to-40 days. The captain will be authorized to release all her specs to you. You’ve got point. Tie in Tay and Moose.” 
 
    Cal shakes his head in disbelief. “This is what I always wanted to do, come up with multiverse propulsion and shielding for Confederation ships. But I sure didn’t expect it to happen this way.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DINNER 
 
    I enter the port mess in desperate need of rest, yet hours from sleep. I see Summer and smile, then make my way over to her.  
 
    “Jared, you look tired. Are you OK?” 
 
    “I am tired. I didn’t get back from the mystery until two, then met Jazz for PE at five. I’m not sure how long I can keep this up.” 
 
    “You need to manage your priorities,” Summer says emphatically. 
 
    “I know, but it’s increasingly hard to draw the line.” 
 
    “Want to tell me about it?”  
 
      
 
   

 

 TEST FLIGHT 
 
    Food and the opportunity to talk with Summer about the issues weighing on me has left me feeling a little better. Neither of us knows how to balance out the demands on my time, but once again I’m reminded that I have the only person I really need on my side. 
 
    We make our way over to the assembly room, where the team is gathering. A carrier drone sits in the lone launch cradle. It is loaded with two of the Assassin 3.0 drones. One is loaded with a pair of spacetime disruption spears, the other with a spear and a spacetime disruption bomb in the rear option slot. The plan is to test the automated unload and reload sequences, the enhanced targeting system, and the functionality of the bomb. 
 
    Jazz will be handling the test flight tonight and several of the pilots have come along to watch. When the time comes, the exterior door opens exposing the world outside, the automated countdown begins, then the carrier is away. 
 
    ... 
 
    Summer jostles me and I wake, disoriented. 
 
    “You fell asleep,” she whispers. “The carrier has just arrived in the target system and they’re about to start the automated deployment process. Thought you’d want to see this part.” 
 
    Jazz announces his targets, assigns one to each assassin, places each assassin in shadowing mode, then sets the carrier for automated unload. It takes the system a minute or two to calculate the solutions. When the solutions are ready, the two assassins are automatically deployed. In the holoprojection, a system map shows where the targets are, where the assassins are, and the courses the assassins are taking. It’s fascinating to watch the drones hunt their prey. 
 
    In the piloting cradle, Jazz announces. “At this point, it’s hands free. On arrival, the ER Carrier dropped from FTL into stealth. If this had been a real combat situation, the targets would not have seen us arrive, not know we are here. 
 
    “The assassins formed their own stealth cloaks as they exited the carrier, so at this point, the targets would not know there are three hostiles in the area. The first of the assassins will go into FTL in a few seconds. It will drop from FTL into stealth several kilometers behind its target, followed by the second assassin. Once dropped, they will follow their targets until given the order to attack or stand down. The first assassin is transiting now, completely hands free.” 
 
    After a few more minutes, the second assassin transitions. Jazz lets the assassins track along behind their targets for five minutes then issues the recall order. The recall takes longer because of the extent of the course change required for the assassins to get back. Once parked aboard the carrier, Jazz repeats the process. 
 
    The test has been running in the target system for over an hour now and I’m starting to fade. Thankfully, Jazz moves on to the last tests. 
 
    “We are going to take down our targets now. We will do it simultaneously. The assassin with the bomb will pull up beside its target, drop the bomb, then pull away. The one with the spear will pull up alongside its target and wait until its companion has cleared the area. Then the attack will be simultaneous.” 
 
    I watch intently as the assassins pull up next to their targets. The assassin with the bomb releases it, centimeters away from the asteroid it’s targeting. The one with the dual spears stands away maybe 100 meters. 
 
    “Attacking in 3, 2, 1, ...Attack!” 
 
    The spacetime disruption bomb detonates and a huge portion of its target just dissolves into dust, the relatively spherical cloud of shimmering distortion ending in a flash of white light as the bomb overloads and blows up. 
 
    The assassin with the dual spears deploys both, one shooting out 100 meters in front of the assassin, the other 100 meters behind. Then its thrusters activate, causing the assassin to spin. The twin spears cut through the target like a saw through wood, chopping it into hundreds of pieces in a matter of seconds. 
 
    The pilots in the room cheer as the hapless little asteroids playing the role of the targets get chewed up. An enemy ship would never know what just hit it. 
 
    “OK,” Jazz calls out. “We’re recalling the assassins. Cal did we get the data we needed?” 
 
    “We did,” Cal handshakes back. 
 
    Jazz continues, “I’ll be staying on here until we’ve brought everything home. For those observers that don’t have a direct role in the test and measurement process, you’re welcome to stay as long as you want. But at this point, the show is mostly over.” 
 
    Summer nudges me and whispers, “Let’s go. You need to get some sleep.” 
 
    I go to stand up, which takes longer than expected. When I’ve finally gained my feet, Summer is not there. I look around and spot her, she’s talking with Jazz. He suddenly looks up and spots me, then turns back to Summer and nods. 
 
    Moments later, Summer is next to me leading me out. 
 
    “What was that about?” I ask. 
 
    “I told him you’re running on three hours of sleep, which isn’t sustainable, and you’re barely functional tonight, despite having more hours of work in front of you. He didn’t know and really doesn’t understand the scope of your responsibilities. Anyway, he’s not expecting you until the second simulation tomorrow morning at 8:30. You need to work this out with him, Jared. Your first responsibility is solving the nexus, not playing toy soldier.” 
 
    I’m speechless, but too exhausted to respond. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 13: HEROLDSTOWN 
 
    Day 19 
 
   

 


 PORT MESS 
 
    I wake rested, ready for the new day, and filled with new conviction. I’m glad I’m not joining the pilots until second simulation at 8:30, there are things I need to put in motion first.  
 
    I attempt to slip out quietly, but to my surprise, Summer gets up and insists that she’s going to breakfast with me. It doesn’t take long for me to realize the reason. She’s worried I’m working myself to death. 
 
    As we make our way to the port mess, she asks. “So, are you going to tell me about it?” 
 
    The question takes me by surprise, and I almost ask, “About what?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “About what’s on your mind this morning. You’re determined to do something, but not thinking about it directly enough for me to figure out what it is.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” I stammer. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “The mystery is tugging at me again. It’s like I’ve been shown something important and I’m not getting it.” 
 
    “And you are determined to...,” she prompts. 
 
    “Return to Jaramor to spend some time with the Elders.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s safe?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I start, but the words feel wrong. “I guess that’s the problem. My logic says it’s not safe, but my gut says it is. So, want to go up to Jaramor today?” 
 
    “Think we could ask them to come down here?” 
 
    “No. Well yes, but no.” 
 
    Summer laughs. “Thanks for the clear answer. Are you going to choose one of those, or are we just leaving it as two ‘no’s” and one ‘yes?’” 
 
    I love the humor Summer can bring to my indecision. “I’m sure they would come if we asked. I’m equally sure that we need to go up to Jaramor for me to get to the bottom of what’s bugging me.” 
 
    “And what’s bugging you?” 
 
    “The mystery. There’s more to the nexus than me causing the timeline to shatter. More to it than me not being able to see past my next decision. Something else is going on. For example, how could our founder reach forward in time to speak with me? Why are there things I can’t see that are outside of my sphere of influence so not subject to the ‘next decision’ rule? Something else is happening. And whatever it is, the answer is not on this ship.” 
 
    “You think it’s in Jaramor?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admit in frustration. “But I think that’s the first place to go looking for it.” 
 
    Summer brightens. “Does that mean we’re going home?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. I can feel something big coming, and I think we’ll need to be here on the ship for it. But I think we need to be in Jaramor tonight.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRILLS 
 
    I show up at 8:30 as promised, but in truth I’m not really into it. The first simulation is still running. Jazz has us playing the role of the losing side of the actual battle the simulation is based on. As best I can tell, the squadron handling it today is being decimated. 
 
    Jazz approaches, clearly unhappy with the morning’s performance. “Morning Jared,” he says. “This is a tough simulation, but we’re being slaughtered. How are you? You left late last night.” 
 
    “Good. Summer got me to bed somehow. I don’t really remember. But I got seven, well almost seven, solid hours of sleep. I feel great.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me that you work until two most nights?” 
 
    “Sorry, thought you knew.” 
 
    I get a sharp look, but no reprimand. 
 
    “Want to tell me about it?” 
 
    “What’s there to tell? I try to give Summer some private time each evening. She falls asleep around 11:00, then I go into the mystery for a couple hours, maybe until 2:00 or 3:00, then I get some shuteye.” 
 
    I can tell Jazz wants to ask more, but he doesn’t. Instead, he says, “Then we need a different deal. I can’t have you going down at three then coming to PE at five. It just doesn’t work. Yeah, every soldier can do it for a day or two, but...” He lets the sentence drop. 
 
    “I think we should re-run this one.” I point to the holoprojector where our last drone is about to go down. 
 
    “No, you play the simulation, then let it sit for a couple years. We don’t train people to beat a particular simulation. We train them to anticipate, think, and react.” 
 
    I point to the squadron being slaughtered. “Do you think they learned anything? Do you even think they understand what just happened?” 
 
    Jazz looks at me. “Not the point.” 
 
    “Exactly the point. If they don’t know why they failed, then the only thing accomplished is demoralization. Let me rerun it with them. At least they’ll learn that following orders might help them.” 
 
    Jazz looks at me appraisingly. “I’m not sure that will happen, but I’m game to try it your way.” 
 
    ... 
 
    The first pass at the simulation was a disaster. A couple enemy ships downed, all ours lost. The second pass was the opposite. I joined the same squadron, providing the intelligence they needed to take down all the enemy ships without losing a single one of our own. 
 
    Afterward, Jazz comes up to me. “You should have let the enemy get a few.” 
 
    I look at Jazz, shocked. “Jazz, this isn’t a game. You saw the enemy’s strategy, right? Go in, all out, to scare the other side into reacting to your moves, because your assets and positioning have no chance unless you can knock them off balance. Their commanders were referencing an old earth axiom I didn’t catch.  
 
    “But the answer is apparently obvious if you are the superior force. Hit them head on. Don’t give an inch. Force them to show what they have. Then take them apart. Ah, that was another old earth axiom. One they were worried we might know.” 
 
    Jazz smacks his head and issues a series of words I’ve never heard before, then locks eyes with me. “Jared...,” he starts but the words fizzle out. After a few moments, he says, “If this ever devolves into a shooting war, you need to be here.” 
 
    “Don’t worry Jazz. I will be. But I’m going to be off campus the next couple days to stop us from ever being in that situation.” 
 
    Jazz wilts a bit, then says, “Understood, boss. Keep us safe, then come drill with us, once you’re back.” 
 
    The comradery of the moment hits me, hits me hard. This is not where I need to be right now. But when push comes to shove, this is the place I’ll be, because this is where the final stand will take place. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    We enter the pub a few minutes before our late afternoon start time. Surprisingly few people are in the main pub room. Two businessmen are in deep conversation in one corner. A small group of men dressed in overalls are sharing a pitcher at one of the tables. They seem to be consoling one of the guys, whose head is down. 
 
    “I think this is the quietest we’ve seen this place,” Summer whispers. 
 
    As we approach the private room, the door opens and Jason, the head ranger, comes out. “Jared, Summer. Good to see you.” 
 
    He lifts his hand indicating the bar. “The elders are running a few minutes late on another matter. Julian sends his apologies and suggests that you sample the cider. The second pressing of the season just became available. It’s tart, the way a sour cider should be, but one of the sweetest in years.” 
 
    As we redirect toward the bar, Jason puts up three fingers and calls to the barman, “Three halves from the second press.” 
 
    “What’s happened that has them so tied up?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Jason starts. “Sorry, not nothing,” He recants, apparently remembering he’s talking to someone who can read his every thought. “Just something new the elders are still trying to figure out.” 
 
    “Really?” Summer prods, obviously wanting more. 
 
    Jason chuckles and shakes his head. “I think this is something they want to talk about with you, so don’t get me in trouble.” 
 
    We take seats at the bar as three ‘half-pints’ of cider are put on the counter. Jason lifts his then asks, “So what brings you into town? It’s been a while.” 
 
    With the question out, Jason takes a sip. His motion reminds me of the military precision that Jazz brings to conversation over a meal. 
 
    “The nexus,” I reply and sip in a poor imitation of Jazz. 
 
    “Have you learned something?” Jason takes another sip. 
 
    “Many things, but I think there is more going on than we’ve been thinking. Maybe working together, we can get to the bottom of it.” 
 
    Jason glances toward the private room. I assume he’s just been summoned. 
 
    He puts his glass down. “Then, I think you’ve come to the right place.” 
 
    The door to the private room opens and another of the rangers comes out. He makes his way over to us and whispers something to Jason, who nods then turns to me. 
 
    “They’re ready for you. Take your cider; they already have some.” 
 
    As we make our way over, Summer whispers, “That was weird.” 
 
    I open the door and we enter to an exuberant greeting. 
 
    “Jared, Summer. Welcome,” Julian exudes. “It feels like it’s been forever since you’ve been here. I see Jason got you set up with some cider. It’s one of our best pressings in years.” 
 
    Greetings go back and forth, then Aurora gives one of her beautiful, heartfelt blessings.  
 
    As Julian is about to open the meeting, Aurora interrupts, “Oh, oh.” She turns toward Summer and says, “I got this for you. I’ll explain later.” She slides a small package toward Summer. It’s gift-wrapped with a fancy red ribbon on the top. Turning back to Julian, she whispers, “Sorry.” 
 
    Julian shakes his head, then begins. “Jared, you raised a number of issues you wanted to discuss with us when you called this morning. Would you like to brief us on what you’ve learned and what you suspect? Bring us all up to the same level so we can discuss?” 
 
    “Thank you, Julian, for setting this up on such short notice and thank you all for taking the time to meet with us. I first became aware of the nexus a little over two weeks ago, when you asked me if I had seen it yet. As I said then, I had not. I’d been singularly focused on developing the technical and military ability required to bind the Confederation to us, then begin the liberation of the peoples subjugated by the Lepodred.” 
 
    I stop to take a sip of my cider, then continue. “A few days after that meeting, I started casting my mind further out and found, as you did, that the future was mostly blocked to me. It only took a couple attempts until I understood the problem—I can’t see past my next decision. Almost everything in the future would be driven by my decisions, my actions. That’s how I came to suspect that I was the nexus.” 
 
    I stop to make sure everyone is following, then continue. “The nail in the coffin came when the mystery seemed to drag me places that I didn’t know enough about to go to on my own, its odd behavior culminating in two shocking conversations with our founder.” 
 
    I notice Julian shaking his head and wonder if he’s starting to suspect the same thing that I am. 
 
    “So that’s where I would like to start. Have any of you had, or heard of, experiences like that? And have you gained any insight into how this could have happened?” 
 
    I note that the Elders have really closed themselves, almost nothing leaks out. Summer puts her hand on mine, which is enough contact for me to know she is sensing the same thing. 
 
    Aurora clears her throat, then says, “I think we may have learned something that might cast some light on the matter.” Turning to me, she asks, “Would you consider doing an experiment with me?”  
 
    “Of course,” I blurt out without thinking. 
 
    Aurora turns to Summer, “Are you OK with this?” 
 
    I feel more than see Summer lock eyes with Aurora. “Is there some sort of danger involved?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    This whole exchange is starting to baffle me. 
 
    “Jared, would you meet me in front of the clock tower in Heroldstown at noon yesterday?” 
 
    “Sure. Ready?” 
 
    “You first.” 
 
    This whole back and forth is starting to creep me out. But despite the heightened anxiety, I put my head back, close my eyes, and cast my mind out. 
 
    ... 
 
    I arrive in the Heroldstown square, then rewind to yesterday noon. As the clock’s bell tower gongs, I see Aurora arrive in the same place she did the day I taught her how to move back into the past. 
 
    I walk over and touch her hand and she seems to come to life. Instantly a huge smile forms. “You came?” 
 
    Could this get any weirder. “Of course, I came. I taught you this trick, remember?” 
 
    Aurora laughs, “I can’t believe this worked!” 
 
    The exuberance is too much. “Aurora, what’s going on? You asked me to meet you here, I said I’d come, here I am. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    She reigns her emotions in, then says in a very serious voice. “Trust me a little longer, Jared. Please.” 
 
    I don’t reply. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes. What color is my scarf?” 
 
    My eyes dart down taking in her red scarf, but the question makes no sense. 
 
    “Is this a trick question?” 
 
    Aurora shakes her head. “Just answer the question. What color is my scarf?” 
 
    “It’s red? Like the ribbon on the gift you got for Summer.” 
 
    “OK. Now, tell me something you’re absolutely confident I don’t know.” 
 
    “That’s a bad question to ask about someone who can cast their mind out and learn anything in a matter of seconds.” 
 
    “Play the game, Jared. Surely there are things you know that I have no way of even conceiving.” 
 
    “Do you know how the FTL drive on our new assassin 3.0 works?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t even know there was an Assassin 3.0, forget what kind of FTL drive it has.” 
 
    “OK. The new assassin 3.0 has a Stadler drive with a constant over 40, I forget the exact number.” 
 
    Aurora nods her head, “Let me repeat that. Assassin 3.0, Stadler drive, Constant over 40. Right?” 
 
    “Right.” I shake my head at the preposterous back and forth. 
 
    “You’ll need to explain that to me some day.” Aurora bursts out laughing again. “Now, time for you to head back. I’ll leave once you’re gone.” 
 
    “I think you’re the one that’s going to need to explain this.” I spread my hands indicating the entire situation.  
 
    “Go!” She says, then laughs some more. 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself and immediately turn to Aurora, intending to say, “Are you going to tell me what that was all about?” But the words catch in my throat as I stare at her empty seat. “Where did she go?” Now, I’m totally baffled. 
 
    “I’m over here.” 
 
    I turn to look and see Aurora standing by the serving table. 
 
    “She never left, Jared. You went back but she didn’t,” Summer says. 
 
    “What?” I turn to look at Summer. 
 
    “What color scarf is she waring, Jared?” 
 
    I start to turn, but Summer snaps, “Don’t look!” 
 
    “Red, like the ribbon.” I point to the gift. 
 
    Aurora starts laughing again. 
 
    I turn and see she’s wearing a yellow scarf. 
 
    “It was yellow when we came in and has been yellow the whole time I’ve been here.” Summer assures. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Aurora walks back toward her seat. “Do you remember what you told me that I couldn’t possibly know, just yes or no.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She turns to Summer. “Would you open the box?” 
 
    I know what’s about to happen but can’t bring myself to believe it. 
 
    Summer pulls off the ribbon, rips the wrapping off, then opens the box. Inside there’s a note. 
 
    “Could you read that for us?” Aurora prompts. 
 
    “Assassin 3.0. Stadler drive. Constant over 40, Jared doesn’t remember the exact value.” 
 
    The shock is so complete that I can barely breathe. I choke out, “How?” then gulp the rest of my apple cider. 
 
    “We’ve been puzzling over this for a while,” Julian starts. “Remember the day you told us about your meeting with our founder? It was such an unbelievable claim that Aurora gave you a veracity test.” He chuckles at the memory. “Ethel was so upset by the request, I thought she was going to blow a gasket.” He chuckles some more. “At some point, one of us asked Aurora what the test exposed to make her so sure you had actually spoken with him.” 
 
    Julian points to Aurora, “Tell Jared what you told us.” 
 
    She answers quietly. “I found the memory and ‘played it’ so to speak. It was absolutely convincing. He looked like and sounded like the museum’s recordings of him in his last year.” She nods back to Julian. 
 
     “Anyway, after your call this morning, we tossed some ideas back and forth and Aurora came up with this. She went to Heroldstown about a half hour before you arrived. When she got back, she wrote down the answer, then wrapped the package and changed her scarf. That’s why we were late.” 
 
    I ponder what’s happened, then realize all eyes are on me. “Why didn’t this create a time paradox?” 
 
    “We thought about that as we created the experiment. The answer ended up different than we initially thought it would. There are two parts. The first is that you told her nothing about your future that she could act on in the past. The second is that she didn’t reveal anything about your future until it was already in your past. We toyed with the idea of not running the experiment—not asking you to go back to meet her. That seemed like a really bad idea, since she had already spoken with you.” 
 
    “Then back to the question at hand,” I reply. “Our founder cast himself to a different time and place to meet me. But how did he summon me to that time and place?” 
 
    There is no immediate reply and I sense the elders closing themselves off again. “Were they able to see someplace I would go?” 
 
    There’s no answer, I think about putting my head back and casting my mind out. But that makes no sense. I didn’t know about the white room, so why would I go there. 
 
    “Is there a way to redirect a query someone else is trying to make?” 
 
    I lock my eyes onto Aurora. “Is there?” 
 
    She whispers, “Maybe,” but leaks the thought, “Close.”  
 
    I throw up my hands in frustration, “Can you block a query!” 
 
    This time Aurora asks, “Jared, do you trust me?” 
 
    I stare at her for several seconds, then say, “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Can you meet me in the study of your residence in Heroldstown?” 
 
    “See you there.” 
 
    I cast my mind out and in moments am in my study. Within seconds, Aurora is there. 
 
    “OK,” she says. “We’re going to do this a couple times. When we come back next time, I want you to come back to the exact same spot. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” I reply. 
 
    “Then let’s go back.” 
 
    I come back to myself and see Aurora do the same. 
 
    “I’ve never tried this before,” she confesses. 
 
    I say nothing. 
 
    “OK, let’s do it again, but let me go first.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    She puts her head back and closes her eyes, then says, ‘But don’t dally.” Then she’s away. 
 
    A second later, I’m gone too, but the mystery seems to grab me and I land in the white room with the two white chairs. A second later, Aurora appears in the other chair. 
 
    She seems dazed, “That was harder than I thought it would be.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what’s going on now?” 
 
    “I’ve been reading through the old tomes, hoping to find a reference that would shed some light on your memory. I found references to one of the great seers being able to block others from going to certain places. The trick was in knowing exactly where they would go, then getting there first. Apparently two people cannot occupy the same time and space in the mystery. And if they collide, one arriving as the other is leaving, then the one arriving will get kicked to the place where the one leaving was going.” 
 
    “OK,” I reply tentatively. 
 
    Aurora indicates the room. “I recognized this room from your memory. It’s in one of our museums up north. I went to your study, exited slowly headed for here, that seat actually.” She points to the one I’m sitting in. “You landed here. I landed back in that spot where you were going. Then I came here to this chair. He must have spent years setting up those transitions. Even with your cooperation, it took multiple tries to get it right.” 
 
    “It did?” 
 
    She looks at me. “Trust me for now. We should be getting back. This took a lot longer than you think it did. I suspect they are worried sick by now.” 
 
    “Can you block me from returning?” 
 
    “I think I can, but we need to get back.” 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself, disoriented. There are empty pitchers of ale, the remnant of a smoked pork platter, and a very worried Summer. 
 
    “What took you so long! I was worried sick.” 
 
    Aurora stirs and Jack is immediately at her side. “You OK?” He asks, clearly relieved. “You said it would take a while, I wasn’t expecting this long.” 
 
    “I’m exhausted. And ravenous.” Aurora complains. Then a huge smile blooms. “But we did it!” 
 
      
 
    Day 20  
 
   

 

 GUEST HOTEL 
 
    I wake in a familiar setting. I think Summer and I have slept in this bed before. But it takes a while for the fog of sleep to lift enough for me to recognize it. We are in the guest hotel that Julian and Sophia own. This is where Summer and I would crash for a night or two that first year. It wasn’t that long ago but seems far in the distant past.  
 
    As I take in my surroundings, I realize how far we’ve come. Everything about this place is modest, yet comfortable. I’d come to think of our estate here in Jaramor in the same way. But it’s not. It’s welcoming, or at least I think it’s welcoming. But it’s far from modest. What a strange life I lead. Beautiful homes in Heroldstown and Jaramor. Crew quarters, not officer quarters, aboard the ship. Modest guest hotel when freeloading in Jaramor. 
 
    Summer stirs next to me, breaking my reverie. A single eye opens then locks onto me. “Get up or come snuggle me.” The eye closes and seconds later the even breathing of deep slumber starts up. I slip out of bed, put on yesterday’s soiled clothing, then quietly make my way out. 
 
    It’s early. The pub is empty. And as I go outside, dawn’s light is on the horizon. My communicator says it’s 5 AM, so I start jogging toward the beach. My brothers in arms down at the ship are running through the hallways up and down the stairs. Me? I’m heading for the sea. Maybe an hour running along the shoreline will bring me some clarity. 
 
    Yesterday’s revelations are mind bending. During my second conversation with our founder, he said something about them manipulating the future. Is this how they did it? No, it can’t be. I’m the only one they could influence this way. Well maybe they could have influenced the elders here. But how could that matter? The manipulation would have to have been done in Jaredstown. But no one up there even knew of the mystery. Maybe it’s time to abandon this line of reasoning. 
 
    The longing cry of a sea gull brings me back to the moment. I turn to look at it as it glides out over the water, whose shallow waves bear the gray pall of light overcast. Looking ahead I see the pebbly shoreline giving way to larger rocks ahead. I suppose that means it’s time for me to head back toward the road. The shoreline here is nothing like the white sand beaches shown in travel advertisements for the handful of water worlds in the Confederation. Wouldn’t It be cool if we had some of those beautiful blue waves with white foam on their crests? I chuckle at the silly thought. Time to turn my back to the sea and make my way into town. But I can’t shake the image from my mind, white sand beaches with foam crested waves. Those are reserved for other worlds. I wonder if our founder ever had such silly thoughts. 
 
    As my mind drifts back to manipulating the future, I’m once again puzzled. The mystery allows us to view the future, but it doesn’t allow us to change it directly. We can only change it by changing the things happening now, so that the future unfolds differently. But manipulating it implies reaching ahead to directly change the future. We’ve now seen how that can be done, but who would they do it with. Me, maybe the elders, but who else. There is no one else! 
 
    The sea gull cries again, triggering the thought of white sandy beaches, then the realization hits me like a sledgehammer. They manipulated seers on other worlds, people like Luiz Pires Álves, Admiral Tang’s master, or the minion they sent to kill me last year, whose voice still rings in my ears, “You’re not the only one with the gift, Daan.”  
 
    I turn back toward the guest hotel in a panic, then run with every ounce of speed and energy that my body can produce. Please, dear God, tell me that they did not manipulate me, drawing me away from Summer this morning, so she’d be exposed and defenseless. 
 
    ... 
 
    When I come into view of the hotel, I see that the street is empty, but I don’t stop. When I get to the door, I yank it open and rush inside, head pivoting. The ranger on the early morning shift is immediately on his feet, service weapon drawn, held in a two-hand grip pointing down. 
 
    “How many of them are there?” He shouts as he rushes to the door. 
 
    The combination of the empty room and the now hyperalert guard causes me to wilt. Gasping for air, my oxygen starved body starts to give way. I slide down into one of the chairs, too exhausted to be embarrassed, then slowly choke out the words, “Sorry. Overzealous workout.” 
 
    The guard relaxes and holsters his weapon, then comes over. “You gave me a scare there for a moment, sir.” Then starts laughing. But the laughter quickly fades. “Are you alright, sir?” 
 
    I nod my head but am still panting so hard I can’t speak. 
 
    “I’d advise you to back off on your workout a little, sir.” 
 
    I whisper, “Thanks.” 
 
    He returns to his seat and chuckles some more. “You don’t see that every day.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    We reconvene with the Elders at 11 AM. As I come in, Julian says, “I heard you had quite the workout this morning. You nearly scared poor Joel to death.” 
 
    “Please offer him my apologies,” I say, somewhat embarrassed. 
 
    “You discovered something this morning, something that scared you. Am I right?” 
 
    “Yes.” I can tell Julian was hoping for more than a simple yes. 
 
    “You are going to tell us about it, right?” 
 
    “After we debrief yesterday’s learnings. I think its additive to what we learned. So, we should solidify those learnings first.” 
 
    Julian eyes me suspiciously, then nods his acquiescence. “Good plan.” 
 
    ... 
 
    As the debrief winds down, Julian summarizes. “We have now confirmed that two people can meet, and speak, across time frames. But it is difficult to do because it requires close proximity in the same timeframe. We have concluded it’s possible to do this without causing a time paradox, but still believe that it might be possible to create one. Are we agreed?” 
 
    The eight of us say yes. 
 
    “Second, we’ve learned that it’s possible to block someone from exploring a time and place in the mystery. It’s also possible to redirect someone to another place or hold them in a given place. We believe that a Law of Nature governs this process, forbidding more than one being from occupying the same time and place in the mystery. And we acknowledge Aurora’s conclusion that it’s difficult to do these things because of the precision required to make them work.” 
 
    Again, everyone agrees to the summary statements which are then logged in the elder’s meeting records. When the record is updated and sealed, Julian continues, “Jared has discovered something additional this morning that he would like to share. Jared?” 
 
    “Thank you, Julian. Until this morning, I thought the only way we could influence the future was indirectly, by doing things now that had consequences later. What Aurora demonstrated yesterday shows conclusively that we can act directly, reaching out to people now and touching them in the future, in their timeline. That’s what our founder did when he contacted me in the mystery. 
 
    “The second time I met with him, he made a comment about manipulating the future. Summer and I were both there. Examining our own memories and each other’s memories, we think we can repeat his words to you exactly. He said... 
 
      
 
    ‘For thousands of years, the timelines ended with humanity’s enslavement and eventual extinction. Then Mirella found you. Together we manipulated the future, so you would have a chance to emerge. When you did, everything changed. Now the future is in your hands. But beware of the Confederation, its leaders are corrupt beyond comprehension. Humanity as we know it will only continue if they are swept away.’” 
 
      
 
    “When he said, ‘together we manipulated the future,’ I assumed he was referring to the prophecy and anything else they did in that day, which had a lasting impact. One of the things I realized this morning was that he was referring to direct contacts in our timeline. His contact with Summer and I would be an example of that. The next realization was that the words ‘manipulating the future’ mean more than just one or two contacts with a couple of people. It implies a broader set of contacts with more people. But who would those people be? Is there any one here he touched? Given yesterday’s exuberance, I would think the answer is no. But if not us, then who?” 
 
    I let the words sit there for a minute. The elders are clearly baffled, which leads me to believe that they’ve never thought through the possibility that the seers swept up by the Confederation were working, or being forced to work, for them. 
 
    “The last part of this morning’s insight is that he was being very literal. When he said, ‘But beware of the Confederation, its leaders are corrupt beyond comprehension.’ He wasn’t referring to the Reconstruction Commission. He was referring to the cabal of seers within the Confederation. People like Luiz Pires Álves, who claimed to be trying to save the Confederation from the inside, but also claimed to care only about his own wellbeing. Our founder fought them in his time and is apparently still fighting them now. I think he believes that these people are a potent threat and any dealings with them would be treacherous. I also think he believes the timeline will not stabilize until the last of them are neutralized.” 
 
    Realizing that I’m done, Julian asks, “Does anyone have thoughts they’d like to share related to Jared’s insights?” 
 
    “I would like to probe this issue,” Aurora offers. “But Jared’s every word rings true to me. In retrospect, it’s amazing we did not get this.”  
 
    Clarissa pipes up. “Edson and I have had similar concerns. We’ve known all our lives that the Confederation swept people up. That is why we are here. We also know of the genetic screening our founder put in place to combat the thing he feared most, and of Mirella’s insistence that the practice continue.” 
 
    “Genetic screening?” I ask. 
 
    An uncomfortable silence comes over the room. It’s as if a long-held family secret has just been spilled in a public setting. I try to probe the room, but the elders have closed themselves off. The silence drags out, then is broken. 
 
    “It seems we have secrets that we’ve failed to disclose,” Julian says sheepishly. “I’m embarrassed to admit this, Jared, but our role as ‘guardians of the mystery,’ involves more than we have disclosed to you.” 
 
    An anger boils up within that I try desperately to suppress. Summer puts her hand on mine, which gives me the strength that I suspect I’m about to need. 
 
    To my astonishment, Julian looks truly shaken. “We’re human, children of the DNA passed to us by our forebearers. It’s long been known that the ability to see is a genetic trait. Until recently, geneticists hadn’t nailed down the full genome that leads to the ability. At the time of the colonization, they’d identified six genes that participate, but not the entire set. The ability to see is encoded in the recessive version of these six. Said differently, all the known seers are double recessive on all six genes.  
 
    “But here’s the catch, only a small percentage of those six-way, double-negatives are seers. The rest are latent. That’s why they knew there are more than six genes involved. 
 
    “Among those that do see, ninety percent come from the union of siblings or first cousins. Your father and mother were six times double negative. They were both latent.  
 
    “My grandmother spent most of her time probing the future, identifying which combinations might lead to a great one. She eventually found a path that would lead to your parents. It was one of those one in a million cases we usually ignore. In fact, she did ignore it. But as she searched forward, the genes diluted. So she came back to your parents trying to find a path, a series of events that could result in a prospect. 
 
    “The events that led to your birth were bizarre, everything from the first meet to the illicit union, the first child, then...” He shakes his head, obviously searching for the right word. “...the unusual marriage, additional children, infidelity, and the reconciliation from which you were conceived.” He stops abruptly, unconsciously broadcasting his worry that I did not know about this. 
 
    “You knew of these things, right?” 
 
    His desperation in those words shocks me. “What do you mean unusual marriage?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “Let me guess, they were first cousins?” 
 
    “So, you knew?” Julian smiles. 
 
    I sag, my head hitting the table. “No. No I didn’t.” 
 
    “It’s OK, Jared. Even in the Confederation, the law puts all the burden on the parents, not the child. But here, it’s different. If siblings or first cousins have the right genes, the law carves out an exception. The challenge is usually creating the desire.” 
 
    “Is there a point to this?” I ask more than a little too rudely. 
 
    From the look on Julian’s face, I know that I’m about to be hit by something I really don’t want to know. 
 
    “Where there was an interest, however fleeting between two people with six recessives, we influence them to connect. 
 
    “Jared, our founder, my grandfather, yours six times removed... He knew this. He hypothesized nine genes, then meticulously selected people who were multiple negative for the colonization. He loaded the planet with enough people of that type for a nine times double negative to occur at least once a generation.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RETURN 
 
    We’re on the shuttle, heading back down to the Southern Station. 
 
    The meeting with the elders changed the way I view myself and my family, all the things that happened. Summer is sympathetic and I love her for it. But what was revealed today was so upsetting I need to talk with someone, and the only person I can imagine doing it with is Aaron. 
 
    A quick probe shows that he’s in Ashcrag finishing dinner with our cousin, Kiera Daan Oak, the president of Ashcrag Precious Metals. Kiera is pushing for some concessions that will require a charter change. She knows the charter is being renegotiated, but she doesn’t know the negotiations are basically done. Aaron has already ‘shaken’ with Commissioner Porti on the major points. What Kiera wants is no longer possible. 
 
    I feel sorry for Aaron. Kiera’s an important constituent, a paternity rank two, running the second largest company group after mine. It’s a foredrawn conclusion she will be Prime Elder someday, ten, maybe twenty, years from now. So, he can’t ignore her. But he can’t accommodate her either. 
 
    I message him. “Time to talk? One on one? Brother to brother?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 BROTHERS 
 
    As Summer and I make our way back into the Southern Station, my communicator sounds. It’s Aaron. I connect and immediately hear, “Jared thanks for bailing me out. You knew I was with Kiera, right?” 
 
    “I did, but I wasn’t spying on you. I just wanted to know if you had time to talk.” 
 
    “I do, but what’s up? It’s an odd time for you to call.” 
 
    “Forgive me for asking, but are you alone now?” 
 
    “Jared, are you kidding? Me and Kiera? No way bro, she’s way too intense for me, and besides...” His voice fades away. 
 
    “I know, Aaron. I know. That’s actually why I’m calling.” 
 
    There’s silence for a second, then he asks cautiously, “What’s happened?” 
 
    “Is this line secure?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m in a hotel, Jared. What do you think?” 
 
    “Do you have an encryption device or access to a virtual conference room?”  
 
    “It’s that serious?” He comes back. 
 
    “I think it is,” I reply. 
 
    “I have an encrypted virtual conference device I carry with me, but it’s audio only.” 
 
    “Send an invite and give me five.” I say, then drop the line. 
 
    I run down to the office, log in, and moments later am on the audio version of the conferencing facility. 
 
     I pick up and almost immediately hear Aaron’s voice, “What’s going on Jared?” 
 
    “I think I have a solution.” 
 
    “For what? Why is everything always a puzzle with you, Jared?” 
 
    “Sorry, maybe I should be calling Kinsley.” 
 
    My words land with a silent thud. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Did you know... The encryption’s enabled, right?” 
 
    I hear searching noises on Aaron’s end, then, “Yes, it’s on.”  
 
    “Forgive me for asking, but did you know about Mom and Dad’s situation?” 
 
    I sense more caution on Aaron’s part, but it barely lasts a second. 
 
    “What situation?” Aaron spits back. 
 
    “Similar to yours.” 
 
    I hear another explosion forming on Aaron’s side, but I cut it off by saying, “Maybe I should be talking with Kinsley.” 
 
    There’s a long silence, then, in a small voice, Aaron asks, “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Ten weeks sure.” 
 
    “Are you shitting me, Jared? Mom told me I was premature.” 
 
    “No, they got married at ten weeks. And there’s so much more. Any chance you could come down?” As I say ‘you,’ I push, ‘the two of you.’ 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “As soon as possible. There’s more, so much more, going on than you know. We must meet. And I can’t come up there.” 
 
    “I’ll get back to you in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    Day 21 
 
   

 

 MORNING 
 
    I’m awakened by the sound of my communicator. I pick it up and see that its Aaron. It’s only 5:40. I grab a robe, then exit our cabin. 
 
    “Morning Aaron, give me a second to get somewhere private.” 
 
    I run barefoot down to my shipboard office and close the door. “What’s up?” 
 
    “You have an orbital shuttle, right?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Can it dock at the space station?” 
 
    “It can, but it requires special approval.” 
 
    “There’s no one I can bump on the shuttle running down to Heroldstown today, but there are people I can bump heading up to the space station. Can you pick me up there? If not, then there are people I can bump tomorrow to Heroldstown.” 
 
    “The shuttle flights are that full?” 
 
    “You have no idea. The economic boom you’ve started, and Kiera’s piled onto, has pumped demand up to twice our capacity. By the way, to bump someone we need an official Elder’s Board letter stating the emergency purpose. Would it be possible for us to do verification of forces today or tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes. We could probably show you something better if we had more planning time. But if you can get docking rights for our shuttle, I can make everything happen on this end.” 
 
    “Deal,” Aaron replies, then adds. “By the way, the Confederation warship, CSS Husong arrived last night and has been approved for docking at the shipyard. I can tell you more about that when we get there. Got to run.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 SOUTHERN STATION, ENGINEERING 
 
    I attempt to connect with Cal and get a message, saying that he’ll be away for a while. You’ve got to love the specificity. I have multiple options to choose from: leave a message, blah-blah-blah, or connect to mobile. I take the last option and a moment later, Cal’s voice comes over the line. 
 
    “Jared, about time. I’ve left a dozen messages. Ah, well maybe two.” 
 
    “Where are you Cal?’ 
 
    “Up at the shipyard. You told me the Husong would arrive yesterday afternoon, but I didn’t realize that meant I needed to be at the shipyard to greet it. Dan’s less than happy, but I’m aboard the ship now. The crew is great. Captain Hawley and Chief Engineer Kane have spent most of the day going over the ship’s specs. And amazingly, Tay suited up to inspect the hull with senior engineer, Jacob Cook. I hadn’t realized that she was space certified.” 
 
    “I know you just got there yesterday, but have you been able to make any sort of assessment?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard back from Tay yet. But from the power plant out to the emitters, it’s a total scrap job. The good news is that every existing component in the power and propulsion train is at least twice the size of our stuff, which makes the timeline feasible.” 
 
    “How’s that?” I ask. 
 
    “We can just cut the old stuff out, opening enormous amounts of space in less than a week. Conduits and emitters will take longer to remove and replace. But the crew can help and most of this will be done by the time we need to replace the emitters.” 
 
    “Time to completion?” I ask. 
 
    “Three weeks, maybe a little longer. It will mostly depend on the productivity and motivation of the crew.” 
 
    “Well, push it, and everyone, as hard as you can. Summer and I will be up to check on your progress with two other members of the Planetary Elders Board in two days. It would be nice to give them some good news before they depart.” 
 
    “We’re really doing this. Aren’t we?” 
 
    “We are.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 ARRIVAL 
 
    Summer and I are in Heroldstown, standing in the observation area near the orbital shuttle landing pad. Amazingly, all the arrangements got made in time, and Aaron and Kinsley are on their way. In the distance, I see the unmistakable streak of light made as the shuttle cuts through the upper atmosphere. They are running a few minutes late, but I expect to see Aaron walk down the shuttle’s steps in fifteen minutes. It will be the first time I’ve seen Aaron in person in nine years and the emotions are already welling up. 
 
    ... 
 
    As I see Aaron emerge from the shuttle, I jump over the barrier separating us and seconds later am locked in his huge embrace. If anyone else had done this, security probably would have intervened. 
 
    There’s an embarrassing quantity of tears and blubbering, but eventually we compose ourselves enough to introduce our better halves, then get down to our agenda. 
 
    “So, what now?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “We have a lot to talk about, but there’s also a lot we need to accomplish as part of your official mission. Given that it’s only 3:00, I’d like to start by showing you around Jaredaan Power Systems. This is where we’re making the devices that will make the rest of the Confederation 100% dependent on us.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll believe it, once I’ve seen it,” Aaron replies in good humor. 
 
    I see Kinsley roll her eyes and feel Summer’s response. It’s already obvious to me that the two of them are going to become very close friends. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JPS MANUFACTURING 
 
    We make our way to the JPS manufacturing facility next door. 
 
    As we walk, Aaron says, “I think this is the first time I’ve even been on the surface. It’s cool here compared to the mines, but truth be told, it’s been a while since I’ve been down in the mines. This is pleasant and the air is...” He seems to struggle for the right word. “...fresh.” 
 
    About halfway to the entrance, I see Charlie ahead, waving. 
 
    “Quick heads up,” I say to get our party’s attention. “This is the first time a Prime Elder has visited Heroldstown in a long, long time. Most of the people here are locals, so the two of you are real celebrities. The guy waving is Charlie Tanner, my friend and first employee. He runs the operation here and will be leading our brief tour. Be gracious with him. He’s come through a hard time but is one of the most important people on the planet at the moment. Ah, don’t tell him I said that.” 
 
    “The guy next to him. That must be the one you call Moose.” 
 
    “It is. He’s a great guy, sometimes gruff, but mostly a big Teddy Bear.” 
 
    “Can you remind me why this is relevant to our mission, Jared?” Kinsley asks. 
 
    “This is the first truly high-tech manufacturing facility to come up on Jaredaan. It will soon be producing a thousand, 1-megawatt Z-PEGS per week. These will sell for a little less than a million credits each. The first shipments will be going out later this week. If I’m not mistaken, the order is from New Beijing for 500 units.” 
 
    “This plant is going to be exporting a billion credits a week?” Aaron asks incredulously. 
 
    “A little less at first, but at capacity, a lot more.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “These machines just make the things?” Aaron asks stunned, then takes in the room again. “You have twelve of them running...” 
 
    I see him counting the slots marked out for each machine. 
 
    “...and are planning to put in 40 of them total. How does that turn into a billion credits a week?” 
 
    “The market price for electric capacity runs from 800 credits per kilowatt up to nearly 2,000. Our target price is about 900. These machines can make four one-megawatt units a day, that’s 4,000 kilowatts a day. When the 40 units are all up... Well, that’s a little more than a billion a week. We’ll probably put in another plant, the rest will go to the shipyard, where we have space for a lot more units.” 
 
    Charlie asks for everyone’s attention, then shows how the machines work, where the materials come from, how the end product is packaged for shipment. His presentation is good, and he completely has Kinsley’s attention. 
 
    Aaron seems lost, but I know his mind is still churning through the value of a facility like this. 
 
    When Charlie finally finishes and asks for questions, Kinsley is the first to jump in. “The Z-PEG you showed us looks different than the ones you sent us last year. Are these a different underlying design, or the same thing packaged differently?”  
 
    “Jared, would you like to take that one?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks, Charlie. This is a different design. It uses a so-called vertical cell orientation. The ones we sent you have the horizontal cell orientation. We’re positioning the horizontal design for use in space craft, vertical for use in Confederation power systems. Although, the internal design is quite different, there is little functional difference in use. We sent you the sample we did because that’s what we had at the time. Knowing Jaredstown’s power grid the way I do, I would still recommend the horizontal design.” 
 
    Kinsley says, “Thank you,” but I can tell she’s not completely satisfied with the answer. I’m sure this question will come back again. 
 
    Aaron is next. “Charlie, why are you only building 40 of these replicator units? It seems you have the space in this building for another floor, which would allow 80. And from what I understand, there’s a lot more land here that could be used.” 
 
    “Thank you for that question, Prime Elder. The answer is that our largest shareholder authorized a 40-unit build. These machines are incredibly complicated and quite expensive. It took us a full year to build the first one. When we have these up and a little more experience with them, I suspect he will want a lot more. And we’ll be ready to build them.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HEROLDSTOWN RESIDENCE 
 
    The short ride from the plant to our home was filled with chatter about the Z-PEG facility and its importance to the Jaredaan economy. I know this will end up being a big topic of discussion over dinner tonight, especially since Summer’s parents will be joining us. 
 
    But no mention was made of the real reason for Aaron’s visit. The limo’s privacy window was closed, but none of us wanted to risk the chance that the driver might overhear. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Beautiful home,” Kinsley gushes as we enter through the front door. “And look at all the real-wood floors and trim. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Let me show you around,” Summer offers. 
 
    Aaron and I follow along, but he nudges me and points. 
 
    “That’s my office,” I reply to the unasked question. 
 
    “I’d like to talk about the arrangements for the trip.” 
 
    “There are two adjoining rooms upstairs that are being made up for you.” 
 
    Aaron replies with one of his big goofy smiles. “Courteous of you, but I meant our agenda.” 
 
    “Let’s follow the ladies and get the two of you settled first. Summer’s parents will be joining us for dinner in an hour. That’ll give us some time to talk.” 
 
    “OK,” Aaron whispers, then in a louder voice, “We’re falling behind, Jared, we need to catch up.” 
 
    All I can do is laugh. 
 
    ... 
 
    House tour done, we head for the parlor. Housekeeper Kaitlyn has already put out the Scottish whisky set up, which Aaron spots as he enters. 
 
    “Jared, you dog. Irish whiskey?” 
 
    “No, something new, Scottish whisky. I thought you might enjoy a wee dram.” 
 
    “Does it have to be wee?” 
 
    “Aaron, behave,” Kinsley scolds as Aaron strides over to the coffee table and picks up the bottle to inspect. 
 
    Summer pipes up. “I’m going to check in on things in the kitchen. Kinsley, you’re welcome to join if you’re into kitchen things. But Jared probably has the best whisky on the planet, if you’re into that.” 
 
    “I think I’ll stay and try the whisky.” 
 
    As Summer exits, she closes the door giving us some privacy. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan, Jared?” Aaron asks, as I uncork the bottle. 
 
    “Dinner with Summer’s parents tonight, then off to our southern operation tomorrow morning, where you will learn as much as you want to know about our defenses. Then back to our estate in Jaramor tomorrow night. You’ll like it there. Then dinner with the Jaramor Elders in the pub’s private room. The next day, up to the shipyards, where you can see some of the operation, talk with the station manager, and tour the Confederation war ship. Then home.” 
 
    “The elders have a solution that will allow us to properly marry?” 
 
    “Yes. They have to do a psychic evaluation and a DNA test. There’s a clear carve out in the charter for first cousins to be legitimately married if they pass these two tests. That’s how mom and dad got married.” 
 
    “Your parents were first cousins? How could that be?” 
 
    “The Jaramor Elders know more about that than I do, and they can explain it better than I can.” 
 
    “And they’re going to do these tests at the pub?” 
 
    “The psych test yes. The DNA test can be done at the hospital ahead of time, or at the pub.” 
 
    “I say the hospital,” Kinsley replies. 
 
    “Then the hospital it will be. And don’t worry. We’ll disguise the purpose of the visit.” 
 
    ... 
 
    There’s a knock on the parlor door, which opens. It’s Summer. “Mom and Dad are here. OK, if Dad joins?” 
 
    Aaron stands, “Archer, my friend. Come on in.” 
 
    The warden and June both come in and are greeted by Aaron, then introduced to Kinsley. After some chit-chat, Summer and June leave for the kitchen.  
 
    I pour a wee dram for the warden, then twice as much for Aaron, who offers up a toast. “To the reunion of friends and the possibilities that lie ahead.” 
 
    “Hear, hear!” the warden replies. “But I’d slow down on that if I were you.” 
 
    His statement gets a ‘hear, hear’ from Kinsley. 
 
    As we settle, the warden asks, “This is the first time I can recall a prime elder travelling down to the green zone. What brings you here?”  
 
    “I’m sure you’ve heard that our Protected World Charter is being updated.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “The biggest updates regard trade and defense. Both of those sections of the charter are being upgraded to tie us closer to the Confederation. As regards trade, our tax-exempt status is being retained and the maximum exemption is being increased. As regards defense, the scope of our mutual defense agreement is increasing with Jaredaan taking a larger role in the protection of the core worlds and taking on new roles in defending the Protected Worlds and military activities outside human space. We’ll also be upgrading some of the Confederation’s older ships.” 
 
    “That sounds expensive,” the warden replies. 
 
    “Jared’s cost structure is much lower than the Confederation’s. The automation he’s put in place at his facility up the road is simply incredible. Our power within the Confederation grows every day because of the things he’s done. There’s been some resistance to it, but I think that’s behind us now.” 
 
    “I learned about Jared’s skill to improve work processes years ago. It’s what turned the camp into a new contributor to the government's budget.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Aaron nods his head. 
 
    “And what about you, Kinsley? Are you here solely in your role as Second Elder, or do you have other interests down here?” 
 
    Kinsley smiles at the warden. His question hit a little too close to home, but she handles it well. “I have two roles, Second Elder and mayor of Jaredstown, our world’s largest city. I learned more than I could have expected about power systems during our tour today. As you know, this is acutely important to Jaredstown. The remainder of the trip is more about defense, so more in line with my role as an Elder. But I suspect I will learn several more things relevant to Jaredstown.” 
 
    She pauses reflectively, then continues. “There’s also a personal aspect to this trip. I’ve never been to the green zone, never been to the space station. I can only learn so much about these places in a couple days. But I will be Prime Elder in a few more years. Through most of my life, the Elder Board has operated with too little knowledge of these places, and it’s done so to everyone’s detriment. When it’s my turn, I want to do better than that.” 
 
    “Hear, hear!” the warden replies. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 14: JARAMOR 
 
    Day 22 
 
   

 


 SHUTTLE 
 
    Summer is in her glory as a hostess this morning. She’s packed a picnic basket full of breakfast foods and thermoses of hot coffee for our shuttle ride down to the southern station. 
 
    “Sleep well?” she asks.  
 
    Kinsley smiles. “You have such a beautiful home. Yes, I slept well. The room was comfortable. And what a night last night. Great food. Great company.”  
 
    Once aboard the shuttle, I announce, “We are going to go the long way today. We’ll be heading southeast over the foothills you see ahead to the left. There, we will fly over the major grain and vegetable operations of the Eastern Region Agricultural Company. We’ll be flying at a low enough altitude that you should be able to make out some of the crops.” 
 
    Kinsley interrupts, “I heard a rumor that someone is putting in a flour mill to sell locally produced flour.” 
 
    “Yes, Eastern Region Agricultural is putting in the flour mill. A fellow by the name of Enzo Messina in Heroldstown is opening a pasta company. His new company is mostly up and producing small quantities of pasta for local restaurants using imported flour. He plans to expand into the retail market as soon as the local flour supply comes available.” 
 
    “That’s so exciting,” Summer chimes in. 
 
    Back in tour guide mode, I continue, “From there we will head 300 km due south to the southern flank of Mt. Jaramor, where Kiera’s new scandium and yttrium mining operation is located. You’ll be impressed by the size of the operation.” 
 
    “This is the mine producing that expensive metal you discovered, right?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “That’s right. From there we’ll turn north, passing over the extensive orchards that Eastern Agricultural has planted, the alien spaceship that crash landed along the Fraser River, and our southern research station, where we will land.” 
 
    “Are we going to be touring all of those?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “No, the agricultural and mining operations are just flyovers. But we will tour the alien derelict and the southern research station. These two operations are the ones that gave rise to our military power.” 
 
    ... 
 
    As we come over the peach orchard, I hear Oh’s and Ah’s from the ladies. Then suddenly Aaron says, “I see it. The alien spaceship. It’s gigantic. How in the world did it get here!” 
 
    ... 
 
    The shuttle lands on the pad near the southern station. As we wait to be towed into the hanger, Aaron points to the building stretching out along the ridge. “That’s the biggest building I’ve ever seen. It must be a kilometer long. And it’s made of a lustrous metal, isn’t it? Wow, look at how it shimmers in the morning sun light.” 
 
    “It’s the same metal our ship hulls are made from,” I reply. “This is secret, not to be shared. Most of our military operations are housed in that building, so we built it out of the same impervious metal that our ship hulls are made from. Summer and I have been staying here since the failed kidnapping attempt. It’s impenetrable, the safest place on the planet. We came out for the first time three days ago and will probably return once you go home.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CRASH SITE 
 
    We deplane and are greeted by Vera, who seems to quiver in anticipation of meeting Aaron and Kinsley. “Prime Elder Daan, Second Elder Gosling. Welcome to the Southern Research Station. It’s an honor to have you here.” 
 
    With a graciousness I never saw in him during my youth, Aaron shakes her hand using both of his. “Vera, what a pleasure it is to meet you. Jared has told us so much about you and the work you’ve done in support of the agricultural operation and the southern station. We are truly looking forward to this morning’s tour.” 
 
    “Then this way!” She says proudly, marching off toward the electric carts. 
 
    ... 
 
    As we enter the ship, the lighting snaps on. 
 
    “No one lives here anymore, so we’ve put everything on automatic to conserve energy.” I explain. 
 
    “The hallways are huge,” Kinsley observes. “The ceilings are what? Four meters high? Maybe five meters wide?” 
 
    “They are,” I reply. “The tallest aliens were well over three meters.” 
 
    “How many levels are there?” Aaron asks. “Which one is this? We came in at ground level, but this doesn’t feel like the first floor, the outer walls aren’t curved enough.” 
 
    “Twelve, and you’re right, this is not the first floor, it’s the second. The first floor was crushed, impossible to excavate, so we just sealed it.” 
 
    “I thought the hull was impervious,” Aaron snaps back. 
 
    “Nearly impervious,” I reply. “Our hypothesis is that the ship heated too much during atmospheric entry, weakening the metal to the point of collapse by the time it hit the ground.”  
 
    “So, we could crush your southern station if we dropped something big and hot enough on it?” 
 
    “Possibly, but I doubt it. Our version of their metal is stronger and has lower thermal conductivity. The thing that landed on it would be trashed, but it’s within the realm of reason that our building could be damaged.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “No. Ours is stronger. Haven’t we had that discussion?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Aaron shrugs. Then, after several moments of silence, “What are we here to see?” 
 
    “First, we’re here to see the ship, to prove that it exists and for the most part does not function.” 
 
    “How deep into the ship are we going, Jared?” Kinsley asks. A flash probe reveals that the derelict nature of the ship worries her. 
 
    “I wanted to show you this level, which is the manufacturing area, and the next one up, which is main engineering. These areas are the ones most intact and contain the technology we gleaned our insights from.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    A minute later we enter manufacturing, and the lights automatically flip on. Within seconds, Aaron points. “Those look like your replicators!” He runs over to the nearest one and attempts to turn it on, touching it in the same place Charlie did on the one he demoed yesterday. The panel lights, then a big ‘X’ comes up, accompanied by a circle that slowly closes, then the machine shuts down. 
 
    “Do you know what’s the matter with it?” 
 
    “A lot of parts were missing, apparently knocked loose in the crash. We found parts of every kind in here. Many were damaged. There were also issues with the power. We ultimately reverse engineered it. Our machines are similar to these, but not the same. But this is what we patterned our work after.” 
 
    ... 
 
    The process repeats up a level in engineering. 
 
    “Incredible,” Kinsley summarizes. “You reverse engineered so much of their technology, even though nothing here actually works.” 
 
    “That we did,” I reply. “We learned things on this ship, but nothing came directly from here. That’s one of the reasons we’ve tried to preserve it. If the Confederation wants another go at it, they’re welcome to come study it.” 
 
    I notice Aaron give me an odd glance, but don’t react. He may be on to me, maybe not. But either way, he will know beyond the shadow of a doubt in another hour. 
 
    “Ready to tour the Research Station?” I ask. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SOUTHERN RESEARCH STATION 
 
    “Beautiful building,” Kinsley says as we enter. “Looks new and lightly used.” 
 
    “True, the building is less than a year old and this portion really doesn’t get used that much. This is where we host meetings with people outside our group. Given the location, there are very few takers. But if the Confederation comes, they’ll have free access to the ship and this space. But no one is allowed past the security into the next building. You two will be the first and you’ll need to wear these to get in.” I hand them lanyards with ID cards attached. “The inside of the building is enormous. It has a dozen stories, each with kilometers of hallways, and little signage. If you get lost, these will help us find you. Ready?” 
 
    We take the lift up to the fourth floor, then walk to the far side of the building, where we see the entrance into the ‘production facility.’ There, we pass through another security checkpoint and enter. Once through security the hallway turns right. The lights for the next five- or six-meters snap on as we enter, but the otherwise dark hallway appears to stretch on forever. 
 
    “There’s really an operation in here?” Aaron asks. “There’s no noise, no signs of people. Nothing.” 
 
    “It’s all part of the security. You can’t tell, but we’re being watched.” 
 
    We continue down the hall in the little pool of light that tracks along with us. At this point it’s dark in front and behind. I stop at a door labeled employees only and enter. Aaron and Kinsley follow, Summer bringing up the rear. A short walk down the narrow utilitarian hall and we come to another locked door marked, ‘Danger: Do Not Enter.’ 
 
    I open it, and we enter. This passageway is huge and well lit. It only takes a second for Aaron to discover the first secret. 
 
    “You dog!” he exclaims. “You have two ships. One a broken hulk. The other fully functional but hidden. This is where you mined all your secrets. Well played!” Aaron’s delight with our deception reminds me of my youth, when he was still a teenager living at home and would get away with a prank. “No wonder you’re willing to show the Confederation the other ship.” 
 
    We continue walking and as the excitement settles down, Kinsley asks, “So what exactly are we here to see?” 
 
    “Our military forces. The first stop will be at our newest ship. The second will be at our command center.” 
 
    We make our way to the Assembly Room where Tay is waiting. The new ER2 Carrier sits in its cradle. The new Assassin 3.0 sits in a smaller cradle next to it. 
 
    Tay stands, “Welcome, please come in.” 
 
    Over the next hour, Tay reviews the specs and functionality of the carrier-drone system. 
 
    “This is what took down the alien invasion fleet?” Aaron asks, astounded at the implications. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Tay replies. “Those carriers were slower and smaller, the assassins less capable.” 
 
    ... 
 
    We exit the Assembly Room, headed for the Drone Control Room. Despite Tay’s excellent presentation, I can tell Aaron isn’t all that happy about what he just learned. I also think he is uncertain that this is a sufficient defense. Kinsley is more neutral. 
 
    “So, how many of these things do you have?” 
 
    “I’m not sure the exact number. We have nearly four hundred of the old drones, to which we added six-hundred gen-one carriers and six thousand gen-one assassins, before the showdown with the aliens. The ER program, which we launched right after the alien confrontation, got delayed, hit by a series of snags. We ultimately canceled it. The ER2 program has just gone to manufacturing. I think we have two complete systems. In another week or two, we will start producing the systems at something like four complete systems per day. In three months, we’ll be up to something like a hundred ER2 Carriers a day. My goal is to have ten thousand of them in a little over a year.”  
 
    “But will that be enough?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “We have the deadliest weapons, the stealthiest ships, the fastest FTL. Our biggest shortfall is our sub-light speed, but that’s not turning out to be an issue.” 
 
    “But if a hundred big warships descend upon us...” 
 
    “Aaron, we run battle drills every day against big warships. If I have one fully loaded ER2 carrier, I can take down several of those ships. If we have the same number of ships, they have no chance. And, in a year, we will have more ER2s than the entire combined forces of the Rufarven, Lepodred, and Confederation!”  
 
    Realizing that I let my emotions run away, I say, “Sorry. I’ve been doing the drills, so I know. You haven’t, so let’s go run some, then you make up your own mind.” 
 
    He nods, “That would be good.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    We enter the drone control room and most of the hubbub comes to a halt. One of the squadrons is running a simulation. Another is on watch. But everyone else seems to freeze. 
 
    Jazz, sensing the change, looks up and sees me and our guests. 
 
    Introductions are made, then Jazz does what he does best. Takes charge. 
 
    “Come on over to my station and let me give you a tour of human space,” he starts, exuding confidence. “The current simulation will be over soon. So, we’ll let that one play out, then show you a doozy.” 
 
    I see Kinsley relax a little, then realize she can read Aaron. She’s become very attuned to him. With a little training, the two of them could become an even more powerful team. 
 
    Jazz brings me back to the moment as he starts his tour. “We currently have over four-hundred drones on patrol in the systems of the Confederation’s one-hundred-forty most populous worlds. The vast majority of them are the original, first-generation carriers, none of which has a full complement of assassins. So, we started a rotation back to Jaredaan to replenish them. The round-trip time varies by world, but most are running about 40 days round trip. That’s why the number is so low.” 
 
    After a moment’s pause, he continues. “We’ve also started placing forces around the other Protected Worlds. For example, here’s the view from the carrier closest to Taramoot.” He points to the frame in the holoprojection that shows Taramoot, then pops up a second frame next to it. “This is our current deployment of forces at Taramoot. We have two carriers in system. One has its assassins deployed, the other is in a more distant orbit around the star. It’s holding in reserve at the moment. Let me switch over to New Jerusalem.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Twenty minutes and ten systems later, Jazz asks, “Getting the feel for it, right? We have at least three people on watch at all times. They rotate through the star systems, keeping an eye on them. We are also tied into all the Confederation’s emergency-alert systems. So, if someone spots something and sets off an alert, we can switch directly to the drones there.” 
 
    “I’m really impressed,” Aaron says, already coming around to the idea this might be good enough. 
 
    “Would you like to see a simulated battle?” 
 
    “Tell me about the simulation,” Aaron requests. 
 
    “The Confederation has full records of almost every engagement they’ve been involved in since the founding. The simulation starts with the same force, deployment, and readiness of the two sides, as they existed at the start of the battle. For the side we’re playing, we substitute in our ER2s. At first everything starts as it did for real. I’ve cued up a battle from the first alien war, in which the humans suffered a total loss. Want to watch?” 
 
    “Sure.” Aaron replies. 
 
    From the way he says it, I can tell he wishes he had a beer to watch the simulation with. 
 
    “Jared, you’re on.” Jazz points to the mystery couch. 
 
    Mel, Tag, and Bronco are piloting their drones in the three orbits the original Confederation ships did. As the simulation starts, five alien ships drop from FTL, surprisingly close to the planet. Over the speakers we hear the aliens demand for our immediate surrender. 
 
    I cast my mind out and see what the aliens plan. 
 
    Coming back to myself I say, “One ship is about to turn toward the colonized moon. Two others are about to charge the smaller southern continents. Both are fake, attempting to draw us away. Go for the kill on the two remaining that are headed straight in.” 
 
    Jazz quickly decides how to handle it. “Deploy three assassins each, designating targets one and two. One assassin on each. Call lock when you get it.”  
 
    Seconds tick by as the assassins move, attempting to gain target lock. As one of the alien ships veers off toward the colony, Tag calls out, “Lock on 1.” 
 
    A few seconds later Mel calls, “Lock on two.” 
 
    Jazz orders, “Fire one and two.” 
 
    On the holoprojection, two of the assassins blink out, returning to normal spacetime three seconds later. Each assassin detonates its disruption bomb just as it hits midship. Each ship breaks into two smaller pieces, for a kill. 
 
    I flash probe the alien commander. “The ship vectoring for the colony is about to pivot and deploy its space time disruption weapon against the planet.” 
 
    “Designating target three, I need locks!” 
 
    Bronco is the first to get lock. 
 
    “Take the shot, Bronco,” Jazz orders. 
 
    Another flash probe reveals that the two remaining ships are falling back. I quickly call out the update. 
 
    Jazz announces. “Designating targets four and five.” 
 
    “I have four,” Tag shouts. 
 
    “Take it,” Jazz replies. 
 
    “I have lock on five,” Bronco shouts. 
 
    “Take it,” Jazz orders. 
 
    I drop back into the mystery, coming back moments later. 
 
    “Three more inbound on different vectors.” I shout, then give the vectors. 
 
    “All carriers, release three more assassins,” Jazz orders. 
 
    Moments later the vectors I called show up on the system map. 
 
    “I need solutions on each of these vectors. Mel, you have one. Tag, you have two. Bronco, you have three.” Jazz orders.  
 
    “I’ve acquired vector one.” Mel shouts. 
 
    “I’ve acquired vector two,” Tag echoes. 
 
    Bronco is slower to reply. “I’m out of position to acquire this vector in time. Permission to release and charge.” 
 
    There’s silence for several seconds, then Jazz calls out, permission granted. 
 
    Seconds tick down, then an alien ship drops back to normal space time along vector one. Target lock sounds from Mel’s station. 
 
    “Firing,” she announces. 
 
    Almost immediately, there’s a repeat on vector two, at Tag’s station. 
 
    I drop back into the mystery and see there are no more alien ships in range of this system. 
 
    I come back to myself and shout. “Vector three is the last inbound.” 
 
    “Tag, attempt lock.” Jazz orders. I can see that both Jazz and Tag are trying to get a lock, but neither have the angle. 
 
    “It’s yours, Bronco. Don’t let it through.” 
 
    Seconds then a minute pass. Then the last ship drops back to normal space. It’s spacetime disruption weapon starts to glow, but Bronco swoops in at max-G hitting the alien ship at 0.0012c. The massive explosion rips the inbound alien ship apart. It’s nothing like the clean sever created by the assassins’ spacetime disruption bombs. The massive debris will contaminate the system for millennia, if not cleaned up. But this world was saved today. Too bad we weren’t there seven thousand years ago, when the aliens took down the system’s defenses, then set pickets, allowing them to consume the planet’s population over the coming months. 
 
      
 
   

 

 RETURN TO JARAMOR 
 
    Back aboard the shuttle, we sink into our seats, spent from the morning’s activities. When Dylan hears no chatter, he starts in on the tour guide routine, pointing out the features of the Frazer River Valley. 
 
    Replaying the alien attack from 7,000 years ago was incredibly draining. The simulation only lasted about an hour. But in the midst of it, it was quite intense. Ironically, this simulation reduced my confidence in our defense. The simulation is based on what happened. My sense is that the aliens would have sent more ships if they’d incurred losses like this. But the simulation didn’t reflect reality because that’s not what happened. My conclusion is that the results of simulations, in which we take the losing side, are misleading, because history does not provide guidance about what the enemy would have done if they’d been losing. It only uses the forces present; not additional reinforcements that might get sent. I need to talk with Jazz about this. 
 
    “I didn’t understand your defenses before,” Aaron says, breaking the silence. “Now I understand your concern. Stealth is truly your weapon. Your opponent has absolutely no idea where you are. In fact, they don’t even know you are there until they’ve taken their first hit.” 
 
    He laughs. “And your weapons are truly awesome.” 
 
    He’s quiet for a second, and I can tell he’s thinking through something, so I don’t respond. 
 
    “We need to show our allies this. But we can’t do it at your southern station. That needs to remain secret. Do you have, or can you build, another place where that could be done?” 
 
    “We have other rooms in the southern research station that tie in, but at the moment, everything is at the station. But adding a demo room somewhere should be straight forward, maybe in Heroldstown, near the orbital shuttle pad, or possibly at the shipyards.” 
 
    “How soon could you have that done?” 
 
    “I’ll have to check with my team, but maybe a week to put equipment in a suitable space. Finding the suitable space would be the problem.” 
 
    Aaron smiles, “We could get suitable space in Ashcrag or Jaredstown tomorrow.” 
 
    I shake my head no. “You really want to take interplanetary representatives to one of those places?” 
 
    “I suppose not. How about a miracle metal building next to your space port in Heroldstown?” 
 
    “I like that idea, but it’ll take two months best case.” 
 
    “The shipyards then?” 
 
    “Let’s sleep on it.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HOSPITAL, JARAMOR 
 
    Once Aaron and Kinsley are settled in one of the two-bedroom cottages at the estate, we head off to the hospital. There are several ways the genetic test can be done. The fastest and most sterile version is done at the hospital. 
 
    The four of us arrive, ostensibly for a tour of Jaramor’s medical facilities. After an hour of being shown around, we are deposited in a conference room on the top floor. Minutes later, Dr. Astrid Simpson arrives to talk with us about the new fertility treatment recently approved by the Confederation’s Pharmaceutical Control Agency. 
 
    She strides in, all smiles with brochures in her hands, then once the door is shut, she asks, “You still want the tests, right?” 
 
    “We do,” Aaron replies, and we all nod in agreement. 
 
    “OK, who’s first?” 
 
    Aaron steps up as the doctor places four envelopes on the table. She opens the first envelope, which contains two others—one flat, the other containing something. She grabs the flat one and shows it to Aaron. “Can you confirm that this is your citizen ID number?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Excellent.” The doctor smiles, then picks up the second of the two envelopes, the one with something inside. “The sample container we’re going to use is in this one.” She opens it but does not remove the container. 
 
    Next, she pulls a small metal instrument from her pocket, and opens the top. “This is just a handle. The sample containers are self-contained, but so small you can’t reliably hold it with your hands.” 
 
    She pulls the sample container out of the envelope and carefully inserts it into the handle until it clicks. 
 
    “I’m going to place this against your arm, then activate the sample container. When I do a microscopically small needle will stick you, and vacuum extract a tiny tissue sample and a drop of blood. You won’t feel a thing. Ready?” 
 
    Aaron nods. 
 
    In a quick motion, Dr. Simpson presses the sample container against Aaron’s arm and pulls it away. 
 
    In confusion, Aaron asks, “Did that work?” 
 
    Dr. Simpson laughs. “Told you.” 
 
    Once the sample is sealed in the envelope with Aaron’s ID, she repeats the process with Kinsley. Then asks me, “You’re doing this too?” 
 
    “Yep. Julian says that for the purpose in question this is a more accurate test than the others I’ve had done. 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    When Summer and I have both given samples, the doctor shifts gears. “I think you all know about the fertility treatments. If you are thinking about having a child, or even thinking about going off of birth control, I suggest you undergo this treatment. It’s 96% effective. Without it, the odds of live birth are negligible. The treatment is done once a month, mid-cycle, for six months. Each treatment takes about an hour, and it’s more invasive than most, but will completely eliminate DAGS mutated cells in your uterus, allowing for a normal pregnancy. Everything else you need to know is in the brochure. We have a long waiting list. You of course, will be given priority as all carriers of the mystery genes are being given.” 
 
    ... 
 
    As we exit the building, Kinsley comes aside. “Jared is it true that your company makes this treatment?” 
 
    “Yes, Doctor Simpson, Summer, and I figured out how to make this therapy viable. When the first successful right-to-try treatment led to a live birth, my company received the license to run the clinical trials. We share the patent with the original developer.” 
 
    “Are you going to take the therapy?” She asks. 
 
    “That’s up to Summer, but I hope the answer is yes.” 
 
    “Why did you take the test? I thought this was something Aaron and I needed to do to get married.” 
 
    “You’ll hear more about that tonight, but suffice it to say, the test is relevant to both of us.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    As we enter the pub, I feel Aaron relax a little. He’s been wound tight since entering the hospital three hours ago. But the pub exudes a cheer to which Aaron is well attuned. In contrast, Kinsley seems to feel out of place. 
 
    As always, many of the pub goers get up to greet Summer and me. Most greet Aaron and Kinsley because they’re with us. I doubt any of the pubgoers realize that our guests are members of the Planetary Elders Board. 
 
    It’s entertaining, watching the two of them. Aaron greets people familiarly, like one of the workers. Kinsley, on the other hand, greets more formally, like a politician. I suspect they would fit in well here, given time. 
 
    As we get close to the private room, the door opens, and Julian comes out to greet us. Several call greetings to Julian, but for the most part, they begin to settle back into their seats, resuming whatever conversation they’d been engaged in when we entered. 
 
    Once in the private room, greetings are exchanged, and Aurora offers up a blessing. Again, Aaron and Kinsley react so differently. A flash probe reveals that Aaron leans into the blessing, as if mom were putting her arms around him, telling him everything was going to work out. Kinsley seems to experience the uplift of the blessing, yet takes it in with caution, as if she’s afraid she’s being manipulated, which she is. 
 
    When Aurora closes, Julian begins. “Aaron, Kinsley. Welcome. Aaron, you are the first Prime Elder to visit our town since our founder. There are many things about us that you do not know, because our founder never revealed them to the colonies in the north. Similarly, we were forbidden from revealing ourselves to you until certain events occurred. You might wonder why.” 
 
    Julian pauses for effect, then continues. “We are the guardians of the mystery, the ancient art of divination. Our founder created this place so practitioners of the art could refine and nurture their craft freely, without fear of persecution. For thousands of years, the Confederation would sweep up any seer whose mastery rose to a level that drew notice. His mother was one of those people, as was his second wife, the first leader of the Elders in our community.” 
 
    “He had two wives?” Aaron cuts in.  
 
    “He did.” Julian nods his head. “His second wife, Mirella Padilla, my grandmother, was the one who discovered the sixth son of his sixth first born, the one that would save humanity from the aliens. He would be a master seer, the greatest in a hundred generations, able to find a way to defeat them. But that would only happen if we kept our secret until the sixth son found his way here, to Jaramor, which he did about seven years ago.” 
 
    “Julian?” Kinsley interrupts. “It’s interesting that you have a different version of our shared history than we do, but how is that relevant to tonight’s purpose?” 
 
    “For thousands of years it’s been known that master seers emerge every now and again. Only recently have we learned of the genes that give rise to the gift. Twelve genes are suspected. All of the great seers have been double recessive in six of them, but only a fraction of the double recessive sixes have had the gift. That’s how our predecessors knew more genes were involved.” 
 
    Again, Kinsley starts to protest, but I put my hand on hers and shake my head no. 
 
    “When our founder established this world, all colonists had to pass a genetic test. Only those with four or more double recessives were allowed to join the expedition. Our world, both colonies, have the highest density of the relevant genes in all of human space. But, for our founder, that wasn’t enough. All the great seers in the past have been products of sibling or first cousin unions.” 
 
    My hand is still on Kinsley’s, and I feel a spike of hope pass through her. 
 
    “That’s why our charter explicitly allows for first cousin marriage, if each partner has five or more of the twelve so-called mystery genes and none of the rare fatal recessives.” 
 
    “That was the reason for the blood test.” Aaron blurts out. 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    A tension-filled silence blankets the room in anticipation. 
 
    “Aaron, you have the required six genes and a total of eight of the twelve. Your natural affinity for the mystery is comparable with that of our founder. We can feel the presence of the mystery in you. If you had been born in Jaramor, you would have been trained since birth. 
 
    “Kinsley, you too have the required six, plus a seventh that matches one of Aaron’s,” Julian pauses for affect.  
 
    “Does that mean our children would all have at least seven?” Kinsley asks. 
 
    “Yes.” Julian smiles. “But you also have an eighth, the rare mystery-gene only carried by women. We can feel a trace of the mystery in you. If you had been born here, you too would have been trained since birth.” 
 
    “Does that mean we qualify?” Aaron asks anxiously. 
 
    “Yes, it does. But it means much more. If the two of you had lived among us, we would have tried to light a spark between you. One of the responsibilities we carry as the guardians of the mystery, is to assure the safe bonding of individuals with high mystery-gene counts.  
 
    “There are several ways we can go about the marriage process. You could do it here. You could do it legally in Jaredstown. Or you could hide the marriage and file for paternity rank variances when the children are born. We can prepare the legal documents required. But there is one additional thing you need to know.” 
 
    Renewed tension fills the room as Julian eyes Aaron and Kinsley. 
 
    “Neither of you are double dominant on any of the mystery genes. That means you are one of the very few pairings that could produce someone like Jared, or even someone at a level higher. Any child you produce will have a high mystery gene count. All will have seven, and girls would have at least eight. and the most likely gene count will be nine, ten if it is female. Jared, the greatest seer in a thousand years has eleven. That means your children will each have a greater than 20% chance of being as powerful a seer as Jared.” 
 
    “I am one of the female tens,” Aurora adds, radiating joy at the possibility of a peer emerging during her lifetime. 
 
    “You say that as if it means something more,” Kinsley deduces. 
 
    “Your children should grow up here, so they can be trained. They will have innate abilities that will put them at great risk. Jared suffered unnecessary hardship because of his gift. He is lucky to have lived to adulthood. Do not risk your children’s lives by raising them in the north.” 
 
    “I’m only in my second year as a member of the Planetary Elders Board. I still have five more years in my term,” Kinsley protests. 
 
    “It’s your decision to make, I’m just warning you of the danger and offering a possible solution.” 
 
    There’s a knock on the door, then a beef platter is brought in, along with two pitchers of ale and a pitcher of hard cider. 
 
    Julian stands. “Let’s help ourselves to dinner, then engage in further conversation.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PARLOR, JARAMOR RESIDENCE 
 
    The carriage ride back to the estate is quiet, each of us lost in our own thoughts. We are dropped at the front door, and I ask if either would like to come in for a drink. Aaron and I head for the parlor and a wee dram of whisky. Kinsley accompanies Summer into the kitchen to make a pot of tea. 
 
    Aaron is the first to take a sip. He savors the tiny sip, then swallows. “Summer was right. You have the best whisky on the planet. I used to think Uncle Asher had the best collection. Now, I think you do.” 
 
    “I bought some as a gift for you, a couple months before the quarantine was lifted. To my palate, it’s nicer than this one. You can take it back with you if you’d like.” 
 
    “That’s very generous of you, Jared.” 
 
    We sit in silence for a moment, then Aaron looks up. “I knew you had the psychic thing going on but, in truth, didn’t really get it. I didn’t realize you were a seer, as Julian put it. What’s that like?” 
 
    “It’s like being there. The first couple times it was like an out of body experience. A little bit terrifying, actually. Now, I just cast my mind out and land wherever I want to be, see what’s happening, what people are doing. I can look into the past, present, or future.” 
 
    “Julian said our kids would be like you, but your kids won’t be. Does that bother you?” 
 
    I chuckle. “I have no idea. Does it bother you that yours are likely to become my apprentices?” 
 
    Aaron laughs. “I have no idea.”  
 
      
 
    Day 23 
 
   

 

 JAREDAAN SHIPYARDS 
 
    The shuttle ride up to the shipyard this morning was easy. Once again, Summer packed a breakfast that we ate on the three plus hour trip up.  
 
    Now, as we are on approach to dock, Aaron sees it for the first time. “It’s gigantic! It makes our space station look like a child’s toy.” 
 
    “It has twenty-one levels, five of which are docking levels.” I point. “The view is partially blocked but the Confederation warship is docked down on level seven.”  
 
    Aaron cranes his neck. “I see it.” Then he sighs as he settles back into his seat. “I remember you telling us that in a few years we would have the largest shipyard in the Confederation. It was too much to take in, so I dismissed the idea. But I’ve dreamed about seeing a giant shipyard in orbit several times since.” 
 
    “Well, today that dream comes true, live and in person. We’ll be touring one of the manufacturing levels. There are nine in all. The others are still being built out. At peak capacity we’ll have nearly a thousand replicators up here, enough to crank out two-hundred-fifty ER2-class drones per day.” 
 
    Aaron shakes his head and whispers, “Incredible.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Dan meets us as we exit the shuttle. Introductions are made, then we make our way to the central lift. As the doors close, Dan says, “The first stop today will be on level seven, where the CSS Husong is docked. Fair warning, this level is basically empty, but it’s quickly becoming a mess. Cal is really driving their engineering team to hollow out the ship as quickly as possible. You’ll see some curtained off areas. These are makeshift quarters for the crew. We have offered them quarters in the guest hotel on level eighteen, but so far, they have declined. The captain wants this job done double-time, as he likes to say.” 
 
    We exit the lift and I immediately see what Dan was talking about. Curtained cubicles line one wall. They remind me of the emergency rooms at the camp’s hospital. Opposite is a huge pile of metal junk. As we take it in, a grav sled loaded with more, floats out through the passageway connecting the ship to the station, pushed along by two crew members. 
 
    Dan trots over to ask, “Is the captain ready to greet our guests?” 
 
    “I think so,” one of the crewmen answers, then points to his mate. “Mac, why don’t you escort them in. I’ll unload.” 
 
    Mac motions toward the ship’s entrance. “This way.” 
 
    We enter the ship. The trail of debris seems enough to mark the path. But instead of following it toward the ship’s stern, Mac directs us to the right. “Cal and the brass are in a conference room up here.”  
 
    As we follow him forward, the ship’s age is easy to see. Everything is spotless, but incredibly worn. It’s also claustrophobically small, nothing like the alien ships, although maybe some of the larger alien kings would feel the same way about one of theirs. 
 
    We enter the conference room, where intense discussion grinds immediately to a halt. I see Cal smile. Then as the captain turns toward us, I see his eyes lock on Aaron. He snaps to attention and salutes. “Prime Elder Daan. It is a pleasure to meet you, sir.” 
 
    Aaron freezes, locked in place by the captain’s command presence. I quickly plant the thought, It’s me. Salute, then step forward to shake his hand. Aaron snaps out of it, gives a poor imitation of a salute, then with a big smile, steps forward. “Captain Hawley, pleasure to meet you, sir.” 
 
    For all Aaron’s lack of spontaneity, his naturally gracious way of interacting with people comes out and the momentary tension in the room washes away. We take seats and introductions are made, then Captain Hawley takes the lead. 
 
    “We’ve been working with Dr. Swanson to put a work process in place. I must admit, I’m amazed with both the size and specifications of your equipment. If it works as advertised, this old cow will become the fastest and safest ship in the fleet.” 
 
    The captain stops there and turns to Cal. “Would you like to give the five-minute version of the schedule?” 
 
    ... 
 
    To Cal’s credit, he finishes in four minutes, then turns it back to the captain. 
 
    “My biggest concern with this schedule is the emitter replacement. I understand that you install your emitters in a vacuum. That’s too dangerous for a ship this age. If we evacuate the ship, all the water inside will freeze. There is no viable way to get all the water out. That means we will need to use our standard replacement process to remove and plug the holes before re-skinning the ship and replacing the plugs with the new emitters. To make this schedule, the emitter change process will essentially need to be error free.” 
 
     Discussion goes back and forth for another twenty minutes, at which point Aaron and I agree to the plan, accept the speed/risk trade-off that has been presented, then leave the ship for the rest of our tour. 
 
    ... 
 
    Tour finished, we settle into the main shipyard conference room, the one with the mesmerizing view of Jaredaan below us. 
 
    Dan, who led the tour, is now closing with the updated manufacturing forecast. “As you saw, we have eight replicators functioning and two more in the process of final assembly on Level 14. At this point, we’ve hit our short-term labor capacity for replicator assembly. The eight you saw today will be used to produce the parts for the remaining ones, which we will add at a rate of two per day. From here out, all the new replicators will be used to produce the parts for our ER2-class drones, which will initially be all carriers.” 
 
    “When will that be?” Aaron asks.  
 
    Dan smiles. “Today. The two replicators we’ll be finishing today will be the first ones here dedicated to ER2 production.” 
 
    “And all the new replicators built from here on out will be used to build drones?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “Yes. If everything works to plan, we will also build our first two ER2-carriers tonight.” 
 
    “And where will you be in a month?” 
 
    “Thirty days from now we will have sixty-eight replicators and be building thirty drones per day. And by that point, we will have well over five hundred ER2-carriers. Unless of course, Jared has the ER2-cargo design ready and has shifted some of the production capacity to them.” 
 
    “And thirty days after that?” Aaron asks. 
 
    Dan chuckles. “The replicator capacity on Level 14 will be complete at 125. Let me look up the planned ER2 fleet size.” 
 
    Dan works his tablet for a second. “Just over 2,000 units. But one caveat. I’ve worked manufacturing long enough to know something will have changed by then. If we exceed our hiring expectations, it will be more. If we underperform on that front, which at the moment seems more likely, then we’ll have less.” 
 
    “What can we do to avoid falling short?” 
 
    Dan locks Aaron with a stare, and I can hear the thought he is broadcasting, “Are you kidding me? The staff problem is entirely driven by the planet’s visa restrictions and processing time!” 
 
    “Mind if I take that one, Dan?” I ask. 
 
    Dan nods. 
 
    “Aaron, our staff problem is two-fold. One, it’s hard to find people with the skills we need who are willing to come here, given the surface ban. Most are good with life on a station. But everyone needs surface time.” 
 
    “Oh,” Aaron replies. 
 
    “The second problem is the turnaround time on the station visas. Even if we had a hundred more people out there anxious to come, we couldn’t get a hundred visas processed in thirty days.” 
 
    “I finally understand why this has been such a problem for you,” Aaron replies contritely.  
 
    I notice him glance at Kinsley, their eyes locking for an instant. 
 
    Aaron looks back at me. “I can persuade Aston to vote with us in favor of increasing the number of visas and expanding the visa application processing team. And, I think we can add surface nights in the green zone, as long as you handle transportation with your orbital shuttle.” 
 
    I smile. “Then maybe we can beat our forecast.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RETURN 
 
    Neither of us are home yet, but I already miss my big brother, despite the fact he just stepped off the shuttle. I try to hold back the tears, but what’s the point. 
 
    “It’s OK,” Summer whispers. “They’ll ultimately be forced to move to Jaramor. And they’ll be a lot happier there.”  
 
    They just stepped through the airlock into the original space station, where they plan to spend the night. The shuttle will take them down to the northern space port in the morning. 
 
    “It was a remarkably successful visit.” I whisper back. “Successful on multiple fronts.” 
 
    “It was,” Summer assures. “You found a solution that will allow Aaron and Kinsley to marry, and they’ll still have status on our world. Their first born, and their first-born son if not the same, will have a paternity rank of 1.” 
 
    “I know. But despite its legality, it will not satisfy Jaredstown’s, or Ashcrag’s for that matter, social norms. So, Kinsley won’t be reelected as mayor. And, neither will be reelected to the Planetary Elders Board.” I bristle at the injustice of it. 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Summer replies. “Aaron has been the most successful Prime Elder in a long, long time. Kinsley will still get one-term as Prime Elder. The family might resist. But the Daan’s are a remarkably self-interested group, unlikely to forsake self-interest to satisfy social norms.” She snickers. “And even if they do, you and their bevy of children will have no trouble solving that problem.” 
 
    Summer’s last comment comes across with all the sassiness I love in her. 
 
    “Point taken.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Summer and I arrive back at the Southern Station exhausted. It’s not all that late, but we hit the sack anyway. She’s asleep almost immediately. I desperately want to join her but can’t. I spent little time in the mystery during Aaron’s visit, and at this point, its tug is irresistible.  
 
    I cast my mind out and once again find myself at Naula’ka, the home world of the Ta’to’naka. This time I float above the planet, watching the space battle. One by one the conquest ships are taken down, then the star-killer, even though it’s not taken down in time to save the Ta’to’naka. Then, nothing. Why has the mystery brought me here to see the same things again? 
 
    I cast my mind out, trying to see what I’m apparently not seeing. As I’m about to give up, a ship drops from FTL. It’s followed by dozens more, then by another star-killer. Scanning the collection, I find the command ship, then hiding myself, I enter the bridge. 
 
    “We are too late, sir. The humans have already left.” The tactical officer reports. “I’m receiving distress beacons from two of the escort ships. Sensor readings show the ships venting atmosphere.”  
 
    The captain paces back and forth, then pauses. “Comms, see if you can raise one of those ships.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Seconds tick by, then the comm officer says, “I have the captain of one of the ships.” 
 
    “Put him on screen.” 
 
    The image of a badly injured king takes form. He blurts out, “We need immediate assistance. Environmental systems have failed. We have less than one cycle’s air remaining.” 
 
    “What became of the humans?” 
 
    “We got them all. But we are the only ones left and we won’t last much longer.” 
 
    The captain turns to his second. “Launch a rescue mission.” 
 
    His words puzzle me, then I get it. Ships that fail their conquest missions are left to fend for themselves. It’s extraordinary that this captain is offering assistance. 
 
    The captain looks back at the main screen. “What evidence do you have of the human defeat?” 
 
    “Let me send you our sensor logs. It’s all in there.” 
 
    As the data starts streaming in, the captain walks over to the comm officer and sends privately, “Can you stream the data to my station?” 
 
    The comm officer nods. 
 
    Back at his station, the captain starts reviewing the logs. Fifteen minutes later, he looks up at the main monitor. 
 
    “Thank you. Your sensor logs have been received.” 
 
    He turns to the tactical officer. “Commence rescue.” 
 
    “As you say, sir.” 
 
    On the main view screen, the image of the injured officer is replaced by the image of the damaged ship. 
 
    “Pathetic,” the captain says. 
 
    A moment later, a space time disruption weapon finishes off the ship. The captain turns to the tactical officer. “Well done.” 
 
    Then he turns to astrogation. “Plot a course to the home world of the Atarapt. That’s where the humans are expected next.” 
 
    Exiting the ship, I see that many more have arrived, too many for me to count.  
 
    ... 
 
    As I come back to myself, the realization hits. Any world we attempt to liberate will be constantly attacked by ever increasing hordes of alien ships. If I am to actually liberate the Lepodred subject worlds, then I need to deplete their fleet of conquest ships. Moments later, I realize that I already know how to do that. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 15: REVELATIONS 
 
    Day 24 
 
   

 


 OFFICE, SOUTHERN STATION 
 
    I’m up early, the revelations from last night’s venture into the mystery still fresh. Summer is still in a deep sleep. There’s a degree to which I’m envious, but there are far too many things on my mind to rest. I quietly make my way out of our cabin and down to my office, then enter. Within minutes, I’m deep into my research. 
 
    According to the Lepodred database on the ship, they occupied 472 planets at the end of the Great Alien War. The Subject Worlds database has over 500 listings, maybe half of which were active at that time. I note the source references then cast my mind out to see if I can confirm. 
 
    Surprisingly, I’m drawn to the Confederation world, Anabourine. It’s a water world with more than 80% of its surface covered by water. Most of the planet is covered in fluffy white clouds, which from space makes it the brightest of the Confederation worlds. But my attention is not drawn to the surface, it’s drawn to a Lepodred conquest ship in an oblique solar orbit. 
 
    As I approach, I see that its tail trails along several kilometers behind the ship. Apparently, it didn’t break off until the ship was well established in its new orbit. As I enter, I see that the ship is surprisingly intact, so I head for engineering. As I come into engineering, I see that it is more or less untouched. I quickly locate the computer I’m looking for and find it fully operational. Accessing the databases, I get my next shock, the number of Lepodred worlds has decreased. They now only have 461. And the number of active subject worlds is only 327. 
 
    Checking another database, I see that the number of ships in the relevant classes has dropped as well: 397 star-killers, 1,151 escort ships, and 3,716 conquest ships. This is enough data for my current need, so I withdraw and return to myself knowing I need to get these databases from our derelict, so I can use them for planning. 
 
    Coming back to myself, I shift gears. How many of these ships would I need to disable before the Lepodred started letting subject worlds slip through their fingers. Half? No, it would have to be more. I chew on the numbers for a while and eventually conclude that I’d need to take down at least 3,000 conquest ships, possibly all of them, before starting liberation efforts. What a depressing thought. 
 
    Then I remember my bugs. The experiment I did a couple weeks back showed that each bug could punch a 0.15-millimeter hole in the hull of an alien ship every minute. Going back through my notes, I find the calculations I made. Ten bugs working thirty days, would cause the ship to lose about one percent of its air, enough to alert them of a problem. Each bug would also have moved about four kilometers in that time, so the ship would have holes distributed across its surface. 
 
    After sixty days, the ship would be leaking air fast enough that they’d have to declare an emergency and get to port within forty-five days.  
 
    If I wanted to infect 3,000 ships, and each assassin could infect two ships, then I would need 1,500 assassins, each carrying a full load of bugs. At twelve assassins per ER2 carrier, I’d need 125 carriers. But can all 125 carriers find and deliver twelve assassins in thirty days? And could they do it without needing to use an assassin as a weapon? Probably not, but at least I think I know the smallest number of carriers I’d need to start working the problem. 
 
    I ponder the idea for a while, then there’s a knock on the door and Summer sticks her head in. “Thought I might find you here. Want some breakfast?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PORT MESS 
 
    We enter the port-side mess hall and find that it’s empty. Thankfully, it’s well stocked anyway. As Summer starts preparing a frittata, she asks, “What are you working on? It seems like it’s totally captured you.” 
 
    “The liberation. The aliens aren’t just going to let these planets go. They’ll pull in every resource to keep them.” 
 
    “And if we’re not there to protect them?” Summer asks. 
 
    “Then they’ll kill the planet. They’re philosophy is something like, ‘if we can’t have it, then no one can.’” 
 
    “Sounds childish.” 
 
    I smile at the comparison. “I’m thinking we’re going to need to take their ships away before we start the liberations.” 
 
    “You mean like all-out war?” 
 
    “No.” I laugh. “Have I told you about my bugs?” 
 
    “You have bugs?” 
 
    “Yeah, cool mechanical ones. You put them on a ship’s hull, and they start drilling tiny holes, less than a millimeter in diameter. Drill a hole, move ten centimeters, then repeat, a hole a minute. Do this for a month and the ship is leaking enough air that the pressure drop can be detected. Do it for two months and the ship needs to go to dry dock.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to plant bugs on the alien ships. How many bugs? How many ships?” 
 
    “Ten per ship on 3,000 ships, all within thirty days, so they don’t realize they have a problem until well after most of their fleet is infected.” 
 
    Summer looks at me, eyes wide, “Jared, that’s crazy.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Maybe that’s the reason it will work.” 
 
    “When are you thinking about starting and how many carriers will it require?” 
 
    “I’ll need 125 carriers, each with a full load of bugs. Do you know how soon we might have that many carriers?” 
 
    “If things go to plan, about two weeks from now. But don’t we need them for the Rufarven?” 
 
    “Some, yes. But I don’t want to continue pushing this off. We’ve already lost a year to the replicator fiasco.” I’m momentarily overcome with sadness at the thought of all the innocents that have been slaughtered over the last year. Shaking it off, I look back up at Summer. “After breakfast, would you walk through the production forecast with me? It’s time to start planning the liberation.” 
 
    “Sure,” comes the easy reply. “Anything else on the agenda today?” 
 
    “Just a call with the Planetary Elders Board this afternoon.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    Summer and I arrive in the manufacturing space excited to finally be working on the liberation plan. 
 
    As we sit down at her desk, she says, “Let me run a fresh forecast, so we’re starting with the best information we can. It’ll only take a few minutes to download the data that came in overnight.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I reply. “I’ll use the time to call Cal. I think he ran the numbers for transit times to a handful of Lepodred worlds. But I don’t think he ever sent them to me.” 
 
    I head over to my former desk in this space and have Cal on my communicator before I even sit down. 
 
    “Hi Cal. I need the transit times to the list of the Lepodred worlds we discussed a while back.” 
 
    “Morning, Jared. To their home world it’ll be fifty-something days. But the time will depend on the configurations. Really light loads could get there a lot faster.” 
 
    “How about a bug only load, minimum everything else?” 
 
    “The bugs are the lightest of the assassin build-out options. Are you after minimum transit time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Cal is quiet for a second as he searches through his data, then comes back with a question. “This is an all-stealth operation, right?” 
 
    “Other than planting the bugs, yes.” 
 
    “The lightest possible twelve-assassin loadout would be with dual bug compartments on the assassin, and a spacetime bomb instead of a space time spear on the carrier. If we did that, best transit time would be thirty days, twelve hours to the closest Lepodred planet, thirty-nine days to their home world, and forty-four days, four hours to their furthest outpost,” he concludes. “Are we going to do this soon?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. But I think the answer needs to be yes. Coming out of their recent skirmish with the Rufarven, the Lepodred are weak, shockingly weak. My sense is that our opportunity is now, and we may lose it if we don’t act.” 
 
    “Well, good luck Jared. I need to go; Captain Hawley is calling for me. Let me know if you need anything else.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cal.” 
 
    Returning to Summer’s desk, I see that she’s just finishing her forecast update. She sees me coming and flashes me a smile. “Just in time. I’m dumping the update to a data pad now. What did you find out?” 
 
    “The best flight time for an all-bug mission to the nearest Lepodred world is a little over thirty days. To their furthest world, it’s forty-four days.” 
 
    “Funny,” Summer chuckles. “The forecast calls for the five hundredth ER2 to be built in thirty days, and the thousandth in forty-three. Seems like it’s meant to be.” 
 
    My eyes lift to Summer’s. “Let’s switch production to units configured for the Lepodred mission.” 
 
    She looks at me questioningly. “What about the Rufarven?” 
 
    “How long will it take us to get to 125 ER2 Carriers?” 
 
    Summer scans down through her production plan. “Fourteen days.” 
 
    “And at that point, what will our production rate be?” 
 
    Again, she looks at the plan. “If all goes to plan, eighteen ER2s a day. But nothing has gone to plan in a long time.” 
 
    “If one of the ER2 Carriers built tomorrow is configured for the Lepodred mission and sent to the furthest Lepodred target it would get there in forty-five days. If the last one is sent fourteen days from now, it would get to its target about the same time. Then we could start disabling Lepodred ships, and thirty to sixty days later, their fleet will start falling apart.” 
 
    Summer gives me a skeptical look. “Something will go wrong, you know. And, you’ll have to switch back.” 
 
    “Maybe. Well, probably,” I concede. “But if we don’t start soon, then it will be a long time before we can. Because the Rufarven will come, and when they do, they’ll absorb all our attention while they’re here. I’d like to get the Liberation Mission started before that.” 
 
    “Then you better get Jazz in the loop,” Summer prompts. “A lot of course calculation will need to be done in the next two days for this to happen.” 
 
    “Good point. I’ll also need Moose’s help to retrieve some data off the derelict. It will have our list of targets and more current astrogation data. I’ll set those meetings up now.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PLANETARY ELDERS BOARD 
 
    I tie into the virtual conference and see Aaron and Kinsley, who both look tired. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Jared. Aston will be joining us shortly. If we can get him on board, then we can hopefully move the visa issue along in just a couple days.” 
 
    “Thanks for prioritizing this,” I reply. “How was your trip back?” 
 
    Aaron just gives a harrumph, so Kinsley answers for him. 
 
    “We had a pleasant enough dinner with Ian on the space station. We wanted to start selling him on the visa issue before the next meeting. But the return flight was...” There’s a pause as Kinsley searches for the right word. “...turbulent.” 
 
    Aaron snorts. “The station is nowhere near as comfortable as yours, and don’t even get me started on the food and drink. Then the shuttle... What a freaking nightmare!” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh, but Kinsley’s frown helps me hold it in. 
 
    I see Aston walk into the virtual conference space, then take a seat. “Morning, Jared. I hear you entertained your other cousins well.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to come visit, Ast. Anytime you’d like.” 
 
    Aston looks at Aaron, then back at me. “I’ll pass on the shuttle ride to and from the station.” 
 
    The chatter goes back and forth for a minute then Aaron opens the meeting. 
 
    “We learned quite a bit on our trip to the green zone. What Jared and his team have done there is truly mind boggling. I now have full confidence we can live up to the defense obligations we’re making, if... we can expand the fleet fast enough. Which brings me to the biggest challenge the elders board needs to address, visas.” 
 
    “Not this again,” Aston complains. 
 
    “Ast,” Aaron locks Aston with a stare. “I need your help on this one. We need to increase the shipyard’s visa limit from 250 to 1,000.” 
 
    From the look on Aston’s face, you’d think he’d just been asked to clean the toilets. 
 
    “We,” Aaron indicates the Elder’s board. “...have framed this wrong. Our entire negotiation with the Reconstruction Commission and with the Association of Protected Worlds relies on us providing a certain level of defense. We need to get the shipyard up to 100% capacity. They can’t do it without skilled labor with experience working in space.” 
 
    “But the drain on the food and medical systems would be too much,” Aston replies with exasperation.  
 
    “That’s the part we’re framing wrong,” Aaron explains. “The shipyard is designed to be self-sustaining. They import their own food. They have their own medical facilities. We can sell them some food if we want to, but it’s not on us to feed them. And at the moment, no one is allowed down to the surface, so there is no load on the medical facilities. That’s just a red herring.” 
 
    Kinsley cuts in. “We just got back from the shipyards. It’s like ten times the size of the space station. The place is mammoth and completely self-sufficient. We know, we’ve been there. And at its current staffing levels, we will not be able to keep our defense commitments.” 
 
    “Maybe I should go see for myself.” Aston offers. “Maybe Ian could go over too. We’ll never get Josiah up there. But if Ian and I see what you did and are convinced it is as you say, then Josiah would just get overruled.” 
 
    “I can arrange that,” I offer. “But there are two more things we need, so let me put that out there first.” 
 
    Aston nods. 
 
    “We need more visa processing staff. It currently takes too long.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Aston acknowledges. 
 
    “And we need to allow limited surface privileges.” 
 
    “Well, so much for not overloading the food and medical systems,” Aston replies scornfully. 
 
    “Aston,” Aaron barks back. “Twenty people on the surface, even fifty, will have no impact and you know it. They won’t be coming up here or going over to Ashcrag. They’ll be in Heroldstown and Jaramor. Heck, we can limit privileges to that area. And they’ll be using Jared’s shuttle system, not ours.” 
 
    “Oh,” Aston replies. “They won’t be using our shuttle system?” 
 
    Aaron shakes his head, “Our shuttle system doesn’t even go to the shipyard.” 
 
    “Then how would I get there?” 
 
    “Go up to the space station, or down to Heroldstown, and Jared will shuttle you.” 
 
    “Oh, OK. I’m good with that. Probably don’t even need to go up. I always thought the real issue was the load it would add to our shuttle system. Let me talk to Ian. Maybe we can finally get this problem solved.” 
 
    “We had dinner with Ian last night. He seems to be in the same place you are. If the two of you can come to agreement, then we can move on it this week, preferably tomorrow. This is the single biggest barrier to completing our treaties.” 
 
    Aston nods. “I’ll talk to him this afternoon.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Aaron replies. “Is there anything else we need to discuss?” 
 
    Aston shakes his head no, as he checks his watch.  
 
    “Jared?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “I have one other item.” 
 
    “Do you need me for this?” Aston asks. “I’m double booked today.” 
 
    “No,” I reply, preferring to talk just with Aaron and Kinsley. 
 
    Aston gets up to go. “Aaron, thanks for moving the visa thing forward. I’ll get back to you later this afternoon.” 
 
    When the door closes, Aaron asks, “What’s on your mind, Jared?” 
 
    “Two things. The first is that we’ve finally broken the ER2 production bottleneck. The two they planned to build the day you were there came up with no issue. Yesterday two more came online. Three more will be coming up today.”  
 
    “Excellent news,” Kinsley replies.  
 
    “And I found out today that the limited war between the Lepodred and Rufarven went much worse for the Lepodred than I thought. Their fleet has been substantially whittled down.” 
 
    “Also, good news,” Kinsley says. “But there’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”  
 
    “Yes. I’ve come up with a plan that will take essentially all the rest of their fleet down without them knowing it until it’s too late to stop. I call it Operation Degradation.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “Interesting idea,” Aaron says when I finish. “For the next fourteen days you send out ships full of bugs. They all get there at essentially the same time 45 days from now. Over the following month, thousands of tiny holes are drilled in 3,000 of their ships. The first ships start noticing about the time you’re done planting the bugs. Then one-by-one all their ships need to go to space dock, functionally taking the preponderance of their ships offline.” 
 
    “Do you think we need to tell Porti about this?” I ask. “You’re a lot closer to the revised agreements than I am.” 
 
    “Yes, we should advise him. He’ll want to know why we’re doing this and the risks it entails.” 
 
    “I think the why is straight forward. The Lepodred have attacked us with impunity, killing billions of our people outright, during the war, and more recently via DAGS. They are currently weak, and we have the opportunity to remove them from the table militarily without the loss of life.” 
 
    “That’s straight forward enough,” Aaron replies. “What about the risks?” 
 
    “In all likelihood, they will find out we did it. That could drive them into alliance with the Rufarven to take a swipe at us. But it will take them years to get here, and we would have hundreds of thousands of drones by then, which we could use to take apart their military forces while they are in transit.” 
 
    “What about the Rufarven? They’re planning to visit in the not-too-distant future, right?” 
 
    “That’s true. I doubt they can get here in less than a month, by which time our replenishment operation will be nearly complete and our production of ER2s will be up to twenty units a day. The fact they are coming soon makes it even more compelling that we move against the Lepodred now. If we delayed six months, our window of opportunity might close.” 
 
    Aaron looks at Kinsley and the two lock eyes for several moments. Then Aaron turns to me. “Why don’t you let Kinsley and me handle this? You’re welcome to join, but as you say, we’ve been point on the negotiations and you have a lot on your plate.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SQUADRON, CONFERENCE ROOM 
 
    Summer and I arrive in the drone control room, which is relatively quiet today, and are immediately greeted by Dylan. “So, we’re going to launch a mission into Lepodred space?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Jazz and Mel are already in the conference room. They’re looking through the astrogation data. Fair warning, they’re worried about how old it is.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up.” 
 
    We enter the conference room and see the star map filling the holoprojection. 
 
    “So, we’re finally doing it!” Jazz greets. 
 
    “We are,” I reply for the second time in a minute. 
 
    “Thanks for the preliminary list of targets and the old star chart. Things will have moved a lot since this map was recorded. But hopefully the relative positions of the stars within Lepodred space haven’t moved that much.” 
 
    “This is the forecast positions for today,” I reply. “So hopefully these aren’t that far off. The bigger problem is likely to be the stars they killed. Removing that much mass from our universe is likely the larger source of error. But tomorrow we should have a map that’s only a year old.” 
 
    I see Jazz, head cocked, trying to figure out where I would get newer data, then it snaps. “The derelict. It has year-old maps.” 
 
    “And more current data on our targets.” 
 
    Jazz gives a sigh of relief. “I was worried that we might not be able to do this. FTL flight, too close to a gravity well, will rip a ship apart. It’s one of the things that makes traveling into unknown space so risky.” 
 
    “Have you been able to make any progress?” I ask. 
 
    “Some,” Jazz replies. “Dylan is the master on this topic, so I’ll let him tell you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Dylan says to Jazz, then points into the holoprojection. “There are several dense star clusters within Lepodred space. They do have mining settlements in some of them. But these clusters are hostile to life and difficult to transit through.” 
 
    About a dozen shaded areas show up in the holoprojection. 
 
    “Now I’ll superimpose the preliminary targets.” 
 
    Over a hundred bright red pricks of light show up in the projection. 
 
    “As you can see, the targets are spread, but there are only a handful of viable waypoints we need to get to, before final approach.” 
 
    A series of green lines branch out from Jaredaan, cross the interarm void, then branch out around the dense star clusters. There, they branch again, each terminating at one of the red lights. 
 
    “Assuming that the map and targets don’t change much, we can start deploying on the first legs within a couple hours of getting the final data. All of the first branch points are more than ten days out which will give us more time to optimize post launch,” Dylan concludes. 
 
    “The flight times?” I ask. 
 
    “Thirty-one to forty-seven days. Longer than the straight-line paths, but more likely to actually get there.” 
 
    “Understood,” I reply, less than happy about the timeline, but fully understanding the issue driving the differences. 
 
    Jazz clears his throat. “You realize this will take a lot of pilot time, right?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Each starting point, waypoint, and terminus on each course will require about an hour of pilot intervention. Some will take longer. The actual bug planting will also take an hour or two per target. I’m thinking about twenty pilots dedicated to this mission for the duration.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Summer and I spent most of the rest of the day planning the liberation, then lingering over a pleasant dinner. But as the evening wore on, the tug of the mystery returned. 
 
    Despite the fact I expect to be swept somewhere of the mystery’s choosing, I cast my mind out, directing it toward the Rufarven. Surprisingly, I land in the emperor’s private court, where he is speaking with his niece. 
 
    “Welcome, sweet one. It warms my heart to see you.” 
 
    “As it does mine to see you, dear uncle.” 
 
    “I trust that you bring me an update on our mission into human space.” 
 
    “I do, sire, but I’m frustrated by our progress.” 
 
    The abrupt change in the level of formality, piques my interest, as it does the emperor’s. 
 
    “Speak your piece, child,” he responds compassionately. 
 
    “I relayed your orders to the Foreign Minister. He agreed to look into it...” An almost inaudible growl leaks out. “...but did not. When I returned two weeks later to check on progress, he told me he’d received no confirmation of the orders I relayed to him, so had taken no further action.” 
 
    A more audible growl escapes. “I ordered him to begin preparation. He refused. I put a claw to his neck. He said I wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    She places a hand on the table separating them, then extends her claws. The Foreign Minister’s ring, the seal of his office, rests on her third claw. 
 
    “So, you have finally taken that which is rightfully yours,” the emperor says approvingly.  
 
    “Yes, I did yesterday. Preparations for departure have begun. We will depart in a week. I’m taking a Lepodred cultural adjunct who can speak the human language. Our first stop will be the human outpost world at the edge of their space. The journey should take 20 days.” 
 
    She presents a data pad. “The diplomatic and ranking military personnel drafted for this mission are detailed in these documents.” 
 
    “Have you selected a second to handle diplomatic relations while you are away?” 
 
    “I have, sire. I’ve appointed your grandson, Cessin. He and I are well acquainted and see eye to eye. I should have asked you to elevate him to Deputy Foreign Minister earlier. But I knew your comfort with Hebeck.  
 
    “Which of my other ministers are you taking on the mission?” 
 
    “I have drafted your Associate Foreign Minister, Chastic Shastal and Associate Cultural Minister for first contact, Youstof Sassen.” 
 
    The emperor raises the data pad. “Are there any names on this list, I will be surprised to see?” 
 
    “I think not, dear uncle. Most are people I would not expect you to know by name. All are loyal to you. All are young enough to do the extraordinary to gain your favor. And all are capable and beholden to me.” 
 
    The emperor nods his head. “I have faith in you, dear one. But let me remind you of something you already know.” 
 
    “Spirit walkers?” she prompts. 
 
    “Yes, spirit walkers. The Lepodred had them. It was the advantage they had over us in those first ancient contacts that allowed them to advance and gain a foot hold. The reason we ultimately prevailed is because we found their nest and purged it. If you should find a nest of them in human space, then your first priority is to purge that nest. Peace with the humans will only be possible when their spirit walkers have been eliminated. Your training as a sensate allows you to detect and resist them. Your training as a warrior and assassin have given you the cunning and skill to take them without being seen.” 
 
    “Thank you, sire.” 
 
    “Then go. Please report in as you learn things of consequence, then return as soon as your mission is successfully completed.” 
 
    

  

 


 CHAPTER 16: RUFARVEN 
 
    DAY 25 
 
   

 


 PORT MESS 
 
    Funny thing... Summer and I went to bed more than an hour early last night. I spent a little less time in the mystery than usual, gathering as much information about the Rufarven’s ‘first contact’ mission as I could. But we both overslept. 
 
    It’s well past 8:00, by the time we make our way to the portside mess for breakfast. As Summer starts preparing, she says, “You’re unusually quiet this morning. Going to tell me about it?” 
 
    Internally, I smile. She undoubtedly knows what I discovered last night. But she wants me to be the one that brings it up. “The Rufarven have finally set a date. They launch in a week, and will be in Nillsterdam twenty days later.” 
 
    “How does that impact our plan?” 
 
    “Depends. Did we finished the carriers we expected to finish last night?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” she replies. “Let me check.” Seconds later, she comes back with a big smile. “We did. Units three and four passed QA and are awaiting their maiden voyages.” 
 
    “Were they configured for the Rufarven reception, or Operation Degradation?” 
 
    “Rufarven,” Summer answers. “The switch over was scheduled for today and, by all indications, we are on track.” 
 
    I let Summer’s words hang there for a second. “Then I think we’re still on schedule. The Rufarven arrival is within the parameters we discussed. So, I think it’s full speed ahead. We’ll drive as quickly as circumstances allow to put 125 ER2s on course toward targets in Lepodred space.” 
 
    She turns away from her cooking to look at me. “You realize you need to tell Aaron about this, and you need to tie Jazz into the loop. The plan calls for us to launch the first of the ER2s to a distant Lepodred world in the next day or two, then more and more each day for the next two weeks. That’ll be a big load on the piloting team.” 
 
    “That’s what Jazz said yesterday. I’ll send out the meeting requests now.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    Of the people I know, Jazz has the most predictable schedule. So minutes before his morning break, I message him, asking that he call as soon as he’s free. Right on schedule, my communicator sounds. 
 
    “Morning, Jared, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Word just came in that the Rufarven are on their way.” 
 
    “When are they expected to arrive?” 
 
    “In 27 days, they will appear near Nillsterdam.” 
 
    I can tell from the delayed response that he knows of Nillsterdam but is struggling to place it. 
 
    “Nillsterdam is a protected world, the one closest to Rufarven space.” 
 
    “Got it,” Jazz snaps back. “It was one of the waypoints on our timeline with the aliens.” 
 
    “So, it was. We’ll need to deploy assets to Nillsterdam that can get there in time. If possible, I’d like to have at least one of the early drones with the alien comm system.” 
 
    I hear Jazz working his computer, the thump of finger on data pad, the grunt when data doesn’t match memory. 
 
    After several seconds, he comes back. “I can get four drones with alien comms there in time, plus several first-generation carriers. But none of them will have full assassin loads. How many ships will we be up against?” 
 
    “The Rufarven are still working that out. I’m guessing three, but that’s purely a guess.” 
 
    “Since we’re guessing, I’d say you want two of the drones with alien comms—one to use, one as backup—and one or two carriers with at least six drones total.” 
 
    The number seems high to me. “By all appearances this is a peaceful mission to open dialog and establish diplomatic relations.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Jazz replies. “Two gen-one drones and two carriers with six assassins between them should be enough.” 
 
    “Care to explain?” I ask. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of a malign force approaching, saying, ‘Hey- hey- hey, we’re here to blow your brains out.’” 
 
    The sing-song voice Jazz uses to say, ‘Hey,’ reminds me of one of the clips of the Mining Boys that Aaron played for me. It seems the Mining Boys have penetrated security at the drone control room. 
 
    “No, I suppose I haven’t.” 
 
    “Good, we understand each other,” Jazz comes back.  
 
      
 
   

 

 ELDER BOARD 
 
    With Summer at my side, we tie in and see Aaron and Kinsley. 
 
    “Morning, Jared, Summer. So, the Rufarven are coming and they’re 27 days out.” 
 
    “From Nillsterdam, yes.” 
 
    “Any idea why they’re going there?” 
 
    “They think of Nillsterdam as being at the edge of human space. They’re incredibly territorial, so don’t want to travel into our space uninvited. Therefore, they think Nillsterdam is the logical place to make first contact and they won’t face serious opposition there. 
 
    “But their real target is our capital. They know it was destroyed and have no current information on what we’ve done about it. So, that’s one of many things they hope to learn at Nillsterdam. They are also hoping to be welcomed and invited into human space, then escorted to our capital to avoid any conflict until they meet our leaders.” 
 
    “Are you going to be able to get ships there?” 
 
    I chuckle. “Don’t worry, Aaron, we’ll have ships there.” 
 
    “What about Operation Degradation? Still going forward with it?” 
 
    “Yes. It will drive a lot of activity over the next two weeks, then be on auto pilot for a month. It will take some effort on the part of the pilots to land the ER2s as they arrive in Lepodred space, which will probably happen while the Rufarven are here. But we will have plenty of ships and pilots to handle the small Rufarven force that’s coming.” 
 
    I get a stern look from Aaron before he says, “I wish the timing wasn’t as tight, but I agree that we really need to degrade the Lepodred fleet while it is weak. It’s going to be better having them out of the game if things go sideways with the Rufarven. I trust you have a plan to receive them?” 
 
    I nod. “We’ll rally forces that include original drones, first generation carriers, and ER2s.” 
 
    “Why the older ones?” 
 
    “The original drones have alien comms.” 
 
    Aaron looks at me in dismay. “The Rufarven speak the aliens’ language?” 
 
    “No. They’re bringing a Lepodred diplomatic adjunct that allegedly knows Standard. They plan to speak with him in Rufarven, he’ll speak to us in Standard.” 
 
    “Well, how could that possibly go wrong?” The snarky way Aaron twists the word “possibly” makes me laugh. 
 
    “My thought exactly. With the comm system in the original series of drones, I can speak with him in the Lepodred language.” 
 
    “You can speak alien?” Aaron exclaims. 
 
    “Fluently,” Summer replies for me. 
 
    I see Aston walk into the virtual conference room space, then take a seat. “Morning, Jared. Who is that you have with you this morning?” 
 
    “This is my wife, Summer. She’s also the manufacturing planning and inventory manager for our ships and weaponry, and a part of our intelligence team.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Summer,” Aston replies, then turns to me. “I hear you have some news.” 
 
    Aaron quickly fills Aston in, then turns back to me. “We need to brief the Reconstruction Commission, and I’ll need to raise this with the Association of Protected Worlds. Nillsterdam will be eligible to participate in the mutual defense treaty, but to the best of my knowledge hasn’t opted in yet. News of the Rufarven approach will probably change their minds.” 
 
    “That sounds reasonable to me,” I reply. 
 
    Aaron continues, “Before we meet with either, I think we need to agree among ourselves how much defensive power to commit and our terms of engagement. Everyone is going to ask for everything, so we should settle on our numbers first.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I reply. “The working plan is for us to have 375 ER2s by the time the Rufarven arrive at Nillsterdam and 500 by the time they get to Caladon, or whichever planet we invite them to visit. Having that many will give us a lot of flexibility.” 
 
    Aston cuts in. “Just to confirm, our planned commitment is 375 to 500 of your ER2-class ships?”  
 
    “Yes, but that’s not all. We are in the process of resupplying the 600 ships that took down the aliens. The restocking will be complete by the time the Rufarvens make their way to our capital world. And we also have 370 of our original ships still operational.” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Aston explodes. “You have 1,470 ships!” 
 
    “Across all three classes, we will, yes,” I reply. 
 
    “Then what’s all the handwringing been about?” 
 
    “The ER2s are much faster, giving them greater effective range that will allow us to project power into both Lepodred and Rufarven space. Now, if the Lepodred hit us like they did New Beijing, we can hit back just as hard or harder on their home world.” 
 
    Aston turns to Aaron. “Did you know this?” 
 
    “That there were three classes of ships, yes. That Jared was worried about turning back another invasion with just the older ships, yes. That there were nearly a thousand of them... that’s harder. I knew there were four or five in each of 140 systems, plus more scattered around and maybe 100 protecting Jaredaan. But I didn’t realize that totaled to nearly a thousand.” 
 
    There’s silence for several seconds, then Aston says, “We committed at least two ships to every protected world. When news of the Rufarven breaks, every one of them will want in. What are we going to give them?” 
 
    “We’ve started giving them one each of the old ships and the gen-ones. I’d like to change that to one each of the gen-ones and ER2s. The old ships are pack hunters, stronger in a group than on their own.” 
 
    “And the core worlds?” Aston prods. 
 
    “I think the long-term target should be ten ER2s. It will be a while before we have that many, so for now we need to spread them evenly. For the non-core worlds maybe half that.” 
 
    “And to escort the Rufarven?” Aston continues prodding. 
 
    “The CSS Husong and maybe 100 others, always in stealth. The ER2s in close, the older ships pre-staged at the capital. 
 
    Aaron reasserts control of the meeting. “You’ll draw up a plan and distribute it to us?” 
 
    “I will... Well, Summer and I will. She’s the one with the data.” 
 
    “I’ll set a plan, including timeline, for each planet,” she adds. “I’m sure they’ll all be pressing you for it.”  
 
    Aaron smiles, obviously pleased that Summer will be taking point on getting the documents ready. “OK, and I’ll set up the virtual conference calls with the Reconstruction Committee and Association of Protected Worlds. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Reconstruction Committee will want to meet today.” 
 
    “After 2:00,” I add. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING 
 
    When I’m done with Jazz, I call Cal, who picks up right away. 
 
    “Hey, Jared. How can I help you?’ 
 
    “The Rufarven are in-bound, first stop, Nillsterdam. From their territory, Nillsterdam is the first human world they will encounter.” 
 
    “I suppose it was bound to happen,” Cal replies, saddened by the news. 
 
    “They will be sending a Lepodred translator who allegedly knows Rufarven and Standard. Jazz says he can send two of the drones with alien comms that I can use to speak with the translator, so we don’t need to depend on the translator’s Standard language ability. He also says he can get me two first generation carriers. Your thoughts?” 
 
    “I get the old drones with the appropriate comms. But is your show-of-force deterrent really going to be those old gen-ones? I would say no. We want this to go peacefully, but if it turns into a fight, then I would want to go with the biggest guns I have, not the same old’s we used last time. 
 
    “Good point, but can we get any of the ER2s there in time?” 
 
    “I’ll double check, but I think it’s only a 21-day journey from here. It shouldn’t be a problem getting the two we have to Nillsterdam in 27 days.” 
 
    “What about the CSS Husong?” 
 
    “Interesting idea. What a shake down flight that would be. Schedule says she’s 19-days from completion, but I’m not getting a good vibe about our odds of actually doing it. Twenty crew, only fourteen of which have the qualifications required to assist in the emitter upgrades...” Cal’s voice trails off and I hear him doing something on his computer. “Well, what do you know. She should be able to make the transit in eight days. Get us ten more emitter-qualified engineers within the next four days and I’d say we have a ninety-plus percent chance of getting her there in time.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CENTRAL COMMAND 
 
    I quickly dash out a message to Admiral Napier asking if it would be possible to talk today. To my surprise, a virtual meeting request comes back immediately. I connect in and see the Admiral. 
 
    “Elder Daan, I only have a minute. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Word of this has not reached Commissioner Porti yet, but a Rufarven delegation will be arriving at Nillsterdam in 27 days. There is a small chance we can get the Husong there in time. With ten more engineers, we have an excellent chance of making that happen.” 
 
    “Understood. This request should have come from Captain Hawley. I presume he does not know this yet.” 
 
    “No, sir. He does not.” 
 
    “OK. I can’t help you until the request comes from Hawley. Make that happen and we can have more people there two days from request.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. And apologies for not following procedure.” 
 
    He nods, then the line drops. 
 
      
 
   

 

 RECONSTRUCTION COMMISSION 
 
    As I predicted, the Reconstruction Commission scheduled an emergency meeting for this afternoon to ‘discuss the Rufarven development.’ 
 
    I tie in and find Aaron and Kinsley already in the virtual meeting room. Aaron has me directly opposite him, once again beaming at his proficiency with the system. 
 
    “Aston had a conflict. In truth, that’s why I requested this time. Porti didn’t make much of a commitment about who would be there on his side. You have the proposal?” 
 
    “Yes, two ‘ships’ with alien comm capability so we can make direct contact with the Lepodred translator. Two gen-one carriers with at least six assassins. And prospectively, two ER2 carriers with a full load.” 
 
    “Understood,” Aaron comes back. “I know what those words mean and think those are a good choice. But for Porti, we should say two ships with alien comms and eight-to-twelve others with significant weaponry.” 
 
    It takes a second for his words to sink in.  
 
    Aaron chuckles at my apparent inability to connect what I just said to his counter. “Just keeping it simple and avoiding detail he won’t understand.” 
 
    If there was any doubt about Aaron’s superiority as a politician, it just vanished. 
 
    “Oh, and one other thing.” 
 
    “Which is?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “The Husong. I talked with Cal. If they had ten more emitter-qualified maintenance engineers, they’d have a very good chance of getting the Husong there in time.” 
 
    “Really? That seems like a different story than the other day.” 
 
    “Not that much different. The new drives will make that ship faster than our drones. If they get the upgrade done on schedule, they’ll make it. Cal thinks the odds they make it with the crew they have are not so good. By the way, Admiral Napier thinks he can get people there in time, but the request needs to come from Hawley.” 
 
    “You talked with the Admiral?” 
 
    “Yeah. He told me I wasn’t following procedures, so wouldn’t be able to help me until the request came through the proper channels. But it would happen in two days once the proper request came in.” 
 
    Aaron shakes his head. “I’m surprised he took your call.” 
 
    I see Kinsley nudge Aaron and look at something. 
 
    “The Commissioners will be here any minute. Any updates on the Rufarven?” 
 
    “No, there probably will be in the days ahead, but none today.” 
 
    “Good answer, but we tell Porti what we know and set an update meeting for next week.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll know more than that sooner.” 
 
    “Good for us. But never suggest you could do better until the last moment, which is not until next week.” 
 
    My respect for Aaron just ticked up another notch. Never commit to anything before the last possible avoidance date. Yet more confirmation that Aaron is a far better politician than I will ever be. 
 
    ... 
 
    The line connects fifteen minutes late. Commissioner Porti is alone and a flash probed reveals that he’s not very happy. Nonetheless, he is the first to greet. 
 
    “Aaron, thank you for arranging a time we could meet. You have news of the Rufarven?” 
 
    “Yes, they’ll be launching their diplomatic mission a week from today. Their first stop will be the Protected World Nillsterdam, where they plan to arrive twenty days later. Their stated intention for the stop at Nillsterdam is to make first contact and negotiate terms of passage to our capital world for further talks. They will say their end goal is to establish diplomatic relations. But as previously discussed, their true intention is to evaluate us.” 
 
    “Do we know who they’re sending?” 
 
    Aaron nods. “We do. Their defense minister has recently taken the foreign minister role as well. She will head the mission, presenting herself as the defense minister. An associate foreign minister will be accompanying her and be presented as the mission’s chief diplomat. And an associate cultural minister responsible for first contact will round out their diplomatic team. They will be accompanied by a Lepodred cultural minister, who allegedly knows our standard language, as an interpreter.” 
 
    “How did you learn of this?” 
 
    “As previously explained, we have a first-rate intelligence operation with assets in both Rufarven and Lepodred space. Beyond that statement, we do not disclose our sources or methods,” Aaron replies patiently. 
 
    This is the first time I’ve heard Aaron make the argument I’ve made several times about our intelligence operation. And he did it with confidence undoubtedly fueled by his recently acquired knowledge of the mystery. 
 
    “So, their real purpose is to evaluate us,” Porti muses. “You’ve said this before, but knowing they have dates and a specific plan, somehow makes it more real. Do you have any recommendations for us?” 
 
    “On the diplomatic side, we need to present ourselves as a unified people with a firm central government and a functioning capital. This is difficult given the loss of the capital to the aliens last year and the status of your on-going work. Is there a way we can help on that front?” 
 
    Aaron’s words seem to bring Porti back to the moment. 
 
    “I thought things were set on our end. Rose Bondar had a clear and stable lead in the straw poll for Confederation President. But the Daucour situation has upset everything.” Porti pauses, as if weighing how much he should reveal. 
 
    With a sigh, he continues. “This isn’t known yet, but this morning the members elected Renée Boudine, the prime minister of New Kinshasa, to replace Daucour.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “It’s helped me. My party has much better standing on New Kinshasa than it did on New Brussels, so the straw poll now has me in the lead for president, by a narrow margin, far too narrow to allow us to call for an election.” 
 
    I find it delightfully ironic that Bondar distanced herself from Daucour to cement her lead. But Daucour’s malfeasance ended up taking Bondar down anyway, my two biggest detractors on the commission shooting each other in the foot. But the momentary delight is suddenly replaced by worry. Could Porti have manipulated this somehow to land on top? A flash probe reveals that my worry is justified. Porti has a tiny lead that he does not think will hold, unless he talks us into endorsing him. 
 
    “Is there any chance this could be resolved before the Rufarven get here?” Aaron asks, stepping into the trap Porti has set. 
 
    “At this point, an endorsement from you would undoubtedly swing the election. Everyone knows Jaredaan was behind the alien’s defeat. An endorsement and a few campaign events would be enough. If you had joined the Confederation, Jared probably would have been elected to replace Daucour and would have had a decent shot at president. But that ship has sailed.” 
 
    I can tell Aaron is about to agree, so I send, “Aaron it’s me, say no.” 
 
    I see him startle; the thought must have landed. He pauses a bit longer, then replies, “That’s a surprising thought and generous offer. But I think we’re all better served by supporting each other’s duly elected government, rather than attempting to influence their people.” 
 
    “Sound reasoning,” Porti agrees. “We may or may not get this worked out in time. But we will find a way to put forward a unified front.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Once the line drops, Aaron turns to me. “Going to tell me what that was about?” Though pointed, the question is asked with curiosity. 
 
    “Porti was playing us. His lead is maybe 0.05% and he expects it to evaporate. He has not sought the presidency, that’s why he was elected Commission head. But being the de facto leader now for over a year, he doesn’t want to give it up and the temporary lead in the polls has given him hope he could win.” 
 
    Aaron looks at me critically. “Someone will win, you know. And we will have to deal with whomever that is. The new person coming in has no chance of winning. That means it’s going to be one of the remaining six. Which of those do you think we can work with? I’d put Porti at the top of the list, Bondar at the bottom.” 
 
    “But he was trying to manipulate us,” I reply with a little too much whine in my voice. 
 
    “Well, if we do nothing, odds are it will end up being Bondar, and there’s just something wrong about that woman. She reminds me too much of that Luiz Pires Álves guy.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kinsley adds. “She gives me the same vibe as Álves did.” 
 
    The mention of Luiz Pires Álves in this context triggers a sudden flash of insight. Rose Bondar is in some way connected with the cabal of seers captured, then turned, by the Confederation. In all likelihood she is one of the ones our founder believes must be ‘swept away.’ 
 
    “You’re right, Aaron. We’d be much better off with Porti than Bondar. Would you mind contacting him, telling him we’ve reconsidered, seeing if there’s a way we can help?” 
 
    Aaron smiles. “Well, I finally got something right that my little brother didn’t.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “So you did, thanks.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Early in the discussion of the nexus, Julian described it as a splintering of the timeline, a coming together of events that could radically change the fate of humanity. Later we learned that I was the one whose decisions would ultimately determine our fate. The events of the last two days have brought that reality home. I’m about to take on the Lepodred, about to guide our leaders through our first interaction with the Rufarven. I’m planning to pull the trigger on Operation Degradation tomorrow, so will make one more attempt to probe the mystery for insight. 
 
    With Summer asleep beside me, I cast my mind out toward Lepodred space and the distant planet Puca’bad, home of the huge orbital shipyard that makes the star-killers. Having seen this world in previous probing years ago, I find my way there instantly.  
 
    If there were a competition for ugliest world, Puca’bad would be a contender. It’s an inhospitable world, orbiting a Type F2 main sequence star at 2.9 AU. Despite its distance from the star, Puca’bad is bathed in the intense radiation characteristic of an F2, most of which reaches the surface. The constant ionic bombardment fills the atmosphere with static electricity. Even from orbit, the never-ending arcs of lightning are visible. 
 
    As terrible as it looks and sounds, Puca’bad is one of the military treasures in the Lepodred system. Its crust and core are seventy percent aluminum, and it has massive deposits of thulium, scandium, yttrium, and silicon. The majority of the mass of their conquest ships, star-killers, and escort ships is shot into orbit from the underground mining and refining operations, then fed into the huge shipyard replicators. 
 
    Knowing that an ER2 is scheduled to arrive in thirty-eight days, and it is scheduled to start deploying its bugs on day forty-eight of the mission, I cast my mind forward through time. I quickly get to day forty-eight, then slow to five times normal speed. After an hour, it’s clear that this approach won’t work. There are too many targets, above which a tiny assassin will appear for less than two minutes over the course of several days. 
 
    Changing gears, I lock my attention on one of the conquest ships, skipping ahead an hour at a time, covering a day every couple minutes. An hour in, I notice a change in its operations. Another hour in, I see the ship dock. The next day, I see suited workers walking on the hull inspecting this ship. When they return to the shipyard, I go into the ship and find the captain locked in tense conversation with a number of other officials. Rewinding to the beginning of the meeting, I listen in. 
 
    “The ship is definitely venting atmosphere, but we’ve not been able to isolate a leak. The sealed compartment tests showed air escaping through all the outer compartments. The particle tests show sub-micron particles escaping from all the outer compartments tested. The 500-micron soot test done in cargo bay one, showed no soot escaping, which is bad news.” 
 
    “How so,” the captain asks. 
 
    “According to our leakage rate calculations, you have a hole or holes totaling three square centimeters in your hull. If it were one hole, or one crack, the leakage would be localized unless the internal bulkheads are compromised. Given the results of the over-pressure tests, we put the odds of sound bulkheads at 98%. That means there’s not one leakage point.” 
 
    The captain nods his head. “Agreed. I don’t think the problem is in the bulkhead system.” 
 
    “That means you have leaks in all twenty of the outer compartments with an average exposure area of 0.15 square centimeters.” 
 
    Again, the captain nods, although he doesn’t say anything. 
 
    “If 500-micron particles cannot escape, that means you have at least 150 microscopic holes or cracks in each compartment, thousands across the surface of the ship. Normally we would think of this as being the result of stress-corrosion cracking.” The shipyard engineer presenting the preliminary study results, pauses to put a half dozen images of the phenomenon up in the holoprojection. “Notice the crumpled nature of corrosion in each of these images? We found nothing like this during our cursory visual inspection of the hull.” 
 
    “What’s the next step?” the captain asks. 
 
    “The shipyard has two portable x-ray refraction imaging systems. We have been able to schedule one five days from now. We’ll run a one-meter-wide scan across the top of sections ten and eleven to see what we can learn. But I’ll be honest with you. There are only two known causes of leaks like these: stress-corrosion cracking and high-kinetic-energy particle impact. Repair is possible if it’s localized. But when the problem is systemic, as yours appears to be, it’s either overhaul or scrap. Given this ship’s age...” The engineer leaves the rest of the sentence unspoken. 
 
    ... 
 
    I fast forward until the day of the x-ray refraction test, then pop in for the report. 
 
    The engineer puts several images up on the screen. “This is what we found on the hull. It almost—repeat, almost—has the classic look of high-kinetic-energy particle impact.” He pops up another set of images next to them. “This is what the phenomenon actually looks like.” 
 
     Pointing at the images taken from the ship, he explains, “As you can see, the holes in your hull are placed in straight lines, more or less evenly spaced.” Pointing at one of the close-up images, he adds, “And your holes are all the same size, all perpendicular to the hull. Of the hundred or so holes we examined, not a single one was more than 1% different in size or penetrated at anything other than a 90° angle.” 
 
    Pointing to the corresponding slides, next to the first set, he continues. “Naturally occurring high-kinetic-energy particle impacts are either clumped together or irregularly spaced and have varying sizes and angles of impact.” 
 
    “What are you implying?” the captain asks. 
 
    “I think these holes were intentionally made. By whom and how, I don’t know. But I believe your ship has been attacked.” 
 
    “Can it be repaired?” 
 
    “It’s certainly possible, but we do not have a standardized procedure. This will be a decision for someone much higher up the ladder.” The engineer pauses there for a second, then continues. “Captain, I am saddened to inform you that the service rating for your ship has been reduced to local operation, requiring special authorization for interstellar flight.” 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself exhausted. A quick check of the clock shows that it is nearly time to get up, but sleep overtakes me. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 17: PREPARATION 
 
    Day 26 
 
   

 


 SHIPBOARD CABIN 
 
    I’m awakened by the sound of my communicator. It’s Summer. Checking, I see she’s not in bed. 
 
    The line connects, and my dry throat squeaks out, ‘Hey.’ 
 
    “I didn’t have the heart to wake you, but you’re going to be needed here in the mess in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Coming,” I say, as I start to slide back into sleep. 
 
    “Jared, get up! And don’t hang up until you are standing.” 
 
    I struggle up out of bed and walk to the bathroom. “OK, I’m up. Be there in ten.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PORT MESS 
 
    As I come into the portside mess, I’m welcomed by the wonderful smell of cinnamon and something I can’t identify. Around the corner, I hear Summer and the voice I know to be Vera’s. 
 
    Summer is the first to spot me. “There you are.” Her smile tells me she’s glad I’m finally here. “Dylan and Moose will be here momentarily.” 
 
    Summer’s words remind me that Dylan was picking Moose up in Jaramor this morning at 8:00, and the three of us would be going down to the alien derelict this morning. 
 
    “We made a special breakfast for you.” I can’t help but notice the anticipation in Summer’s voice. 
 
    “It certainly smells good. What is it?” 
 
    Vera pipes up. “Our second peach harvest is in, this time with enough peaches that we can all have some.” 
 
    “We’re having peaches for breakfast?” I ask, thinking it’s odd to have a breakfast made solely from a single fruit. 
 
    “No, silly,” comes Summer’s sassy reply. “We went searching through the old earth breakfast recipes featuring peaches and found this one—French Toast with peach compote.” 
 
    “It has cinnamon?” I ask. 
 
    “Sure does,” Dylan says, as he strides into the mess. “Had to promise Moose something to get him to come down here this early.” 
 
    “Just in time. Come help me put this on the table,” Vera replies. 
 
    Within minutes, we’re all singing the praises of the special treat Summer and Vera made for us. But quickly the conversation turns to the day’s work. 
 
    “So, we need to retrieve these two databases?” Moose asks with some worry. “In principle, it should be easy. We documented how we disabled each of the computers and were careful about not damaging anything. But rebuilding something that was disassembled a while ago is always an iffy proposition.” 
 
    He pauses, obviously pondering something, then locks me with a stare. “How do you know the data is on these computers? The computers on the derelict are quite a bit different than the ones on this ship?” 
 
    “I visited the derelict in orbit around Anabourine’s star, found the right system, and check some of the data to see how much it changed.” 
 
    “You can do that in the mystery?” Moose asks, surprised to hear of this capability. 
 
    I nod yes. 
 
    “Too bad you can’t download it through the mystery.” 
 
    I start to say that’s impossible but stop in my tracks. “Maybe we can. Have either of you figured out how to initiate comms between two alien ships?” 
 
    Moose perks up at the question. “Yeah, Cal and I moved some data over from the derelict before we deactivated its systems.” 
 
    “Can you show me how?” 
 
    “Sure,” Moose says, then clarifies, “After breakfast.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING, ALIEN DERELICT 
 
    Our first stop after breakfast was engineering, where Moose showed Summer and Dylan how to send a connection request to the derelict. Now aboard the derelict a half kilometer up stream, Moose is showing me where to find the ship’s unique identifier. It’s a thirty-two-digit string in the alien’s thousand-symbol pictographic language. 
 
    “You had to copy this onto one of the alien data pads, didn’t you?”  
 
    “Yeah, we did,” Moose admits. 
 
    “Well, this will be interesting,” I reply, as I take an alien data pad and settle into one of the armchairs in the room, then cast my mind out. 
 
    Back on the derelict near Anabourine, I make my way to engineering, then the machine that holds the identifier. It takes a few seconds to find it, then I start the arduous process of bringing the symbols back. The first three symbols I recognize and quickly memorize, Ξ, Δ, and Ø. Coming back to myself, I log these into the data pad, then return. The next three are equally easy, Þ, Ƭ, and Ћ. But 24 characters in I run into one that I know, but not well, ʥ. It’s like a lower-case d and z squeezed together. This group of symbols has dots and squiggles that can be attached above, below, left, or right in various combinations. This is the one where the squiggle comes off the foot of the z, looping counterclockwise. I come back to myself, enter it into the data pad, then go back and forth several times to confirm I got it right. 
 
    After a half hour of tedious transcription, I’m finally confident that I got it right, and Moose sends it to Dylan. Another half hour later, I’m back in the mystery aboard the derelict in Anabourine, accepting the communication request that just came in from our ship inside the southern station. Another half hour later, the database transmissions are complete, and I return to myself, completely wiped out. 
 
    Moose eyes me, “You OK Jared?” 
 
    “Tired,” I grunt. “Detail work like that in the mystery is difficult and extremely draining.” 
 
    As I sit there, wanting to sink deeper in the chair, my communicator sounds. It’s Summer. I accept the connection and hear her blurt out, “It worked. We got the downloads and just finished installing them. Good work, Jared.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I reply yawning. 
 
    “I know you’re tired but save the nap for the ride back. I’ll have coffee waiting.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    Out of the derelict and back at the cart, Vera let Moose sit up front with her, so I could lay down in the back. And as Summer predicted, I fell asleep as soon as I got in the cart. Vera drove back slower than usual, the twenty-minute drive from the derelict back to the southern station taking closer to thirty minutes. 
 
    Now with the new astrogation data in Jazz’s hands, I call Cal. 
 
    “Jared, good to hear from you. Work on the Husong is coming along well.” 
 
    “Good to hear that, but I’m calling on a different matter—the bugs.” 
 
    “What about the bugs?” 
 
    “We have them set to walk in a more-or-less straight line and drill constant diameter holes. Can we change that? More of a random walk with varying hole sizes and angles?” 
 
    “Yes, the controls are there, but we hid them a little to prevent accidental changes.” 
 
    “Can we reset them in flight? Or does this need to be done in the factory?” 
 
    “We can do a software upgrade in flight. I put a back door in for that.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cal,” I sigh in relief. “Can you set that in motion?” 
 
    There’s silence for a second, then Cal says, “I’m kind if busy up here right now. Pressure to get the Husong ready in time has really ramped up. The various settings needed to do what you want are available through the replicator. You can use one to find the appropriate specifications and simulate their performance. I’ll need to do the upload, but the thing that’s going to take the time will probably be finding the settings you want.” 
 
    “Got it. Will do. Has Captain Hawley requested more emitter qualified engineers yet?” 
 
    “He has. Napier says we’ll have them in two days.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll let you get back to it then. Thanks, Cal.” 
 
    I still have a couple hours before my meeting with Dylan and Jazz. I want to work on the bug programming, but need to settle on the initial target list, so shift gears and head up to engineering. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING 
 
    I arrive and see Summer working over in her normal area. She gets up to give me a hug. I appreciate the apparent affection but know the real reason for the hug. The physical contact makes it easy for her to assess my condition without having to ask. She holds me surprisingly tight, then releases me. 
 
    “You’re pushing it too hard, Jared.” 
 
    I start to reply, but she cuts me off. “I know what you need to get done today. Do what you need to do. But I want you to take tonight off. Let’s have a private dinner, spend a little time together, then get a full night’s rest. You’re too important not to be in peak health.” 
 
    As much as I want to protest, I know Summer is right. In my current state, I’m going to screw something up, which could be catastrophic. 
 
    “Deal,” I say, then seal it with a kiss. 
 
    Back at my normal station in engineering, I start plowing through the database of worlds. My preliminary target list mostly holds up against the newer data, but two worlds I didn’t know about before pop up to the top of the list: a world called Sarabaka, a thulium-mining world that’s come to prominence over the last thousand years and now hosts a military base, and Masaqine, one of the furthest outposts in Lepodred space and the launching point for most of the new conquest missions. 
 
    I quickly update the target world list, then send it to Jazz and Dylan. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SQUADRON CONFERENCE ROOM 
 
    I enter the drone control room and note how quiet it is. The flight team on watch works together smoothly, quietly speaking into their headsets, systematically rotating through the various systems and confirming everything is nominal. Their professionalism gives me assurance that the Confederation is safe. 
 
    Jazz sees me making my way toward them and gets up to open the door before I get there. “Good afternoon, Jared. The new data looks great. I hear you downloaded it from one of the derelicts in solar orbit in Anabourine’s system. Impressive that you figured out how to do that remotely.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jazz.” 
 
    I take a seat and am quickly walked through the high-level changes they made. “Our targets for launch tomorrow include the new world you added, Masaqine, and two of the previous three also out along the furthest reach, Danable and Ozwalk.” 
 
    Dylan points out the systems in the holoprojection as Jazz speaks. 
 
    “All three of these are 46-plus day transits, the longest we have to manage. Dylan will be doing the final course calculations this afternoon. This will be the rate limiting step for the start of Operation Degradation. He’ll brief Mel in the morning. Her second flight team will be handling the launches tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    Jazz and Dylan go through the planned launches for the next two days, then run a simulation showing when each of the target launches and arrivals will happen. In truth, I don’t follow all the fine points, but thankfully I don’t need to. I have absolute confidence in Jazz and Dylan, knowing they will contact me immediately if anything goes wrong. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    I have an hour until I need to report back to our cabin for dinner, so choose to spend it playing with the bug settings. As Cal implied, the replicator has an incredibly flexible specification mechanism that I can use to specify a bug’s movements and drilling patterns. As I experiment with the settings, I find ones that have the behavior of the high-kinetic-energy particle impacts the Lepodred engineer mentioned last night. I set my bugs to walk a random distance in a straight line without drilling. When they arrive, I have them choose a random number of holes to drill in this zone and a random angle between 45° and 135° that will apply to all holes in this zone. Each hole in the zone will be a different size within a fixed range that applies to that zone. After each hole is drilled, the bug will turn in a random direction and take a random number of steps before drilling the hole. When the last hole in the zone is drilled, the bug will take a larger number of steps chosen at random and start on the next zone. 
 
    I play with the parameters for a while to match the leakage rates I’m targeting, then simulate it. Remarkably, after a few passes, I get images that look like the examples the engineer showed. Happy with the results, I package the parameters in a message to Cal, asking him to update the software. 
 
    As I leave to go see Summer, I smile at today’s progress. Maybe it will take the Lepodred a much longer time to figure out that their ships have been attacked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 18: MASS PRODUCTION 
 
    DAY 33 
 
   

 


 NEWS 
 
    Six days have passed since the first carrier departed for Lepodred space. With the targeting and other processes for the first part of Operation Degradation set, Jazz has given the mission to Mel and her squadron, so he can concentrate on the preparations for the Rufarven reception. He’s advised me that two fully loaded ER2 carriers have been dispatched to Nillsterdam and will arrive before the Rufarven. Two of the original drones with alien comms and two gen-one carriers have also been dispatched, these will also arrive before the Rufarven. Amazingly there have been no additional manufacturing hiccups, none in Heroldstown, none on the orbital shipyard. By all appearances, the technical demons of the last year have finally been vanquished. So at this point, we plan to send even more ER2s to Nillsterdam. 
 
     In truth, I doubt they’ll do anything more than surveillance. But I suppose that’s the ultimate goal of any defensive weapon, being there to watch and encourage good behavior. Not to actually hit someone, but to be there to put an end to anything that might go awry. 
 
    Porti and Hawley requested the extra engineers needed to speed the Husong overhaul. They arrived later than I would have liked, but Cal called it right. The emitters were all pulled, plugs installed. A first layer of miracle metal has been ‘painted’ on. The second layer will go on tomorrow, the new emitters installed the following day. Cal says they’re being conservative about pulling the expected completion date forward. But if the emitter installation finishes two days from now, he expects they’ll be able to do a field test two days ahead of schedule. 
 
    On the home front, the change in Aaron during the days here, and now back at home, has been remarkable. An inner self confidence has emerged that was never evident before. I think it’s the fact he has belief in the future now. But no matter the cause, the results are undeniable. He has taken the lead on our relationships with the Confederation and the Association of Protected Worlds. He even accepted an interview request by the Galactic News Network (GNN).  
 
    The interview went well. He was hammered with questions about Jaredaan’s role in the alien conflict, admitting we were the ones that took down the aliens but revealing little more. Then pelted with question after question about other Confederation issues, most of which he took at face value, unaware of the political undercurrents. But most of his answers came back to the same thing. Jaredaan would continue to have the Confederation’s back, and Commissioner Porti was the one he trusted to keep the relationship close. 
 
     The critics mocked him for his ‘farm boy’ charm and ‘simplistic’ view of the issues. But the masses were completely charmed by the ‘friendly former miner, turned politician’ with a practical view on almost every issue.  
 
    Porti, now ahead in the polls by almost four percent, praises Jaredaan at every turn. Bondar has been surprisingly quiet about it all, but I can feel the tension growing in the mystery and am certain her ‘side’ has something up their sleeve. 
 
    Thankfully, Aaron’s engagement with external issues has allowed me to put my focus back where it belongs, on our technical and manufacturing capabilities. And those efforts have brought us to today’s milestone. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JPS MANUFACTURING 
 
    Summer and I arrive at Jaredaan Power Systems and are immediately greeted by Charlie. It’s the first time I’ve seen him in person in almost two weeks. Much of what we are about to see, I already know. But seeing something with one’s own eyes always makes it more real. 
 
    We enter the manufacturing area and see the first milestone, forty replicators, all built out, construction mess gone. Thirty-nine are operating, the fortieth is sitting idle. 
 
    “Everyone, gather around.” Charlie calls out to the staff. 
 
     I look up and see the staff moving toward us. It’s amazing how few of them there are. There’s one floor supervisor, and one engineer, who’s supported by one technician. There are eight operators covering five machines each, who are supported by eight material handlers that unload the finished goods and cart them to QA in another part of the building. Only 19 in total. 
 
    Once most have gathered, Charlie continues. “This is a momentous day. Today, we bring up our fortieth replicator, completing the build out of this floor. A little later today, this machine will bring up the 1,000th one-megawatt Z-PEG produced by our company, thus completing the build of our first major order, which will be shipped to New Beijing to assist in its reconstruction.” 
 
    There’s light applause. 
 
    “Here to initiate the first run on our new replicator is our founder, the visionary force behind this facility, Elder Jared Daan.” 
 
    Surprisingly to me, the applause is even louder. Summer takes my hand and sends. “Don’t let it go to your head.” 
 
    “Jared, the machine has been queued to your touch. Please start it up and initiate the new build.” 
 
    “Thank you, Charlie.” I place my hand on the side starting panel. 
 
    The replicator lights up immediately. Moments later a holographic user interface pops up, projecting an image with the words, “Choose from the available patterns.” The only option presented is an icon labeled, “1-MW Z-PEG.” I touch the icon, then the build button that pops up, and the replicator starts. A progress indicator also shows with a countdown timer set at 5 hours, 32 minutes, with the seconds counting down. 
 
    “It’s started,” I call out. The staff clap for a few seconds, then start making their way back to their stations. 
 
    Charlie introduces us to the machine operator, Henrietta Jones, and material handler, Dana Watson, who will have responsibility for this machine today. As we make our way out, I wonder whether staged events like this really have the motivational impact that Charlie thinks it has. He’s the manager, so it’s his choice. But I really doubt it makes a positive impact. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, HEROLDSTOWN RESIDENCE  
 
    Most of the rest of the day was spent with Charlie and his team talking about finances and expansion options. Several excellent options were presented that I asked the team to turn into proposals. 
 
    At one time, I enjoyed days like today, working the issues, pushing the commercial agenda forward. There were a few moments today in which I felt the old thrill of success. The Z-PEGS will secure Jaredaan financially for generations to come. And, as they become integral to the Confederation’s critical infrastructure, our world will become one of the Confederation’s most precious assets. In fact, it will become totally dependent on us. 
 
    But JPS is getting to the same point my other businesses have, established and secure enough that it’s time to turn it over to someone else. My focus needs to be directed outward toward our interstellar neighbors. I believe a path to peace can be found, but it will only happen if we are so strong that it’s in our adversaries’ interests to live in peace with us. I suspect that’s the mission for which I was born—figuring out how. 
 
    Now, back home with the day winding down, I check messages before closing out the day. At the top of my queue is a message from Dan Marshall. 
 
    Jared, this was a momentous day of sorts for the shipyard. We brought up our twenty-eighth ER2 Carrier today. It’s passed all the bench tests and is awaiting its assassins before going out on its trial flight. We also brought up our seventy-eighth replicator today. 
 
    It’s been over a week since our last glitch, and both the replicator and the ER2 Carrier build outs are moving ahead without incident. As best I can tell, we’re past the problems of the last six months and are now full steam ahead. 
 
    Thank you for your patience and the confidence you’ve shown in us. 
 
    I quickly dash out a note of congratulations to Dan and make a mental note to spend more time with him going forward. None of the shipyard’s problems were his fault. He just happened to be the one in charge when all my operations that feed him failed. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Tonight, I’m headed back into the mystery to see if I can learn anything about the cabal of seers the Confederation has stolen away. The more I’ve thought about this, the more confused I’ve become. 
 
    Most of the seers seized were from New Brazil. I’d assumed they’d been taken to New Beijing, but Luiz Pires Álves implied his grandfather was on Caladon, as was the assassin they sent to kill me just before the aliens arrived. Although our founder did not say anything about location, I came away from that meeting thinking I needed to go to Caladon. It’s time to go see if I can find anything. 
 
    With Summer asleep beside me, I cast my mind out and moments later find myself floating above the beautiful blue and white pearl that is Caladon. They say it’s a lot like Earth. Seventy percent of its surface is covered in water. There is a 19-degree tilt in its axis of rotation. And there are seven large continents of varying sizes: three clustered in the north, two straddling the equator and two more near the south pole. It also has huge frozen ice caps at either pole that sparkle in the brilliant light of their star. 
 
    I take in the beauty for a second. It’s no wonder that people chose to move here. Then I cast my mind toward the largest of the northern continents where I know the capital is located. There I start to feel the pull. I narrow and narrow my focus, closing in on the place the mystery is guiding me toward. As individual buildings start to resolve in front of me, I know what they are. They’re part of Caladon’s famous National Science Museum. 
 
    It’s earlier here than at home. The sun has just set, and lights are starting to come on in the streets, as I enter the power electronics museum and ultimately land in the administrator’s office. 
 
    Despite coming in hiding my presence, the man looks up as if he knows I’m there. “So, you finally found me. I knew it was inevitable. No one can hide from you. Then again, you can’t hide yourself from me either.” He indicates a chair. “If you’d like to talk, I suggest you sit. I know, you’re a psychic entity and don’t need to sit, nonetheless, it would be the civil thing to do.” 
 
    I stop trying to hide myself and sit. 
 
    “So, you are the great Jared Daan. My name is Dr. Sanfred Pauling. May I ask your intentions?” 
 
    “I wanted to learn more about the seers on Caladon. Is this where the Confederation has taken the ones stolen away from New Brazil.” 
 
    He smirks. “The Confederation has never stolen people away. All came voluntarily when given the choice. Who wouldn’t want to come here? But there are conditions for entry, the strictest being secrecy.” 
 
    Dr. Pauling has obviously been well trained. He leaks little. But he doesn’t have the skill to stop a flash probe. 
 
    “No, not stolen away. They’re given the opportunity to come. If they say yes, they come of their own will, knowing they can never return. If they say no, then an accident happens, and they travel to the local morgue instead.” 
 
    My statement brings nothing other than an unpleasant stare. I start to ask another question, then feel the room starting to close in on me. It’s as if dozens of people are streaming into the room and touching me. 
 
    “Stop,” I scream with every ounce of power I can muster. As the invisible hands fall away, I withdraw myself from the room. Now, outside above the building, I see dozens of people frozen in place on the campus grounds. Flash probing several, I see that each has some level of skill in the mystery and was reaching out to touch me psychically while converging on Dr. Pauling’s office. Individually, none of them can resist me. Even now, twenty seconds after I sent the compulsion, only a few are starting to come back to themselves. But collectively they could have trapped me. 
 
    I have at most a minute before enough will have regained their senses, so I do a brutally deep and rapid probe of Dr. Pauling, then am away. 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself shaken. I walked into a trap and almost got caught. I shudder to think what they would have done to me. But now I know who the enemy is within the Confederation and what their plans are. And I also know that Rose Bondar is under their control, but not wittingly so. She’s not my enemy, they are. But unless I can break her free of them, she cannot be allowed to gain power. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 19: CHALLENGE 
 
    Day 38 
 
   

 


 NEWS 
 
    Five days have passed since the first phase of the development at Jaramor Power Systems was completed. Summer and I have been all over the place in the interim. A night in Jaramor, two at the southern station, and our first at the guest hotel at the shipyards before returning to Heroldstown last night. I know Summer wants to stay here another night, but that’s not in the cards, at least not tonight. 
 
    My last trip into the mystery revealed so much that I haven’t returned. But I’m finally ready to discuss the situation with the Jaramor Elders. So, when today’s business in Heroldstown is done, we’ll be headed back to Jaramor for dinner and discussion with the elders. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, HEROLDSTOWN RESIDENCE 
 
    I creep down the stairs as silently as possible not wanting to wake Summer. I pass the kitchen, where the sounds of industriousness and the smell of cinnamon stops me in my tracks. 
 
    I stick my head into the kitchen and see Kaitlyn pulling cinnamon buns out of the oven.  
 
    “Mr. Jared, you’re up early. Can I bring you coffee and a cinnamon bun in your office?” 
 
    My goofy smile is probably sufficient answer, but I say, “Yes,” anyway. 
 
    I quickly clear my highest priority messages, then coffee and buns, plural, are presented as I tie into a virtual conference with Aaron. To my surprise, he connects in alone. 
 
    “Morning Aaron, where’s Kinsley?” 
 
    “Is that to say you don’t know?” the gruff older brother of my youth snarls back. 
 
    “Ah, no.” 
 
    “Right...” he drags out the word, then adds a humph. 
 
    A flash probe reveals that Kinsley is in Jaramor getting her first treatment, while he’s stuck in Jaredstown with a full schedule of Elders Board business. 
 
    “Ah, sorry.” I reply. “I didn’t realize today was the day Kinsley was starting the treatment. We’ll be heading over this afternoon.” 
 
    “So, I heard,” Aaron answers. “Summer said she’d stop in to check on her.” 
 
    How is it that this stuff happens without my knowledge? I suppose that’s a stupid question. Summer manages all the things she knows I’ll botch. I want to add ‘without telling me,’ but I probably was told. 
 
    “I’m sorry you can’t be there with her Aaron, but we all have responsibilities and, apparently, this was one she was willing to take on her own.” 
 
    “That’s more or less what she said. But it doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    There’s a moment of silence, then Aaron says, “What’s on your mind, Jared?” 
 
    “I found the Confederation’s cabal of seers. They are led by a fellow named Sanfred Pauling, administrator of the National Science Museum’s Power Electronics Institute on Caladon. Kind of ironic, if you ask me.” 
 
    “And how is that relevant?” 
 
    “They control Rose Bondar.” I know how I want to play this but need to tread lightly. “They whisper thoughts into her mind.” 
 
    “Oh, like you do to me.” The snarky reply is sure indication of Aaron’s anxiety about the treatment Kinsley is taking. 
 
    “Not much like,” I reply. “They do it without her knowledge, planting ideas that are not her own. And they’ve slowly warped her over time, twisting her beliefs and changing her positions, and she doesn’t even know she’s being manipulated. She’s their living, breathing tool, totally unaware that someone else owns her.” 
 
    “They’re that powerful?” 
 
    “Collectively, yes; individually, no. They have no one like me, no one with the power your children will have. In fact, most don’t have the innate power you and Kinsley have. But they have been exceptionally well trained and know how to use their power collectively in a way we, or at least I, do not. Ah, you do realize you have the power to influence, right?” 
 
    “Jared, why are so many conversations with you such a headache?” 
 
    “Aaron, they don’t win through individual strength. They win through numbers. And their numbers are growing. A couple more generations and they’ll be able to produce people like you and Kinsley. A few more after that, they’ll be able to produce people like me and your children. Our founder had better genetic testing, and developed a richer gene pool, before they realized what he was doing. They’ve scrambled to catch up.” 
 
    “OK, I’m getting it. But back to Bondar. What’s that about?” 
 
    “Remember what Luiz Pires Álves said? He said his grandfather worked it from the inside, our founder worked it from the outside.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “‘Outside’ meant creating seers like me and your children who could protect the Confederation from the internal rot that’s taken down every great human civilization. ‘Inside’ meant building enough low-grade talent to take over the government from the inside and twisting it to their own ends.” 
 
    “Oh,” is the only response I get. 
 
    “We’ve suspected that it would be trouble for us if Bondar wins the election. But now I know we will lose our independence if she wins, because the seers inside will kill or conscript the seers on the outside. They came close to capturing me the other day.” 
 
    “OK, Jared. OK. What do we need to do?” 
 
    I smile. “We need to double down on our support for Porti, maybe putting in a good word for Söllner or Doukas, and maybe starting to express some caution about Bondar.” 
 
    “You want me to go back on GNN,” he says, as if making an accusation. 
 
    “Or one of the others,” I reply. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    My communicator sounds; it’s Jazz. I’d messaged him while he was still at PE. Given the time, he must be in the starboard mess finishing breakfast. 
 
    “Good morning, Jazz.” 
 
    “Morning, Jared, what’s the emergency.” 
 
    “Not an emergency per se, but I’ve finally found the Confederation group behind much of their mischief. They’re on Caladon. I need an update on our status there.” 
 
    “We’re in the process of bringing them back to full strength. Let me check the current status.”  
 
    I hear the odd sound of fingers jabbing a data pad, then Jazz comes back to me. “We have one original drone from the Rufarven engagements, three gen-one carriers with seven assassins between them, and two fully reloaded gen-one carriers with a full load of the new Assassin 3s inbound. They should arrive in three days. By the way, Summer helped us optimize our deployment of forces. She probably could have told you this. Are we going to be executing a hit on Caladon?” 
 
    “It’s the option of last resort, but if it’s the only viable option, then yes, we will hit Caladon.” 
 
    “Do you know where on Caladon?” 
 
    “The National Science Museum.” 
 
    “Jared, we can’t hit the National Science Museum. It’s one of the Confederation’s treasures.” 
 
    “Agreed, the rules of engagement would include avoidance of damage to the museum. But that’s where their ringleader works. So, the operation, if there is one, will go down in that area.” 
 
    “Understood. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “No, you can get back to training.” 
 
    “It was good having you here the last couple days, Jared. Hope you’ll be back soon.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 JPS HEADQUARTERS 
 
    Charlie got back to me a couple days after our last meeting, saying they had a plan. Given the speed with which it was done, it will be curious to see what they came up with. Although I want to continue reducing the time spent here, I’m hopeful that today will lead to an approvable expansion plan that I can turn completely over to Charlie. 
 
    I’m met at the front entrance by a young woman I’ve never met before. 
 
    “Elder Daan. It’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Hayden Marques. I’m an assistant financial analyst working for Ms. Montgomery. I helped in the preparation of today’s presentation. Mr. Tanner asked me to come down and escort you up to the conference room. They’re still putting the finishing touches on things.” 
 
    “Ms. Marques, it’s a pleasure to meet you. How long have you been with us?” 
 
    “Less than a year sir.” 
 
    I almost laugh. The building has been with us for less than a year. Instead, I probe, and almost laugh again. She arrived on planet a week ago. At her last job on New Brazil, they trained all the analysts that had been there less than a year to say that from their first day. 
 
    “Well, welcome aboard. This project was only formally launched a week ago, so you must have been there from day 1.” 
 
    “I was,” she says proudly. 
 
    “How’s it gone for you?” 
 
    “Great. I’ve never worked on anything so exciting. We’re going to change the Confederation and I’m in on the ground floor.” 
 
    “We are, and you are, too. I’m glad you’re with us.” 
 
    We enter the conference room and I’m shocked by what I see. Drawings and charts line the walls. There are easels with large cards in each corner, data pads at every seat, and half a dozen people I’ve never met. Introductions go around the table, accompanied by flash probes that reveal much more about who these people are than the introductions do. 
 
    Charlie lays out the agenda, then the pitches begin. 
 
    ... 
 
    The pitches are well conceived, well presented, and completely within the bounds I laid out. And they did what I suspect Charlie wanted them to do, prove that the goals I’ve set cannot be achieved with the constraints I’ve imposed. If the Confederation is to become completely dependent on Jaredaan for its power, we need to offer higher capacity products. 
 
    I turn to our marketing vice president, Lars Sandström. “Lars, if you had higher capacity products, what would be the first two you’d want?” 
 
    “Ten and twenty-five megawatts,” he replies immediately. “For many urban applications, one-megawatt is too small for distributed power.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “In the major northern cities on worlds like Caladon, there are individual buildings that consume over ten megawatts. The 200-story ones with anti-grav weight-assistance use even more. They’re the ones that need you the most. But one-meg is just too small.” 
 
    “OK, you have the go ahead to start on the two production blocks. I’ll get you ten and twenty-five megawatt samples in a week or two. Lars, work with the finance team to determine the best market mix, then get back to me with a revised plan.” 
 
    Once again, Charlie is beaming, “You’ve got it, Jared.”  
 
    ... 
 
    As I exit the conference room, I realize that despite the delays, my plan to make the Confederation totally dependent on Jaredaan, and on me, is going to come to fruition sooner than I ever thought possible. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, JPS HEADQUARTERS 
 
    I have enough time for another call before we head back to Jaramor, so call Cal. 
 
    Cal picks up and greets oddly. “Jared, you’re at JPS. I didn’t know you were planning to be there today.” 
 
    “Do you know where I’m going to be most days?” 
 
    “Yes, well no, but yes.” 
 
    For an instant, I know how frustrated Aaron must get when talking to me, because I’ve said the same thing to him before. 
 
    Cal clarifies, “Now that Summer is managing the inventory, she keeps me updated on where I can reach her. She has today marked as morning Heroldstown, afternoon Jaramor.” 
 
    “Oh,” I mumble, a bit dumfounded. 
 
    “Sorry, why were you calling?” 
 
    “I want two Z-PEGS run, one for ten megawatts, the other for twenty-five, both vertical-configuration.” 
 
    “Let me check to see what we have.” I hear Cal working away on the other end of the line. After a minute, he finally comes back. “There are multiples of each, optimized for peak power, constant power, or life expectancy. You’re at JPS, so I’m guessing you want the same optimizations. Right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “These are larger, heavier. The ten-meg unit is 180 kilos, the 25-meg unit is 285.” 
 
    “Sounds right.” 
 
    “You want these to go to JPS?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I’ve got Charlie’s UI conversion code. Should I compile them for him and just send him the new patterns?” 
 
    “Call and ask. I’m OK with that if he is.” 
 
    “Will do. Anything else?” 
 
    “Where are we with the Husong?” The question is no sooner asked than I sense Cal’s relief. 
 
    “This is Day 16 of the refit. We’re just about there. The emitter reinstalls went seamlessly. We’ve just about pulled off the miracle. The last of the field conduits go in today. What a chore that’s been. Everything will be buttoned up sometime tomorrow night, then the test flight the day after. Unless there’s some last-minute screw up, we will beat the Rufarven to Nillsterdam.” 
 
    “Good news, Cal. Incredibly good news.” 
 
    I’m so amazed by my team. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    Julian is the first to respond after I finish laying out what I learned in the mystery a few days ago. 
 
    “Your experience casts a number of things in a different light. Let me start at the top. You say they seek change from the inside. I understand that. It would have been much easier for us if we operated with the Confederation’s blessing and financial support. 
 
    “You also say they control Rose Bondar. That rings true to me. She has none of Commissioner Porti’s people sense. Nor is she as smart or ambitious as Commissioner Daucour. Yet she lands on the right side of most issues. I’ve often wondered how someone, so mediocre, always ended up on the right side of things. A hundred modestly gifted seers aggregating their collective insights and planting them in her would explain it. But to what end?” 
 
    The question surprises me. “To gain power.” 
 
    “Power to do what?” Julian asks. “Be consumed by the aliens? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “They have no knowledge of anything outside the Confederation, not the Lepodred, not the Rufarven, none of the other species either. But they do believe that the Lepodred threat has been neutralized.” 
 
    “The question stands, Jared. What’s their motivation?” 
 
    “They deeply believe that their collective intelligence far exceeds that of normal people; therefore, they should be in charge, mostly to protect us from ourselves.” 
 
    “Then why attack you?” 
 
    “Because they know I’m a threat to them.” 
 
    “And why do they think that?” 
 
    “Because I am.” I sigh in frustration. “Julian, the group think among them is rigid beyond belief. No dissent is allowed. No outside input is considered. Every idea originates from within. Given the situation, I conclude that no advancement of the human condition is possible.” 
 
    “Could you give me an example?” 
 
    I snort. “I can, one close to my heart. They do not believe in zero-point energy. Among the things they want to do is stop Jaredaan Power Systems from producing our ‘fake products’ that cannot possibly do what we claim they do. That one came out of a message Dr. Pauling sent out earlier this week.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Julian muses. “But presumably they’ll change their mind once they see that your products actually do work.” 
 
    “That’s only because they can’t stop me. If they could, humanity would be stuck in the galactic dark ages until another species eventually rolls right over us.” 
 
    “You have a point there,” Julian agrees. “Changing subjects, you said it felt like the room was closing in on you, so you retreated. Can you explain that more?” 
 
    “As he sat there staring at me, I started feeling claustrophobic, like people were flooding into the room, like they were touching me. I knew I had to get out of there while I could because more were coming. Once I moved, I was clear.” 
 
    “Were you able to learn anything about this?” 
 
    “Yes, I grabbed a lot of Dr. Pauling’s memories. This is a technique they’ve developed called swarming. It’s a simple concept, just reach out and psychically touch someone with enough force they might notice. If enough people do that at the same time and continue probing, it overwhelms the victim, incapacitating them.” 
 
    Julian nods his head. “We know this technique as a self-defense mechanism, to slow someone’s approach or turn them away. It would never have occurred to me to use this as a way to trap and torture someone.” 
 
    “And that’s one of the things that separates us from them,” I reply. “Every new recruit is subjected to this to help them build tolerance. Not all of them survive it. And it’s their number one tactic for incapacitating an opponent.” 
 
    “Any idea why they aren’t trying it on you now?” 
 
    “They probably are, but they don’t have the power to reach out this far.” The room goes silent for a moment, then I ask. “Any ideas about how we can stop these people, or free Rose Bondar?” 
 
    Julian chuckles. “And here I was hoping you had a solution you wanted to bounce off of us.”  
 
    Edson taps his hand on the table, then locks Julian with a stare. Julian nods, then turns to me. 
 
    “Do you know who their leaders are?” 
 
    “I think so. There were five others he went to first to help grab me. They contacted others. They have an amazingly efficient means of gathering their flock quickly.” 
 
    “Edson thinks we need to start there, disabling or dispatching their top people, with the expectation that there are few among the others that have enough power to lead their followers.” 
 
    Julian turns back to Edson. 
 
    “Edson asks if you have the military capacity to do this.” 
 
    “We do, or at least, we will. But it will be hard to disguise our involvement.” 
 
    “Is there any way we could turn them or come to some agreement,” Aurora asks. 
 
    “I don’t think so. We’re clearly viewed as an enemy they would have already taken down if they had the means. 
 
    “Are any of their top people military?” 
 
    “Yes, two. Both are in the Planetary Defense Force. The major general that leads their reserve operations, and the brigadier general that runs logistics.” 
 
    “Maybe they are the key.” Julian suggests.  
 
      
 
   

 

 SOUTHERN STATION 
 
    After the meeting with the Elders, we returned to our residence in Jaramor for the night. But as the following day got underway, Summer and I both felt ill at ease, as if we were being watched. Around noon, the feeling was intense enough, that we decided to return to the ship, where we spent the night. I don’t know whether it was paranoia, or the Confederation seers attempting to touch us, but the feeling hasn’t come back since we arrived. Now after a good night’s rest we’ve decided to stay here for a while. 
 
      
 
    Day 40 
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    The first stop this morning is manufacturing, where Summer set up her inventory management office. She’s been at it for a month at this point and it’s amazing what she’s done. Manufacturing here, at JPS, and up at the shipyard sends daily updates for new units started, tested, and either shipped or brought online. Jazz sends daily updates on unit redeployments. All the data comes into the computers here and is available on her data pad, where she compiles the daily report. 
 
    “So, what’s our status,” I ask. 
 
    “JPS has 40 replicators, the shipyards are up to 28. A thousand more Z-PEGs shipped yesterday from JPS, bringing total shipments up to two thousand, and a current inventory of 92.” 
 
    Summer pauses, searches for some information, then comes back. “Odd, they were supposed to have finished four more yesterday. They apparently are running, or have run, some specials, because today’s production plan is down another six.” 
 
    “I bet I know what’s going on.”  
 
    Summer looks at me. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I had Cal send them the patterns for a 10-MW and a 25-MW design. I bet they ran them.” 
 
    “Why there, not here?” 
 
    “Weight,” I reply. “These are big, heavy units. I’m not sure we could have loaded them onto the shuttle. At this point, Charlie has the best test equipment, so I asked him to build them there.” 
 
    Summer gives me a disapproving look. “Would have been nice to know that. But not a problem, the forecast will automatically update, but someone needs to tell me If these are going to become part of the JPS production plan.” 
 
    I nod. “What about the drones?” 
 
    “The seventy-eighth unit should go out today.” 
 
    My communicator sounds. “Ah, it’s Cal. The CSS Husong must be ready.” 
 
    She waves as I get up to take the call. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CSS HUSONG 
 
    “Jared, the Husong just passed the last of its preflight tests. The captain, chief engineer, and I have cleared it for its first test flight. The crew is doing some last-minute cleanup and dismantling their tent city. Departure is scheduled for noon.” 
 
    “Are you going with them?” 
 
    “No. They’re planning to return to their home port. If no problems are experienced, then they’re going to take on crew and supplies for the journey to Nillsterdam.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Changing subjects,” Cal starts. “Did Charlie run the new Z-PEGs yet?” 
 
    “He’s started. I don’t know if he’s finished yet. I’m about to call him. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I ran some simulations on the patterns. The high voltage versions worked best, so I chose the Confederation’s interstation standard, 20,000 volts, 500 amps for the 10-MW unit, 1,250 amps for the 25 MW unit. I never got confirmation that’s what they wanted.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll find out soon.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 JPS HEADQUARTERS 
 
    I message Charlie, asking if he has time to talk. He replies with a virtual conference link. I head up to my office on Deck 6 and tie in to find Charlie and his team meeting in the same conference room we were in a few days ago. 
 
    “Jared, I was about to ping you to see if you had time for a quick call.” Once again Charlie is bubbling over with enthusiasm. “We didn’t expect to get the new patterns so soon. And they were already converted over to the human UI.” 
 
    I smile. “We aim to please.” 
 
    “Oh, and, by the way...” Charlie starts as if he’s about to make a confession. “...thank you for going with the interstation standard. We forgot to mention that.” 
 
    “I’ll pass that along to Cal. Have you run them?” 
 
    “Yes, we did. We started the runs at six o’clock last night. The 10MW unit finished a little before six this morning. The 25MW unit finished at noon. Both have passed preliminary functionality tests. It’ll take a couple weeks to be certified, but it’s looking good now.” 
 
    “And how does this help us with the site plan?” 
 
    “We’re working that now. It’ll depend on mix, but it looks like we can get to the target capacity with ten to fourteen buildings and a couple thousand employees. The latter remains a problem. But the market share we can get with only a thousand people goes way up.” 
 
    “Good news.” 
 
    “One last thing?” Lars asks. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “Can we build more, send them out as samples? I’m confident, we can switch most of our back log to the higher capacity units, once customers see them. That would allow us to move on to the distributed power mission sooner.” 
 
    I look to Charlie. “Your call, Charlie. If you want to go with that idea, send me the plan.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    I have two objectives for tonight. The first will be easy. I want to confirm the Rufarven’s arrival time at Nillsterdam. The second will be harder. I want to probe Major General Mason Todd, commander of the Caladon national reserve, and a leader among the Confederation seers. I have to tread lightly on both of these. The Rufarven all seem to sense something when I enter a room. My only visit with the Confederation seers almost cost me my freedom. 
 
    I cast my mind out and am immediately taken to the Rufarven flag ship. Spatial reckoning in the mystery is not so good. But I’ve studied the star charts along their path and what I see around me is consistent with this being day eleven of their twenty-day journey. 
 
    The next part is tricky. I want to view the mission clock on the bridge of one of the support ships. I choose the ship trailing on the port side of the flag ship and draw myself in as much as I can before drifting into the ship. In short order, I’m drifting through the bridge, unnoticed. As I scrutinize the mission clock, one of the bridge crew turns and looks in my direction. I don’t react, only note the time remaining, 10 days, 12.26 hours. 
 
    As I repeat the number to myself, I drift out of the ship, then return to myself. It takes a second to gain my senses, but I grab the data pad set next to the bed for this purpose and quickly enter: 10 days, 12.26 hours, and the current time, 11:26 PM. 
 
    Knowing I can convert Rufarven time to human time tomorrow, I cast my mind out again and am immediately above Caladon. It takes a while to find the reserve headquarters. It’s near the capital, but not in it, maybe 100 km away. It’s in the same time zone as the capital and dusk is just setting in. Lights are on throughout the headquarters building.  
 
    This is the tricky part. I need to scan the building to find the general, but I need to do it quickly and quietly enough not to be noticed. I don’t know his sensitivity or level of awareness, but suspect it is high. 
 
    It takes a while, but I find him, then do a flash probe. His reaction is immediate. He stands and turns in my direction, and I can hear him telepathically calling for help. 
 
    Now that I have a lock on him, I move, hoping to confound his defenses, then probe deeper. I continue moving, then hear him say to me, “It was foolish of you to come here.” 
 
    Hands seem to grab at me, and I retreat in a panic. Enough hands have me that I struggle to get free. As the panic rises, I do something Edson trained me to do, that I’ve never tried on a human. I send out a pulse of pain. 
 
    The hands instantly fall away. Returning my attention to the General, I see that he has collapsed into his chair. I pull volumes of data out of him, then retreat, not feeling very good about what I did. 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself, angry and frustrated. This was supposed to be a stealth mission: sneak up, grab a little information, then vanish undetected. 
 
    But that’s not what happened. I went in, set off the alarms, then used one of my most potent weapons, giving away its secret. But I did get a lot of data. He knows most of what I got, so can put countermeasures in place. But maybe I got the only thing I really need and it’s not clear how he can defend himself from this. He has direct responsibility for the safety and well-being of Rose Bondar, and personally attends any event assigned an elevated risk level.  
 
      
 
    DAY 42 
 
   

 

 RECONSTRUCTION COMMISSION 
 
    With an election scheduled and the date crawling closer, it’s become increasingly difficult to schedule meetings with the Reconstruction Commission. Compounding the issue, the election has boiled down to a two-person race, Porti and Bondar, with Porti’s lead right at the margin of error.  
 
    Thankfully, Aaron has been persistent. He hasn’t been able to speak with either candidate, he’s been assigned to a senior aide. But starting two days ago, he’s changed his line. If the candidates do not meet with us to plan our welcome, then he will greet the Rufarven on his own, making sure it’s televised. Then with three days remaining before the registration deadline, he would register.  
 
    Knowing that a group calling themselves, ‘Draft Aaron,’ had already made enough noise that he was polling in third place, the two commissioners agreed to meet this afternoon. 
 
    ... 
 
    Porti arrives first, opposite from Aaron, Kinsley, and me. 
 
    “Aaron, Jared, Kinsley. It’s so good to see the three of you. Aaron, sorry I’ve been so difficult to reach. Campaigns are all consuming.” He chuckles at the predicament. 
 
    I’ve actually come to like Commissioner Porti. I don’t really trust him because he’s so non-committal. But despite the fact he doesn’t commit to much, he follows up on the few things to which he does. 
 
    Commissioner Bondar arrives next with a non-greeting. 
 
    “Apologies for being the last to arrive. I have a hard stop in 28 minutes. Aaron, you have the agenda?” 
 
    “I do,” Aaron replies. “The Rufarven will arrive at Nillsterdam in seven days. We know how they plan to make the contact and a translated copy of the message they plan to deliver. We need to decide who will greet them via video message, what the content of that message should be, and where we will hold the face-to-face meetings.” 
 
    “Do you have a recommendation?” Bondar asks. 
 
    “We do,” Aaron assures. “It’s imperative that everything we say in our initial video greeting be a hundred percent demonstrably true, because they will fact check us during their time here. As such, the initial video greeting should come from the Reconstruction Commission, made by its head, with the in-person meetings taking place on its official home world, Caladon.” 
 
    “That implies we tell them the capital was destroyed and we have a temporary government,” Porti complains. 
 
    Aaron shoots back, “They already know the capital was destroyed. To deny it would put an end to this process before it even begins. That’s why we need to turn that to our advantage. Our outline for the message is... 
 
    -    Our capital was destroyed 
 
    -    Our predecessors were killed 
 
    -    In retaliation, we slaughtered the Lepodred without negotiation 
 
    -    An alliance with the Rufarven makes sense for us.  
 
    -    Our rebound has been strong 
 
    -    Our economy is better than ever before 
 
    -    Our military was virtually unscathed by the conflict 
 
    -    Now, it’s substantially stronger  
 
    -    We would make good allies 
 
    -    Welcome to human space 
 
    ...it responds point to point with their invitation to talk.” 
 
    “Can we get a copy of their greeting?” Bondar asks. 
 
    “On its way,” Kinsley replies, as she enters commands into her data pad. 
 
    Bondar turns to Porti. “I think Aaron makes a strong argument. You will get the greeting, which will help your campaign. I’ll be getting the images of Caladon, the natural home of the Confederation, out there. If we appear to be cooperative in this effort, it will make us all stronger once the election is over.” 
 
    Porti nods. “I agree. Let’s at least project the appearance of working together on this.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “I want to approve the greeting speech before it’s recorded. It needs to be directed to the Rufarven, not a campaign speech,” Bondar adds. 
 
    All eyes turn back toward Porti, who gives a wry smile. “I’m sure other things will come up over the next week, so accept this as the working plan.” 
 
    I can see that Bondar wants to get in the last word, so I interrupt. 
 
    “By the way, one additional point.”  
 
    All eyes turn toward me. 
 
    “We’ve mentioned this before. Their translator will be a Lepodred ambassador. We must allow him to come down to the surface. It will be the first time an alien has stepped on a human world since the end of the Great Alien War. This will undoubtedly raise tensions. I think we need to raise the security threat level to level three, from the moment he steps on human soil to the moment they depart orbit.” 
 
    “That seems a little excessive,” Bondar complains. 
 
    “Is it?” Porti shoots back. “Three ships in orbit, then the Confederation worlds learn there are aliens among them. They killed ten million on New Beijing just over a year ago. Ninety eight percent of women that want children have not been able to give birth because of DAGS. The list goes on. I’m not sure level three is high enough!” 
 
    “Let’s rope Napier in on this,” Bondar replies. 
 
    “We should also include him in the reception committee on Caladon. The Rufarven will be bringing their military head with them,” I add. 
 
    “Agreed,” the two commissioners say almost in unison.  
 
    Then Bondar looks at the time. “I need to go. Thank you, Aaron, for setting this up.” The words are barely out, then her line drops. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 20: NILLSTERDAM 
 
    Day 49 
 
   

 


 PREPARATION 
 
    A week ago, the Confederation advised the Central Council on Nillsterdam that a three-ship envoy from a people known as the Rufarven would be arriving today. They were assured that the delegation came in peace, so should be treated with respect, despite the fact an alien (i.e., Lepodred) ambassador would be aboard acting as a translator. They were also assured that cloaked ships from Jaredaan would be there to protect them, if the Rufarven instigated hostilities. But those ships would remain cloaked and silent, otherwise. 
 
    That, of course, brought a load of protest that slowly faded away when the protests were not answered. The interaction seemed a little heavy handed to me. But for this engagement, I’m committed to following Commissioner Porti’s lead, especially given the other concessions he’s given us. 
 
    All hands are on watch for this engagement. It will be catastrophic for all if it goes afoul. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ARRIVAL 
 
    I’m in the drone control room, sitting near Jazz. The tense waiting wears, despite the fact I’m just sitting. Finally, an alarm sounds, and a new window opens in the holoprojection, showing three ships dropping from FTL, one after another.  
 
    “Just where you said they’d be,” Jazz whispers. “Right at the edge of the system.” 
 
    In the holoprojection, the shuttle bay door on the largest of the ships opens and a small shuttle emerges. As soon as the shuttle is clear of the ship, the door closes, and all three ships go to stealth. Their stealth isn’t quite good enough to completely hide them from us. 
 
    Knowing where they are, they’re easy enough to track. But if they were moving and we didn’t know they were there, then it would show as a persistent sensor anomaly, easy enough to locate, but impossible to identify. 
 
    The shuttle sets a course into the system, then goes to FTL. 
 
    Everything we see is being viewed from the nose camera of an assassin 3.0 in stealth mode, but otherwise powered down. Another assassin, just like it, is waiting near the location where the shuttle will drop from FTL and make its announcement. We’ve been able to patch our holoprojection feed to Nillsterdam through the exo-net. There’s something like a fifteen second delay as a result. And they’ve been given the expected arrival time, which calmed some of the protests coming from their government. But for me, this is perfect. They are seeing firsthand the power of our intelligence operation, and they are getting live proof that we have multiple ships in system. 
 
    Another window opens in the holoprojection, showing the nothingness of space in the arrival zone. A countdown timer at the top of the window, shows the estimated time until arrival to be twelve minutes. The planet is about five light-hours from us. The shuttle’s total flight time will be nearly fifteen minutes, implying the FTL on this shuttle gives it an effective speed of 20c, a snail’s pace as compared to our ER2 Carriers or our Assassin 3s. But I doubt this is as fast as they go. This being first contact, they would never show a potential adversary everything they had. 
 
    The minutes slowly tick by. This is the worst part of space operations. The distances are so vast that even at the miraculous speeds we travel, everything takes forever. 
 
    Finally, the automated timer goes to audio countdown. “Arriving in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1... 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, ...arrived.” 
 
    “That was embarrassing,” Jazz whispers. “We should disable the audio on future missions.” 
 
    The shuttle continues in on a trajectory that will put it in a high orbit, two or three times higher than geosynchronous. In about thirty minutes, the main settlement on Nillsterdam will come into the shuttle’s line of sight, and the first contact message will be sent. 
 
    I’ve seen this message several times in the mystery. The message they think they are sending is both respectful and hopeful. But I haven’t heard the standard-language, spoken version, so don’t really know how it will be perceived. If it’s a total botch job, then I may need to intervene. 
 
    About two minutes before the announcement will be broadcast, a Confederation standard test signal is sent on a rarely used Confederation RF band. In seconds, the team on Nillsterdam locks on, as do we. The team on Nillsterdam sends a test signal back on the band’s back channel.  
 
    To the Rufarven’s credit, they thought through this contact well. Use a mostly inactive channel with a standard back-channel handshake. Wait for the handshake and if it doesn’t come, slowly step down through the lightly used channels, one by one, into the heavily used channels, if necessary, until you connect. Brilliant. It also shows how much the Lepodred have told them about our comm capabilities. 
 
    A minute before the message is to begin, Commissioner Porti joins us in another window in the holoprojection. We exchange greetings, then the Rufarven video message begins.  
 
    The image of an older humanoid with cat-like features appears sitting on a throne. In his right hand, he holds a golden rod, which I know to be his scepter. 
 
    “Human worlds. I am Emperor Sanrufar of the Rufarven Empire. We come in peace with the hope of forming diplomatic relations with you.” 
 
    He pauses and lightly taps the golden rod on the floor. 
 
    “We recently became aware of your people and your Confederation when you turned back the forces of our common adversary, the Lepodred. Few species have attained enough power to resist them. Until I learned of you, I believed that we were the only ones that had. If nothing else, we would be natural allies in our efforts to hold them at bay.” 
 
    Again, he taps. 
 
    “The territory we claim as ours begins about 500 light-years further out along our spiral arm from this colony of yours. From what we know of you, your territory spans well over 1,000 light-years further in toward the core. As we have no territorial dispute and significant separation, forming a treaty that defines our borders should be conflict free.” 
 
    Again, he taps. 
 
    “A diplomatic mission consisting of three ships sits at the edge of this system. Our only incursion into your space is the shuttle from which this message is being sent. We request the right of passage into your space and on to your capital world, where discussions could begin. We will accept a military escort if that is your practice. Our shuttle will remain in orbit awaiting your response for up to three of your days, then withdraw if no response is received.” 
 
    The Emperor taps twice, then the transmission returns to the test pattern that now includes a count-down timer until the next repeat. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DEBRIEF 
 
    I arrive in the squadron conference room, where I find the virtual conference room’s initiate light flashing. I connect and moments later Commissioner Porti appears, accompanied by a woman I know to be Petra Voortman, the Speaker of Nillsterdam’s Central Council. Greetings and introductions are exchanged, then Porti plows in. 
 
    “Jared, your intelligence operation is outstanding. This message matched almost exactly the manuscript you gave us, which means this should be a quick conversation.” 
 
    He looks at Petra. “Petra, are you satisfied that Jared has at least two cloaked ships in your system?” 
 
    “I am, but how will I know they are going to remain here, not leave with the escorts?” 
 
    Porti looks at me. 
 
    “We have a lot of ships in your system, over forty in fact. The plan is to leave twenty-three behind, including the two whose nose camera views were included in the video feed. Once the others leave, I’d be happy to show you a few more of the nose camera views before we put them all in hyper stealth mode.” 
 
    “Remind me why they need to go into hyper stealth mode?” the Speaker asks. 
 
    “We are scanning all the inbound paths from Rufarven space, so we know that there is not a secret invasion force coming. But suppose there were, and it shows up in a couple days. They will see no ships, and they’ll come in with their defenses down. If they act up, twenty-three of their ships will go down before they even know there’s opposition.” 
 
    Speaker Voortman nods, clearly dissatisfied with my answer. But a quick probe reveals that she accepts the situation as it is and thinks that she may be getting a better deal than originally promised. 
 
    Porti looks back toward me. “Should we send them the message I left for you earlier?” 
 
    “I think so. This time tomorrow?” 
 
    “Perfect, I think our business is done here.” 
 
    As he goes to disconnect, Speaker Voortman says, “Thank you Jared. We’ve been out here on the edge for a thousand years and never had direct contact. Thanks for the warning they were coming, and the assistance you’ve given in dealing with it. We owe you one.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE WAIT 
 
    On my calendar, I marked these 24 hours as a quiet period of hyper alertness and tension. For the pilots on point, that’s hopefully true. For me, it’s 24 hours of absolute nothingness. At least, that’s the way I feel after fifteen minutes. 
 
    It seems that Jazz sees it the same way. He comes over and whispers, “We should go. As a force, we need to remain vigilant. But the odds of anything happening are miniscule. If nothing else, the Rufarven are disciplined. They’ll make their move in time, if that’s their intention. But I doubt it is. If they attack this colony now, it will be the end of their spy mission. They’re too disciplined for that. So, it behooves us to let our junior officers take the chair for a while, feel it’s weight, and give thanks when they are relieved.” 
 
    Once again, I’m thankful we found Jazz. 
 
    I nod. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING 
 
    Jazz and I exit the drone control room, leaving it in the care of Ice. Once out of the room, Jazz whispers, “Ice is the newest of the squadron leaders, but one of the most experienced. He gets the first shift because none of the squadron leaders think things will happen this shift. Ice knows to keep the tension alive. He’ll pass to Mel in six hours. She’s the same. By then Zee and Smoke will be feeling it. Zee will be next, then Smoke, our least experienced squadron leader. It’ll be good for her development to sweat it for a while. I’ll be close, and so will Mel for that matter, so one of us will send you an alert if anything happens. But it won’t, so go deal with the thousand other things on your plate, then get some sleep. The second 24 hours will be the pressure cooker.” 
 
    In truth, I wasn’t all that wound up. But after that little speech, I am. I wonder if that’s just Jazz, torquing me the way he does his squadron leaders. We part ways and in minutes, I’m in engineering. 
 
    ... 
 
    Cal looks up as I enter. “Jared, the battle’s won so soon?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I say, suddenly at a loss as to why I came down here. 
 
    “Ah, there you are?” Summer’s voice brings me back to my purpose. “Come over and have a seat. I have the new production numbers and forecast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Day 50 
 
    REPLY 
 
    Twenty-four hours have passed. The Rufarven greeting has been repeating every two hours. The twelfth repeat is about to begin. When it’s done, Nillsterdam will broadcast Commissioner Porti’s reply up through the back channel. 
 
    ... 
 
    A minute after the Emperor’s face fades into the test pattern, Commissioner Porti’s reply begins. 
 
    “Emperor Sanrufar, welcome to human space. I am Commissioner Amal Porti, the acting head of the Confederation of Human Worlds. 
 
    “I say ‘acting,’ because most of our capital city was destroyed in the most recent Lepodred attack and millions were killed, including our President. Such premature action on the part of the Lepodred led to their violent defeat, as 1,400 conquest ships, spread throughout human space, were destroyed in less than an hour. We lost buildings and people, but not our spirit. Now a year later, our military is even more vital than it was before the attack, and our economy is better than ever before in human history. 
 
    “We welcome your visit and are equally interested in forming diplomatic ties, including treaties, negotiated borders, and a possible military alliance to counter Lepodred aggression. 
 
    “We have an escort ship, positioned near your three-ship diplomatic mission. It is in stealth, as your ships are. We grant you escorted right of passage to Caladon, our temporary capital world. We will send you details about its climate and atmosphere, and we welcome your delegation down to the surface for talks. 
 
    “Again, I say welcome.” Porti spreads his hands. “Our escort ship should be within sensor range of your ships. It will decloak momentarily, ready to begin the journey once your ships have decloaked as well. We return the courtesy of three days to decide.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CONTACT 
 
    As the commissioner’s image fades, I hear an alert, then hear one of the pilots call out. “The Rufarven ships have decloaked.” 
 
    Jazz now hyperalert shouts, “Does anyone see the Husong?” 
 
    “She’s decloaking now,” Mel replies. 
 
    Several seconds later a new window opens in the holoprojection. In it, the images of Captain Hawley, and the Rufarven I know to be Youstof Sassen, appear to be talking over the Husong’s comm system. Several moments later, their voices come through the room’s audio system, the heavily accented voice of the Lepodred translator is saying. “...prefer to move more slowly, maximum effective speed, 7,500c.” 
 
    “That will take nearly forty days.” Captain Hawley replies. “Is that acceptable to you?” 
 
    There is a long delay at the other end of the line, then the reply. 
 
    “Yes, forty of your days is acceptable. What speed do you require to enter FTL?” 
 
    I can already see that the Rufarven are pumping Hawley for as much information as possible, though I admittedly don’t know what the alternative would be to match course and speed. 
 
    “Ours is a small fraction of 0.01c.” 
 
    After some back and forth, the translation comes back. “Ours is about 0.01c.” 
 
    I see Hawley slump. That’s where he was a month ago. “Ours is lower, much lower. I’ll need to consult with command for instructions on how to proceed.” 
 
    “Understood,” the translation comes back. “But may we put forward a suggestion for your consideration?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We normally handle the issue of mismatched propulsion by exchanging several crew members and instruments that allow the host to lead and the guest to follow. Given the hostile relationship between my people and yours, I suspect you do not want me on your ship. Similarly, I suspect that you do not want any of your people on the ship that I’m on. But the Rufarven are willing to come aboard your ship with a device that will allow us to follow. We would expect our crew member to be treated as a diplomat, with all the respect and courtesy normally provided.” 
 
    “Thank you for the suggestion. I will pass it up the chain of command, then get back to you as soon as possible. Thank you for your patience.” 
 
    Hawley drops the line, then connects in with us directly. 
 
    “Did you get that?” he asks as the line connects. 
 
    “We did,” Jazz and I answer at the same time. 
 
    Jazz glares at me and I whisper to him, “They may not fit, the Rufarven are slightly taller and wider than we are. The part of the Husong that I visited was a tight fit.” I point to the screen, implying that Jazz should reply to the captain. 
 
    Jazz looks at Hawley. “What do you think of their proposal?” 
 
    “I’m not that excited to have aliens I know nothing about and cannot speak with on my ship, carrying equipment I know nothing about.” 
 
    “Me either,” Jazz replies. “This is what I would rather do instead. Set a waypoint, then travel to it independently. Do that by establishing the vector to the waypoint at sub-light with them following. Then when they have the vector locked, you go to FTL. Your FTL is much faster than theirs, so when you arrive at the waypoint, you’ll need to wait for them. They then travel to the waypoint, using their propulsion the way they choose. Once there, you set the next waypoint and repeat. We will cluster multiple ships behind, which can sense them, even in FTL. If they veer too far off track, we will advise them.” 
 
    Captain Hawley smiles, nodding his head. “I like that plan.” 
 
    ... 
 
    The captain connects with the Rufarven lead ship and explains the waypoint transit approach. It’s clear they don’t like it. They were hoping to get a spy on board, and they weren’t expecting to be followed. But the plan is agreed to and within an hour all their ships are in transit to Waypoint 1. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 21: OPERATION DEGRADATION 
 
    Day 67 
 
   

 


 NEWS 
 
    Summer and I are back at the Southern Station. It’s been eighteen days since the Rufarven arrival, and they are just about halfway to Caladon.  
 
    Captain Hawley reports that interaction with the Rufarven remains polite and professional, and that they’ve slowly developed a slang of sorts with the Lepodred translator that’s improved the communication rate, at least as regards navigation.  
 
    Jazz reports that the Rufarven have followed the Husong lockstep, never straying further from course than is explained by measurement error. He also reports that we have nearly one hundred of the original drones, the ones with alien communications, now parked throughout Caladon’s system.  
 
    Thankfully, everything on the Rufarven front is moving like clockwork, because tomorrow the first of our ER2s will be arriving near its target in Lepodred space. All 125 will arrive over the next nine days. 
 
    Our first hits on Lepodred ships will start today and in the twenty-nine days that follow, we will hit 3,000 Lepodred ships. One hundred ships a day for thirty days, with the Rufarven arriving at Caladon two-days later. How in the world could this ever have seemed like a good idea? 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    I enter and see Summer working away diligently at her desk. She hears me come in, looks up, then gives me a big smile. “You were up and out early this morning.” 
 
    I take the seat opposite hers and just drink in her presence for a moment. “I got up early to workout with Jazz and the pilot team, then ran the first simulation with them, before a call with Charlie.” 
 
    “How’s Charlie?” 
 
    “Good. He’s come off a terrible year in which everything he touched went wrong. Now with the plant up to full capacity and the expansion moving smoothly, he bubbles with energy and enthusiasm over every little thing.” 
 
    “And what was he bubbling about today?” 
 
    “They’ve brought more capacity on-line and are about to ship their seven thousandth Z-PEG, which I’m sure you know. But I accepted his proposal to add the ten and twenty-five megawatt units into the production schedule, which will massively increase revenue.” 
 
    “I hope you reminded him that he needs to send me the new production schedule.” 
 
    “Uh...” 
 
    Summer shakes her head and laughs. “I’ll call him.” 
 
    There’s a moment of silence, then in a more tender voice she says, “Congratulations, by the way. Your plan to make the Confederation dependent on Jaredaan is working.” 
 
    I nod. “It is.” 
 
    “So, then. What brings you here to see me?” 
 
    “Drones. Are we still on track to deliver our one thousandth ER2 Carrier to Jazz tomorrow?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Then I’d like to switch ER2 production over to the cargo version once we’ve put the thousandth carrier out.” 
 
    “How many cargo-drones do you want? And what configuration?” 
 
    “Three hundred, the first half with bugs and a disruption spear, the second half with a disruption bomb and a spear.” 
 
    “That’s six thousand assassins,” Summer points out with apparent concern. Two full reloads for the carriers we have in Lepodred space.” 
 
    “I know. The assassins the current carriers have will be spent in thirty days. The first half of the cargo versions can reload them, then bring back their spent assassins for reloading and deployment in the Confederation. The second half can linger in Lepodred space, so the carriers can be reloaded again. I’m increasingly certain the situation with the Lepodred is going to come to a head in the next two months.” 
 
      
 
    Day 68 
 
   

 

 FIRST APPROACH 
 
    I come into the Drone Control Room and see that it’s crowded, only a handful of stations not in use. Today will be our first contact with the Lepodred in their space. Our target is the spaceport in orbit around a world known as Sarabaka. It was chosen as the first world to be hit for several reasons. 
 
    The planet is an ice world, located on the inner fringe of Lepodred space, four thousand light years from their home world, Pasalorn.  
 
    Sarabaka is the closest of the Lepodred worlds to human space. Its entire population of nearly one billion lives underground; its economy driven solely by mining. Sarabaka holds the Lepodred’s largest deposit of thulium. 
 
    The spaceport here has a wide central shaft connecting three disk-like levels that are well separated from each other. The bottom level handles the thulium export. Its ports support the mammoth kilometer-long freighters used to haul the thulium.  
 
    The station’s central level is the largest of the Lepodred’s military bases along the rim. The base has a dual mission, protecting the mine and protecting the interior-border from invasion by hostile species located further in toward the galactic core. 
 
    The upper level is the commercial one. All imported products come in through the port here. The few non-mining exports and all tourist traffic, departs from this level. 
 
    This station was chosen as our first target for several reasons. There are more conquest ships stationed here, or that come and go, than any other place outside of the Lepodred core worlds. This is also one of the busiest tourist hubs in the Lepodred Alliance. The population may be small, but most vacation off planet every couple of years, their favorite destinations being harvest celebrations on subject worlds. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SARABAKA 
 
    The first of three drones drop from FTL at the fringe of the system. Squadron 1, Alpha flight, led by Tyler Miller, call sign Ty, has the mission today. Flight members Tag, Hummer, and Bird are piloting the drones on this mission. 
 
     “Initiating system scans,” Ty sends to his team. Three clicks come back, one from each pilot. 
 
    I’m standing with Jazz and Mel, the squadron commander to whom Ty reports. This is the first major mission being executed independently by one of the flight teams, as most will need to be going forward. 
 
    One by one, the three pilots report back. “Sector clear.” 
 
    Ty acknowledges the clear signals, then starts the advance. “Tag, ahead one light-hour.” 
 
    “Advancing one light-hour,” Tag echoes back. 
 
    In lock step order the drones advance, protected by Cal’s new Stadler Stealth Drive that allows the pilots to enter and exit FTL from stealth. Then Tag reports, “Station in passive scanner range.” 
 
    “Station in scanner range,” Ty echoes back, then adds, “Designating targets one to three.” 
 
    In the holoprojection, I see targets one and two are Conquest ships docked on the middle level of the station, on opposite sides of the disk, out of sight of one another. Target three is a tourist ship on the top level. 
 
    “Bird, you have target 3.” 
 
    A click acknowledges Ty’s order. 
 
    “Marking drop locations now.” Ty adds. 
 
    One by one, the drop locations appear in the holoprojection, superimposed on the corresponding ships. 
 
    “Bird, you’re up first. Deploy an assassin,” Ty orders. 
 
    “Deploying assassin. Targeting drop position on target 3.” 
 
    The process repeats for the other targets. I’m incredibly impressed by the flight teams’ precision to this point. 
 
    Bird is the first to come back. “I will have lock in ten seconds. Permission to fire on lock?” 
 
    “Fire on lock granted,” Ty acknowledges. 
 
    I nudge Jazz and whisper, “I haven’t heard that before. Fire on lock?” 
 
    Jazz whispers back, “Orbital mechanics make this a tricky operation. The lock is only stable for a few seconds, so we’ve added the preapproval operation, ‘fire on lock.’” 
 
    I nod my thanks. 
 
    The lock signal sounds, then the assassin is on its way. Three seconds later the assassin is directly above the tour ship, moving forward a little too fast. 
 
    “Adjusting relative speed,” Bird sends. 
 
    I see the nose camera’s view of the drop target superimposed on the tour ship. The assassin’s approach slows, then comes to a stop, just as the target passes underneath. 
 
    “She’s good,” I whisper. 
 
    “This is the tricky part,” Jazz whispers back. 
 
    Another frame opens in the holoprojection. Jazz points to it. Initially, it’s blank, then suddenly a door opens. The ship is just below us. Multiple bugs are held suspended above the ship. 
 
    “Stealth dropped when the deployment hatch opened,” Jazz whispers. “A laser interferometer is measuring the distance to the ship. 2.1 meters.” Jazz quietly groans, and I sense movement in the holoprojection. “Deployment needs to be done within a meter of the ship, or the bug may not stick.” He points again, whispering. “1.8 meters. Speed it up, Bird.” 
 
    I now see the distance gauge and watch it tick down, 1.1, 1.0, 0.9, 0.8, 0.7. Then the bugs are released, propelled toward the ship. One hits, then the others. All look like they’re going to bounce off, but they don’t. One-by-one, a little light on the bugs turns green, indicating attachment. 
 
    “The lights are virtual,” Jazz whispers. “The controller superimposes a light on the bug’s image when the bug confirms attachment. It’s head’s up feedback for the pilots so they don’t need to take their eyes off the screen.” 
 
    Each of the bugs lifts a leg, moves it this way or that, places it back down, then lifts another. One step into the process of moving away from each other, the frame that held the view of the bugs goes blank as the door from which the bugs were released snaps shut. A moment later, ten insets appear in the frame, each showing a bug’s forward view. 
 
    Jazz whispers. “The assassin went to stealth when the door closed. It was viewable for 38 seconds. We need to speed that up. It’s now in FTL.” Jazz points to its nose camera view. “It’s going to travel out several light minutes, then put itself into orbit around the star until another target is designated for its second load of bugs.” 
 
    The process repeats, then Ty has each of the pilots park their carrier and assassin in a stable orbit, then put them in rest mode. When all are parked, he calls for a debrief. As Jazz and Mel go to join them, I ask. “Would it be possible to get a camera on the assassin when it uncloaks? I’d like to get some sense of how visible they are?” 
 
    Jazz looks at Mel. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Sounds like a good test to run, but it would slow things down too much to do every time.” 
 
    Jazz nods. “I agree. Let’s bring it up in debrief. Thanks, Jared. You joining?” 
 
    I point to the mystery couch. “I think I’m going to see if I can find someone who might have seen us.” 
 
    Jazz nods, then heads toward the squadron conference room. 
 
    ... 
 
    I settle into the mystery couch, then cast my mind out. My first stop will be the bridge of the cruise ship. I enter and see only two people on the bridge. I gently flash probe each and learn that these two are married, which makes sense to me. The psychic bond between the king-queen pairs is very tight. Many choose to take joint assignments, as these two apparently have. Both are bored. Both hate having watch when the ship is docked at port. Neither are looking at the hull sensors. 
 
    Moving to that station, I quickly scan the various measurements and find one that shows the vibration history. The Lepodred measure time a lot differently than we do, which makes it difficult to know for certain the exact time scale used on this chart, but I think it’s close to an hour. 
 
    The chart shows a mostly straight line slowly drifting to the left, inside a band that shows the normal range. Several minutes back there was a minor disturbance that I suspect was the bugs landing. But the disturbance was maybe five percent of the normal range, small enough that I doubt anyone would think anything of it.  
 
    As I watch the line’s slow march leftward, I feel the faintest vibration and see the hull vibration indicator jump up close to the normal range limit. 
 
    The king broadcasts to his mate, “Must be the mid-morning shuttle docking.” 
 
    She perks up and checks her controls. “You called it right. I didn’t even feel it.” 
 
     Confident that no one on the bridge saw or measured the bugs landing, I move on to the closer of the two conquest ships. There, the scene is quite different and my anxiety spikes seeing the level of activity that I do. 
 
    The person in the captain’s chair broadcasts, “Take the shot. Take it now,” as he points to the main view screen. 
 
    I can’t figure out what’s going on, then suddenly the bridge seems to power down and there’s a collective groan. With all the emotion flowing I chance a flash probe on the captain, then suddenly get it. They just lost a battle simulation with the other ship.  
 
    Realizing that no one on either ship was paying any attention to what was going on outside, I know the bugs on these two ships weren’t detected here. So, I cast my mind out and find the station’s bridge. 
 
    Unlike the three target ships, the station’s bridge is fully staffed, with every control board occupied and being studiously watched. I see that the officer in charge is huddled with the operator of one of the control boards. I approach as silently as possible and see them in quiet, but earnest, conversation. 
 
    “I swear I saw something, but this is all we recorded on the sensors.” The control board operator points to one of the conquest ships. “Three frames,” he clarifies, then steps through them.  
 
    The first has a blur that I know to be the bow of our assassin. The second shot is similar, an oval shaped area where the reflection off the conquest ship seems to change reflectivity. The third is an arc shaped change in reflectivity that I know to be the stern of our assassin. What they don’t seem to notice is a tiny dot where the oval was that has a similar kind of reflection anomaly. 
 
    “I agree that it’s odd,” the officer consoles, “but don’t think this is worth reporting up the chain of command. There are many phenomena that can create this kind of anomaly, reflections off ships passing by or coming into dock, hatches opening somewhere in visual range on the station or one of the ships, you name it. If we looked carefully at the sensor logs, not a day would go by that we didn’t get dozens of things like this. Log it as a sensor anomaly if you want. But it stops here. Command hates false alarms. Three on your record and you’re done.” 
 
    I come back to myself and see that Ty and his team are back at their controls about to make the next set of deliveries. I also see Jazz and Mel standing next to Abe, Squadron 1’s Beta flight leader. Abe is pointing at the image of Puca’bad, another Lepodred planet, in the holoprojection. 
 
    I get up about the same time as Jazz shakes Abe’s hand, then turns to come back over to Ty’s station. He sees me, then turns in my direction. “Did you learn anything?” 
 
    “The two conquest ships are doing battle simulations. No one there saw anything. The cruise ship’s vibration sensors detected the bug landings, but the readings were in the noise. It didn’t trigger an alarm, so the officers on duty didn’t even see it. 
 
    “The space station was different. The uncloaked assassin was caught on camera as was one of the bugs. They appear as reflections in three frames. The junior officer that caught them, flagged them. But the officer on duty refused to pass them up the ladder, saying sensor anomalies like that happen many times per day and did not get referred for investigation.” 
 
    Jazz shakes his head. “Incredibly lax security, but I get it. Everything here is made out of the same shiny metal. I’m sure the duty officer was right about them getting dozens of readings like that every day. It works to our favor that we use a similar shiny metal.” 
 
    He points to Ty. “They’re about to start the next set of plants. Want to watch?” 
 
    “Sure.” As we walk over to Ty’s station, a thought goes through my mind. “The first shots in the war of Liberation have just been fired. And possibly for the first time in human history, the war will be won before the enemy finds out it was even started.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RECONSTRUCTION COMMISSION 
 
    Earlier, Aaron sent a virtual conference request for a brief call this afternoon with the Reconstruction Commission. I tie in and see Aaron on the other side of the table. 
 
    “How’s operation Degradation going?” He asks. “It started today, right?” 
 
    “It did. It’s going well so far. We have 30,000 bugs in transit to targets in Lepodred space. They all will arrive in the next nine days. Quite a few arrived today, 180 have been deployed so far. None have been detected.” 
 
    “How sure are you of that?” 
 
    “Hard to say. I’ve probed the bridge officers of all the ships and none of them noticed anything. I’ve also probed most of the bridge officers on the space stations where the ships were docked. A couple of them noticed sensor anomalies. None referred them for investigation.” 
 
    “So, the clock is ticking,” Aaron concludes with a big smile. 
 
    “Why are we meeting with the Reconstruction Commission today?” I ask. 
 
    “Porti didn’t say. But I think it has to do with the Husong.” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” 
 
    Aaron chuckles. “I think he wants more. I have no evidence to support that assumption, but that’s what my gut tells me.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” 
 
    “Where’s Kinsley?” 
 
    Aaron’s expression darkens. “Not feeling well. She had her second treatment a little less than three weeks ago. It’s kicking the crap out of her. The treatment’s safe, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s powerful medicine. You don’t want to take too much. But I trust Dr. Simpson.” 
 
    Aaron’s expression darkens even more. “She was away. Another doctor handled this treatment.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that.” 
 
    I’m saved from further discussion of the treatment as the Commissioners tie into the meeting. To my surprise, Commissioner Porti and Admiral Napier are the only ones to tie in. 
 
    “Aaron, Jared, thanks for taking the time to meet with us,” Porti starts. “None of the other commissioners could join us, but they’ve delegated authority to the Admiral and me on this issue.” 
 
    “Go on,” Aaron replies evenly. 
 
    Porti points to Napier. 
 
    “Jared, we are incredibly impressed with the work you did on the Husong. It is by far the most capable ship we have in FTL and as we learned in an incident yesterday, the hull seems infinitely stronger.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “They dropped from FTL into an uncharted asteroid field in interstellar space. That’s only happened a handful of times in Confederation history. All previous instances destroyed the ship. The Husong was barely scratched, with only minor injuries among the crew members that were knocked off their feet.” 
 
    “I’m glad it held up. The physics and simulations said it would survive a small asteroid strike. But that’s not one of those things that’s easy to test.” 
 
    There’s silence for a second, then Napier says, “We have three more ships of the same class we would like you to upgrade. And we’re willing to commit the people required to get one or more ready by the time the Rufarven arrive at Caladon.” 
 
    Although I don’t physically react, internally all my alarms go off as I have a flash back to the sabotage and assassination attempt the Confederation made on me and the ship a year and a half ago. 
 
    I lock eyes with Napier and probe as deeply as I think I can, without being detected. I’m impressed with Napier’s mental discipline. He almost hides that he’s considered trying to take our technology by force but seems to have dismissed the idea. 
 
    A flash probe of Porti shows that he thinks this is completely above board and that an acceptance on our part will prove that we are truly allies. 
 
    A flash probe of Aaron shows that he’s worried along the same lines that I am and is reading my failure to respond quickly to the admiral as confirming it. 
 
    I smile. “We’d be more than happy to refit three more of your ships, but we would need to do them one at a time. So, we have a shot at getting one more upgraded before the Rufarven arrive.” 
 
    A big smile spreads across Porti’s face. His joy that we’re working together on things that matter is broadcast loud enough I think Aaron can hear it. 
 
    Napier, ever disciplined, smiles as well. But it’s clear he’s a lot less happy than Porti. A flash probe indicates that he’s disappointed not to be getting more ships in time, but I’m still not convinced he’s dealing in good faith. 
 
    As Aaron and Porti go back and forth on a couple other issues, I fake interest while continuing to probe Napier until I finally find what I was looking for. 
 
    “Jared, how soon can you be ready to receive the next ship for upgrade?” Porti asks.  
 
    Thankfully, I hear my name because I certainly missed the question. I smile as I flash probe and read the answer Porti wants to hear. “Two days, I think. I’ll need to confirm with the station manager and my two lead engineers. But all of us want to do this, so we’ll move mountains to make it happen. And I look forward to the day when we’ll have the capacity to handle three or even five of your ships at a time.” 
 
    ... 
 
    When the connection to the Confederation drops, Aaron pins me with a stare. “What was that all about?” 
 
    I return the stare and ask, “How much of that could you read? Porti was broadcasting loudly.” 
 
    Aaron looks at me, head cocked. “I can’t do what you do, but Porti was bubbling over, and Napier was faking, right?” 
 
    My stare turns to a smile. “Right. Porti really saw this as being a test of our commitment to work with them, so was very happy with my ‘one at a time’ answer.” 
 
    “Could we have done more than that?” 
 
    “If the Confederation played honestly, yes. But Bondar had offered Napier some other concessions if he could get three ships in at the same time and include some of her people in the crews to observe. He didn’t like the idea but was planning to go along with it. Spies on one ship we can probably handle. Spies on three ships might have sabotaged the shipyards.” 
 
    “Porti doesn’t know, does he?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “No, Porti doesn’t know. He doesn’t know about the Confederation seers. Doesn’t understand their desire to destroy us or the risk they pose to him.” 
 
    “You sure we should be doing this?” 
 
    “I think we should, yes.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHIPBOARD OFFICE 
 
    I have three calls to make to confirm our ability to upgrade three more ships. The first one goes out to Cal. 
 
    “Jared, this is great news. I debriefed with Tay and with Dan about ways to improve what we did on the Husong. I think we have a shot at getting it done in sixteen days if we have the extra emitter certified engineers here on day one and a little logistics help from the shipyard.” 
 
    The second call with Tay goes about the same way. 
 
    “Jared, excellent news. We’re going to use the new process, right?” 
 
    The call with Dan goes similarly but requires a little more finesse. 
 
    “Good news, Jared. We hoped we’d be picking up some of the slack caused by the destruction of New Beijing’s orbital shipyards. We’re further out of the way, but we have much better technology. And with the new staff that we’ve been able to bring aboard, I bet we could do several of these a month.” 
 
    “I’m sure we will do that eventually, but we really need to run the new process once before promising it on multiple ships.” 
 
    I see Dan nod in the holoprojection. “Good point. We got too far ahead of ourselves last year. Better to under-promise and over-deliver until we have a better handle on our game.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dan. I’ll get you the name and arrival date of the next ship as soon as I have it.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    Entering, I find the room abuzz with activity. A quick count shows that we have eight flight teams engaged in bug planting operations. 
 
    I make my way over to Jazz to get a quick situational update. 
 
    “Six carriers were scheduled to arrive today. Two at Sarabaka, two at Puca’bad, and one each at Masaqine and Danable.” He points at the holoprojection. “As you can see the two for Sarabaka and two for Puca’bad have arrived.” 
 
    On the system map for each of the two systems, I see two carriers. I also see that numerous of their assassins have been deployed, numbered targets marked. 
 
    Jazz turns slightly to point at the screen showing Masaqine. “The first of the carriers targeting Masaqine has also arrived and is in the process of conducting the system survey. The carrier designated for Danable won’t arrive for another hour or two.” 
 
    I’m slightly overwhelmed by all the moving parts. 
 
    Jaz notices and chuckles. “Jared, this is just the start. We’re going to tag three thousand targets in thirty days, all while holding watch on about three hundred Confederation worlds, escorting three Rufarven ships across half the Confederation, and staging nearly two hundred ships around Caladon.” 
 
    I knew all this would be happening, but the reality of it playing out in front of me brings home the scope of what we’re attempting to do. 
 
    “This is what we train for, Jared. It’s thrilling and terrifying at the same time. One mistake and it could all unravel, the whole thing coming down right on top of us. But it won’t. We’re prepared. And we’re about to bring the hammer down on the aliens. They killed half of humanity during the first war, twenty percent more via DAGS over the last ten years.” Jazz pauses and I can feel his warrior’s pride swell. “They’re going to wake up in about thirty days and realize they’ve been undone and are completely at our mercy.” 
 
    The pride and confidence radiating from Jazz is assuring, the sheer aggression concerning. I hope I can hold our team at bay when the Lepodred defenses begin collapsing. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 22: CALADON 
 
    Day 90 
 
   

 


 PREARRIVAL 
 
    Today is the day. It will be the first time in human history an alien species will be landing on a human world by invitation.  
 
    As expected, the Rufarven ships attained orbit late last night. Shortly after, they confirmed their intent to land a shuttle on the reception grounds at 10:30 this morning. 
 
    My original plan for today was to watch the proceedings from the drone control room, taking advantage of the huge holoprojection system and its numerous insets to see everything from every angle. Jazz shut down that idea, reminding me that multiple teams were on duty, running security for the space around Caladon. 
 
    Now I sit in my shipboard office with its much smaller holographic projection system blown up as large as I can get it.  
 
    The Reconstruction Commission went with my recommendation, deciding to stage the event on Caladon. They chose an area known as Reception Village in the capital city, Victoria, adjacent to the Capitol grounds. The village serves many purposes, the best known being the Interplanetary Games, the Confederation’s biggest athletic competition, which are played here every five years. The village has been closed since the onset of DAGS, making it a private location and one easily accessed by all the commission members.  
 
    First contact will be made at Aaron Arena, a small L-shaped baseball stadium. Two platforms have been set up facing each other in the infield. A portable landing pad has been set up in the outfield. I heard the reporters on GNN saying the circular pad was large enough to distribute the shuttle’s weight in a way that wouldn’t damage the grass underneath. They also said it’s thick enough to protect the grass from any residual heat of atmospheric reentry. We’ll find out how true that is when this is all over. 
 
    Commissioner Porti arranged for us to have access to all the stadium’s surveillance cameras. So, I have numerous feeds I can tap into, everything from GNN, to assassins we’ve positioned for observation, to the military’s classified feeds throughout the arena. 
 
    The L-shaped stadium has been arranged in three sections. The foot of the L is the reserve seating section where up to 400 people, chosen from the general public, will be seated. The elbow of the L is the press section. It’s been abuzz for two days now, with every kind of equipment imaginable being installed and optimized for the event. The long stem of the L is the VIP section for invited government officials and their guests. 
 
    There are two entrances into the stadium, one on either side of the press area. The cement tunnel coming through on the VIP side has been cordoned off exclusively for their use. The one on the reserved side will be used by the citizens, then later by the Confederation diplomatic team. For security reasons, an awning has been placed over the area in front of the press. It extends out five meters from the stadium and is being set up as a waiting area for the diplomats. The entrance tunnel on the reserved side has also been extended out five meters to provide protected access.  
 
    The GNN team put together a piece about the awning. It’s ten-centimeters thick, made from a nanotube-fiber-reinforced, foamed-steel composite that’s impervious to any known portable weapon, yet incredibly light. They say the roof over the extended walkway only weighs 500 kg. They’ve played this clip every hour for the last twenty-four. I suppose they need some way to fill the silence as we wait for the Rufarven to land. 
 
    The reserve section, which started filling shortly after dawn, finished an hour ago. The last group of the government officials selected for the VIP section are being seated now. 
 
    The talking heads on GNN have had a continuous stream of experts revealing bits and pieces about the Rufarven. Frauds all, but what do you say when you know nothing about what’s going on? 
 
    Commissioners Porti and Bondar, as well as Admiral Napier, are seated in the waiting area, awaiting touch down. General Todd is waiting there with them, as are six security guards, maintaining protective vigilance. Security has swarmed the stadium for days now. A thousand troops had it surrounded, preventing unauthorized entry, but all those were withdrawn one kilometer earlier this morning in accordance with agreements with the Rufarven. Each side would be limited to six security guards for the initial meeting. 
 
    Suddenly, the assembled become animated, many standing and pointing. Then the camera in one of my feeds pans to catch the unmistakable fiery trail of atmospheric reentry as it streaks across the sky. Minutes tick by, then the Rufarven shuttle comes in, winglets flared, for a smooth landing. As the shuttle settles in the exact center of the landing pad, the thought goes through my mind. Now it begins. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ARRIVAL 
 
    Ten minutes after landing, the shuttle has cooled enough for the Rufarven dignitaries to disembark. Three of the Confederation’s armed guards form up, then march out, followed by Admiral Napier, Commissioner Porti, and Commissioner Bondar, then the remaining three guards. The guards form a semicircle behind, as the leaders take the positions marked for them. General Todd stands vigilantly, near the edge of the awning, eyes constantly moving, hyperalert for any threat. 
 
    Then, the shuttle door opens and six armed Rufarven guards, stream down the steps to form the other half of the protective ring, their formation exactly matching that of ours. The next person down the steps is the Lepodred ambassador who will act as translator. His appearance was agreed to, but his presence is still shocking. In the inset running GNN, the commentators babble on about how shocking it is. But what impresses me most is how loud the crowds in the stadium have become. The previously silent crowd is in a buzz at the sight of a Lepodred standing on Caladonian soil. 
 
    In a loud voice, he announces, “May I present the honorable Chastic Shastal, the Rufarven associate foreign minister.” To my surprise, his spoken words flow out in perfect Standard. 
 
    The foreign minister descends the steps. He’s male, slightly larger and wider than a fit human male in his fifties. He’s dressed regally in a way that accentuates his feline features.  
 
    He steps up opposite President Porti, who says, “Welcome, Minister Shastal. I am Amal Porti, Chairman of the Confederation Reconstruction Commission and acting President. On my right is Commissioner and acting Confederation Foreign Minister Rose Bondar. On my left is the head of our military forces, Admiral Milton Napier.” 
 
    The Lepodred Ambassador repeats our message audibly in the Rufarven language. He also adds commentary about what he can read from our psychic emanations, obviously unaware that some of us watching can read him and know what he’s saying. 
 
    The process repeats for Cultural Minister Youstof Sassen, a lean female whose facial fur is strikingly appealing. She moves down the steps in a flowing manner befitting a dancer. 
 
    Then, Defense Minister Rapsyn of the royal house of Sanrufar is announced. As the Lepodred ambassador’s voice fades, she appears at the top of the steps and stands regally for all to see. Unlike the others, she lingers at the top of the stairs, surveying the scene in front of her. I know not to probe her, but I open myself to her thoughts and feelings and get more than I would have expected. I watch as she takes in the security first: our guards, the perimeter guards, the exterior defenses. She thinks this place would be trivial to take down. 
 
    She refocuses on the three humans in front of her and immediately realizes that Admiral Napier is her counterpart, but not really a peer. Next, she focuses on Commissioner Porti. The conclusion that leaks out is that he’s soft. 
 
    But it’s different with Bondar. I can feel Rapsyn’s pulse rise, her alertness sharpen. But I don’t understand why. Her head suddenly shifts to General Todd and her heart pounds harder. As her assessment of these two solidifies, two impressions leak out: Bondar, empty vessel, and General Todd, her controller. I’d hoped this would happen but am surprised and impressed that it happened so fast. She is truly the threat in this group. 
 
    She redirects her eyes forward and begins the march down the steps toward her position next to Minister Shastal. As she comes up alongside, I hear the thought, The spirit walkers are here. Maybe these two will lead me to their nest. 
 
    With the introductions complete, the speeches begin. I’m sure that Porti and Shastal will both have things to say that I’ll need to know, but others will be watching, and I can always watch it later. She’s the only one that matters. 
 
    I turn the audio off and just watch her, keeping myself as open as possible to absorb anything she might leak, but never probing, which would give away my presence. 
 
    At first, her eyes and attention are glued to Porti. I sense an odd satisfaction coming off of her. It takes a while to understand the emanations I’m receiving, then it snaps. She’s satisfied that Porti is not controlled by a spirit walker, but instead is a weak and pliable leader, someone who would serve her well in a partnership she led. 
 
    Even though standing still as a stone statue, her eyes shift to Napier, but do not linger there. Then they dart toward Bondar. I sense more than see a shudder and read her distaste. Then, they lazily drift up toward the reserve seats behind the podium. 
 
    Her eyes are amazing, half open the way a cat might when ignoring you, their tiny movements imperceptible to anyone more than a meter away. I can see because I’ve blown the image of her face up to fill half my holoprojection. 
 
    Suddenly her eyes stop moving, obviously locked onto a target, and her heart rate increases. I quickly select the screen showing the image of the reserve seats and blow it up to fill the other half of my holoprojection. Quickly scanning the crowd, I see Dr. Sanfred Pauling, the head of the Confederation’s seers in the top row. 
 
    Refocusing on Minister Rapsyn, I realize she has detected three more spirit walkers. I know that Pauling is one, so I grab stills of the people on either side and run them through the facial recognition portal available to me on Caladon. 
 
    The person on Pauling’s right is Brigadier General Austin Byrne, head of Caladon Military Logistics. On his left is Annie Asper, Chairperson of Caladon University’s Manning School of Political Science. 
 
    Feeling the rising tension in Minister Rapsyn, I grab images of several more people to the left and right, others from the row in front of Pauling. Three more names pop up that match names I grabbed when I probed Pauling during my short meeting with him: Dr. Norah Kelly, Caladon's Minister of Health; Colton Landry, Chief of Police in Caladon's capital city Victoria; and Actress Finley Grant. I’m stunned by the reach and scope of the Confederation seers on Caladon. I’d assumed all these people were minions working in dark places. Finding out that their leader was the administrator of one of the museums in Caladon’s national system seemed consistent with that image. But now I realize they have risen to power and permeated many of Caladon’s institutions—cabinet minister, department chair, law enforcement, even the entertainment industry. 
 
    Returning my attention to the main stage, I see that associate foreign minister Shastal is now speaking. I’m tempted to turn up the volume to listen but go back to studying my target instead. She has turned such that she’s facing Minister Shastal. I change feeds to get a better view and when I find the one with the best image, I realize that it’s directly behind General Todd. Her eyes are mostly directed toward her colleague. But they periodically dart over toward the general. Each glance seems to correspond with a twitch of her tail. Each seems to take me in as well, which creeps me out enough that I change views. 
 
    As Shastal’s speech closes, I sense Rapsyn’s spirits starting to rise.  
 
    According to the agenda circulated earlier, I know that this is the only major event scheduled for today. There will be a limited reception line, restricted in scope because of the single translator. A dozen humans will get to exchange personal greetings with the three Rufarven dignitaries, then they will return to their shuttle while administrators from each side work through the translator to settle some details. Then they will return to their ship.  
 
    ... 
 
    As Rapsyn walks toward the shuttle, I wait until she is in the right spot, then do a flash probe. I see her twitch, then turn to see which of the spirit walkers had the nerve to touch her. There’s a moment of indecision, then her eyes lock onto General Todd. A rage she fights to control wells up within, escaping as a violent swipe of her tail. A few people notice but think nothing of it. I, on the other hand, now know that he will be the first of the spirit walkers she will kill. As her form disappears into the ship, I get an inkling of her plan, but have no intention of telling a soul. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DEBRIEF 
 
    I tie into the virtual conference line that Commissioner Porti has set up for a debrief with his key advisors. Aaron and I are both included on that list because of our roles in providing protection for all ships in the system during the Rufarven visit. And as the faces and virtual name cards start appearing around the table, I realize that most present are part of the Porti campaign for president. Aaron and I, plus two others, are the only ones that aren’t. Neither Napier, Bondar, nor anyone from the Bondar campaign has been invited. Equally curious, neither Aaron nor I have been invited to an equivalent meeting with Bondar. It puzzles me for a second, then realization sets in. Bondar’s team is composed mostly, maybe solely, of the Confederation seers. That’s probably why she was so opposed to me. 
 
    As the discussion and opining goes around the table, I hear about the things I missed today, lots of words about goodwill and the parties wanting to co-exist in peace. 
 
    “Aaron,” Porti asks. “How are we doing in orbital space? Everything under control?” 
 
    “According to our team on watch, everything here is nominal. They did note that a private yacht with significant self-defense capability left New Berlin today with a flight plan registered for New Lyon. They left the system on a different vector than the one filed, but more aligned with us as their destination. According to our team there are other legitimate flight paths to New Lyon that start with the vector they departed on. Our team will continue tracking that ship.” 
 
    “Thank you, Aaron.” Porti turns to me but Aaron interrupts. 
 
    “During the meeting today, I noticed unusually twitchy behavior on the part of Defense Minister Rapsyn, while Associate Foreign Minister Shastal was talking. I say unusual because I did not notice any similar movement among the others. And as she was boarding their shuttle, she flicked her tail in a way that seemed angry to me. None of us know that much about the Rufarven. This may be normal behavior. Even if it is not, it may not mean anything. But I’m told the art of surveillance is mostly about identifying incongruities and searching for correlations. I point this out, so everyone is aware of this seemingly odd behavior on her part and be on alert for it going forward.” 
 
    “Thank you, Aaron.” Porti says, then turns to me. “Jared, anything to add?” 
 
    “Two things. More of our stealth ships came into the system today. This is not in response to some threat, but the result of a resupply mission we’ve had underway for a time now. With so many moving parts, Caladon seems the wisest place to park excess at the moment.” 
 
    I pause expecting a question, but when one doesn’t come, I plow back in. “I think Aaron is on to something. Minister Rapsyn is very highly placed in the government. She’s the Emperor’s niece, somewhere near the top of the line of succession, and the empire’s actual Foreign Minister. Shastal is someone she chose to be the face of the diplomatic mission. But have no doubt. He is absolutely under her control.” 
 
    “Do you have anything to add about the tail twitching business?” Porti asks. 
 
    “A still tail is a sign of the Rufarven elite. She gets away with more movement than most. But I’m certain something was agitating her today.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    As soon as the debrief with Porti is done, I head down to manufacturing. It’s four hours later here than in Caladon, but Summer is still at her desk. She hears me come in and gets up to greet me with a hug. “How did it go? I assume the Rufarven showed up?” 
 
    “They did, and everything went exactly to plan. On-time landing, on-time speeches, and a reception that ran a few minutes over but still allowed them to use the orbital insertion window that had been set aside for them.” 
 
    “She was there?” 
 
    “Yes, she was there.” 
 
    “As terrifying in real life, as in the mystery?” 
 
    “She was on good behavior for the most part, and her thoughts leaked more than I would have expected.” 
 
    “You didn’t probe her, did you?” 
 
    “Just a flash probe at the very end, successfully disguised to appear as though it came from one of the Confederation seers. Speaking of which, she found seven or eight of them there today, picked them right out of the crowd. She obviously has some ability of her own, but it’s different than ours.” 
 
    Summer gives me a skeptical look, “That’s a lot to have figured out from someone on a video feed a thousand light years away.” 
 
    “Eh... it’s not quite a thousand.” 
 
    Summer shakes her head. “I have an update if you’re interested in hearing it.” 
 
    “How could I resist?” 
 
    She points to the chair opposite hers. “Have a seat.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “Our twenty-four hundredth ER2 was released to Jazz today.” I repeat in awe. “And that doesn’t include the four-hundred-fifty that are part of Operation Degradation in Lepodred space.” 
 
    “Correct,” Summer replies. “We’re accounting for those differently since they cannot be redeployed within the Confederation in the near term.” 
 
    I nod my head. “And Cal reports that they expect to complete the upgrade of the third Confederation fast attack ship tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes,” Summer replies. “The CSS Hamilton arrived at Caladon a few hours before the Husong and the Rufarvens. The newly recommissioned CSS Quanfu will be released for flight test tomorrow.” 
 
    “And the next one to arrive?” 
 
    “The CSS Vincent,” Summer announces, then asks. “Do you think they’re going to send more?” 
 
    I nod. “I think they’re hooked now, so there’ll be a steady stream of them going forward.” 
 
    Summer starts to ask another question, but I beat her to the punch. “Are you done here for the day?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Despite having done nothing other than watch the arrival today and handle a few administrative things, I’m exhausted. But the mystery is tugging at me, and I’ve learned not to ignore the tug when it comes. So, with Summer now asleep beside me I cast my mind out, letting the mystery take me where it will. 
 
    I arrive in a crowded Lepodred space port full of king-queen pairs, children, and servant drones. There’s a tremendous amount of anxiety that’s not that far away from turning into violence. 
 
    Looking around some more, I realize that we are in one of the tourist terminals on the top level of the space station orbiting Sarabaka. I’m at a gate servicing the cruise liner, Harvest Family Cruises, scheduled to depart for a harvest celebration on Paraneth, the home world of the Atarapt. I make a note of the Lepodred date and time, but somehow, I know that this is going to take place two weeks from now. 
 
    As the anxiety and commotion continues to increase, I realize something is wrong. Hoping to get to the bottom of it, I cast my mind up into the station’s bridge where the officer on duty is in urgent consultation with three others. Flash probing each, I determine that they are the station’s supplies manager, the fleet’s military liaison to the station, and the cruise ship’s chief engineer. 
 
    “You need what?!” the liaison exclaims. 
 
    “A thousand cubic meters of atmosphere. Surely, the fleet has some they can loan us.” 
 
    The liaison shakes his head. “Our conquest ships only carry ten each of the standard ship air cylinders. That’s five hundred cubic meters. We need that to cover hatch decompression losses. You want twenty cylinders. We don’t have that many.” 
 
    The station’s officer on duty replies, “We have a thousand passengers waiting in a departure bay that are on the verge of rioting. We need a solution.” 
 
    The liaison locks eyes with the station’s officer on duty. “The cruise ship has a leak. Doesn’t it!” 
 
    The ship’s engineer says, “You said that, not me.” 
 
    The liaison issues a string of words I don’t know but suspect to be swear words. “I can spare you five cylinders, no more.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the station manager replies. 
 
    The ship’s engineer seems to sag, and I see him shake his head. “We’re all going to die,” he whispers to himself. The despair he radiates is so abject, it’s hard to believe the others in the room don’t sense it.  
 
    The mystery starts to close me out, but I fight it with everything I have and land on the bridge of the cruise ship as it approaches the Atarapts’ home world. A quick scan tells the whole story. The ship has used all five of the air cylinders they were given. Nonetheless, the air leakage rate had continued to increase. An air carrier, sent by the cruise line, is waiting in orbit around Paraneth. It’s capable of completely changing out the atmosphere on the ship. To hide the problem from the passengers, air from cargo and crew areas has been being pumped into passenger areas for the last day. 
 
    I watch in morbid fascination as the chief engineer attempts to rebalance pressure and oxygen levels between spaces to get more oxygen to the bridge. But as he tweaks the controls, I see him sag, then fall, passed out from oxygen deprivation. And while the passengers party, the bridge crew, one by one, slump down at their stations. I continue watching, hoping one or more of the crew will stir. Then a proximity alarm sounds. The ship, still in FTL, is about to pass too close to the Atarapts’ star. Unless someone changes course or disengages the FTL drive in the next five minutes, the ship will be ripped apart by gravitational shear.  
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself, knowing that the scene I just witnessed will come to be if I don’t act. This ship was the one we infected twenty-three days ago, on the first day of Operation Degradation. Placing ten bugs on this ship was undoubtedly a mistake. That number was meant for the larger conquest ships. Those ten bugs will kill this ship too quickly, which could lead to the premature discovery of our sabotage.  
 
    I could send an abort signal to the bugs. But the mystery has just shown me that these particular bugs will not be found. 
 
    For a moment, I waver at the moral conundrum. Do nothing and let the ship and its passengers die. Or wait a few days, then order the bugs to detach. They will functionally have killed the ship by then, but the passengers would be saved. 
 
    But no sooner does the thought go through my mind, than the mystery grabs me and, once again, I find myself sitting atop a grassy knoll, surrounded by Atarapt. The females near me are in their flowing white gowns. The males below, scattered across a grassy plain with the vast blue ocean stretching out behind them as far as the eye can see. Then the shout goes out as streak after streak comes falling from the sky, the harvest about to begin. 
 
    No! This cannot stand! 
 
    I come back to myself knowing exactly what I need to do. Nothing! Absolutely nothing! Operation Degradation was put in place to deprive the Lepodred of their military without actually having to kill them. In this instance, I failed. The wrong ship was targeted, then it was hit too hard. But those passengers are planning to kill a thousand Atarapt. There is no scenario in which I would choose the Lepodred over one of their subjugated species. This ship and its passengers will die. A thousand Atarapt will be spared. And the sabotage will not be discovered. 
 
    I hope, I desperately hope, that a day never comes in which I would spare Lepodred at the expense of the people they subjugated. 
 
      
 
    Day 91 
 
   

 

 CALADON 
 
    Day two of negotiations starts more or less the same way as before, but without the spectators. The Rufarven shuttle lands, and the parties meet in the open. There is a short exchange of greetings, then the parties retreat to a surprisingly luxurious lounge within the stadium. Food and drink are brought in, the Rufarven’s accompanied by Rufarven servers and more guards. 
 
    For several minutes, the Rufarven outnumber the humans two-to-one, and I’m amazed Porti and Napier agreed to it. 
 
    After the meal, negotiations begin on the first real treaty topic: borders. Cultural Minister Sassen pulls a small metallic cube from her bag, places it on the table, then turns it on. A beautiful holographic projection pops up showing a three-dimensional star chart for our region of space. She starts by pointing out the major features in the map: Lepodred space in the Perseus Arm, Rufarven space in the outer portion of the Orion Spur, and human space in the inner portion of the spur. 
 
    She then updates the chart with borders and shaded areas, showing their current treaty borders with the Lepodred. Then updates it again to show neutral areas, right of passage corridors for commercial shipping, and disputed areas. 
 
    “Now, I’d like to show you the borders we propose for our treaty,” she says, via the Lepodred translator. “The Rufarven Empire is willing to recognize the inner portion of the Orion spur as being sovereign human space.” 
 
    In the holoprojection, the inner portion becomes shaded in green with two stars, those belonging to Nillsterdam and Caladon, highlighted for reference. 
 
    “And we proposed the sparse area between the inner and outer portions of the spur, including the dense cluster in the middle to be neutral territory, open to both our people with no areas excluded, other than by separate agreement.” 
 
    Although I know there are a lot of terms yet to be negotiated, the high-level proposal is incredibly fair. 
 
    Admiral Napier asks permission to stand and inspect the star chart more closely. Permission is granted. As he stands and moves in to inspect, so does Minister Rapsyn. The admiral takes little notice of her. But I am shocked at how much larger and more muscular she is. 
 
    I have a channel open to me, that I can use to message Porti during the meeting. I’m tempted to send one saying this is a good deal. But I hold myself back. The more remote my presence, the less likely Minister Rapsyn learns of me. 
 
    The day wears on and progress is made. Porti and Shastal come to tentative agreement on a border and other border-related issues. They also come to a high-level agreement regarding embassies and the exchange of diplomats. Other than inspecting the star chart with Admiral Napier, Rapsyn has been surprisingly detached.  
 
    As the day concludes, and the dignitaries file out into the outdoor reception area, Porti and Shastal shake hands. Apparently, this is something we have in common with the Rufarven. 
 
    Rapsyn turns to re-enter the Rufarven shuttle just as Bondar steps forward, a hand extended toward her. I’m sure a slow-motion replay will show that Rapsyn’s head started to turn before Bondar lifted her foot. 
 
    But I know from the disgust emanating from Rapsyn’s emotions that this was intentional avoidance of physical contact with a spirit walker. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Today was almost like a replay of yesterday. A lot of time spent observing the proceedings in the holoprojector in my office on Deck 6. More time spent debriefing in the virtual conference room. Then a light dinner and early evening with Summer. And just like yesterday, the tug of the mystery demands my attention. 
 
    With Summer asleep beside me, I cast my mind out and find myself hovering above a massive space station, below it is a world I’ve never visited before, but recognize from pictures I’ve seen in the Lepodred planetary database. It’s the mining planet Masaqine.  
 
    Refocusing my attention on the area around me, I’m reminded that Masaqine has three space stations, not one. All three are visible from where I float. But as I inspect them more closely, I see that something has gone terribly wrong. The station the furthest from where I am located is dark. Dozens of ships float near it at odd angles. In a sudden flash of insight, I realize that the station and the ships floating near it are dead. Only one of the three stations shows any sign of life, the one beneath me. I enter it and see hundreds of dead. Everywhere I turn, every room I enter, there are more dead. Finally, I enter a room where an officer sits, wrapped in a blanket to fight off the cold. 
 
    I let the trace of the captain still living inside of me rise to the surface and present himself to the officer. 
 
    “What happened here?” he asks the officer. 
 
    “A quarter of a year ago, some ships arrived at the space port venting atmosphere and complaining of hull breaches. The shipyard allowed them to dock and off-load crew. Eventually, they discovered the cause, the ships were infested with space bugs roaming their hulls. The crew at the shipyard attempted to remove the bugs. But they blew up as soon as they were removed, further damaging the ship and killing the crew members that pried them loose.” 
 
    The officer pauses to catch his breath, then continues. “The fools studying the problem never considered the possibility that the bugs would spread to the station, then to other ships docked at the station. By the time they did, the bugs had spread to other parts of the Alliance. We were placed under quarantine. Only a few sections in this station still have air, but it won’t last much longer.” 
 
    The officer is wracked by a coughing fit, then struggles to catch his breath in the apparently stale air. “I don’t know how you got in here, but if it wasn’t by transporter, then you’re finished. You can’t leave. It has to stop here.” 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself, aggrieved by the pestilence I’ve released upon my enemies. If memory serves correctly, two ER2s unloaded all twelve of their assassins here, planting almost five hundred bugs. This much damage was triggered by fewer than five hundred of the thirty thousand bugs we released. This must be the darkness Norah and Ethel saw among the aliens in the few sightings they made through the Nexus. What have I done? 
 
      
 
    Day 92 
 
   

 

 PORT MESS 
 
    I come into the port-side mess after the morning workout with Jazz and company, who are taking their breakfast in the starboard mess. I hear the sounds of industriousness in the kitchen and moments later see Summer checking on things in the oven. 
 
    “Smells good.” 
 
    She turns and smiles at me. “I was hoping you’d come over. How was the workout?” 
 
    “Good. I’m still a joke as compared to most of them, but not as bad. I feel a lot healthier and stronger than I have before.” 
 
    “Looking pretty good, too.” Summer teases with a bit of a twinkle in her eye. 
 
    We chit-chat for a few minutes, then the frittata comes out of the oven and is put on a plate. 
 
    Now seated in the dining area, I say, “I got some upsetting news last night.” 
 
    “Want to tell me about it?” 
 
    “The bugs we planted on the Lepodred ships have been far more destructive than I could have anticipated.” 
 
    “And why is that a problem? Are the Lepodred finding the bugs?” 
 
    “Not until it’s too late, no.” I pause, knowing I have to confess what I found, but not wanting to. “They spread.” 
 
    “They reproduce?” Summer asks sarcastically. 
 
    “Thankfully no, or at least if they do, I don’t know it yet.” 
 
    Summer motions with her hands for me to keep going. 
 
    “As the ships start losing air, they come in to port. The Lepodred spot the holes quickly, but not the bugs.” 
 
    “What?” Summer exclaims. “How can that be? The bugs are gigantic compared to the holes.” 
 
    “True, and I thought the same thing you do. How could you find the holes, but not the bugs? The answer is in their diagnostic process. They measure the air loss, calculate the size of the leak, then seal all the bulkheads to measure the loss in each section of the ship. When they see it is evenly spread, they order an X-ray refraction test, then finally send someone out onto the hull. The ship might be docked for a week before they attempt an external surface inspection.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Summer says in shock. 
 
    “And it gets worse. They use a portable machine to scan the surface. When they see all the little holes, they assume the ship was hit by high-kinetic-energy particles, not suffering from stress corrosion cracking. So, they may only scan a couple of percent of the surface. The bugs run away from noise, so they never even see them. But the bugs keep chewing up the ship, some escaping onto the space station, then hitching a ride on another possibly uninfected ship.” 
 
    “What exactly did you see?” Summer asks quietly. 
 
    “Around the planet Masaqine there are mammoth space stations, a hundred or more conquest ships. They don’t discover the bugs for maybe ten weeks. When they do it’s too late. All three stations, all hundred plus conquest ships are dead. We only dropped bugs on forty-eight ships.”  
 
    I pause, feeling the emotion well up. “Two hundred fifty thousand killed and a planet with a population of nearly a billion, all living underground for lack of a habitable surface, under quarantine.” 
 
    “But it hasn’t happened yet, has it?” 
 
    “I’m sure the bugs have spread.” 
 
    “But you can disable and destroy them, right?” 
 
    “In principle. Each has quantum-entangled communications with the assassin that they rode on. Those should all still be available. But there are thirty thousand of them, each of which needs to be turned off separately.” 
 
    “You can’t have an assassin turn all its bugs off.” 
 
    “Don’t know. Maybe.” 
 
    “Then it sounds like you have your work cut out for you.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CALADON 
 
    Back in my office, I tie into the feeds coming from Caladon and watch the Rufarven shuttle land. As with the last two days, dignitaries come out and exchange official greetings. Unlike the previous days, they will be traveling by land vehicle to another facility within Reception Village, where they will be meeting with some ranking members of confederation society: academic, government, military, and the media. The request for this session came from Cultural Minister Sassen, who wanted to know more about the people of the Confederation. 
 
    I watch as the dignitaries are escorted out through the stadium exit tunnel on the Reserved Seating side. Switching feeds, I see them entering the limousines lined up in the reserved drop-off area. Curiously, Minister Rapsyn spins off from the group to join the twelve guards that will be riding in a troop carrier. How weird is that? 
 
    Minutes later, the expedition is away and out of viewing range, allowing me to shut down and get to work on the bug problem. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING 
 
    Back in my space in engineering, I pull up the replicator specs for our bugs. There was supposed to be an auto-shutdown at some point. But I don’t remember what the shutdown conditions were. A quick check shows that the bugs are programed to shut down and detach on completion, which is defined as the total surface area of the holes drilled reaching 0.04 m2. This seems high to me. Looking up my calculations, I see the error immediately. The total of the area of the holes needed to reach 0.04 m2. Each bug only needed to do one tenth of that. 
 
    I’m extremely frustrated that this kind of error was made. We’re doing too much, too fast, with too few people and no quality control. That’s the way it needed to be when it was just a handful of us trying to thwart an alien invasion. But this is different. We are on the offensive. We are driving the timeline, not the aliens. But is that true? Thousands of Atarapt are being sacrificed every month. 
 
    The realization gives me some relief. An Atarapt life is more valuable to me than a Lepodred life. So, urgency is required. But I should still have Cal double check my work. But that brings the next realization... Who is double checking Cal’s work? 
 
    I file the thought for now. Once the Rufarven are gone, we can ask for a diagnostic run on the four ships we’ve converted. No more conversions until that is done. 
 
    Turning my mind back to the bug problem, this should be a piece of cake. None of the bugs have hit their limit yet. Some may have spread. Some of the smaller ships we targeted may die quicker than planned. A couple space stations may be at risk. But this is not a civilization ending blunder. I quickly churn out the updated software, then give Cal a call. If we send out the update tonight, disaster will be averted. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ORBITAL SHIPYARD 
 
    “Hi, Jared. I hope this is going to be quick. Captain Dyson is a slave driver.” 
 
    It takes a second to place the name. David Dyson, captain of the CSS Vincent, the third Confederation ship being upgraded. 
 
    “Hopefully it won’t,” I reply. “There is a bug in the software we loaded into our bugs. I have an update that needs to get sent out sometime soon.” 
 
    “We have a bug in our bugs, do we?” Cal teases. 
 
    “Cute. We can make this update, right?” 
 
    “The bugs we’ve already deployed?” Cal asks cautiously. 
 
    “Yes. They’re at risk of running amuck.” 
 
    “Ahh...” 
 
    Cal’s indecision sends a spike of panic down my spine. 
 
    “I suppose we could try. We send the update to the ER2. It passes it to the assassin. The assassin then passes the update to the optional slot, or slots, containing the designated weapon. I don’t recall how the update gets from the bug carrier to the bugs.” 
 
    “Is that something you can look up?” 
 
    “I have a very grumpy Captain Dyson, yelling at me.” 
 
    “I need an answer in less than twelve hours.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Jared.” 
 
    “Could you please put Captain Dyson on the line.” 
 
    There’s silence on the line for several seconds, then one word on the other end. “Dyson.” 
 
    “Captain Dyson, this is Elder Jared Daan, Jaredaan’s Minister of Defense. How is the upgrade going? Are you on schedule?” 
 
    “No, sir. We are two days behind schedule, sir.” 
 
    “The reason?” 
 
    The captain’s reply is a little slower coming this time. 
 
    “Insufficient training, sir. This is a new operation for my crew. The techniques the new drive requires are mostly unknown to them. Dr. Swanson is doing a laudable job instructing them sir. But it is moving slowly.” 
 
    “Understood. I have some work for Dr. Swanson that must be completed in the next couple hours. Your top priority, until that work is done, is to assist Dr. Swanson in any way he asks of you or your crew.” 
 
    There’s silence on the other end of the line and a flash probe reveals the captain’s frustration. 
 
    “I understand that this is an inconvenience for you, your ship, and the crew. But a matter of incredible urgency that effects the entire Confederation has come up and must be resolved in the next several hours to head off a disaster. Dr. Swanson is the only one that can solve it. I will report this to Admiral Napier, so you are not held accountable for the delay.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. Could you put Dr. Swanson back on the line?” 
 
    “Will do, sir.” 
 
    A moment later, Cal comes back. 
 
    “OK. You are working on an issue critical to the security of the entire Confederation. The captain has been instructed to give you any help that you require. If you accept any help, do so discreetly. No one from the Confederation can learn anything about our drones, or our bugs, or our mission in Lepodred space.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jared. The guys are in the middle of a tricky operation. Let me get them through it, then I’ll get back to you about the update process.” 
 
    Not sure what to do next, I send the revised software to Cal, then start doing my own research into the update process. What I find is disheartening. If I’m reading this right, updates can only be done while the bugs are still in their deployment container. Cal will confirm this one way or the other within the hour. But I’m not going to wait that long to find another solution. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    “Jared, you’re back,” Jazz exclaims, happy to see me. “We’re only doing one simulation a day now given all the activity. Too bad you missed it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jazz. I’m actually here on another matter.” 
 
    I note the change of expression as Jazz switches to business mode. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Jazz asks. 
 
    “Our bugs are a little too effective. They’re tearing up the ships faster than expected and they’re spreading onto the space stations.” 
 
    “How long do they run for?” 
 
    “The plan was for them to run thirty to sixty days, then automatically shut down. Unfortunately, the shutdown rule was implemented as a number of holes and the number was set ten times too high. So, some will die within two years. But others could go on for a long time.”” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Jazz asks incredulously. 
 
    “I’ve put together an update but am afraid we can’t do upgrades after the bugs are released. So, we may need to shut them down one-by-one.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Jazz exclaims. “There are thirty thousand of them. It took nine days to deploy them all with an automatic deployment system.” 
 
    “I understand the problem, Jazz. The drones that dropped the bugs have controls to turn them off, but that will only work if they still have the container aboard from which the bugs were deployed.” 
 
    “I don’t think any of the ER2 Cargos will arrive until next week.” 
 
    “Good,” I reply. “No replenishment until we’re past this issue.” I pause, then ask a question that I know will meet resistance. “How hard will it be to train someone to find and send commands to our ER2s in Lepodred space?” 
 
    The shocked look I get from Jazz is priceless. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” 
 
    “Thirty thousand,” I say. “While we are babysitting or possibly fighting with the Rufarven. We don’t need to move the ER2s in Lepodred space. We only need them to send a command to an assassin.” 
 
    Jazz shakes his head no. “A single bad command, could blow our entire operation there.” 
 
    “Thirty thousand,” I repeat, then my communicator buzzes. “Think about it.” 
 
    I turn and head for the door as Cal’s voice comes over the line. 
 
      
 
   

 

 STARBOARD PASSAGEWAY, DECK 6 
 
     “Bad news, Jared. Updates can only be done while the bugs are in their transport containers. The good news is that we can probably send an update to the container itself, telling it to turn off all its bugs.” 
 
    “How soon before you could have a go at that?” 
 
    “Maybe twelve days,” Cal replies noncommittally. “But Moose might be able to help.” 
 
    “Programing the automation?” I reply shocked. 
 
    Cal chuckles. “Good one, Jared. I meant he might be able to supervise the crew for a day or two. He’s up here with Tay. The crew might actually listen to him.” 
 
    As tempted as I am to take the bait, I don’t. 
 
    “Let me ping him.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jared.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “Moose, I hear you’re up at the shipyards.” 
 
    “I am. I came up with Tay to work on the hull updates. But it looks like it may turn into a day off. The triple-X suit they have is too small for me.” 
 
    “I could use your help with the refit.” 
 
    “Isn’t Cal working that?” 
 
    “He is, but we’ve run into a problem elsewhere and I need him to work that problem. Can you check in with him? See if you can free him up for a day?” 
 
    “Will do, Jared! Owe you one.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, DECK 6 
 
    Back in my office, I quickly check to see if the Rufarven are still meeting with the Reconstruction Commission. To my surprise, they’re already on their way back. The truck that carried the Rufarven food and servers sits in the reserved seating drop-off zone at Aaron Arena. The last of the containers is being carried up the stairs into the shuttle and the head of the Rufarven service delegation is shaking hands with the human truck driver. Their simple act gives me hope that our peoples can become allies. 
 
    The Rufarven suddenly looks up, then checks the watch like device on his wrist and looks to his right. The truck driver looks also. Then the Rufarven uses his hands to indicate that the truck driver should move along. 
 
    I switch cameras and immediately see the issue. The motorcade is about to arrive. I watch as it slowly comes to a halt, waiting for the service truck to clear out. Both sides agreed to a very strict protocol for offsite trips. One of the terms being that the Arena area had to be completely cleared of all human and Rufarvens on the return. 
 
    The truck, now moving, heads straight for the service vehicle exit, leaving the grounds seconds after the last of the Rufarven service crew boards the shuttle and closes the door. 
 
    Looking back at the motorcade, I see Minister Rapsyn standing outside the troop carrier that leads it, looking at the device on her wrist. She looks up, apparently satisfied that the grounds are clear, then taps on the side of the troop carrier, indicating with her other hand for the carrier to proceed. As it starts rumbling forward, she puts her right hand up in what is clearly a halt command, indicating that the limousines should wait. As the back of the troop carrier approaches, she turns, using her left hand to grab the strap hanging from the back of the carrier, the one the troops use to pull themselves up. Then in an amazingly fluid motion, one befitting an acrobat, she jumps into the moving vehicle. I’m dumbfounded by the ease and fluidity of her movement. 
 
    As I watch the troop carrier rumble down the kilometer-long road toward the Reserved Seating drop off zone, I wonder how it is that Minister Rapsyn is basically running the security for both sides of the delegation. 
 
    When the carrier comes to a stop, Rapsyn leaps out the back, pivoting as she flies through the air. Having now opened my senses to her, I perceive her rapid-fire assessment of the situation. It feels like she’s saying, “Clear, clear, clear...” Twenty in a row, like machine gun fire. She lands crouched, holding the position for a moment, then turns back toward the troops. 
 
    Pointing to two, she makes hand motions that I interpret to be an order for two guards to move through the tunnel and out onto the field. A Rufarven and a human guard jump out, weapons drawn, and proceed down through the tunnel, under the portion of the temporary awning covering the walkway, then out onto the field. 
 
    The process repeats, this time with four pairs of Rufarven-human guards. Two by two, they jump out of the troop carrier, draw their weapons and run crouched down through the tunnel, then under the main awning. The move is made with such precision, it reminds me of battle movies I’ve seen. But how? How can this mixed team of human and Rufarven guards work so well together? As if they were on the same side. The last two guards jump down and take positions guarding the entrance to the tunnel. 
 
    Rapsyn slaps the back of the troop carrier, startling the driver. But he acknowledges her with a smile, then starts moving out. As soon as the carrier is underway, Rapsyn enters the tunnel, methodically checking it for anything out of place. She checks each door to assure it’s locked, then the entrance into the reserved seating section, the hallway, the waiting area under the awning, then the entrance into the VIP section. 
 
    As she turns back toward the Reserved Seating tunnel, she pauses momentarily while gazing at the top right-corner of the awning, where it ties into the press section. I notice her tail twitch, then she’s back in motion, through the waiting area, down the remainder of the hallway under the awning, and out onto the field. She takes in the field, shuttle, and platform it sits on, then pivots, scanning the seating areas for any threats. I notice another twitch of her tail as her eyes pass above the awning. Then she straightens and seems to relax. 
 
    Lifting wrist to mouth, she speaks into the watch-like device and moments later, I see the motorcade start rolling down the road toward the stadium. 
 
    Though impressed with Rapsyn’s command authority and diligence, something about what I’ve just watched seems off. It’s too serious, as if she’s expecting to be attacked. I quickly flip through the various feeds available to me in, and around, the Arena area, then flip on GNN to see if they have anything to say. An advertisement is currently running, but the caption streaming across the bottom announces, “Live Coverage of the Rufarven Summit to resume at 3:00.” Looking at my chronometer, I see that it’s 2:56. A quick rewind shows that GNN was not covering any of what I just watched. Curious. 
 
    The first of the limos arrive. The Lepodred translator pops out. He acknowledges the human guard, then converses briefly with the Rufarven one. When that’s done, he turns back to the human guard and speaks at some length. I don’t have the audio feed, but it’s clear he’s giving him instructions on how the remainder of the delegation should be handled. Again, I’m puzzled that the Rufarven seem to be in total control of this expedition. It’s as if they were the hosts, not the Reconstruction Committee. The next one out is minister Shastal, who looks tiny standing next to the limo. Then it snaps. This is a special oversized limo. One capable of transporting the Lepodred who is nearly four meters tall. The next one out is Commissioner Porti, then Minister Sassen. 
 
    Once again, I’m confused. With all the dignitaries here except Bondar and Napier, who’s in the other limos? Movement brings my attention back to the moment. The dignitaries are coming out of the tunnel and filing into the waiting area under the awning. A minute later, the stooped translator comes out, then enters the waiting area, where the ceiling is higher, so he can finally straighten himself. The poor guy. The roof of the tunnel and hallway are a few centimeters shorter than he is. 
 
    After a moment or two of wiggling around, he seems at ease again and starts talking with the dignitaries. I see him motioning toward the hallway, see heads nod, but am not sure what was said or why they are milling around under the awning. 
 
    The next limo pulls up, disgorging Commissioner Bondar an instant later. General Todd comes out next, which, with perfect hindsight, I realize I should have expected. The national security threat level is elevated, so Todd will accompany Bondar everywhere she goes in public. The two step away from the limo and are greeted by the human guard. Curiously, the limo door is still open. Then I get a huge shock. More people start exiting—Dr. Norah Kelly, Professor Annie Asper, then Sanfred Pauling. What are these people doing here? They’re not part of the delegation! 
 
    As I stare, mouth open, the third limo arrives. The first out is Admiral Napier. It makes sense, I suppose, having Rapsyn in the first vehicle, Napier in the last. Then two more exit: General Austin Byrne and police chief Colton Landry. As the Rufarven guard starts to close the door, another one on the far side opens. It’s so shocking that I jump. 
 
    The Rufarven guard is apparently equally shocked. His head jerks up, his weapon ticking up along with it, as he straightens and shifts his weight toward the now open door on the opposite side. On another screen, I see Rapsyn leap into motion.  
 
    A young man is the first out on the other side. He seems carefree, but excited and smiles as the limo’s trunk pops open. 
 
    The Rufarven guard twists around, toward the trunk, appearing to be dumbfounded by this development. As he moves, the door he had been closing suddenly slams shut, pinching the fingers of his left hand, which had been holding the door on the top. The howl that follows is gut wrenching. As everyone else stares in shock, Rapsyn comes flying out of the cement tunnel. At first sight, she seems to fully understand what has happened. In a smooth motion, she takes the rifle-like weapon that had been in the guard’s right hand and slings it over her shoulder. Then she opens the finger crushing door. As the guard clutches his injured hand in the other, Rapsyn guides him to a nearby bench while speaking into the device on her wrist. She gently helps the guard down onto the bench. The tenderness with which she treats the guard is so at odds with the way I think about her that I don’t know what to make of it. 
 
    On another screen, I see the hatch to the Rufarven shuttle open and three people shuffle down. Two appear to be guards, one a medic. 
 
    The Lepodred translator finally emerges from the cement tunnel, a trace of blood on his head, which he apparently scraped on the ceiling as he came through. I see Rapsyn call to him without turning, then see him approach. 
 
    Somewhere along the way, I’d allowed my senses to close up, now I reopen them to her. I can’t hear her words, but I can sense their meaning. She wants to know why unauthorized people are here. 
 
    The Lepodred translator turns to ask the question of the group. 
 
    I see Bondar reply and wave the two people over. I can hear none of it, but recognize the second person, a stately woman of indeterminate age. She’s the evening co-anchor for GNN’s nightly news. Bondar had apparently decided to use this gathering with the Rufarven as a campaign press event, but never actually told the Rufarven about it. No wonder she surrounded herself with all her advisors. 
 
    I feel the rage well up in Rapsyn as the translator explains what happened. So much of it flows into me that my heart races and I need to get up and walk around, eyes still glued to the holoprojection. 
 
    Finally, the extra guards and medic get there. The guards take up a protective position around their colleagues. The reading I get from them is that they can feel Rapsyn’s rage also and are more afraid of her than the humans. The medic applies an ointment to the injured hand, and I see the injured guard relax. The medic then places a small cube on the ground. Moments later it unfolds into a gurney that raises up to levitate a meter above the surface. In seconds, the medic and one of the guards are away, taking their wounded colleague back to the shuttle, leaving the replacement guard standing next to Rapsyn, whose command presence has held the humans locked into place since the medic arrived. 
 
    Seconds pass, then Rapsyn seems to relax. On another screen, I see the gurney floating out into the outfield, medic and guard close on its heels. What cool technology, a self-guided grav gurney that folds up into a little box. 
 
    Switching my main screen to one that has a view of Rapsyn’s face, I see her expression change, then catch the thought, “Maybe this will play into my plans.” She actually seems happy this stupid incident took place. 
 
    ... 
 
    Twenty minutes have passed. All the dignitaries are in the arena, the entrance shut and locked at both ends of the cement tunnel. The dignitaries are impatiently milling around under the awning, as Rapsyn, Bondar, and the news reporter negotiate how the press event will flow. I have audio feeds inside the stadium, so have been listening in, but I’ve kept the volume low, so that I can focus on Rapsyn. 
 
    “Then we’re agreed?” the translator says and quickly repeats in Rufarven. Rapsyn replies with a sound, one I’m starting to associate with the word ‘yes.’ The two humans smile and say “yes,” almost in unison. 
 
    As they disburse, the GNN reporter reaches out a hand to Rapsyn, who looks at it then smiles, at least that’s the emotion I’m assigning to this expression. Rapsyn takes the reporter’s hand and shakes, then immediately turns away as Bondar’s hand starts to lift. The two human women exchange a questioning glance, but I know it was a purposeful snub.  
 
    As I ponder the movement on the screen, a virtual conference request comes in from Aaron. I groan, not wanting to be disturbed, but accept the request anyway. 
 
    Before their images are fully formed, I hear Aaron ask, “Do you know what’s going on with the Rufarven? The GNN coverage was supposed to start almost a half hour ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, there was a snag. Bondar put a press event in motion. It’s apparently a campaign stunt of some sort. But she forgot to tell the Rufarven, or Porti for that matter.” 
 
    Aaron shakes his head. “Unbelievable. I’m guessing that didn’t go over so well.”  
 
    “No, it didn’t,” I confirm. “I was worried the whole thing was about to devolve into a live weapon’s shootout. A Rufarven guard got injured due to his own clumsiness and I thought Rapsyn was going to rip Bondar’s head off. But as soon as the Rufarven guard was treated and replaced, it was all happiness and camaraderie.” 
 
    Realizing I haven’t added the holoprojection to the conference room yet, I quickly reroute the feeds. 
 
    “Here, they’re about to restart. You can watch it live with me.” 
 
    I see Aaron smile. “You’ve got the best toys, Jared.” 
 
    “So I do.” 
 
    “Why are they being lined up in the hallway like that?” 
 
    “They are going to come out paired, Porti and Shastal first, the Lepodred translator kind of behind and between. The GNN host will announce them, the translator will interpret the greetings, then the next pair will come. Once they’re all out and lined up in pairs, the announcer will ask a few questions, then they’ll wrap up.” 
 
    “So you know the pairs?” Kinsley asks. 
 
    “I do, Porti and Shastal, then Bondar and Sassen. Then Kelly and Landry, General Byrne and Asper, with Pauling and General Todd.” 
 
    “What about Napier and Rapsyn?” Kinsley asks. “And why are so many of Bonders campaign managers here? Doesn’t that seem weird to you?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, it does,” I reply, as a feeling of doom settles. 
 
    “Good evening, my name is Sandra Lincoln, reporting tonight from the lovely Aaron Arena in Reception Village. We are here for a special event featuring the Rufarven Diplomatic Mission, along with Rose Bondar and senior members of her campaign team, to discuss issues of importance to everyone in the Confederation. Special guest, Amal Porti will also be joining. Sit back and get ready for the news event of the year, which will start in 60 seconds.” 
 
    “Smooth,” Aaron snorts. “It’s all about Bondar and the Rufarven. Oh, and guess what? Porti’s here too! For a cameo no doubt.” 
 
    I chuckle. We are watching the Confederation’s classified internal feeds, not the GNN broadcast, which will run about five minutes behind. But in my mind’s eye, I can see the camera zooming out to take everything in, the familiar music playing, da, da, da... 
 
    “You’re hearing the music too,” Aaron laughs. 
 
    “Did I actually do that out loud?” 
 
    “You did,” Kinsley replies. 
 
    I watch Porti and Shastal going back and forth, the Lepodred translator’s head bobbing this way and that between them. 
 
    “What happened to him?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “During the incident, he ran through the tunnel too fast and scraped his head on the ceiling.” 
 
    “Poor guy,” Aaron replies, almost sounding sympathetic. “But look at him go. That must be hard work.” 
 
    Sandra’s voice comes back over the audio connection. 
 
    “Welcome back. For those of you just tuning in at home, we are here tonight at the historic Aaron Arena in Reception Village, now famous for hosting the first diplomatic summit between two of the galaxy’s greatest powers—the Rufarven Empire and the Confederation of Human Worlds. Let me introduce you to our first two guests tonight, Reconstruction Chairmen Amal Porti and Associate Foreign minister Chastic Shastal.” 
 
    I see Porti look up. He’s been paying enough attention to Sandra to know they should be stepping out. As I zoom in on them to get a better look, Porti points forward while whispering something to Shastal. Shastal and the translator turn their heads towards Porti, who lifts his right foot to start moving forward. The translator leans forward, his head tracking Porti’s as he translates the message. Shastal on the other hand seems to lean back, obviously not realizing that they’re supposed to be walking out. The translator, still focused on Porti, continues moving forward, bumping Shastal who starts to fall. But instead of falling forward, Shastal seems to fall to his left, our right, hitting the support holding up the foam metal ceiling above the walkway and the awning over the waiting area. 
 
    As if in slow motion, I see a piece of metal, maybe a pin, spring out to the right from the top of the support. Shastal rebounds back into the Lepodred translator, tripping him and causing him to fall. He hits both Porti and Shastal. Porti collapses like a sack of potatoes, flat out onto the ground. Shastal’s head hits the weakened support, causing another pin to spring out, this time to the left. 
 
    The translator who seems to realize that he will crush Porti if he lands on him, shifts his weight to the right and grabs the support opposite the one that Shastal hit. His hands grasp, then his knee hits the support. I can hear the ping, ping, ping sound of pins popping out of the support he’s holding on to. Porti apparently does also. On hands and knees, he shuffles out of the way faster that I thought an overweight 50-year-old could move. Then there’s a fourth ping as the last pin pops out and the post gives way. 
 
    I hear Kinsley starting to scream, see Aaron, across from me, starting to stand, as the 500-kilogram foamed-steel ceiling begins to shift, hitting the Lepodred translator on the shoulder. Blood spurts as the coarse steel digs in, the weight of the ceiling now on the ambassador, who’s still clinging to the support as it slowly bends under his weight. Then he collapses. With no support on the corner, the entire structure groans, then there are four loud pings as the rear support on our left gives way. Now unattached on one side, the ceiling swings down. Its first point of contact, Rose Bondar. Five hundred kilograms of coarse foamed-steel hits Rose Bondar on her right ear, crushing her head. Bondar falls to her left, our right, hitting Minister Sassen, and coating her in blood and tissue.  
 
    Kinsley screams in earnest. Aaron just gapes. I feel the bile rising and am afraid that I’m about to blow. Then there’s a chorus of pings as the remaining pins spring out and the slow-motion collapse of ceiling and awning, comes down on the entire assembly. I watch in horror as Minister Sassen falls, followed by chief Landry. 
 
    Then I notice Rapsyn crouched. She leaps four meters, claws out, catching the ceiling and in an act of superhuman strength lifts it up over her head. In an instant, Napier grabs Shastal, pulling him free. Two of the Rufarven guards swoop in to grab Minister Sassen and Chief Landry. Another one of the human guards makes his way out from under the awning, one support still holding up the back right corner. He’s dazed but rushes over to grab Bondar. As he pulls her out, it’s obvious she’s dead, gray matter clearly visible. Once out from under the ceiling, he pulls her body onto the infield, then takes off his jacket to cover her. That bit of duty done, he turns, vomits on the pitcher’s mound, then collapses.  
 
    At this point, it’s clear that Pauling and Todd in the back row are dead. By lifting the ceiling the way she did, Rapsyn saved the people in the front, but completely crushed those in the back. The guards working on freeing Landry finally get him free then go back for Asper. She’s covered in blood. Some pulses out, proving that she’s still alive. 
 
    I see Napier on his portable and hear helicopters in the background. Porti stands there watching, clearly in shock. 
 
    Aaron slumping back into his seat, comforts Kinsley who’s weeping. In truth, I’m struggling to hold it together, the violent loss of life, the now inevitable failure of the diplomatic mission. It’s hard to take in. 
 
    “I can’t believe that just happened,” Aaron says. “The stupid ceiling and awning put in for protection, collapsing, killing and maiming half a dozen people. The terrifying Rufarven princess, saving all but a few dignitaries and all twelve of the guards. Look at her! She’s still holding up the roof.” Aaron stews for a minute or two then continues. “And Bondar’s dead. This is like a total restart for the Reconstruction Commission. What a total mucked up mess!” 
 
    We sit in silence, watching as the rescue mission unfolds. The Rufarven medical team is working on the Lepodred Ambassador. He’s laying down on a white sheet as they clean and wrap the deep gash on his arm. Shastal is up, watching the activities. The bandage on his head is clean, there’s no evidence of additional bleeding, so the wound must have been superficial. He mopes around, kind of like Porti, but I wonder if this is an act he’s putting on. He doesn’t look to be in shock. 
 
    Minister Sassen, on the other hand, is completely glazed over. The medical team cleaned off her face and stitched the cut on her head. I doubt she’s been that badly injured. But she, unlike Shastal, is clearly out of it. 
 
    The medical helicopters are just now taking off for the hospital. Both Landry and Asper have serious injuries. The other four are dead. 
 
    I see Aaron stand. “I think we’re done here, what a mess. I’ll ping Porti to see if he would like a debrief tonight.” 
 
    “Count me in if he does,” I reply. 
 
    Aaron helps Kinsley up, then reaches for the disconnect button, but a big resonant boom sounds first. Rapsyn finally dropped the ceiling. Unbelievable. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DEBRIEF 
 
    Five hours have passed since the catastrophe on Caladon. The shock has worn off, but I’m still trying to grasp the implications. I tie into Commissioner Porti’s debrief line early. Surprisingly, it connects me in, where I join Commissioner Porti and Aaron in heated discussion. When they see me, discussion stops and I see Porti checking the controls on the virtual conference, then he looks up at Aaron. “Sorry, no one else was supposed to enter without being admitted. I got the setting wrong.” 
 
    As he turns to me, I hear Aaron broadcasting, Don’t leave, don’t leave, don’t leave. 
 
    “Jared, would you mind exiting the meeting, so I can have a few more minutes alone with Aaron?” 
 
    I look at Aaron, who says to Porti, “Jared is the one you should ask to run with you, not me.” 
 
    I see Porti deflate. “Well, there goes that secret.”  
 
    Porti is so smooth that the statement almost lands as the wry joke he intended. But it’s clear that he’s really angry with Aaron. 
 
    I look at Porti. “Care to explain?” 
 
    “Confederation election law. We need two viable candidates to proceed with the election. Rose was behind, but still had strong enough polling that we could proceed. I was running about fifty percent, Rose around forty, the rest of the pack around ten. Even if it switched around some, it would have been the two of us. With her gone, it could take a year before there’s enough consensus to have an election and a new government could be formed.” 
 
    “You’re trying to recruit Aaron?” 
 
    “He’s very popular. A flash poll taken after the news broke this afternoon placed Aaron high enough that we could proceed, if he would declare.” 
 
    Flash probes reveal the unspoken. “But to do that, Jaredaan would need to join the Confederation, or Aaron would need to move back to Caladon.”  
 
    Porti nods. “I see you know the law.” 
 
    There’s a moment of silence, then Porti perks up and puts on a smile. “Can we table this for now? Everyone else is on hold and I need to let them in. Afterall, we still have to decide what to do with the Rufarven.” 
 
    Aaron and I both nod our consent. 
 
    Moments later, the others arrive and the debrief begins. But at this point, no one really knows anything, so Porti closes the meeting, rescheduling for tomorrow. 
 
    ... 
 
    As the debrief was winding down, Aaron sent me an invite to talk on another line afterward. A few minutes later I tie in. 
 
    “Smart of the Rufarven to cancel meetings for a few days. With Ambassador Sassen confined to bed rest the next two, and signs of infection forming in the Lepodred translator’s arm, it would be crazy to return to the surface until the two are safe to travel.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I reply simply. 
 
    “I was watching you during the debrief,” Aaron starts. “You don’t think this was an accident. Do you?” 
 
    “I know it wasn’t, but that’s a secret we are not going to share.” 
 
    “You think she did it, don’t you?” 
 
    I lock eyes with Aaron, deciding how much I want to tell him, but he doesn’t wait. 
 
    “Jared, you know something the rest of us don’t. Out with it!” 
 
    “At one time, thousands of years ago, there were Rufarven and Lepodred capable of using the mystery. In the first war between the Lepodred and Rufarven, the emperor of the day detected them. He labeled them spirit walkers and held them accountable for the early losses. Eventually he found the ‘nest’ of Lepodred spirit walkers and killed them. In the years that followed, they were purged throughout Rufarven space as well. The edict that all spirit walkers must be destroyed anyplace they are found is still in force and actively prosecuted.” 
 
    “The point?” Aaron comes back, driving for answers. 
 
    “The people Rapsyn killed today were seers, people the Confederation swept up from New Brazil. The best of them is at about the same level as you. Pauling was their leader. Bondar was under their control. Todd was the one that controlled her.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “In separate incidents, both Pauling and Todd attacked me and almost captured me.” 
 
    “What?” Aaron explodes. “Where?” 
 
    “In the mystery,” I reply. “Pauling was so certain he could capture me, that he was open about the fact he was their leader. As I slipped away from him, I grabbed a lot of his memories, including the names of his top lieutenants, and the fact that Todd was Bondar’s controller.” 
 
    “OK, but how could Rapsyn have known?” 
 
    “She can sense it. I’m almost good enough to hide myself from her when remote viewing. None of those people are. She spotted them in the VIP section on the first day and marked them for execution.” 
 
    “I thought you said you couldn’t probe her.” 
 
    “I can’t probe her without being detected. But when she’s agitated, she broadcasts loud enough that I can hear her. Just like I could hear you broadcast, ‘Don’t leave,’ when I tied into your meeting with Porti.” 
 
    Aaron smiles, “I was hoping you might hear me.” 
 
    “Anyway, of Pauling’s five lieutenants, three were killed today, Todd, Byrne, and Kelly. Two others were injured, professor Asper and police chief Landry. Curiously, lieutenant-in-training, the actress Finley Grant, slipped out during lunch. I’m guessing she smelled a rat and took off.” 
 
    “But how did Rapsyn set this in motion?” Aaron asks. “It sure seemed like an accident to me.” 
 
    “The Lepodred translator seemed to set everything in motion when he hit that support. If he did it intentionally, he’s one hell of an actor. Shastal, on the other hand, is the one that caused the translator to trip. And his behavior afterward looked put on to me.” 
 
    “Good point. Shastal may have started the series of events. But I think there may be more to it than that. Doesn’t it seem suspicious to you that the translator knocked that support loose.” Aaron replies. “He is a hefty one, but I would have thought the support would be stronger, the entire assembly as well. It seems fishy that only one of eight supports held once the first was knocked loose. Someone must have tampered with it.” 
 
    “Agreed, but not our concern. We have to get this treaty in place before anyone starts to suspect Rapsyn. She may also be able to do what we would struggle to do for ourselves, take down the Confederation seers. She’s a born killer. The longer she stays here, the more she might take down, which would be good for us.” 
 
    “Changing subjects, what do you think about Porti asking me to run?” 
 
    I shake my head no. “You can’t do it Aaron. Neither of us can. She killed them because they were seers. But if either of us ever met with her in person, she would know what we are, and we would be marked. As Vice President, there’s no way either of us could hide from her, and we would eventually go to war.” 
 
    “Unless we took her down first.” Aaron replies. 
 
    “No. We want peace with the Rufarven. If war breaks out, we will take her down. But I don’t want to start a war for that purpose. The greater threat for us and your children will be the Confederation seers. They must be stopped. Rapsyn helped us today. Hopefully, she’ll help us more. One way or the other, they are our biggest threat.” 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 23: SPIRIT WALKERS 
 
    Day 93 
 
   

 


 THE MYSTERY 
 
    I startle awake. It’s still a couple hours before dawn, but something is wrong. I cast my mind out and am immediately taken to Caladon. I’m drawn to the Mackenzie Museum of Canadian History, the flagship museum in the Caladon National system. The mystery is drawing me to the second sub-basement, principally used for storage of items not currently on display. I see an unusual number of people moving away from the museum for this hour. Then, in the distance, hear the sound of a siren. 
 
    I do a flash probe of those leaving and get an immediate response from one of them. He stops and looks in my direction. His name is Silas Keen. He’s thirty years old, son of a woman swept away from New Brazil eighteen years ago. He’s minimally talented in the mystery, unable to control his experience when given profecia aumentar. The Guild, as they refer to themselves, only took him in because his mother has clout. 
 
    Poor Silas reads like a book. He has no ability to resist. His every thought is mine. The only thing he took from his training was learning to detect when he’s been touched. I plant the thought that he should move along faster and see him turn back to his course and scurry away. 
 
    It turns out I was right. Actress Finley Grant was one of the higher function seers in the Guild. It’s curious that I did not learn the name, Guild, until now. She’d sent out a summons earlier. “To anyone that can come. Meet me in the ‘documents room’ on sub-basement level two at 2:00 AM.” Silas lives far enough away that he didn’t get there until 3:00 AM. What he found was a slaughter. He thinks whoever did this is gone. I worry that it could be a trap, but slowly and silently make my way down, attempting to discern as much about this place as my senses can take in without probing. 
 
    In the distance, I hear water dripping, I also hear something, maybe someone, shuffling around. So far, I’ve been moving room to room, through the walls, doing my best to follow the path Silas did without using the hallways he used. Sensing that the next room may be my target, I quickly stick my head out into the hallway, then pull it back in, now certain. 
 
    So far, all the rooms I’ve passed through have been rectangular, same width and length, lined up in a row, one after the other. Assuming the next room will be the same, I move to the shared wall, then to the upper inside corner. Using a trick Edson taught me, I move up into the ceiling and inside wall, then move forward slowly. The objective is to have all of me in the shared walls and ceiling, only my left eye in the document room. 
 
    Amazingly, the trick works, and I have a bird’s eye view of the massacre that took place here, fifty or more torn and shredded bodies littering the room. I instinctively know what happened, but rewind through time to see if for myself. The question I hope to answer is, how did the Rufarven get down here? 
 
    Eyes shut, I rewind what I guess to be six hours, then stop and look. The room is dark, no one has arrived yet. I move forward in time and pause when the lights come on. Finley Grant and another woman in a museum uniform are inside. The museum staffer, presumably a night guard, says, “The room is yours until dawn, Ms. Grant. I hope you have a productive meeting.” 
 
    I fast forward watching people scurry back and forth filling the room. Eventually they settle and Grant starts speaking. I drop to normal speed to hear what she has to say. 
 
    "...sure you’ve heard the news of the tragic accident this afternoon that killed Rose Bonder and four of our people: Dr. Pauling, Generals Todd and Byrne, and Minister Kelly. What you may not have heard yet...” 
 
    The actress pauses as a murmur passes through the room, and a single tear flows down from her right eye. 
 
     “...is that someone slipped into Professor Asper’s room at the hospital and brutally murdered her.” 
 
    I watch as people gasp, others cry, and another wails, “No! Not Annie.” 
 
    “Do we know how any of this happened?” Someone shouts out from the back. 
 
    “Not yet, though I suspect that it’s the Rufarven.” 
 
    There’s more commotion and it takes a few minutes for Finley to quiet the room. 
 
    “I know it’s shocking but hear me out. I was with them at lunch today, seated next to Sanfred...” There’s some commotion that I can’t make out, then Finley continues, “Yes, seated next to Dr. Pauling. As things were breaking up, he whispered to me, ‘GNN says we have one too many people for the press conference. I volunteered to drop, but Rose said no, she wants you to drop and take the event on Saturday.’ I said OK, then asked why he volunteered to drop. He looked at me very probingly, then said...” 
 
    Finley pauses, presumably for dramatic effect. “‘I have a bad feeling about the Rufarven. I think they can read us. Maybe she has the gift. I don’t know. But I don’t trust them, so would rather not participate.’ I think Sanfred may have been right.” 
 
    A sudden flash of light near the door draws my attention, as it does Finley’s. But nothing is there.  
 
    She starts speaking again, but I’m too distracted to hear what she’s saying. Then suddenly a cylindrical object appears so quickly, the shock almost knocks me out of the mystery. Others notice. Several point. Then an unseen latch clicks loudly. As all heads turn to look, a door on the cylinder flies open and Rapsyn jumps out, a claw weapon in each hand. 
 
    As the screaming begins, so does the slashing. With utter certainty of what’s to follow, I withdraw, knowing I have not been seen. 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself, heart pounding. Maybe Aaron is right. Maybe we should take her down now, while we can. Then a bigger realization hits. She functionally transported in, using a cylindrical capsule, a little one-person ship. Is it part of a transporter system? Or is it a one-person ship with incredible stealth?  
 
    But either way, if the Rufarven can do that at the personal scale, surely they can do it at ship scale. Is the ineffective stealth on the Rufarven ships a ruse? Did they bring more ships, completely undetectable to us? With urgency, I get up and dressed, then run for the drone control room as if my life depended on it. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    Entering, I yell, “Is Jazz here?” 
 
    Two flight teams have the watch tonight, six people stepping through sensor readings in the Confederation systems and around Caladon. 
 
    I race over to Jazz’s station, where I hear his sleepy voice say, “Jared, at this hour?” 
 
    I reach in and shake him. “Jazz, wake up! There’s been an attack on Caladon. Fifty or more people are down at the Rufarven’s hand. I have the times, know the method. We need to capture them.” 
 
    Jazz slowly comes around. “Jared, if you’re shitting me...’ 
 
    The intensity of my stare shuts down any further protest. 
 
    “The Rufarven have transporter-like capability. Little one-man ships that are perfectly invisible, able to land on the surface from space.” 
 
    “What?” Jazz shakes his head as if to clear it. 
 
    “Minister Rapsyn just killed fifty or more people at Caladon’s Makenzie Museum. She used the transport device to bypass all the security measures that have been put in place. If we hurry, we can still acquire the data we need to catch her, track her technology.” 
 
    Jazz slowly rouses himself then activates his system. 
 
    “If their stealth is as good as it was to the naked eye, they could have brought more ships with them than we know about.” 
 
    Jazz, now fully engaged, puts out a call to another one of the squadrons. “Tactical alert. Squadron 4, Alpha Flight, report. Repeat, tactical alert.” 
 
    He points to a new frame he’s opened in the holoprojection. “Is that the museum?” 
 
     “It is.” From the number of flashing lights, it’s clear that the authorities are aware of the mass murder. 
 
    “You said you know when this happened?” 
 
    “Around 2:15 AM.” 
 
    Jazz rewinds to 2:00, then plays back the sensor data. 
 
    “Why is the movement so jerky?”  
 
    Jazz points to an indicator, in the upper left of the view screen. “I’m running all the recorded sensor readings through a full forensic analysis. It takes a lot of computer time, so runs as a background task that can’t keep up with real-time.” 
 
    The first to arrive for the tactical alert is Smoke, the commander of squadron 4. Sapphire, the leader of squadron 4’s alpha flight, arrives right behind her. 
 
    “Smoke, we may have trouble. We just found out the Rufarven have real stealth, not the crap they’ve been showing us. There may be more Rufarven ships in Confederation space than we’ve been told. See if you can find any sign of them near Caladon.” 
 
    “What’s that?” She points to the frame showing the museum. 
 
    “They landed a cloaked mini-ship carrying one person in the museum and butchered a lot of people there. I’m trying to fingerprint it.” 
 
    Sapphire points to the analysis. “I think you may have just done that.” 
 
    “Explain.” Jazz shoots back. 
 
    “Unusual positron emissions. We saw a lot of that last night about this time in the stadium area. Look, it just stopped.” 
 
    I point to the time stamp, which reads 2:17. “This is right around the time the cloak dropped.”  
 
    “How long was the cloak down?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but it would be easy enough to find out.” I indicate the mystery couch. 
 
    “Go,” Jazz orders, as Ghost, Hammer, and Slice arrive. 
 
    Smoke points to the pilot stations. “We’re looking for unusual levels of positron emissions, or other anomalies, near Caladon. Sapphire, set up a grid. From Caladon out, entire system.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Having been to that corner once before, I return there in an instant and rewind to 2:00, then fast forward at four times normal speed. When the cylinder appears, I note the time, 2:16. I fast forward a little faster, keeping my eye glued on the cylinder. It disappears at 2:33. 
 
    ... 
 
    I pop up off the mystery couch. “The cloak dropped at 2:16, went back up at 2:33. Both according to the clock in the room.” 
 
    In short order, Jazz confirms that the positron emissions pick up again at 2:34, apparently the museum clock is a minute slow. 
 
    “I’m going to see if I can find out when the cylinder arrived and departed.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Jazz has the answer. “The positron emissions lasted four minutes, twelve seconds on both arrival and departure, which seems more consistent with a transporter than a cloak.” 
 
    Two new frames appear in the holoprojection, and a voice sounds in Jazz’s ear. It goes on for a while, but it’s too muted for me to catch much. Finally, Jazz replies. “I’ll send Jared over. Show him what you just showed me.” 
 
    He looks up. “Smoke found something and has a theory. Go over and let her explain.” 
 
    Nodding, I turn and run over to her station. 
 
    “We decided to start our search at the alien ships, figuring that if we could see the positrons where the device landed, we could find them where we think they originated. Then when Jazz gave us the arrival and departure times at the museum, we checked those times on the alien ships and got a hit, which I’ve highlighted here in the image in green. Oh, and by the way, this is when we started thinking of it as being a transporter, not a cloaked mini-ship.” 
 
    “Good job. That was quick.” 
 
    “But there’s more. Knowing what we’re looking for, we’ve been able to fingerprint it, which speeds up the scans. We’ve already scanned through all the sensor readings we’ve collected on their ships and have found twenty-eight incidents. We’ve found the other end of six of these, two at the museum, presumably the down and back. And four at the stadium. We are now executing a search grid planet-side to figure out where they’ve been going. We also had an unexpected hit.” 
 
    Smoke pauses and puts up another image. It shows one of the ships, where the green is on the top of the ship, the side facing space, not the bottom facing Caladon.  
 
    “They’re transporting something into space?” 
 
    Smoke smiles at me. “No, another ship.” 
 
    “What evidence do you have?” I ask. 
 
    “Give me a second to put this on my station’s holoprojector.” She manipulates some controls, then the image pops up between us and I see it immediately. 
 
    Sticking my finger into the holoprojection, I trace it across a smaller curve of green. “They’re transporting something to a cloaked ship.” 
 
    Smoke nods her head. “The cloaking on this ship is good, but not perfect. Let me show you.” 
 
    She manipulates the controls some more and a faint outline is formed. “Here are the handful of frames we’ve been able to enhance. 
 
    The holoprojection resets showing the Rufarven ship we know about. In the distance, a partial faint outline approaches, getting slightly larger and more complete with each frame. The crest of green shows on both ships as the cloaked one gets closer then passes the uncloaked ship. We continue watching as the ships move apart. After four minutes, twelve seconds, the green crests disappear on both ships and the holoprojection freezes. 
 
    “I called Jazz to ask if he wanted us to continue the surface scans, or attempt to track this ship, or both.” 
 
    “Understood. Do you think you can catch up to real time to find the ship? 
 
    “Not with what we have now. Then again, two hours ago we couldn’t do what we can do now.” 
 
    “Good answer. Let me go talk with Jazz.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jared.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PLANETARY ELDERS BOARD 
 
    Jazz and I both believe that there is at least one more Rufarven ship in system. But we need more proof of that before we can act. And until we can track one or more of them, there’s nothing we can do about it. So, we authorized Smoke to assign one person to the task. I asked Jazz if it made sense to call up another of the squadron’s flight teams to help. His recommendation was to wait, so that’s what we’re doing. We also agreed that we have enough already that we needed to run it up the chain of command. The first stop will be Aaron. 
 
    I tie into the virtual conference line and minutes later, Aaron joins. 
 
    “Sorry, there’s a lot going on this morning. I’m starting to wish we hadn’t added Aston to the board.” 
 
    “What’s he doing?” 
 
    “He’s pushing for Kinsley to either stop therapy or resign, saying it’s a voluntary procedure, and her absenteeism is slowing down developments he’s been trying to push through in Jaredstown. But it doesn’t stop there. He’s accusing her of slowing down the work we’re doing on the Elders Board. If you ask me, he’s the bottleneck. And he’s also after you, something to do with shuttle flights.” 
 
    Doing my best imitation of a comedian, I say, “He’d be an easy target to take down.” 
 
    Aaron laughs. “Oh, please. Don’t get me started.” He shakes his head for a second then looks up. “So, what’s the emergency?” 
 
    “The Rufarven. They’re not here in good faith. It turns out they have transporter technology good enough to transport their people. They also have additional ships in the system with cloaking devices that are quite good.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Aaron exclaims. 
 
    “Oh, it gets worse. They’ve been up to a lot of mischief. We have evidence that they transported down twice, in the middle of the night to sabotage the stadium.” I can see Aaron starting to fume. “Last night, around 2 AM, they transported down and slaughtered an emergency meeting of the Confederation seers, who call themselves the Guild, by the way. I don’t think it’s hit the news yet. But I saw Minister Rapsyn enter a crowded room with two claw weapons and rip 50 or more people to shreds. They’ve made eleven more transports down to the surface that we haven’t been able to track down yet and at least one to a cloaked ship.” 
 
    “Are we at war and just don’t know it yet?” 
 
    “I doubt that’s their intent, though it may very well result in one. I think it’s more about winning favor with the emperor. We know he wants all spirit walkers destroyed wherever they’re found. She’s found a huge trove of them. She may even think she’s doing us a favor.” 
 
    “We need to tell Porti, you know,” Aaron concludes. 
 
    “I do, that’s why I called you. We should have our story straight before we dump this on him.” 
 
    “Let me send him a request.” 
 
    “Keep it vague but imply it’s relevant to the incident at the Mackenzie Museum last night.” 
 
    Aaron nods, then disappears. Fifteen minutes later, he marches back into the room. “3:00. He says things are in turmoil on Caladon.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    I return an hour before the meeting with Porti and see six flight teams actively working their stations. 
 
    “Ah, Jared. I was about to call you. Things have really heated up on Caladon.” Jazz points at one of the insets in the holoprojection where GNN is being live-streamed. The sound has been muted in the room. But the headline, running below the talking head reads, Rufarven Suspected in Museum Slaughter. 
 
    Great. 
 
    “We’ve been able to retune our sensors to see the stealth ships. There are three of them, each a class larger than the ships the diplomatic mission team are using.” 
 
    I hear the sound of target lock. 
 
    “Target practice,” Jazz explains. “We had to change the feed going into the targeting systems. We’re just making sure we’ve got it right.” 
 
    “Have you found anything else?” 
 
    “We’ve found five more transport locations and have a sixth suspect.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Two more in Victoria, one in an apartment building, the other at the hospital. Three in Vancouver, one at the university, another at a government building, the third at a private estate. The suspect is in a small mining town in the north called Gray Horse.” 
 
    “Can we display any of these feeds on my tablet?” 
 
    “I think so, let’s check with Dylan.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RECONSTRUCTION COMMISSION 
 
    Aaron and I connect in the virtual conference room five minutes early, to prep for the meeting with Commissioner Porti, then tie into his line together to avoid yesterday’s mishap.  
 
    Porti’s haggard face appears on the other side of the table. “What do you know of the Rufarven involvement in the disaster at the museum?” 
 
    Neither Aaron nor I expected the meeting to start this way, but we agreed to a strong opening line, which Aaron states as if it is an answer. 
 
    “Over the last 24 hours, we have made a series of startling discoveries about the Rufarven. They have capabilities previously unknown to us. They also brought more ships than they have disclosed and came with a secondary agenda, which has driven most of their activities since arriving at Caladon.” 
 
    “The slaughter at the museum was part of that secondary agenda?” Porti asks sarcastically. 
 
    “It was,” Aaron replies. “As was the collapse of the walkway and awning.” 
 
    “And what exactly is this secondary agenda?” 
 
    “Are you aware of the group known as the Guild on Caladon?” Aaron asks. 
 
    “Bondar was a member, right. They formed a significant portion of her campaign. What about them?” 
 
    “They are a secret society of people that claim to have extra sensory perception.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that rumor,” Porti replies. “But what can that possibly have to do with the Rufarven.” 
 
    “The Rufarven apparently have people like that also. The Rufarven emperor refers to them as spirit walkers. They are banned in the Empire. Anyone with the trait is executed. Minister Rapsyn is his top enforcer.” 
 
    “Are you saying the Rufarven sent a team of enforcers to Caladon to root out and destroy a club of loonies? That’s ridiculous on the face of it.” 
 
    “I’m not saying that’s why they came. But it is what they found. That’s what all the tail twitching was about on the first day.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    Aaron shrugs. “That’s the word from our intelligence people. I take it at face value. But why the Rufarven committed this atrocity and how we found out isn’t important. What is important is how they bypassed our security and got into that basement. The Rufarven have transporter capability that allows them to safely transport their people.” 
 
    Porti’s demeanor changes at the word transporter. “How do you know they have a transporter?” 
 
    Aaron looks at me. “You want to take that one?” 
 
    I nod. “We’ve been observing sensor anomalies that we were finally able to fingerprint. Running through the sensor readings that were recorded since the Rufarven arrived, we finally identified the pattern. Aaron, would you like to report what we’ve found.” 
 
    He nods. “We have tracked down twenty-eight separate transports, fourteen round trips to the surface. Two to the stadium, presumably for the purpose of sabotaging the extended hallway and awning. One to the Mackenzie Museum. Two more to Victoria, one of those being at the hospital. Three to Vancouver and one to a town called Gray Horse.” 
 
    I see Porti’s mouth drop. “Asper. The mine explosion.” 
 
    “We’ve also tracked transports to three huge ships with a super stealth mode that we’ve been able to crack. We believe these are warships.”  
 
    “They brought warships?” 
 
    “Would you like to see them?” I offer. 
 
    “You have pictures?” Porti asks. 
 
    “No, live tracking and an artificial image constructed from sensor data.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    I quickly pop up an image. “These three ships are all at the same scale. You probably recognize the CSS Husong and the slightly larger diplomatic ships the Rufarven sent. The other one is the cloaked ship; this is the best image we can get given the cloak.” 
 
    As we are looking at it, the green crest forms, showing a transport in process. 
 
    “They just initiated another transport.” 
 
    “What’s the green?”  
 
    “Positron emissions. Their transporter emits positrons at both ends of the transport conduit.” 
 
    Porti watches for a while, then suddenly spits out, “This is an outrage! We invited them in for peace talks. But they bring cloaked warships, then proceed to slaughter our people.” 
 
    Aaron speaks up. “I suggest that we contact them and register a complaint. When they deny it, give an ultimatum, any ship not decloaked in fifteen minutes will be fired upon.” 
 
    “Do you really have the power to stop them from firing back?” 
 
    I take this question. “We have almost as many ships in this system right now as we had in the entire Confederation when the aliens attacked. Let me show you.” 
 
    I pop up the system map, which is filled with green dots. 
 
    “The red dots are Rufarven. The hollow green ones are Confederation; the solid green ones are ours.” 
 
    Porti’s mouth drops open. “Jared, I had no idea.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RUFARVEN SHIP 
 
    It took an hour, but I’m finally back in the drone control room, using a hastily assembled portable version of the virtual conference system. Aaron and Porti are opposite me as I stand next to Jazz, who’s in his piloting cradle. 
 
    It took some doing, but we set up an RF connection with the same protocol as the one on Nillsterdam, then initiated a connection with the Rufarven. They accepted the connection and returned the standard Confederation test pattern with their odd circular count down timer. 
 
    As we wait for the transmission to start, I can’t help but wonder if Pauling was right, that the Emperor and his niece, Rapsyn, are seers. Are they like me, able to see everything through the mystery? Or are they just gifted strategists with an incredible ability to read the situation? I suspect we are about to find out. 
 
    When the countdown completes, the image of their Lepodred translator appears on our screen. His eyes lift up, then sag, before the first words begin. “Humans. The Rufarven have no concept of your language, so they believe I send you their words, which I will. But don’t believe a word of it.” 
 
    Looking at him, I know. He’s dying. The irony of him being injured on a DAGS infected world is not lost on me. 
 
    “The Rufarven people come in peace...” 
 
    In the Lepodred language, I telepathically send, “We know of your stealth ships and have weapons lock on them.”  
 
    He coughs to cover the fact he paused his translation. Then sends “I suspected as much.” I see him smile, then cough more, this time for real. I worry that he will die before we complete this conversation. 
 
    Finally, he gets his breath and starts over. “The Rufarven people come in peace...” 
 
    “We know she killed our people.” I push this with power, which brings on another coughing fit. One that runs long enough that the Rufarven pause the connection, putting up the Confederation standard test pattern. 
 
    “That guy doesn’t sound like he’s going to make it.” Porti snipes. 
 
    I’m about to respond, but the translator grabs my attention. “They’ve cut my connection, but I know you can hear me. Destroy their fleet, but let Rapsyn go. The loss of the fleet will deter the emperor. Getting her back will console him.” 
 
    Sensing that he is dying, I push as hard as I can, “Tell them to depart, or we will kill their stealth ships.” 
 
    When I get no response, I probe him, feel his inner delight in what he is about to do, then hear him say to his Rufarven masters, “They know about the ships. Take the human ships down now while you can.” 
 
    I snap back to myself faster than ever before. “Let Rapsyn’s ship escape. Take all the rest!” 
 
    “They’re charging weapons!” Mel cries out. 
 
    In the inset showing Target 3, Ambassador Shastal’s ship, I see the railgun hatches open and a pulsing glow emanate from each. Then I feel the Lepodred translator reach out and attempt to grab me in a way that reminds me of the Confederation seers. Instinctively, I send a spike of pain, pushing him away. 
 
    I hear Captain Hawley’s voice come over the comm and look up to see his face in another inset. “We are being targeted!” Then he looks away, “Helm, evasive maneuvers! All hands to battle stations! Tactical alert!”  
 
    Redirecting my attention to the inset showing Ambassador Shastal’s ship, I see a railgun round fire. Almost immediately, a deafening gong comes through on Hawley’s channel, and I see him fall to the floor. 
 
    “I have lock on Shastal’s port nacelle!” Mel shouts. 
 
    “Take the shot.” Jazz orders. 
 
    “The warships are decloaking!” Bolt shouts. 
 
    Quickly scanning through the insets, I see the warship, previously designated Target 4, slowly appearing. 
 
    “Acquiring lock on Shastal’s starboard nacelle,” Ty shouts. “Requesting permission to fire on lock.” 
 
    “Granted; fire on lock,” Jazz replies. 
 
    In a sudden instant of clarity, undoubtedly originating from the mystery, I know what’s about to happen. The warships will fire, one at a time, not all at once, giving Target 1, Rapsyn’s ship, time to escape. 
 
    I turn to Jazz. “Their warships can’t hurt us. The Rufarven don’t have weapons that can penetrate Tay’s hull plating. Don’t fire until fired upon.” 
 
    Jazz glances at me but does not reply, then the telltale sound of weapons lock sounds. 
 
    “Assassin away,” Ty shouts. 
 
    I shift my gaze to the inset showing Shastal’s ship and moments later, the starboard nacelle shears away and all power is lost. 
 
    Glancing at Rapsyn’ ship, I see that it is accelerating along a vector that will take it down close to Caladon’s atmosphere. A quick probe reveals that they think this is their fastest escape course. 
 
    “Target 4 is firing an energy weapon at the Husong!” Bronco shouts. “Now she’s raising shields.” 
 
    In the holoprojection, the telltale sparkle of shields being raised surrounds Target 4. 
 
    “Fire on Target 4,” Jazz orders. 
 
    “Rapsyn’s ship is diving for the planet!” Red shouts. 
 
    “Firing on Target 4,” Bronco replies. 
 
    “Firing on Target 4,” Bird echoes, as I see her assassin go to FTL. 
 
    “Rapsyn is a diversion, Jazz. Let her go.” 
 
    Over the virtual conference line, I hear Porti shout, “Don’t let her go! She’s the one we want!” 
 
    “Target 5 just released a railgun round!” Bolt shouts. 
 
    Bouncing my eyes around the insets, I see both assassins hit Target 4, their spacetime disruptions spears penetrating its shields as if they weren’t even there. An instant later, the assassins enter the ship through the holes they just made. A second passes, then Target 4’s bow and stern turn to dust, leaving the third of the ship in the middle mostly intact.  
 
    I watch as atmosphere, crew, and equipment are swept into the void, the complete decimation sucking the breath out of me. In the background, I hear Jazz give the order to fire on Target 5 and two of the pilots announce their assassins in FTL. But my eyes are glued on the remains of Target 4; bodies wiggling for a couple seconds, then freezing in place; debris slowly floating away. The reality of what we just did, the real time death and destruction...  
 
    The deafening gong of another railgun round hitting the Husong brings me back into the moment. 
 
    “Fire on Target 6.” Jazz orders. 
 
    “Firing on Target 6!” Bird replies. 
 
     “Assassin away!” Red shouts.  
 
    “Target 1 just went behind Caladon.” Mel shouts. 
 
    I sigh a breath of relief knowing Minister Rapsyn’s ship is now out of firing range. 
 
    “Target 2 just went to FTL!” Smoke calls out, “but I can still catch it.” 
 
    I turn to Jazz. “Stand down. Stand down, Jazz.” 
 
    He locks me with a stare, which he holds. Without even having to probe, I can feel the adrenaline pulsing through his veins, his warrior spirit wanting to crush the intruders that fired on one of his ships. 
 
    “Trust me, Jazz. It will go better for us if they are allowed to return home so they can report what they have seen.” 
 
    I sense a hot retort rising up but cut off the argument before it is even spoken. 
 
    “They don’t think the way we do. The safe return of Rapsyn and Sassen, neither of whom fired on us, will work to our benefit.” 
 
    “As you say, Jared.” Jazz says, his anger starting to cool. “But we should still chase them out. If we make a good enough show of it, they will run as fast as they can. If we outrun them, then they will know they are being released. And if we can’t outrun them, we will know they can outrun us.” 
 
    I nod. “Chase them as far as the dense star cluster, then let them go. If they fire on you, then finish them.” 
 
    Jazz smiles. “Thank you, boss.” Then turning away, he calls out, “Bronco. Your squadron is with me.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DEBRIEF 
 
    An hour has passed. I’m still in the drone control room, where tensions continue to run high. The Husong, though struck three times by railgun and once by an energy weapon, came through almost completely unscathed, its hull showing no scars, but cabinets in several storage areas collapsed by the vibration. 
 
    Among the crew injuries, Captain Hawley took the worst, breaking his ankle when knocked off his feet by the second railgun strike.  
 
    Attempts to rescue the crew of Ambassador Shastal’s ship were abandoned after the first attempt was turned away by weapons fire on the rescue crew as they entered this ship. 
 
    Jazz has been relentlessly harassing the two diplomatic ships racing for the border. A total of twenty-two ER2s have been trailing, each exposing itself for ten milliseconds. The swarm of sensor ghosts has matched speed increase after speed increase. They are now running at 12,500c, about 10% of the ER2’s max effective speed. 
 
    For the virtual conference that’s about to begin, I’ve moved to the Squadron Conference Room, the piloting stations and holoprojection system still in plain sight. 
 
    I tie into the line and see Aaron and Porti in heated exchange. 
 
    As soon as he sees me, Porti locks me with an angry stare. “Why did you let her get away? What happened today is an outrage!” 
 
    I let his anger wash over, then flow past me. “It was in our best interests to let her get away.” 
 
    “She needs to be brought to justice!” Porti shouts, a speck of virtual spittle shooting past me. 
 
    “At what price?” I ask in my calmest, most peaceful voice. 
 
    As the next outburst starts, I say, “Amal!” The use of his first name, coupled by the psychic power I projected along with it, causes him to freeze like a young child being scolded by its father. Aaron seems temporarily frozen as well. 
 
    “Focus on our goal. They killed what, 200 of our people? We just killed several thousand of theirs. They rattled one of our ships. We destroyed four of theirs. They run like a small dog with its tail between its legs. A hornet’s nest of ours chase them home to deliver a very clear message. If they approach in peace, we will respond in peace. If they hit us, we will hit back devastatingly harder. And now as we chase them home, they know our ships are faster, our weapons stronger. And their weapons have absolutely no impact on our ships.” 
 
    “But they killed our people,” Porti whines. 
 
    “Unfortunate,” I agree. “But it cost us over 100 billion people to finally scare the Lepodred away. It only cost 200 to scare the Rufarven away. Now we stand as the most powerful military force in this region of the galaxy and our neighbors know it. Take the win, then care for the families of the lost.” 
 
    As Porti starts to respond, the Lepodred translator reaches out to me again. “You have played this well, human.” 
 
    I try to shake him off, but he has locked on to me tightly. 
 
    “Jared, are you OK?” Aaron asks. 
 
    The Lepodred translator, connection still in place, sends, “They are chasing us. Rapsyn fully understands that she is being allowed to escape. But her message to you is, ‘This isn’t over yet, human.’” 
 
    Once again, I try to shake him off, but he clings to me.  
 
    “I have little time left. Accept my gift to you...” As he starts the long slide into the abyss, he joins my mind, flooding as many of his memories into me as he can. At first, I resist, but as I come to understand what he is doing, I open myself to him. Memory after memory flows in, a lifetime of experiences. Then the darkness taking him floods over me... 
 
      
 
    

  

 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    Day 95 
 
   

 


 HOSPITAL, JARAMOR 
 
    I start coming back to myself... But slip back into the darkness. 
 
    ... 
 
    I start coming back to myself and feel breath in my lungs... But the darkness reaches up for me again. 
 
    ... 
 
    I start coming back to myself and feel the pull of death. But I refuse its grip. 
 
    I open my eyes and remember this place. I’ve been here before. I’m in Jaramor, in the hospital, top floor, with a view of the sea. 
 
    Jared. Are you back? 
 
    It’s Julian. I know his voice. 
 
    Maybe, it’s hard to know. 
 
    I feel Summer’s embrace, the way she trembles, the fragrance in her hair. Then reality comes screaming back. My eyes flash open. “How long was I gone?” 
 
    I feel a hand on my shoulder, then hear its voice in my mind. “Well played, Jared.” 
 
    My eyes focus, and I see what I already know. It’s Edson. 
 
    “That’s his gift you know,” Clarissa sends. “His touch reaches deep into one’s soul, which enables him to bring back those who believe they have died.” 
 
    Comforted that I am back among the living, I slide into a deep sleep. 
 
      
 
    Day 96 
 
   

 

 PRIVATE ROOM, JARAMOR HOSPITAL 
 
    Waking, the morning light reveals Summer asleep in a chair next to me. Julian is asleep in a chair near the foot of my bed, but the return of my psychic presence is apparently enough to wake him. 
 
    “Jared, you’ve returned to us?” 
 
    “I have.” It takes surprisingly little effort to send thoughts through the mystery. But the tiny effort it does take is enough to make my head start pounding. 
 
    An alarm goes off startling Summer awake. “Jared, are you back?” The words are out seconds before she has her arms around me. 
 
    A minute later, the door opens, and I hear Dr. Simpson enter. She comes over to examine me, but Summer is blocking the way. She reaches out, gently placing a hand on Summer’s shoulder, and whispers, “Summer, I need to examine him.”  
 
    I’m struck by the compassion in Dr. Simpson’s voice as she balances her roles as friend and doctor.  
 
    After a couple minutes of poking and prodding, a light in my eyes, and a tuning fork placed next to each ear, the doctor seems to relax. 
 
    “Do you know what happened to you, Jared?” 
 
    “The Lepodred translator was dying. He knew he had little time left, so he attempted to share as many memories with me as he could. As I came to understand what he was doing I clung to him, even as he slid down into the abyss.” 
 
    “That probably explains the inflammation and swelling in your brain. Do you remember any of what he shared?” She asks. 
 
    I blink my eyes as I try to pull some memories back. It only takes a second to realize I got it all—his wife and family back home on Pasalorn, his encyclopedic knowledge of everything Rufarven. 
 
    “I think I got all of it.”  
 
    My reply is met with blank stares, which baffles me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask. 
 
    Julian replies. “What language are you speaking Jared?” 
 
    Suddenly I get it. “Rufarven,” I reply in Standard. 
 
    ... 
 
    As the day progresses and various visitors come through, I get updated on what happened while I was out.  
 
    Associate Foreign Minister Shastal’s frozen body was found aboard his ship two days after the last sounds were heard from within. Once the recovery mission was finished, Aaron filed a salvage claim on the ship. Admiral Napier said the ship was abandoned in Caladonian space, so the salvage rights belonged to Caladon and the Confederation. In a surprisingly aggressive move on Aaron’s part, 100 assassins decloaked around the ship, as Aaron reasserted Jaredaan’s salvage claim. 
 
    Things on Caladon are in turmoil. Excluding the mine explosion, a total of 238 people were killed in the places where the Rufarven were known to have transported down. All 238 were known Guild members. Despite surviving the awning collapse, Professor Asper was killed in the hospital, her body found sliced open. An additional Guild member was killed in the mine explosion in Gray Horse. None of the others missing, or known to be dead, in Gray Horse were associated with the Guild. 
 
    Victoria Police Chief Landry confessed that he was a member. He also confirmed that the Guild had 256 accredited members and 46 latent associates before the attack. I wonder if poor Silas Keen, the fellow I probed as he left the museum the night of the attack, realized that he was a latent associate, not an accredited member. 
 
    Of Pauling’s five lieutenants, only Landry survived the attack. It’s not clear to me why Rapsyn let him live. But now that the Guild is functionally dead, I can visit Landry and talk with him. With only 17 accredited members left, they will have no power over me. 
 
    Although I haven’t been allowed to speak with Aaron, he sent me a hand-written note. In addition to wishes for a quick recovery, he told me that Kinsley had finished her treatment and been pronounced DAGS free. 
 
    The doctors say they’re going to keep me here at least another five days. Out of worry for my blood pressure, I’ve been cut-off from all outside stimulation. With nothing else to do, I plan to spend most of those days in the mystery. 
 
      
 
    DAY 110 
 
   

 

 JARAMOR RESIDENCE 
 
    Today is the day! It’s been eighteen months in the making, the last five days of which have been barely controlled chaos. Moose and Tay are getting married today! 
 
    “Jared, there you are. You need to put on your tux. Dad will be over in a minute to help you. Then accompany you to the seats outside.”  
 
    I turn and see Summer. “Thanks, for the reminder.” But I’m not all that happy about getting help from her father. “I’ll head upstairs now.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Summer whispers, worried about me taking the stairs on my own in the grav-chair. 
 
    Yeah, stuck in a grav-chair again. The doctors say the swelling and inflammation in my brain are almost gone, and my blood pressure is back under control, but I’m still not steady on my feet. The Lepodred translator’s death-bed gift has already proven valuable, but the side-effects have lingered a lot longer than expected. Aurora says she can fix it, but it will probably cost me the memories. So, I’ve held off. But the thought of having the warden help me get dressed makes me wish I’d let her fix me. 
 
    I float into the bedroom and to my surprise see housekeeper Kaitlyn laying out my clothes. 
 
    “Sorry, Mr. Jared. I am running late today.” 
 
    “No problem,” I reply, dreading the prospect of donning the tuxedo. 
 
    “I could help you,” she says meekly. “I even know how to tie the bowtie. I had to learn for my sons,” she adds proudly. 
 
    I open my mouth to say no, then change my mind. Kaitlyn reminds me of my mother and has been with us long enough to have caught me in my skivvies more than once before. “Would you?” 
 
    She smiles. “Come, let’s get this done before Ms. Summer’s father gets here.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I’m standing, looking at myself in the mirror, one hand on the dresser to hold steady. 
 
    “There!” Kaitlyn exclaims. “Look how handsome you are.” 
 
    In the distance, I hear Summer say, “He’s upstairs.” Her father must have arrived. 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetie. I’ve got it from here. You should head over to help Tay,” he replies. 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    I hear a shoosh and look over at Kaitlyn. “I’ll go now. He doesn’t need to know,” she whispers while handing me the cufflinks. With the words, “Sit to put those on,” she shuffles out. 
 
    I have the first cufflink in, when I hear the knock on the open door. The warden sticks his head in, sees me, and seems to relax. “Summer said you would need some help. Looks like you did OK on your own.” 
 
    “Yeah, wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. I have one more cufflink and the jacket.” I nod toward the rack where the jacket is hanging. 
 
    “Then let me get the jacket,” the warden beams. 
 
    A minute later, the jacket is on without incident, then we are off. As we exit the house, I hear the orchestra play the opening phrases of a piece called The Four Seasons. It was written early in the first age by a composer called Vivaldi. I didn’t know that any music from that age had survived this long. 
 
    ... 
 
    It’s finally time. The warden and I were among the first seated. The orchestra has been playing for a half-hour now as people have quietly come in. The seats, set for 500, are nearly full and, if I’ve followed the program correctly, the orchestra is now on the last of the six selections Summer and Tay made, all from the first age. It’s hard to believe things of such beauty were created back in ancient times. I suppose that’s why they have survived to this day. 
 
    As the piece ends, there is a moment of silence, then another piece starts. Julian and Aurora, who will be officiating, take their positions in front, then Moose and best man Charlie line up. And as the music soars, the ladies start coming down the aisle, each accompanied by an usher. As Dai finishes lining the isle with flower petals, the music ramps up again, and everyone, except me, stands. Then Tay, accompanied by her mother, starts her slow march down the aisle.  
 
    Early in the planning process, Moose asked me to be his best man. I accepted. After the incident, when it was uncertain whether I would be able to even attend the wedding, Moose asked Charlie to cover for me. Last week, Tay asked me to walk her down and ‘give her away,’ if I could. But after a pathetic attempt yesterday, a teary-eyed Tay asked if it would be OK if her mother walked her down instead. I was hugely relieved.  
 
    As Tay comes into my limited view, I’m struck by how beautiful she is. I’ve known her as a scientist and hands-on engineer, up to her elbows in whatever machine she’s working on or cruising around in a space suit while working on a hull. I’d never realized how shapely and stunningly attractive she was. 
 
    Once everyone is seated, Aurora opens with the most moving blessing I’ve ever heard. 
 
    ... 
 
    Wedding done, reception beginning, we’ve come to the part of the program I’ve been most worried about. The toast. This was the one ‘best man’ duty I could still perform, so to Charlie’s relief, it fell back to me.  
 
    I asked Julian for ideas. He refused, saying this was something special that needed to come from me, and all I really needed to do was probe them to figure out what was appropriate. Probing Moose, all I got was something traditional. Probing Tay, then listening to the music they were planning to use, I knew I needed something from the first age. A quick call with Festus, and I was pointed toward something both traditional and ancient. 
 
    Grav-chair firmly beneath me, I float to the front of the room as the glasses start clinking to get everyone’s attention. Then I start. 
 
    “Welcome everyone. This is such a special day. Two of the people I care about most have asked me to say a few words to commemorate their bonding. How could I refuse my friend Moose, who literally saved my life a year ago? Or Tay, a dear friend who helped me access the cosmos? Both played a central role in turning back the aliens, and in doing so found each other. To honor them, I have chosen ancient words bathed in tradition. Originally set down in an ancient language, I paraphrase in Standard. 
 
      
 
    “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. He separated the light from the darkness, creating the Sun to guide the day and the moon to rule the night. Then looking down upon his creation, He said, ‘It is good.’ 
 
    He separated the land from the sea, filling the land with fruit and vegetation of every type. Again, looking down upon his creation, God said, ‘It is good.’ 
 
    He commanded the water to bring forth living creatures great and small, until it was teaming with life. Then commanded the land to bring forth living creatures of every kind. Looking again at his creation, God said, ‘It is good.’ 
 
    Then in his greatest act, God formed man from the dust of the earth, breathing life into him, and making him a living being. But as he looked at the man, he said, ‘It is not good for man to be alone.’ He put a great sleep over the man, taking a rib from his side and forming it into a woman. As the woman drew breath, God awakened the man, giving the woman to the man, and the man to the woman. Then God looked upon them and said, ‘Together, they are good.’ 
 
      
 
    “Please join me in offering this toast to Moose and Tay, the man and woman who together, are good.” 
 
      
 
    In truth, it’s hard to know how well I translated the ancient texts. But as I watch Moose and Tay, I can tell that it resonates with them. 
 
    Summer, still in a flowing maiden’s dress, sidles up next to me, taking my hand. “Not bad for an engineer,” she whispers. 
 
    ... 
 
    As the night wears on, I give thanks for this respite. The Rufarven are gone for now, the Lepodred reeling from their losses to Operation Degradation. But neither are gone for good, and it’s a sure bet that one or both will be back soon. Nonetheless, tonight is for love, for family, and for everything that makes life worth treasuring. 
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