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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    104 Years Ago... 
 
   

 

 ELDERS CHAMBERS, JARAMOR 
 
    “Cedrick...” Senior Elder Mirella Padilla speaks the name compassionately. “We’ve probed to the south. Unfortunately, the only fertile land we’ve found is in forbidden areas where we will be exposed. That is why we search to the east.” 
 
    Cedrick bows his head in respect, then lifts his eyes to the Senior Elder. “It’s not for me to question your wisdom, or your ability to divine. But if not from the south, where did the soil come from?” 
 
    Mirella exhales sadly, shaking her head the way the teacher of a slow student might. 
 
    “Cedrick, the predominant winds come from the west. Yes, the soil on the southwest side of the sea is difficult to explain, but it is far enough north of the equator that the winds still come from the west.” 
 
    Cedrick gives the senior elder, the protector of the mystery, a sad look. “If your theory were true, then there would be soil on the east side of the sea as well. But there isn’t. And at this point we know the winds come from the east at the south end of the sea!” 
 
    In an instant, Cedrick knows his strident tone has done him in. He bows low. “I’m sorry Ma’am. That didn’t come out the way it was intended.” 
 
    There are several moments of silence, then the Senior Elder says, “I’m sorry Cedrick. Your application for a grant to explore down the west coast of the sea to the south is denied. Everything to the southwest of the sea has been forbidden to us by our founder.” 
 
    In a fit of anger, Cedrick shouts. “That cannot be true. We are west of the sea. And he...” Cedrick points to Second Elder Julian, Marilla’s grandson. “...has ventured there. That’s why we know there is soil!” 
 
    “Enough!” Marilla snaps back. “The application is denied.” 
 
    As Cedrick starts to protest, guards appear to escort him out. As he is dragged away from the petitioner’s podium, he shouts, “Then I will go on my own!” 
 
    ... 
 
    Cedrick is on his second ale when the familiar voice of his friend asks, “May I join you?” 
 
    Cedrick turns to the voice then looks away. 
 
    “I’ll have what he’s having,” Julian says to the bar keep. 
 
    “Cedrick,” Julian exhales heavily. “I told you I would get funding for your expedition. Why did you have to go against my grandmother? She lives in the mystery. She’s rarely wrong. Why fight it?” 
 
    “Has she really probed the south!” The question Cedrick intended to ask, comes out as a shout. 
 
    “That’s your problem Cedrick. Instead of working your case slowly through the system, you demand immediate action from the highest levels without documenting the evidence that supports your claim.” 
 
    Cedrick takes another sip of his ale, appearing to ignore Julian. After a full minute of silence, he whispers, “You are my evidence Julian, but you never support me.” 
 
    More silence, then Julian says, “I’ll get you half funding in three days. Trust me on this, Cedrick. But say nothing about it to anyone. If word gets back to my grandmother, you will face banishment. 
 
    “I have personal funds sufficient to get you south of the sea. Meet me on the shore, thirty kilometers south of town. I’ll have supplies waiting.”  
 
      
 
    101 Years Ago... 
 
   

 

 JARAMOR 
 
    “I believe that completes the business scheduled for today. Do we agree to adjourn?”  Senior Elder Mirella Padilla asks. 
 
    One-by-one, she meets the eyes of each of the elders, then says, “Meeting adjourned.” 
 
    Everyone stands, then Mirella heads for the exit at the far corner of the room. Elder Aston Jardim calls after her, “A word if I may?” 
 
    She nods and says, “Walk with me.” 
 
    He catches up, then the two of them, already locked in conversation, make their way toward the exit.  
 
    From the opposite corner, Julian’s aide, Edson Jardim (Aston’s son), slips quickly into the room and comes up to Julian. He whispers softly, “Julian, you must come.”  
 
    Marella, who is almost to her exit, stops in her tracks, locked in a trance the way the elders sometimes do. 
 
    Without a word, she turns and looks at Julian, then says in full voice. “Cedrick Frazer has returned. He has made a great discovery but is near death.” 
 
    She comes back to herself and shouts, “Julian, you must find him and bring him back!” 
 
    ... 
 
    As the two younger men exit the building, Edson takes off running. “This way, Julian.” 
 
    Two of the rangers stationed at town hall, Andre and Clark, see the Second Elder and his assistant run by. They mount their horses to follow. Andre, the one in the lead, shouts, “Can we help you, Second Elder?” 
 
    Julian stops, as does Edson. Then Edson says, “There’s a stranger about a quarter kilometer south of town, walking alone by the shoreline. He’s clearly out of his mind. He appears to be possessed, shouting nonsense, and periodically calling Julian’s name. But he swings his case at anyone that approaches.” 
 
    Andre extends his hand down toward Julian.  
 
    “Let me give you a lift, sir. We can get you there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Julian extends his hand and is hoisted up onto the horse. Andre’s partner, Clark, does the same for Edson, then the four of them take off at a gallop. 
 
    ... 
 
    As they get close, Julian points. “There he is. Stop here. I want to approach on foot.” 
 
    Only fifteen meters away, they hear the man’s cracked voice say, “Away beasts... ...no steal...” He waves an arm, then falls over, clinging to an old leather map case. 
 
    Julian slides off the horse and approaches slowly. The old man, agitated, but too weak to offer any serious resistance, glares at Julian. 
 
    Julian continues his slow approach. As he gets closer, the man’s expression softens. 
 
    “Julian, is that you?” 
 
    “Cedrick?” 
 
    With great effort, Cedrick pushes the map case towards Julian. 
 
    “This is... It has...” Cedrick’s voice trails away, then he goes limp.  
 
    Julian runs over and takes Cedrick’s emaciated hand, then checks for a pulse. 
 
    “Come help me!” Julian shouts out. “He’s still alive.” 
 
    Julian looks up at the rangers and sees Andre in a trance. “He must have taken a little of the profecia aumentar, so he could call for help.” 
 
    A moment later, Andre is back, and the horses trot over. Edson, and the rangers, dismount. Clark goes immediately for Cedrick. As he lifts him, Clark shakes his head. 
 
    “This guy can’t weigh over 45 kilos. There’s nothing to him.” 
 
    Andre comes out of his trance and shouts, “Jackson and three others are on their way to help, maybe five minutes out.” 
 
    “I don’t want to wait,” Julian replies. “We need to get Cedric to the hospital.” 
 
    Andre and Clark eye each other, then Andre says. “We can take him, but only one of you.” 
 
    Edson is quick to reply. “Julian, you go. I’ll start walking back. It won’t take long, but I’ll take a ride with Jackson and his team if they come.” He points down. “Bad shoes for walking on the shore.” 
 
    Clark mounts his horse, then Andre passes Cedrick’s limp body up. They professionally strap him in place in front of Clark.  
 
    “Secure,” Clark announces. Moments later they trot away toward the hospital with Cedrick’s map case over Julian’s shoulder. 
 
    ... 
 
    Edson wheels himself into the Conference Room on the hospital’s top floor. Through the windows, he sees the sea, its gentle waves periodically splashing up against the rocks along the shoreline. 
 
    Julian is hunched over papers laid out on the table. Having heard the door open, he straightens and turns. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Julian asks in surprise. 
 
    “The rangers found me, but another crisis came up. Jackson offered to have one of his men bring me back anyway, but I volunteered to walk so they could deal with their other problem.” 
 
    Julian points at the wheelchair. 
 
    “Did you fall down or something?” 
 
    “Shoes,” Edson says with embarrassment. “They were new. They got totally trashed on the walk through the muddy area, so the guards at the entrance made me take them off. 
 
    “When I did, there was blood everywhere. I mean, my feet hurt like crazy, but I didn’t realize they were rubbed so raw they were bloody. 
 
    “You can probably guess from there. They wheeled me to emergency, cleaned up my feet, wrapped them, then brought me up.” 
 
    “I was wondering what took you so long.” 
 
    “Any word on Cedrick?” Edson asks. 
 
    “He’s in a bad way. The doctors say it’s less than 50-50 he’ll make it.” 
 
    “Sad to hear that.” Edson pauses. “How are you taking it, Julian?” 
 
    “He was assumed to be dead. There’s a five year wait, so he hadn’t been declared yet. But no one here thought we’d see him again. His parting was less than cordial, and he never checked in, despite the tin of profecia aumentar I gave him. 
 
    “Now he’s back, but he’s not expected to survive.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” Edson says with the compassion of a good friend. He points to the table. “What are you looking at.” 
 
    Julian lets out a chuckle. “Did you know Cedrick at all? You were young when he left.” 
 
    Edson shakes his head no. “I knew of him, of course. He was already a legend because of his discoveries in the north. He was included in the list of explorers we learned about in school. 
 
    “But, no, I never knew him personally. Just the legend and an occasional glimpse of him entering the pub the year before he left.” 
 
    “Cedrick was a master surveyor. Come look at what was in his case. It’s a map. It shows a southern river.” 
 
    “He speculated there would be one, didn’t he?” 
 
    Julian chuckles. “Yes, He made a big deal about his theory that there was one. Apparently, he found it.  
 
    “It runs over 300 kilometers down to Mount Jaramor, as he speculated. But look at the detail in the map. He has the locations of all the peaks and ridgelines. There’s a second tall peak that we can’t see from here. He’s taken the liberty of naming it for himself, Mount Frazer. 
 
    “And check this out, the river meanders north from its headwaters near Mount Jaramor all the way to the great sea, detouring around this massive ridgeline that runs east from his self-named mountain. 
 
    “And check out the detail. Fields of something he’s marked ‘bitter fruit.’ And this, a cave he’s marked as Scale Cave. The annotation says it’s filled with huge scales and thick bones.” 
 
    Edson shudders. “Sounds like the aliens.” 
 
    Julian chuckles, “That’s a good one.” 
 
    “You know...” Edson starts. “We should name this for him.” 
 
    “Name what?” 
 
    “The river and valley. Call it the Frazer River and the Frazer River Valley.” 
 
    “My grandmother will make us wait until he dies before she’ll even consider it,” Julian cautions. “But I think you’re right. He discovered it. He surveyed it.” 
 
    After a moment’s reflection, Edson asks, “Why didn’t we know about this? Surely it can be seen from the space station. 
 
    “My grandfather forbade it. There’s a large area that runs from about 200 kilometers north of the great sea to 400 kilometers south of it, down past Mt. Jaramor. And from ten kilometers east of the sea to 500 kilometers west. He built interlocks into the space station’s scanners that prevent that area from being scanned. He even made it a crime to bypass them. This is a restriction that the elders in Jaredstown have strictly enforced.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “In time, my friend. In time. There are many secrets the elders keep, and good reasons why we do. You will eventually find out. The mystery runs strong in you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 1: PROSPERITY 
 
    I’m standing atop a short hill with my business partner, Evelyn Fontes. The hill is located at the northwest corner of Eastern Agricultural’s property. From here we have a view of our entire domain, east to the great sea and south to the foothills of Mount Jaramor. Immediately in front of us is our new wheat field, planted several months back. It’s not to the amber-waves-of-grain stage, but it will be in a month or so. It’s the first time Evelyn’s been over to see this particular field. 
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” I ask. 
 
    Evelyn nods her head. “Agreed. Millions of stalks swaying in the gentle breeze. You’ve done an incredible job with this Jared. I’m really impressed.” 
 
    “Thanks, but most of the credit goes to Declan and Vera.” 
 
    “I know. It’s all Declan’s talked about for weeks.” Evelyn sighs. “But you, Jared, are the force behind this.” She spreads her arms indicating the entire field. 
 
    ... 
 
    Five years ago, Evelyn and I launched this joint venture to solve a problem. Our world was under quarantine, and it didn’t produce enough food to feed everyone. 
 
    At that time, I was the assistant warden at our planet’s only real prison—a sugar cane plantation operated as a prison camp. Evelyn was, and still is, the president of the largest agricultural concern on our world. Between us, we controlled most of our world’s arable land. The crisis was that we didn’t have enough land to grow enough food. 
 
    We live on a desert world, one that was believed to be devoid of life when first colonized. Over the previous hundred years, our founders terraformed enough land to significantly reduce our dependence on imported food. But when the disease and quarantine hit, we were in trouble. 
 
    About the same time the quarantine hit, I found another settlement on our world, one our founder had set up in secret. They had enough arable land to feed themselves and knew of arable land to the south. That’s where Evelyn and I set up our joint venture. 
 
    ... 
 
    Evelyn motions at the broad swath of land in front of us. 
 
    “I’m still surprised how fertile this land is. Have you been able to determine how deep the soil goes?” 
 
    “It varies.” I point to the left, toward the sea. “In the east, closer to the sea, it’s less than a meter.” I turn and point toward the mountains in the distance to our right. “About ten km in, it’s all regolith. No soil at all, just dust and rock. 
 
    “But here where the wheat is, there’s at least two meters. In some places a lot more. It’s perfect for growing wheat.” 
 
    “But where did it come from? This much soil couldn’t have been carried here by the wind from our properties in just 100 years.” 
 
    I smile. “A few of our geologists disagree on that assessment. But I’m with you. There’s too much soil here to have come just from our fields.” I point south toward Mount Frazer. “In the Frazer River Valley, there’s even more. In some places more than 20 meters deep. My hypothesis is that the soil came from there.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You haven’t read the background data we sent you on the Frazer River Valley?” 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
    “The Jaramor Elders added it to their version of the official planetary survey about 100 years ago.” I explain. “As part of our expansions south, we did our own survey about four years ago. 
 
    “We now know that extensive plant life has thrived in this valley for a long time. We don’t know its origin. But some of this plant life does not exist in the Confederation’s database of known plant DNA. 
 
    “Three years ago, we commissioned the development of orchards and vineyards in the Frazer River Valley. The leader of our survey team, Aldo Peres, whom I’ve not met in person yet, is now the chief horticulturist for our operations there.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 EASTERN REGION AGRICULTURAL 
 
    On returning from the brief trip to the wheat field, we pull into the parking lot at headquarters and see Ayla, the headquarters receptionist, walking toward the building. She sees us and comes over toward the jeep we borrowed.  
 
    “Sorry I wasn’t here to greet you when you arrived this morning. Declan had me out running errands. He’s so excited about the peaches.” She stretches out the ‘so’ in emphasis. “Thanks for coming by so he can tell you about it in person.” 
 
    Declan Fontes is the General Manager of Eastern Region Agriculture. He’s Evelyn’s second son. He married Ayla the year before I met Evelyn. I didn’t know Declan prior to the establishment of the joint venture. In truth, I was less than impressed the first time we met. But Evelyn insisted he was the right person for the job, so I went with it and am happy I did. He’s done a fabulous job and built our world’s largest, by head count, business in only five years. 
 
    The headquarters building is beautiful. It’s a two-story timber frame log building constructed from Jaramor eucalyptus. The interior and exterior are made of squared off logs with natural wood finishes. I love it. 
 
    Ayla shows us to the conference room, which has already been prepped with water, Jaramor coffee, and some baked goods. As she’s about to exit, she turns to us. “Declan will be with you in a minute.” 
 
    I help myself to a cup of coffee as Evelyn takes a seat. 
 
    “Can I get you something?” 
 
    “Thanks, Jared. A cup of coffee?” 
 
    As I pour, she asks, “Are you as excited about peaches as they are?” 
 
    I ponder the question a moment. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s possible for anyone else to be as excited about peaches as they are. That said, I’m pleased at how well this operation is going. It’s making a huge difference. And I’m glad we’re bringing new foods to our world.” 
 
    Evelyn chuckles. “Same here.”  
 
    The door opens and I see Declan and Aldo walk in. 
 
    “Hi, Mom.” Declan gives Evelyn a hug and kiss on the cheek, then turns to me.  
 
    “Jared, welcome. You know Aldo, right? 
 
    I put my hand out. “Aldo, a pleasure to finally meet you in person.” 
 
    As the greetings go around the room, I open my mind to Aldo. He’s nervous to meet me and Evelyn in person for the first time, but obviously excited about what they’ve accomplished. I sense it’s more than just peaches, which piques my curiosity.  
 
    Once seated, Declan starts. 
 
    “Jared, I want to thank you again for funding the expansion to the south. Aldo and I both thought the climate there would allow us to introduce some new crops. What we’ve found, and been able to build out, is astonishing. 
 
    “Give me a second to tie in our orchard manager and we can start the virtual tour.” 
 
    The two-way holoprojection comes to life at the end of the table. It reveals a man I haven’t met before standing near a river with rows of trees behind him and a snow-capped mountain in the background. 
 
    The orchards in question are a couple hundred kilometers south in the foothills of Mount Jaramor. 
 
    “Jared, this is Cameron Ward, Orchard Manager of our southern-most operation. As I’m sure you know, my mother’s company has a small orchard in the mountains west of Lake Herold. Cam ran that orchard. She sent him to us when Aldo found this land. 
 
    “Cam, meet Jared Daan.” 
 
    Cam smiles, then quickly responds.  
 
    “Jared, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”  
 
    He nods his head toward Evelyn. “Ms. Fontes.  Good to see you again ma’am.” 
 
    After a bit more back and forth, Declan starts in. 
 
    “The orchard is at the far end of the Frazer River Valley about 300 kilometers south of here. The valley stretches all the way from the great sea to the headwaters of the Frazer River in the foothills of Mount Jaramor. 
 
    “This orchard is at an altitude of about 1,000 meters. The river is well formed here and has a strong flow year-round. Except for a couple weeks in the winter, this section of the valley sees few clouds and little rain. The year-round sun and cold winter nights are perfect for cold weather fruits. The best varieties of fruit such as apples, apricots, cherries, peach, pear, plum and nectarine all require 100 to 1,000 hours below 10°C to bud.  
 
    “Jaramor found places like that north of the sea. Aldo discovered nearly a thousand hectares in the foothills of Mount Jaramor that are perfect. This was part of the Southern expansion you authorized three years ago.” 
 
    I nod my head in understanding. 
 
    The trees behind Mac look beautiful. 
 
    “As you can see, the trees on the uphill side of the river have budded.” 
 
    Cam apparently has a portable version of our holoprojection system. From his current vantage point, we can see the preponderance of buds. There’s something organically beautiful about them. The image zooms in on a twig that Cam gently holds between two fingers. 
 
    “The buds are still fragile, so I need to be careful, but what you see here will grow to become a white peach.” 
 
    He turns and points up the hill. “A little further up the slope where its cooler, we’re seeing the first buds of our yellow peaches. And, in the orchard a little further up,” he points, “the first apricot buds will appear in a couple weeks.” 
 
    “Next season, we hope to add pears, cherries, and plums on the slopes opposite.” Cam points to the eastern slope, his hand rising with each fruit named. Then he turns and points to the next slope south. “The following season we plan to put in nectarines and apples.” 
 
    I smile at the hand motions. Cam seems to know exactly where he wants everything. 
 
    Cam’s been walking up the hill as he’s been speaking. Now he turns around, revealing the vast Frazer River Valley stretching out below. In the distance, he points out vineyards, strung row after row across a ridge. 
 
    ... 
 
    The virtual tour is done and Declan’s down to the last section of his briefing. 
 
    “Jared, I know you’re always interested in knowing about problems on the horizon. So, I’d like to spend a minute on the things we’ll need to address before too much longer.  
 
    “The biggest issue will be the bounty from this season’s harvest. It will be far bigger than our world can consume before it rots. We have adequate storage for things like onions, potatoes, and corn. But we have virtually no storage for fruit. I’ve contacted the food packaging operation in Heroldstown. They can take maybe five percent of our harvest. We might be able to sell five to ten percent fresh. The rest will need to be processed.” 
 
    Declan plops a document on the table. 
 
    “I’ve developed a plan for your consideration to build a food processing facility here. It will have multiple preservation methods: drying, canning, jam and jelly packaging, etc. If we can put this in motion within the next month, we can have enough of it online by harvest to preserve half or more of this year’s crop. That which we can’t preserve will be composted.” 
 
    I ponder the words spoken. I’d like to think I’d have thought through the harvest problem far earlier. But how could anyone who operated without insights derived from the mystery have known the fruit yield would be so bountiful? 
 
    “Will the preservation facility be large enough to handle next year’s harvest and the expansions you’ve planned?” 
 
    “Yes. The target capacity is sufficient to handle next year’s crop and the planned expansions over the next five years.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll review the proposal this week and get back to you if I have any questions.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ATMOSPHERIC SHUTTLE 
 
    Last year, I finally broke down and purchased an atmospheric shuttle. The constant travel between Heroldstown, the distillery, Jaramor, and Eastern Agricultural was taking too heavy a toll on my time and on my body.  
 
    The shuttle I ended up buying is a beauty. Its primary propulsion is grav drive. Its power plant is anti-matter. But unlike the grav drive used in hovercraft vehicles like my truck, this one has power.  
 
    The shuttle has retractable wings that allow it to take off and land vertically, then deploy in the air for normal atmospheric flight. It can make the flight from home to our estate in Jaramor in less than an hour. 
 
    Given the quarantine, the only way to get it delivered was to find a pilot willing to emigrate to Jaredaan. After a month of advertising for a commercial pilot and getting no applicants, I changed gears and started looking for pilots that had lost their licenses. There were a shocking number of them. Most probably should have lost their licenses. In the crowded space that comprises the Confederation, these folks were a hazard. But on a world like Jaredaan, where there are no other atmospheric shuttles, I found dozens of pilots that would do. 
 
    One rose to the top of the list, an ex-military pilot named Dylan O’Malley, who was also a certified technician for this class of shuttle. He’d lost his license because of repeated paperwork errors. I read through the transcript of his suspension hearing and thought it was a bit harsh. But, in a place like Jaredaan where there is no aviation infrastructure whatsoever, someone with impeccable flying and maintenance qualifications is all that actually matters. Dylan was my first choice. 
 
      
 
   

 

 RETURN 
 
    Evelyn and I exit the building and see the shuttle sitting in the space reserved for it at the end of the parking lot. As we make our way toward it, the shuttle door opens, and Dylan comes out to greet us. 
 
    “Successful meeting?” 
 
    He reaches out to take Evelyn’s overstuffed briefcase, which she gratefully hands to him. 
 
    “Thanks. I think I need to get one of those briefcases with anti-grav assist.” She visibly relaxes as Dylan takes the load. “The meetings went great.”  
 
    Once aboard, Dylan and I head toward the cockpit. I’ve started taking flying lessons, so sit up here with him on almost every flight. Evelyn takes a seat in the first row. The shuttle interior is relatively open. There’s a short wall that separates the cockpit from the passenger section. The two pilot’s seats are set a little lower than the ones in the main cabin, giving the passengers a good view out the front. The passenger seats are organized as three rows of two seats. The seats in each row are separated by a wide aisle in the middle. 
 
    Dylan runs through his take-off check list. I’m in the co-pilot’s seat, running through mine, checking gauges and clicking switches. Once the shuttle starts moving, I’m not allowed to touch any of the controls since there’s a passenger aboard.  
 
    In truth, there are no rules on Jaredaan, so in principle, I can do whatever I want. But Dylan has made it clear. The cockpit of any aircraft he captains will abide by Confederation military flight rules. Any violators will be written up the first time and thrown out the back the second. I like the discipline. 
 
    “By the way,” I start. “There’s a small change of plan for the return. I want to run down through the Frazer River Valley to get an aerial view of the vineyards and orchards.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Are we just taking a fly over? Or do you want to go in lower and hover?” 
 
    “Low and slow, I think.” 
 
    “You got it boss.” 
 
    I see Dylan’s smile. One of the things I love about him is his willingness to fly. Any mission. Any time. He’s always on for it. 
 
    ... 
 
    We enter the valley at an altitude just higher than the mountain tops on either side. The view ahead is spectacular. Less than a kilometer in the vegetation starts. When we were growing up, we were told our planet was devoid of life. Yet here, plants unknown to the Confederation grow. Another couple minutes and the vineyards come into view.  
 
    The vineyards are beautiful. They’re planted in curving rows that span the mountainside and an adjacent ridge that juts out into the valley. Row after row descend the curved slopes. The vines are lush. A few clusters of buds are still visible.  
 
    In the distance, beyond the ridgeline, the orchards are visible as are the headwaters of the Frazer River. The river runs from south to north along the twisting floor of the valley. It twists around the ridgeline ahead, then continues flowing north into the sea. 
 
    “Still good at this altitude? Or would you like me to go in lower?” 
 
    I turn to look at Evelyn. 
 
    “Want to go lower?” 
 
    She smiles. “Sure. But no thrill rides, OK?” 
 
    I see a devilish glint in Dylan’s eye. 
 
    “Let’s drop to 100 meters and cut speed in half.” 
 
    The glint fades as Dylan replies, “Got it, boss.” 
 
    Dylan expertly brings us lower and slower. I know the shuttle well enough at this point to feel the grav drives take more of the load as the aerodynamic lift on the wings falls away. Dylan adjusts the controls, nosing the shuttle down a little to get a better view. 
 
    “We can’t go very fast with the nose down like this,” Dylan says in his flight-instructor voice. “With the nose down, aerodynamic pressure to descend increases. We offset it by increasing thrust from the grav generators. But that puts a lot of stress on the wings.” 
 
    Dylan takes us in closer to the mountain, which is starting to look really close on our right. Then he turns to the left and follows the curve of the vineyard. From this vantage point it’s easy to see how well maintained the vines are. 
 
    Ahead at the far end of the ridge, I see someone on horseback wave. The long dark hair running down the rider’s back gives away her identity. It’s Vera Lopes, the vineyard manager. I became good friends with Vera while at the camp. She ran Zone Four for many years, then jumped at the opportunity to organize the camp’s new food zone. That operation went so smoothly, I knew I wanted her to lead this part of Eastern Agricultural’s expansion. 
 
    As we pass the end of the vineyard, Dylan levels out then takes us up as we continue south. Ahead are the orchards, which look as beautiful live as they did in the holoprojection. 
 
    ... 
 
    After dropping Evelyn off at her company, Dylan lets me fly the shuttle back to headquarters. I have none of Dylan’s finesse, but I’m becoming increasingly confident in my ability to fly the shuttle while the sun is up, and the sky is clear. The shuttle makes little noise, but we still make the journey 1,000 meters above Lake Herold to pass civilization as quietly as possible. 
 
    The trip goes smoothly, as does the landing... Well, mostly anyway.  
 
      
 
   

 

 CHANGES 
 
    Shortly after the warden’s return from Jaredstown five years ago, it became clear I needed to resign from the camp. Uncle Walter was the chairman of the camp’s board at the time. He wanted me either fully in or fully out, which was impossible.  
 
    The warden and the remainder of the camp’s board were terrified of losing me. They successfully pressured Walter to continue with the status quo. But once the food shortage and Doffenplod Acquired Genetic-disorder Syndrome (DAGS) crises were brought under control, we needed a new arrangement.  
 
    I agreed to resign my position as Assistant Warden. They offered me a seat on the camp’s board. In lieu of other compensation for board service, they gave me a one-year fully-paid lease on my apartment, and continued use of camp facilities like the staff café, staff gym, and the camp hospital. 
 
    It ended up being a good deal for everyone. The camp is doing better than ever before. We now produce about 10% of our planet’s food, about twice what we need to feed the camp. Cane output has nearly doubled, allowing the ethanol plant to run at capacity. And our population is by far the healthiest on the planet. 
 
    The deal allowed me to stay involved at the couple-hours-a-week level, while building my businesses. I now have five businesses:  
 
    -    My original personal power pack business with Jungle 
 
    -    Jaredaan Natural Supplements 
 
    -    Jaredaan Pharmaceuticals 
 
    -    Eastern Region Agricultural, joint venture with Evelyn 
 
    -    Jaramor Science Institute.  
 
    Of the various businesses, the Institute is the one I want to focus on the most. But that goal has been elusive. 
 
    Across the businesses, I employ about 1,000 people. The preponderance of them are with the joint venture and under Declan’s management. But I have about 100 in the supplements business, over 200 in the pharmaceutical business, and am slowly building out the staff for the institute. 
 
    Summer still works in reception at the camp. I wish she would go full time with the Institute, but I haven’t been able to make that sell yet.  
 
      
 
   

 

 HEADQUARTERS, JAREDAAN NATURAL SUPPLEMENTS 
 
    Jaredaan Natural’s headquarters are located on the property that came with the old distillery. The new office building is a hundred meters east of the distillery, the shuttle’s hanger is another hundred meters beyond that. The old chain link fence is gone, replaced by a more substantial steel fence that’s four meters high. The road in has been replaced with a new one that is smooth and wide, designed to handle the daily traffic volume an operation like this generates. 
 
    As I come in through the front door, I’m greeted by our receptionist, Helen.  
 
    “Good morning, Jared. I hope you had a productive trip.” 
 
    “I did. Anything come in while I was out?” 
 
    She laughs. It’s a joke of sorts between us. A ton of stuff comes in every day, far more than I can sort through.  
 
    “You’ll have to ask Brenda about that, but I do know two calls came in from Elder Board members.” 
 
    “Great,” I groan.  
 
    She laughs some more.  
 
    I head up the steps, wondering what Brenda has waiting for me. I met Brenda at the camp about five years ago. She’d been bit by a cane viper and was quite literally on death’s doorstep when she got to me. I got her help in time for her to make a full recovery. It was one of those bonding experiences that lasts. When her sentence was up two years ago, she came to work at the company as my assistant. 
 
    The door to the outer office is open as it usually is. As I approach, I hear Brenda talking with someone over the phone. From the context of what I hear, I can tell it’s Cousin Kinsley, the mayor of Jaredstown and a member of the Elder Board. 
 
    “He just arrived, ma’am. Let me see if he can talk.” 
 
    She hits the mute button, then greets me. 
 
    “Welcome back, Jared. Things are buzzing here today. It’s Kinsley, something about the vaccination program.” 
 
    “Put her through.” 
 
    I enter my office, take a seat at the conference table, then accept the light blinking on the virtual conference room controller. The image of Kinsley appears, sitting on the other side of the table. 
 
    “Jared, I was hoping to have received your progress report on vaccination percentages at Eastern Agricultural by now.” 
 
    I have to chuckle. No greeting, just ‘where’s the report?’ 
 
    “Good morning, Kinsley. Good to see you this morning. I hope you’re having a good day.” 
 
    “I’d be having a better one if I had that report.” 
 
    Now I really laugh. “Well, I have mixed news for you. Everyone in the company has been vaccinated at this point. But I still do not have the numbers from Jaramor.” 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “I’m told things are proceeding well there. But I don’t have any numbers.” 
 
    There’s silence on the other side of the table. But I can tell Kinsley’s not very happy with me. The problem regards the disease and quarantine.  
 
    Jaredaan has been under quarantine for about five and a half years at this point. We were put under quarantine when DAGS spread here. 
 
    DAGS is a bioweapon left behind at the end of the Great Alien War (GAW). The bioweapon consists of two parts: a) a virus that spreads a weaponized gene, and b) problems created by the malign gene once it’s inserted into the human system. 
 
    I made my fortune by finding a treatment that shuts down most of the effects of the bad gene. Recently, a vaccine and treatment for the virus were found. Between them, they are more or less 100% effective at eliminating the virus. 
 
    Quarantines will be lifted from planets that can prove the entire population has been vaccinated and everyone is virus free. Four of the five major population centers on Jaredaan have that proof now. Only Jaramor is showing less than 100%. 
 
    I look back up at Kinsley. “Let me call Julian. He’s the mayor of Jaramor. I’m sure they’re mostly done. The problem, if there is one, will be in their agricultural operation north of the great sea.” 
 
    ... 
 
    This is one of the problems with Jaramor’s current status. The reunification is nowhere near complete. It’s barely started. They’ve been purposefully hidden from the Confederation, but for edicts like this, they must be compliant. Most of that burden falls to me. Kinsley and the Elder Board know of Jaramor, but they have no connection with it. At some point I’ll need to address this issue. For now, I need to manage it personally. 
 
      
 
   

 

 NOTICE 
 
    Once off the line with Kinsley, I start working through the items Brenda has prioritized for me. At the top of the list is an urgent call from Uncle Asher. He’s the head of the planetary Elder Board this year—the Prime Elder. I initiate connection and moments later Uncle Asher is sitting across the table from me. He doesn’t look particularly happy and, like Kinsley, just plows in without greeting. 
 
    “Jared, I just got a notification from the Confederation saying that our status as a Protected World is being revoked. They are giving us 30 days to cure the problems with our current charter, apply for membership in the Confederation, or declare ourselves as non-aligned. 
 
    “Apparently this has something to do with the alien detectors. As you are our resident expert, I’m forwarding this to you. I want you to brief the Elder Board at the meeting on Friday, explaining the problem and our options.” 
 
    I’m shocked by the news, then equally shocked when he drops the line connecting our virtual conference rooms. What’s going on up north today? 
 
      
 
   

 

 PLANETARY ELDER BOARD 
 
    Surprisingly, when Uncle Walter’s term expired a little over four years ago, I was selected to join the Elder Board. The Elder Board heads Jaredaan’s planetary government. Seven elders sit on the board, each has a seven-year term. Every year one of the elders rotates off and a new elder is selected to replace them. 
 
    Qualification to serve is based on eligibility and paternity rank. As someone of age that had not served in the last seven years, I was eligible. Add to that my single digit paternity rank and I placed high on the list of qualified candidates from which the elders could choose.  
 
    The selection criteria follow a pattern but changes year to year based on our world’s needs. The big need four years ago was money, specifically Confederation credits. Our world was going bankrupt because of the quarantine and associated embargo. Metal exports, which powered our economy, had ground to a halt, cutting off our source of Confederation credits. 
 
    At the same time that was happening, I founded two companies: Jaredaan Natural Supplements and Jaredaan Pharmaceuticals. Both sold a therapy for DAGS.  
 
    Within six months of the clinical trial’s successful completion, Jaredaan Pharmaceuticals was bringing in more money than the metal trade ever did. I’d already pledged to use the company’s earnings to support our world. Given that I was paying for everything, the elders brought me on to the board.  
 
    Now as a board member, items like the ones just handed to me by Kinsley and Asher come in almost every day. But few are of the same consequence as the revocation. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CONFEDERATION MILITARY 
 
    Conveniently, the next item on my list is a call with Jaramor’s elders. They have apparently discovered something important enough that it can’t wait until our next trip to Jaramor. We’ll be connecting via the virtual conference room link I had installed in the pub’s private dining room last year.  
 
    I connect and see the familiar table and chairs. A few seconds later, Julian walks in and takes his seat. 
 
    “Jared, good to see you. Even if it is via this contraption of yours.” 
 
    I chuckle at Julian’s dislike of the virtual conference room link. 
 
    “The others will be a long shortly.” 
 
    “Good to see you, Julian. While we’re waiting, there are a couple things I’d like to talk with you about.” 
 
    He gives me an appraising look, which I take as my cue to plow in. 
 
    “I need a progress report on the vaccination effort in Jaramor. We’ve met the goal in all the other major communities. We need your certification before we can apply to have the quarantine lifted.” 
 
    Julian shifts uncomfortably in his chair. 
 
    “We’re just about there. We’re over 90% vaccinated. We still have a few people with active infections going through the treatment, and there are maybe two dozen on scouting missions to the north and east that are missing.” 
 
    Julian’s words remind me that Jaramor, unlike the other communities on our planet, has a long history of planetary exploration. 
 
    “What do you mean by missing?” 
 
    “These are long-term missions that can last several years. The only form of communication we have with them is telepathic. Each explorer has a small supply of profecia aumentar they can use to initiate contact. Most are hesitant to do so unless they have something major to report, because once their supply is exhausted, they have no means to call for help.” 
 
    “Can you remind me how long these expeditions last?” 
 
    “There is no defined timeframe. We’ve had people out as long as ten years before. A couple years back, we changed the policy a bit. Now, anyone out longer than two years without contact is assumed to be dead, allowing their relatives to claim the missing explorer’s property. 
 
    “That’s been enough of an incentive to get most people to at least check in occasionally.” 
 
    “You said there were a couple dozen people out there. Can you send me their names, departure dates, and last contact information? We can’t keep the entire planet under quarantine because 20-something people are missing in the wilderness. Maybe I can reach them. Maybe we can get an exemption.” 
 
    I see that Julian’s look has darkened, which I understand. Jaramor’s goal since its founding has been complete avoidance of the Confederation. Issues like this, where they need to comply in some way with Confederation requirements, exacerbates their discomfort with reunification. 
 
    Behind Julian, I see Jack and Aurora come into the room and head toward their seats. It prompts Julian to close out the topic at hand. 
 
    “I’ll get you the names and other data we have. It would be better for all of us if you could contact them.” 
 
    I nod my head. “Thanks.” 
 
    “That sounds heavy,” Aurora interjects. 
 
    Elder Aurora Simpson Lake is the one I think of as the spiritual leader of the Jaramor elders. She’s the quietest of the elders, and generally the most profound when she speaks. Her husband and bonded partner, Jack, is also an elder. 
 
    “It’s nothing really,” I reply. “Just an issue we need to clear up to get the quarantine lifted.” 
 
    I can see, and feel, Aurora brightens at the thought of the quarantine being lifted. Her powerful emotional emanations reach me despite the kilometers that separate us. 
 
    Julian’s wife Sophia enters and gives me a warm greeting as she takes her seat, then turns to Julian. 
 
    “Edson and Clarissa are running late. They asked us to start without them.” 
 
    Julian nods his head in understanding, then spreads his hands indicating the group of us. “Then if it’s OK with everyone, I’ll start.” 
 
    There are no objections so Julian plows in. 
 
    “Clarissa and I have continued keeping tabs on the Confederation military. They captured quite a bit of technology from the aliens during the most recent contact. By our count, they recovered just over 200 zero-point energy devices, several of the field generators that allow faster than light (FTL) travel, and one of the space-time-disruption weapons. They’ve also stockpiled a huge inventory of Jared’s supplement. 
 
    “Admiral Tang remains intent on sending a mission to the enemy home world. The Confederation’s Central Council has allowed him to continue preparation, but few on the council have any interest in authorizing a mission. As best we can tell, they want to build up for enhanced defense, not offensive action. 
 
    “The military research organization has made modifications to the zero-point energy devices that have increased output. At first, we were excited about this. We have no chance in a future conflict with the aliens, if our technology remains as far behind as it is. But the more we’ve probed, the more convinced we’ve become that the military research organization has no idea what it’s doing. As best we can tell, they’re getting more output because they’ve removed the flow control safety devices. 
 
    “They have also dismantled some devices and constructed new ones from the parts. At first, we read that as the Confederation improving on alien technology. Now, and this is the new information we’ve gathered, we know that they’re just reconfiguring technology they don’t really understand.” 
 
    I interrupt. “How do you know? What did you see?” 
 
    Julian smiles at me. 
 
    “We’ve probed far into the future to view upcoming testing and training programs. Quite a few of their reconfigured devices fail, some catastrophically, killing the people doing the tests.” 
 
    I nod my head in understanding. I’ve seen similar things in my probing, but never studied the topic systematically enough to draw a conclusion. 
 
    “Aurora and Jack have taken the lead on exploring the alien’s manufacturing processes. They hope to gain insights that we might be able to leverage. 
 
    “Aurora, over to you.” 
 
    She nods her acknowledgment to Julian, then turns toward me.  
 
    “It took a while, but I was able to find several manufacturing facilities where the aliens make their zero-point energy devices. We’ve also found facilities where they make their FTL propulsion systems. 
 
    “We’ve mimicked the approach you used with the admiral, hiding in conference rooms where they’re holding engineering meetings to discuss failure analyses and engineering change orders.  
 
    “This is incredibly dry, boring work, complicated by the difficulty of deciphering alien communications. When there are just two or three of them, and they’re deeply interested in the topic, the flow of conversation is orderly and easy to follow. When there’s a dozen of them and there’s a lot of disagreement, it’s almost impossible to catch any of it. Their ability to carry on multiple complex conversations simultaneously is really quite remarkable. It gives them a significant advantage over us. 
 
    “But enough about our research method. This is what we’ve learned. 
 
    “The base process is similar to what we do with semiconductors. They build the devices in layers. The simplest devices consist of two layer-types, one made from an n-type semiconductor, the other from one of the lanthanide series of elements (atomic weights 57 to 71), the ones we sometimes refer to as the rare earth metals. 
 
     “More exotic devices are made with combinations of more than two layer-types, but the basic idea is the same. 
 
    “At first, this made little sense to us. How could you pull energy out of this type of atomic sandwich? At one level, we have no idea. We don’t understand the math or the physics. 
 
    “But at another level, we do. This is the same type of material structure used in the FTL propulsion field generators, the ones that allow the ships to slip into different layers of space time. Our hypothesis is that the configuration in the zero-point energy devices allow them to pull power from a different layer of the multiverse. 
 
    “Most of the above has been discussed before and is confirmed by our recent probing. The new discovery is... And please bear with me, this is painfully technical... For any given material, the band gap between the valence and conduction layers is different across dimensions.” 
 
    Despite the fact that this topic is within my domain of expertise, I struggle to grasp Aurora’s meaning. 
 
    “As an example,” Aurora continues. “In our layer of space time, the valence and conduction layers of copper overlap. That’s the reason copper is a conductor. In contrast, the valence and conduction layers in glass are far apart, which makes glass an insulator.  
 
    “In other layers of space time, similar relationships exist, but they’re different. Copper is a conductor here, but a semiconductor in other layers. These differences...” 
 
    Aurora’s meaning strikes home and the nuance that’s been evading me hits with all the power of a vision. 
 
    “We know the aliens use thulium in their zero-point energy devices. Thulium is a relatively poor conductor at room temperature in our spacetime, but in certain alloy configurations can be a super conductor. I wonder if it is a superconductor in the layer of spacetime in which they build their devices to operate.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HOME 
 
    I arrive home to find Summer in the kitchen. I slip in close enough to steal a kiss and am rewarded with a huge hug. 
 
    “Smells good in here,” I whisper as we separate. 
 
    She smiles at me, then points toward the oven. 
 
    “Do you remember this dish?” 
 
    I think for a second then the memory floods back. 
 
    “Our first date.” 
 
    “Yes. You said I was tidy.” She laughs at the memory. I join her. 
 
    “I was incredibly awkward back then, wasn’t I?” 
 
    “Was?” She teases. 
 
    We laugh some more. It’s good to see her smile.  
 
    Summer and I got married four years ago. Like most other couples, it happened shortly after we found out she was pregnant. Given my low sperm count and the doctor’s assessment that it was unlikely we could conceive naturally, we took no precautions. 
 
    I was as happy about the pregnancy as Summer’s mother, June. We had a huge wedding on the lawn between camp headquarters and the staff café. Hundreds of people came to wish us well, many of them inmates.  
 
    Three weeks later, Summer miscarried. We both took it hard, but it was harder for her. Even though we now understand the cause, she can’t seem to shake the feeling that it was somehow her fault. 
 
    That year, four years ago, millions of women miscarried. You see, DAGS has another symptom no one knew about. It prevents a woman from carrying a baby to term. Across the Confederation, birth rates have dropped to zero. 
 
    A melancholy has hung over Summer since. Her smile tonight is one of the few I’ve seen since that fateful day. 
 
      
 
   

 

 REFLECTIONS 
 
    As with most nights, Summer fell asleep almost immediately after settling into bed. Her sleep seems peaceful, her breathing soft and gentle.  
 
    It’s different for me. Although I’ll lie quietly here next to her, I need to reflect on the day’s events for a few minutes, then spend some time in the mystery. The profecia aumentar has changed me in a way that lets me probe at will on my own. It also seems to have reduced my need for sleep to a couple hours a day. 
 
    A lot happened today. On the brighter side, the quarantine will be lifted as soon as we tie up the loose ends. That will ease off-world trade issues and trigger a massive economic expansion on Jaredaan. The additional crops coming to harvest will also allow us to ease visa restrictions and re-open the planet for skilled worker immigration. We desperately need more doctors, engineers, and scientists. 
 
    Today’s other news is much darker. It’ll be a disaster if Jaredaan’s charter as a protected world is revoked. Dealing with it will be my top priority tomorrow. In preparation, I’ll probe the mystery tonight to see if I can gain any insight. 
 
    But, despite the urgency of the charter revocation issue, two other issues weigh more heavily on me: the on-going fertility crisis and the Confederation’s inability to replicate or improve on alien technology. Either of these two issues could be the death of our species. And the fuse on both is distressingly short. I need to schedule time in Jaramor next week. 
 
    With that, I let myself relax, then extend my mind out. Within seconds, I’m in the mystery, confident I’ll learn what I need to know in order to resolve the charter issue.

  

 

 CHAPTER 2: REVOCATION 
 
    Summer and I are up and out early today. Most days we go in different directions—me to the supplements company campus, Summer to the camp headquarters building. But today I’ll be working out of my office at the camp. We’re celebrating by having breakfast at the staff café. 
 
    “You have a bounce to your step today.” Summer teases. 
 
    I smile. “I think I know how to approach the revocation issue.” 
 
    “That was quick. You seemed a bit stressed out by it last night.” 
 
    It’s my turn to tease her. “There’s nothing like a good night’s sleep.”  
 
    “So how are you going to approach it?” 
 
    “I’m going for a three-prong attack. First, call Julian to find out what he knows about our system. Second, call the Confederation to see if I can get an extension. Third, call Taramoot to see if I can get their help.” 
 
    “Will that work?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I can’t see past those calls. But I do know the approach I need to take with each call. The future outcomes I can see after that, are all better when I do those three things.” 
 
    Summer gives me a cross look. I suppose I just confessed that I’ve been out probing the mystery on my own. She doesn’t complain. Instead, she changes the subject. 
 
    “So why are you working at the camp today?” 
 
    “Board meeting prep. The calls won’t take that long. But the only place I can get the data I need for the board meeting is here.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Summer’s role at the camp has changed a bit since my transition from employee to board member. She likes her role in reception, and in truth, she’s good at it. Most people coming in through the front door for the first time are on the verge of becoming unhinged. Her warm welcome and girl-next-door smile seems to melt people the same way it did me. 
 
    But our role in broader Jaredaan society requires her to miss a lot of hours. Her colleague, Larry, has been very vocal about being stuck with a lot of extra work. This came to a head one day while Summer and I were away, and Larry refused to greet anyone coming in through the front door. 
 
    From the first day I met him, I knew Larry was a slacker. There was no activity too trivial to trigger the ‘over worked’ tantrum. My recommendation to the warden, camp board and the elder board was to fire his ass. That’s when I found out he was Evelyn’s nephew. She’s my partner in the joint venture and a fellow member of the camp’s board. 
 
    In an ideal world, there would be no nepotism, no need for nepotism. But on a planet this small, where everyone is related to everyone else, there’s no public function in which you could serve, where you weren’t serving with a relative of one sort or another. So, we’ve become practical about it. 
 
    The camp would add another employee to reception. Evelyn and I would split the cost. On any given day, two of them would work reception. The other would be called away on elder business. 
 
    At first, I didn’t want to tell Summer about this deal. She’s been very protective of her role in reception. But I did. Long ago, I pledged to myself that I would never deceive her. And I didn’t this time either. 
 
    To my surprise, she liked the deal. She liked working reception, meeting people, and directing inquiries. But she also knew she had a higher calling and was happy that I’d worked out a gradual transition for her. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, CAMP HEADQUARTERS 
 
    The first thing I do, once in my office, is open and re-read the revocation notice Asher forwarded to me. It lists multiple charter violations that need to be remedied. Next, I work my way through the sections of our protected world charter that we are allegedly violating. The charter itself is huge and, in truth, I’ve never read through the detail sections, just the chapter introductions and some of the section introductions. 
 
    I then go to Jaredaan’s portal in the Protected Worlds database and find hundreds of messages marked as urgent. They go back nearly 50 years. What I learn over the next couple hours is stunning. 
 
    The real purpose of the protected world system was to establish sentry worlds around human space as an early warning system against future alien invasion. I knew this; it’s taught to every elementary school student. 
 
    What I didn’t know until today is that there are a long list of responsibilities and reporting requirements that protected worlds must fulfill to maintain their status. At the top of the list is installing and maintaining an alien detection system. We had 20 years from the charter’s issuance to create the system. As it had been so long since there’d been any sign of the aliens, our founder and his successor got extension after extension for nearly 80 years.  
 
    The basis of their claim had to do with location. The detectors had to be placed at a) one or both of the poles, or b) along the equator. Our poles were too cold, and we had no access to the equator. 
 
    Eighty years in, the Confederation clamped down, demanding that the detectors be installed, or our charter revoked. They wanted the detectors, so offered 100 million credits as an incentive to build them. 
 
    Herold was given the job of figuring out how to do it. It’s what gave rise to Herold’s ice transport scheme. Move water to the equator, so we could build the infrastructure required to construct and maintain the detectors. 
 
    None of this was in the history books we used in school. We were taught that Herold was a great visionary. He sacrificed everything to create the green zone, then began terraforming our world in the hope of someday making the surface habitable. 
 
    The 100 million was paid, but only about one percent went toward the alien detector system. Half went to expanding the mines. The other half went to Harold to build the ice transport system and as an afterthought, the detectors. 
 
    Herold died after running a test of the alien detection system. I actually found the certification he submitted in the portal. But he never finished connecting it to the communication system, which would route any alerts to the central command. 
 
    In a recent investigation into how the aliens got so close to human space five years ago, the blame got pinned on three protected worlds whose alien detectors did not sound the alarm. 
 
    We have 30-days to remedy the problem, or our charter will be revoked. The effective date on the message was five days ago, so we now have only 25 days. If the requisite materials aren’t already on planet, then compliance in this time frame is impossible. 
 
    Thankfully, there is a comm connection available to us that works in my time zone. So, I call the number and wait. 
 
    A half hour later, a surprisingly nice person picks up. I give her my reference number and she quickly pops open our account, then puts me on hold. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, she’s back, friendly but much sterner. 
 
    “Elder Daan, you’ve been sent warnings for an exceedingly long period of time and never responded to them. It’s not clear to me how we can remedy this.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I didn’t know about the alien detectors until five years ago when they started sounding. Then, I filed weekly reports with our government.” 
 
    “But none of those made it to us.” 
 
    I fume at Uncle Walter’s arrogance. 
 
    “Ma’am, the people that built the detectors died shortly after the detectors came up. Most of us knew nothing about it. I certainly didn’t. 
 
    “We’d like to remedy the problem. Would it be possible to get assistance in terms of what needs to be done, and an extension for the period of time it takes to complete it? I have the means to get this done, but don’t know what to do.” 
 
    There’s silence on the line for a moment. 
 
    “Mr. Daan, I see eleven requests for time extension in your file. Most of those came with a request for funding, which was granted. Why should we believe you this time?” 
 
    I want to beat my head against the wall at the stupidity, criminality, and arrogance of my predecessors. 
 
     “All this comes as news to me ma’am. I am not my predecessors. I have means. I’m the one that brought the DAGS remission drug to market. I WILL get this done if given the chance.” 
 
    More silence, then... 
 
    “I’ll forward your request for extension and technical assistance. If it is granted, it will come with personal penalties for non-completion.” 
 
    “Understood. Thank you for your help with this. We’ll get it done.” 
 
    When the line drops, I pound my fist on my desk in frustration. I wonder how much I’m going to have to bribe Uncle Asher to be allowed to do it. 
 
    There’s a light knock on the door. I sense Summer’s presence. She apparently senses my permission to enter. 
 
    Once the door is closed, she comes over to me. 
 
    “I already know. I could hear your frustration.” She kisses me. “Don’t worry, we’ll get through this. In a couple years, you’ll become prime elder and be able to clean house.” 
 
    Her words and touch calm me, then she slips away. 
 
    ... 
 
    As I contemplate next steps, I realize my plans for today just got tossed out the window. What my probing showed me last night is undoubtedly true, but mostly irrelevant. That’s the problem with poorly structured queries. I need to get a better handle on the dysfunction up north, before pressing forward. Cousin, and fellow elder, Kinsley is going to be my best bet. 
 
      
 
   

 

 VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM 
 
    I open the connection and Kinsley joins me moments later. 
 
    “I assume this is related to the revocation letter.” She starts without preamble. 
 
    “Yes. Have you had a chance to look at it yet?” 
 
    “Not really, just a quick read through the letter.” 
 
    I tell her what I found and about the conversation I had with the person on the hotline, whose name I’ve already forgotten. 
 
    “They took money to build the alien detection system, then additional rounds to finish it, but didn’t. So typical!” 
 
    She seems more upset about it than I am. It’s probably because she’s a competent official and our recent predecessors haven’t been. 
 
    “Do you know how much this is going to cost?” 
 
    “No, but it can’t be that much. Losing our charter will be a lot more expensive.” 
 
    She chuckles. “Ash probably won’t see it that way. He views everything through the lens of family politics. He lives in his own little bubble and has little connection with reality. Want to make a bet?” 
 
    “Probably not.” I chuckle at her audaciousness. “But let’s hear it.” 
 
    “I’ll bet one credit that Ash thinks losing the charter will improve the price he gets for gold.” 
 
    “What? No one is that stupid. Where would he sell it and how would he get it there?” 
 
    Kinsley ponders the question for a moment. 
 
    “He’ll say that he could sell it to the other protected worlds or the non-aligned worlds. Or more likely, the black market.” 
 
    “And how would he get it there?” 
 
    “Handwaving,” she replies good naturedly, chuckling a little more and shaking her head. 
 
    “Jared, you’re going to need to do this. I’ll take your side in the elder meetings and run interference to the degree I can. Aaron and Ian will side with you. The strategy with the two doctors will be medicine supply. No charter, no access to Confederation medicine.  
 
    “But you’ll need to drive this. None of the rest of us know how to get technical issues like this resolved. Ian, maybe. But none of the rest of us.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 TARAMOOT 
 
    Kinsley’s words have haunted me well into the afternoon, their truth undeniable. My original plan was to call Julian first. I still haven’t called him, but the new plan is to call Taramoot next. 
 
    Taramoot is a neighbor of sorts. They’re located about 20 light years further out along the rim of our spiral arm. They’re also a Protected World and the closest human populated world to Jaredaan. In the aftermath of the encounter with the aliens five years ago I met their president, a fellow called Festus McCrae. We both attended a virtual conference on maintaining an economy during times of quarantine. 
 
    The colony on Taramoot was settled by a religious group that originated on Earth in a place called Pennsylvania. They’re very insular, although on second thought they may be less insular than we are. But they’ve maintained, or at least claim to have maintained, a strict connection with their religious roots. 
 
    Among their values is to avoid things that are ‘fancy.’ Festus himself wears clothes that look more like our prison garb, than my standard outfit. 
 
    I send a note asking if he has a moment to chat. A few minutes later, I get a reply with a virtual conference link. 
 
    ... 
 
    The images of Festus and a couple other people appear around my table. 
 
    “Jared, good to see you. It’s been too long, my friend.” 
 
    One of the things I’ve liked about Festus since the first day I met him was the sincerity of his familiar approach to people. He behaves as if I’m his best friend. 
 
    “Festus, good to see you as well. Thanks for making the time to meet with me.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Word of your issue with the Confederation reached me yesterday. I called some of my people together to see how we might be able to help. We were meeting when I got your note.” 
 
    I find it ironic that the president of another world found out about ‘our problem’ before I did. 
 
    “Let me introduce you to my team.” 
 
    He points to the woman on his left. There’s an empty chair between them, which seems odd to me. 
 
    “This is Linda Baker. She’s team lead for the Alien Detection System, which we call ADS. Next to her is Frayla Cardon. She heads the communications group within ADS. 
 
    He points to the man on his right. It’s so odd to see the two women on the left, separated by an empty seat from the two men on the right. 
 
    “And this is Jaxon Yoder. He heads the team that maintains the ADS sensor array. 
 
    “So, what’s the issue with your alien detection system?” 
 
    I quickly spill out the situation, probably revealing a few things I’ll eventually regret. 
 
    “So, you basically got a 100-year extension because the detectors needed to be built somewhere you couldn’t get to. You finally get the infrastructure in place and the guy that builds it drops dead. No one else knows what to do with it, so they just let it slide.” 
 
    I see him shake his head in disappointment. 
 
    “But the detectors work. You personally took the measurements and sent them as a report to your government, but they didn’t get sent to the Confederation.” 
 
    More head shaking. 
 
    “And the detectors were never connected into the exo-net. Now they’re threatening to pull your charter and you got stuck with the job of making it work.” 
 
    He ruminates for a second. 
 
    “Frayla, how difficult is it to connect the detectors to the exo-net?” 
 
    “Depends, of course.”  
 
    Her voice is so mouse-like it’s hard to believe that she actually leads a group of people. 
 
    “There are three real issues we would need to sort out. First, is there power to the detectors? The detectors fail safe, meaning they’ll make sound even if there is no power. 
 
    “Second, is there a comm controller connected to each of the powered detectors? It would go into the main electronics box at the base of the horn. 
 
    “Last is the exo-net repeater. It should be mounted near the head of the well the detector’s in. It also needs power. If your exo-net system is set up for direct satellite linkage, this is the easiest problem to solve.” 
 
    Of her questions, the only one I know the answer to is the one she assumed. 
 
    “Yes, our exo-net is set up for direct satellite linkage. The other questions, I don’t know the answer to, but I suspect it’s no.” 
 
    I see Frayla cringe. “Adding power and the comm controller after the horn is installed is difficult. Not as bad as starting over, but bad.” 
 
    I sag into my chair. Apparently so much so that Festus asks me if I’m alright. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mutter. “This is going to cost a fortune and I doubt I can get it done in time.” 
 
    Festus looks at me appraisingly. It’s probably the most critical expression I’ve received from him. Then he brightens. 
 
    “I’m sure we can help. Send a technician out to the last well in the chain with a comm connection and some tools. We have people that can walk them through the diagnostics. Once they’re on site, it will only take an hour or two to come up with a plan.” 
 
    I notice Jaxon looking at Festus skeptically. But I’m actually encouraged. We have friends that are willing to help. I tell Festus that I’ll round up a team, which may take several days. We agree to check-in tomorrow. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JARAMOR 
 
    A few minutes after disconnecting with Taramoot, a call comes in on my personal comm device. It’s Julian. 
 
    “Hi Jared. Forgive me for eavesdropping but I think I might be able to help with the detectors.” 
 
    It takes a second to put meaning to his words. Julian just told me that he attempted to connect with me telepathically, saw I was busy, but listened in. Great. 
 
    “I know the answers to the questions Frayla asked. The system was connected to a power station, which is no longer there. We’ll need to get a new power generator, but the conduits should still be intact. The controllers were installed. Once we get power to them, we’ll be able to test whether or not they work. 
 
    “Power was run up to the location where the exo-net links were to be installed. I was supposed to do that installation, so Herold left the link devices with me. I think I can still figure out how to install them. They’ve been well stored, so are more likely to be in working order than the other components.” 
 
    For a moment, my spirits lift. But they droop back down as I consider the likelihood of the power conduits and controllers having survived this long unprotected in the wilderness. 
 
    “Do you know the spec for the power generator?” 
 
    “Yes. Confederation industrial standard, 200 amps.” 
 
    “That’s not so bad. Do you know where it goes?” 
 
    “The first cement pad, the one that has connectors, but no well.” 
 
    I sag a little more. I know that pad. It’s cracked and the lone metal plate attached to it is deeply rusted. 
 
    I feel Julian smile at me. It’s so odd having both a telepathic and audio connection. 
 
    “Don’t worry. There was a series of covers to protect the conduits from the weather. There’s a chance it’s still intact.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, CAMP HEADQUARTERS 
 
    Now that the three calls have been made, I plow into the work I need to do for the board meeting. It takes a little over an hour to gather the data, half that to run the analysis. The results are spectacular. 
 
    Last year, I attended a virtual conference on modern sugar cane cultivation techniques. The keynote speaker, Marcelino Tavares of New Brazil’s Instituto Horticultural Planetário (Planetary Horticultural Institute) presented a paper entitled “Sugar Root Management: Modern Techniques for Optimized Root Health.” 
 
    His point was that most commercial ventures paid too little attention to root health. Cane roots are apparently more sensitive to moisture (or lack thereof) and soil compaction than other crops. He offered suggestions on plant spacing, root trimming, and root stimulation, the last of which required a special piece of equipment he’d invented. 
 
    I bought one of his machines, wrote up the procedures, and shopped the idea out to the zone supervisors. Rory Manning in Zone Five jumped at the chance to be the first to try it out. His zone had been the worst performer for years, but it had climbed up to seventh out of the ten cane zones when the call for a volunteer went out. 
 
    The new techniques went in place on one tenth of his land. At this point, six months in, Rory’s one tenth beats the performance of all the other zones, bringing Zone 5, as a whole, up to sixth place. I’d expect him to become number one if he spreads the technique across his entire zone.  
 
    At the board meeting, I’ll recommend we authorize Rory to make the expansion. Then, pending the results of Rory’s expansion, send out a directive for the rest of the zones to make the same changes. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MOOSE 
 
    With the board presentation finished, my mind drifts back to the conversation with Festus. I need to form a team to deal with the detector problem. The problem is that I don’t know an engineer up to the task. After a few seconds of thought, I decide to call Charlie Tanner, the manager at the distillery. 
 
    The call connects and I tell Charlie why I’m calling. 
 
    “Priceless,” he laughs. “They installed the detectors and never connected them up.”  
 
    He laughs some more. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “We have people off world who know how the detectors work and are willing to work with us to get it done. What I need is an engineer to lead the work on this side.” 
 
    “Ah... I’ve got too much on my hands to take on a project of that magnitude.” Charlie replies. 
 
    It’s my turn to laugh. 
 
    “I know. But I’m hoping you know someone you could recommend.” 
 
    Charlie’s quiet for a minute. 
 
    “A couple people come to mind. But I’m thinking you want someone who will take the lead and just do it.” 
 
    I nod. “Yes. I want someone I can turn this over to, someone that will take ownership and drive the issue to a close. I only want to be involved when I have to be involved.” 
 
    “I’d go with a fellow name Myles Lee. He goes by Moose. He’s possibly the best engineer I’ve ever worked with. He has degrees in both civil and mechanical engineering, and loves hands-on, one-of-a-kind projects. But he’s a bit of a loner and very particular about how things are done.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Charlie did not have Moose’s contact information, but it only takes a minute to find it. Turns out a Myles Lee did some work at the camp years back. I call the number on file and the line connects. 
 
    “Moose. Who am I talking to?” 
 
    The voice on the line is gruff and filled with attitude. 
 
    “Mr. Lee, thank you for taking my call. My name is Jared Daan. A friend of mine, Charlie Tanner, recommended you for a job I need help with.” 
 
    “Elder Daan. How can I help you, sir?” 
 
    “Do you know of the wells along the old road that heads east along the river?” 
 
    “Heard of them. But they were abandoned a long time ago, weren’t they?” 
 
    “Yes, they were abandoned. But they aren’t actually wells. They’re alien detectors.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Confederation paid Herold an enormous amount of money to establish an alien detection array along the equator. We recently found out that the detectors work. But they were never connected into the Confederation surveillance network. They recently filed a complaint against us, demanding that the detectors be connected as soon as possible. 
 
    “Would you be interested in working with me on this?” 
 
    “Maybe. Do you have project specs?” 
 
    “Not as such. We have experts off world willing to work with us to diagnose the problem. Once the diagnostics are run, we’ll be in a better position to put together project specs.” 
 
    “Who’s paying for this? I’m not particularly interested in spending a lot of time working up specs for the government, then getting undercut by someone that doesn’t have any skin in the game.” 
 
    I like Moose’s direct approach to things. It’s a lot easier to work with people that get to the point quickly. 
 
    “I’m paying for it. You will work directly for me. Would you be willing to meet with me to discuss the particulars?” 
 
    “My rate’s 1,000 credits a day, or any portion thereof. The first hour is free. Still want to meet?” 
 
    “I do. I have an office in Heroldstown, another just east of the ethanol plant. I’ll be at the one in the east tomorrow. Heroldstown the next day.” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good. Someone from my office will call you in a few minutes with the details. I look forward to meeting you in person.” 
 
    ... 
 
    As soon as I’m off the line with Moose, I ask Brenda to make arrangements for him to come in tomorrow, and if possible, to set up meetings with Julian while Moose is here, and a meeting with Festus and his team. I want to introduce them to Moose. If I can get Moose aboard and connected with these two groups, I think he’ll be able to run with it from there. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SPOT CHECK 
 
    I made a lot of progress today on the detector issue. If tomorrow’s meeting with Moose goes well, we have a shot at getting this done in time. With the detector crisis under control for the moment, my mind drifts back to the conversation with the Jaramor elders yesterday. 
 
    It’s disquieting to know the Confederation has made no progress reverse engineering the alien technology they salvaged. At the rate they are going, the aliens will just roll over us the next time they come. 
 
    I spent the night last night probing the revocation issue. Tonight, I’m going to spot check the Jaramor elder’s conclusions regarding both Confederation progress and alien manufacturing. I may or may not learn anything, but think it is worth the time. 
 
    I hear Summer breathing gently next to me. It’s tempting to just fall asleep with her. But that’s not who I am. I cast my mind out, and a moment later am away. First stop, alien manufacturing. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, JAREDAAN NATURAL SUPPLEMENTS 
 
    I arrive at the office exhausted. The probing last night was more successful than anticipated. I ended up staying in the mystery until dawn. I’d love to spend some time sorting through the things I learned, but that will need to come later. Today is packed. 
 
    The first meeting on my calendar this morning is with the company’s brand managers: Silas Byrne and Naomi Moore. Silas has brand support for our original daily supplement and extensions. Naomi has new products. 
 
    I enter the conference room late and a little bleary eyed. Silas and Naomi are already there and have set up a new product display. Seeing the sample packaging for the new products perks me up immediately. 
 
    “Hi, team, sorry I’m late. I ended up working late last night.” 
 
    “Morning, Jared,” they say almost simultaneously. 
 
    They’ve apparently agreed that Naomi will take the lead this morning. 
 
    “We have several things to discuss, including the packaging you see here.” She indicates the items on the table. “But we’d like to start with a proposal for the commercial arrangements.” 
 
    I nod my head in understanding and indicate that they proceed. 
 
    “As you know, we’ve set up manufacturing and distribution on 104 planets at this point. Jungle has also set up local distribution on all of those planets, but they do not produce for us anymore. They’re just another retailer. 
 
    “Jungle would really like our business back. They understand that it will never be like it was before, but they’d like exclusive distribution on the new products for the first year.” 
 
    I shake my head no. But Naomi is quick to respond. 
 
    “Hear me out, Jared. This is a win-win for both of us.” 
 
    “OK. Let me hear it.” 
 
    “They’re basically offering the same deal as they offered you before: legal assistance, packaging design, manufacturing, and priority placement. And they’re offering it all for free, in exchange for one-year exclusivity.” 
 
    I ponder Naomi’s words for a second, then say, “I hear the proposal, but I’m not seeing the benefit for us.” 
 
    Naomi smiles. She apparently thinks she has me at this point. I’m looking forward to finding out why. 
 
    “We are constrained on many fronts—manufacturing capacity, legal, marketing. We can do everything Jungle is offering, but it will take months. Jungle has everything needed to take the new products up to a million bottles a day within ten days.” 
 
    She indicates the sample packaging on the table. “They produced all this in three days. The packaging is theirs, so we cannot use it for other distribution channels. It would take us weeks to create packaging of this quality. Thirty or more days to get all the distribution licenses. Three or more months to build out the manufacturing capacity. 
 
    “If we go with the Jungle offer, we will bring in five million credits a day starting in two weeks. More than enough to pay for everything else without impacting our current profitability.” 
 
    “And after the exclusivity period?” I ask. 
 
    “They retain the right to make a private label product under a non-exclusive licensing agreement.” 
 
    “Won’t that cost us money in the long term?” I ask. 
 
    “We built a financial model to answer that question. The short answer is that it could go either way in the long term.” 
 
    “I want to see that model, but before we go there... What’s the scope of this agreement? Which products?” 
 
    Again, she smiles. “Sleep aid, blood-pressure control, and chronic pain relief. Two forms of each. Standalone, not to be taken with the daily ‘general health’ supplement. And a combo with the general health supplement.” 
 
    “OK, let’s look at the financial justification.” 
 
    ... 
 
    We’ve been at it a while and I’ve gained new respect for Naomi’s talents as a strategic thinker. Silas is an excellent operating manager, but he acknowledges that he never would have considered this idea. It was all Naomi’s.  
 
    I’ve completely lost track of time, but I’m brought back to reality when a call comes in for me over the comm line. It’s Brenda. 
 
    “Jared, Miles Lee is here to see you. Would you like me to bring him up? I’ve set up conference room two for you.” 
 
    “Yes. Please bring him up.” I drop the line, then turn to my product managers. “I’m good with your plan. Let me know if you need anything else from me.” 
 
    I shake hands with both, then take off for conference room two. 
 
    ... 
 
    I enter the conference room and see the largest human being I’ve ever met in person. He’s at least two meters tall (6’ 9”). But it’s not just height, he’s muscular and massive. I’m momentarily shocked by the sight of him. 
 
    “A lot of people have that reaction the first time they see me.” 
 
    He steps in my direction, hand outstretched. 
 
    “You must be Jared Daan. Just call me Moose.” 
 
    The words unfreeze me and I step forward to shake. 
 
    “Good to meet you, Moose, and thanks for coming to see me.” 
 
    His hand envelopes mine the way an adult’s hand would envelope a child’s. His grip is firm but restrained. I’m sure he could crush my hand if that was his intention. 
 
    When my hand is released, I indicate the table. “Please have a seat.” 
 
    As he sits, I begin.  
 
    “Here’s an aerial image of our alien detectors.” A holographic projection pops up at the end of the table. Using the pointing device in the system, I show where the wells are. 
 
    “As you can see there are ten wells, plus another pad for a power generator. The wells are approximately 100 meters deep. There is a sensor located at the bottom that detects the space time disruptions generated by the aliens’ faster than light propulsion systems.  
 
    “The sensor connects to a 100-meter-long horn. The horn sounds whether or not power is applied. Without power, maximum output is about 100 dB. Adding power increases volume by 20 dB and creates a signal that can be sent out over the exo-net. We know the sensors work. Well #10 sounded at 95 dB five years ago when a company of alien ships passed within 35 light-years of Jaredaan. 
 
    “We’re in trouble with the Confederation because our detectors did not sound the alarm at Central Command. We know the power generator is not there. We also know the exo-net relays were never installed. We don’t know the condition of the sensor electronics at the base of the well, or whether the conduits still have connectivity.  
 
    “I’m told you’re the most qualified person on the planet to lead this project. Interested?” 
 
    Moose nods his head affirmatively and plops a contract down on the table. 
 
    “I talked to Charlie. He says you’re a good guy to work for. This is my standard contract. It’s a take it or leave it offer.” 
 
    I’ve met few people with Moose’s confidence, so open my mind to his. Even without the profecia aumentar I can read him enough to understand both him and his situation. 
 
    “Deal.” I reach out my hand to shake. 
 
    “On the comm, you said you had people you wanted me to meet. When can we do that?” 
 
    “Right now, I think.” I activate the virtual conference room system and a moment later Festus appears at the end of the table. As introductions are made, Frayla Cardon, the ADS Communication Lead, and Jaxon Yoder, the sensor team lead, enter the room.  
 
    The two have apparently spent some time studying the plans for our alien detection system. Over the next half hour, they talk through the tests they want Moose to run. 
 
    For all his gruffness with me, he speaks kindly and respectfully to Frayla and Jaxon. They exchange contact info, and a few minutes later numerous documents appear on Moose’s data pad. 
 
    I’m starting to have hope this will work. 
 
    ... 
 
    We repeat more or less the same process with Julian, then debrief. 
 
    “I’m going to follow Frayla’s test protocol as written. If the conduits still work, then I’ll find a generator and work the upgrade process on the generator pad. I’m guessing that will take at least a week. 
 
    “If you pick up the exo-net relays from Julian and everything works, we’ll be done in two weeks. If anything goes wrong, then you’ll need to take the lead on getting an extension from the Confederation. We do not have the means to produce the parts locally, so we’re at the mercy of the parts we have. If any of them fail, then we’re at the mercy of the Confederation.” 
 
    “When can you start?” I ask. 
 
    “Already have. My next stop will be the generator pad.” 
 
    I already love having Moose on my team. 
 
      
 
   

 

 REVELATIONS 
 
    I learned a number of things last night. First, everything that the elders reported is true, which is assuring. But as with previous work they’ve done, it was far from comprehensive. The fuller perspective on the Confederation front is that they will ultimately destroy all the equipment they salvaged. Worse, they will damage a number of their ships in the process and ultimately conclude that zero-point energy systems are incompatible with Confederation ships. 
 
    Another thing I learned is that the aliens are on the verge of a major step forward in energy technology. Admiral Tang’s plan to attack the enemy home world is suicidal. But, a slightly different version of his plan, one intended to sabotage the aliens zero-point energy research labs might be worth the risk. Why? There’s a sense among the aliens that this technology will give them the advantage they need to conquer the few civilizations that have turned them back. Once they have this new technology, the likelihood of a new attack will increase, and the technology gap between us will be vastly wider.  
 
    That leads me to my next discovery. Admiral Tang still thinks about me, but his attitude toward me has soured a lot. If I reach out to him again, it will not go well. I tested several approaches last night. All lead to my death at the Confederation’s hands and the functional extinction of humanity. 
 
    The only paths I could find that had any chance were ones in which the Jaramor Institute developed the technology directly, then deployed it under Jaredaan’s flag. 
 
    I’ll continue searching for other paths, but last night’s revelations make it clear that I need to get the Institute up and running. And to do that, I’ll have to attract numerous top-tier scientists and engineers to relocate to Jaredaan. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 3: BOARDS 
 
    Today is another one of those days that’s going to be completely lost to governance. This morning is the camp’s board meeting. This afternoon will be the planetary Elder Board meeting. 
 
    The camp meeting should go quickly. The warden previewed his report with me. His report is as well produced and comprehensive as always. It reports the camp to be in good shape on every metric, except retiree population. It also reports the camp’s first ever surplus with revenue from cane and food sales exceeding camp expenses. 
 
    It’s hard to see how anything in this report could be controversial. 
 
    The planetary elders meeting will be a different matter. 
 
      
 
   

 

 VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM, CAMP HEADQUARTERS  
 
    Warden Glen and I initiate the virtual conference and one by one the board members join. Cousin Kinsley from Jaredstown, Evelyn Fontes from Heroldstown, Everett Dawson from the space station, Martin Vargas from the ethanol company, and our chairman, Uncle Asher from Ashcrag. 
 
    Asher calls the meeting to order, then turns it over to the warden who starts by going through all the performance metrics and trends. He finishes with the bombshell no one but me was expecting. The camp turned its first ever annual surplus. 
 
    The reaction is immediate with Uncle Asher leading the charge. 
 
    “Could you explain again why the camp is running a surplus?” 
 
    The warden pops up his chart showing revenue and expenses. 
 
    “As we’ve discussed before, camp costs have been drifting up slowly for years. The key drivers are the increasing population and supply prices. This year was right in line with the last several. Population up 1.2%, driven by retiree retention. Underlying cost per inmate up 0.7%, less than inflation, but still up. 
 
    “On the top line, revenue is up substantially. This was the first full harvest year from our food sales, which were up 18%. It was also our highest yield sugar cane year, up 15% from last year, thanks mostly to the improvements Jared has been pushing forward.” 
 
    The warden’s answer seems easy enough to comprehend, but Asher is obviously framing the issue differently. 
 
    “But the camp isn’t supposed to make a profit.” 
 
    “Agreed,” the warden replies. “But this is a result, not a goal. Said differently, we did not and could not have anticipated how high the yield was going to be. We conscientiously worked to control costs and maximize yield so as to minimize the burden the camp places on society. We never expected to make a profit.  
 
    “Nonetheless, I think it’s a good thing. There are many items at the camp that need improvement. Now that we’ve closed the gap between revenue and expense, I think we should invest the excess back into the camp. Most of the inmate cabins need upgrading. They are barely above minimum requirements. Same with most of our equipment.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t improving the equipment result in even higher revenue?” Uncle Asher shoots back. 
 
    I find this line of reasoning to be ridiculous and cannot keep my mouth shut.  
 
    “The camp is not a profit-making enterprise. The only reason it survived the quarantine is because of donor investment. There are camps elsewhere in the Confederation where conditions for the inmates are worse, but ours are still shockingly low. 
 
    “Our goal should be to raise revenue even higher, so that we can make improvements to the camp itself. The obvious solution is to raise budgets, not cut revenue.” 
 
    I apparently let more emotion slip into my response than I intended. I know because everyone else is quiet and staring at me. 
 
    Evelyn breaks the silence. “I agree with Jared. Morale at the camp is up because they are being well fed again. We should not set our standards based on the recession lows. 
 
    “I agree with Evelyn,” Kinsley replies. 
 
    “Me too,” Martin adds. “Everyone benefits when camp output is up. I certainly do, as does every ethanol user on our world. Our goal for next year should be to increase output another 15% and raise the budget proportionally.” 
 
    “How could we increase output by that much?” Asher shoots back. “It’s easy to raise budgets, hard to raise revenue.” 
 
    I raise my hand meekly and all eyes turn toward me. 
 
    “I have a plan that will significantly increase yield that I’d like to present.” 
 
    The floor gets passed to me. I go through Rory’s results, then propose that we expand to cover Rory’s entire zone. I show the projected results for this year and next, and the huge surplus that results. Then conclude with the following statement. 
 
    “That’s enough to put electricity and running water in every cabin.”  
 
    “There are cabins without electricity and running water?” Asher asks in shock. 
 
    “Only about half the cabins have both utilities,” the warden replies. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later two new authorizations are approved. The first expands my cane yield-improvement program as rapidly as possible. The second is to start making the cabin upgrades. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, CAMP HEADQUARTERS 
 
    The Elder Board meeting is in two hours. I have more than enough time to get back to the supplement company campus to take the meeting there. Instead, Summer and I head over to the staff café to grab lunch to-go and bring it back to my office. 
 
    Once seated, I realize Summer suggested doing lunch this way because she wanted to talk with me. But why here? And, why now? 
 
    I look at her questioningly. The guilty look confirms my suspicions. 
 
    “A penny for your thoughts?” I ask, hoping she’ll open up. 
 
    “You’re exploring the mystery on your own at night once I’ve fallen asleep, aren’t you?” 
 
    I want to deny, or at least make an excuse, but can’t. 
 
    “Guilty as charged,” I whisper, head down. 
 
    “You know you can’t hide that from me, right? I hear your thoughts, dream your dreams. There’s little... Not true. There’s nothing you can hide from me, yet you try.” 
 
    The words are accusatory, the tone isn’t. Nonetheless, I’ve been caught and don’t like it. 
 
    “Are you suggesting I need your permission to do what I’ve been born to do?” 
 
    She lets the question sit there for a few moments, then smiles. 
 
    “No. I’d prefer that we talk things through more. You don’t need my permission to be who you are. And you don’t need to hide the things you do. I know everything you do and love you for most of it. 
 
    “But we’re passed the point of having secrets from each other. At least, you’re passed the point of having secrets from me. 
 
    “Is it the same for you? Do you know my every thought, the way I know yours?” 
 
    This is dangerous territory. Out of respect for her privacy, I’ve become good at closing my senses to her thoughts. I only attempt to listen in when I think she’s invited it. It would appear, the same courtesy is not being returned. 
 
    “Yes and no. I can’t block the connection, and I don’t want to. But I try hard not to eavesdrop.” 
 
    “I’m not eavesdropping,” she replies, exaggerating the word eavesdropping. You’re broadcasting.” There’s a pause. “Most of the time it’s sweet.” 
 
    There’s a moment of odd silence. 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know. I hear it all. Not because I want to invade your privacy. But because I can’t turn it off. 
 
    “You don’t need to hide from me Jared. I see your journeys in my dreams.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM 
 
    The elders meet a minimum of once a week. The agenda for this week’s meeting is light. I’m scheduled to give an update on the trade situation. A couple others will be giving updates on other issues. I think the only new item on the agenda is one that I’m bringing. 
 
    I connect to the system a bit early and wait to be admitted. A few seconds later, three people take form in front of me: Prime Elder Asher Daan, my brother Aaron, and Dr. Julia Daan Clark. 
 
    In addition to being my uncle and the Prime Elder, Asher is the President of Ashcrag Precious Metals, the refining operation in Ashcrag. His paternity rank is two. His father and each of his father’s fathers were the first son of the Founder’s second son, also named Asher. Prior to joining the elder board, I’d only met Uncle Asher once, back when I was in middle school. 
 
    Dr. Julia Daan Clark is a medical doctor operating out of Jaredstown. I think she was part of the medical team that treated me after the elevator incident that almost killed me eight years ago. Her paternity rank is eight. I have a lot of respect for Julia and think it’s so ironic that she can serve, but her children will not be eligible. They do not have a direct paternity link back to our founder. That’s a problem we’ll need to fix someday. 
 
    Sitting next to her is my brother Aaron. He’s the only living rank one. And if he doesn’t have a son soon, he will be the last paternity rank one. The One’s are the first son of the first son, all the way back to our founder.  
 
    I’ve come to really like Aaron. He’s fourteen years older than me and moved out of my parents’ home before I started elementary school. I didn’t really get to know him until six years ago. 
 
    Next to join is Josiah Hawley Daan. He’s a doctor at the hospital in Heroldstown. Josiah is also a common name. There are several hundred people named Josiah Daan in the comm directory, therefore the use of his middle name. His paternity rank is twelve and he’s not a direct descendant of our founder. His line runs back to our founder’s brother Asher, and Asher’s second son Jude. Our founder was Jude’s godfather. Before his death, he granted Jude a paternity number six, and gave paternity rights to Jude’s children. Until recently everyone thought Jude’s number was an artifact of our founder’s eccentricities. Now we know about our founder’s other two children. 
 
    Next to join is Ian Álvares Daan. Ian’s the vice president of cargo control on the space station. Ian is not a common name. But he wears his New Brazilian heritage like a badge of honor. 
 
    Lastly is my cousin Kinsley Daan Gosling, the mayor of Jaredstown. She’s also the daughter of my father’s younger brother. Since getting to know her as an adult, I’ve come to like her a lot. And she’s undoubtedly the most competent government administrator on the Elder Board. 
 
    ... 
 
    With everyone settled in, Uncle Asher taps his gavel to bring the meeting to order. He quickly dispenses with the formalities, then points to me. 
 
    “Jared, would you like to start us off with your report on trade?” 
 
    “Happy to.”  
 
    I pop up my first chart. It’s kind of cool how this works. The chart is on my tablet, which is linked to the meeting. When control is passed to me, my tablet’s screen appears at the end of the table. It’s comical seeing everyone turn to look at it. It’s just a holographic construct, but it sure seems real. 
 
    “As I think you know, the quarantine restrictions are easing across the Confederation. And it will be completely lifted for member and protected worlds that are fully vaccinated and either a) have gone six-months with no new cases, or b) have negative tests on file for their entire population.  
 
    “We are very close to meeting the thresholds. We are 100% vaccinated in Jaredstown, Ashcrag, and Heroldstown. The camp and Eastern Agricultural are also 100% vaccinated. Jaramor is almost there. Everyone in town is vaccinated. As is everyone in the northern agricultural district. That leaves us with six active cases in treatment in Jaramor’s northern agricultural district, and 20 explorers on mission north and east of Jaramor. The locations of the explorers are unknown, the most recent communication with any of them was six months ago. In 18 months, any that have not made contact will be declared dead.” 
 
    A commotion ripples around the room. 
 
    “Are you saying it could be 18 months before we can get these last 20 people vaccinated?” The anger in Uncle Asher’s voice is plain to hear. 
 
    “Possibly longer, they may be a year’s trek away from civilization.” 
 
    “Can’t we call, find out where they are, and go get them?” 
 
    “Only a few have radios and those are unlikely to have their batteries installed.” 
 
    “Why would they not have their batteries installed?” Asher asks incredulously. 
 
    “There’s no place in the wilderness to recharge, so standard practice is to remove the batteries when the radio is not in use to prevent them from draining.” 
 
    “Where does that leave us? We can’t have 20 people shutting down the rest of the planet?” 
 
    “I have two options to offer. The first is to file for an exception. The second is to declare them dead.” 
 
    Josiah, the doctor from Heroldstown, shakes his head. “I don’t think we can legally do that. The Confederation rule is five years with no contact before declaring someone dead.” 
 
    Uncle Asher looks like he’s about to explode. 
 
    In the hope of defusing Asher’s anger with Jaramor, I offer another option. 
 
    “I can try contacting them telepathically. If I can find them, we can run a medical team out to them using my atmospheric shuttle to do the tests and inoculations.” 
 
     Asher locks eyes with me. He doesn’t really believe in telepathy, but it seems to give him some degree of hope. 
 
    “OK. I’ll look into an exception. You attempt to find the explorers. If neither of us succeeds, we’ll have to resort to more extreme measures.” 
 
    There’s darkness to Asher’s tone that’s worrisome. But the tension of the moment fades away when he says, “Continue with your report.” 
 
    “Thank you. Regarding inbound shipments, we are expecting at least one emergency supply shipment a week until the quarantine and embargo are lifted. We have enough dry bulk food in storage on the station to keep us going for two months. And we have another month’s supply due every third week. If we can get this cleared up in the next two months, total shipping premiums since the beginning will come in a little over 19.7 million credits.” 
 
    I hear several of the elders groan, which is ironic. I’m the one that’s been paying these premiums. 
 
    The next report is given by Asher. The gold mines in Ashcrag have continued producing through most of the quarantine. They have over a metric ton of refined ingots awaiting shipment. For a total value a little less than 100 million credits. 
 
    Asher announces this number as if it’s a game changer, but the pharmaceutical company is bringing in that much every month, despite pressure from the Confederation’s central government to cut prices. 
 
    Kinsley gives an update about conditions in Jaredstown. Although they have not been able to find a qualified engineer, they have added two new surface-qualified technicians, Myla Anderson and Gil Dantas. With their help, my former colleagues, Rylan Graham and Levi Grayson, have brought the Jaredstown electric grid up close to 100% capacity. And the garden is back up to its former output.  
 
    Given that Jaredstown lost fifteen percent of its population to DAGS, they should now have more than enough food and power for some time to come. 
 
    Julia gives a medical update on DAGS, reiterating that there are two components to DAGS: the virus that spreads it and the actual genetic disorder that causes the disease. The quarantines are about containing the virus. Once the virus is eliminated, then DAGS cannot spread. But those who were infected will continue to suffer from the new gene that was inserted into their system.  
 
    At this point there are two therapies available: the one I sell through my two companies, and a new gene therapy protocol that has been approved. The gene therapy is expensive, a course of therapy costs about 100,000 credits. And it’s not all that effective, its cure rate is 35%. But if you are cured, you’re cured. Done with DAGS. 
 
    My therapy is cheap. The average price for a 30-day supply is down to ten credits. It doesn’t cure you, but it does put the DAGS in remission, and it holds it there as long as you stay on therapy. 
 
    Julia’s conclusion is that the crisis is nearly over. But until a better cure comes available, my supplement and pharmaceutical companies will continue pulling in a lot of money. 
 
    She didn’t disclose the actual numbers. I don’t think anyone but me knows them. Our product is available on the 104 largest planets in the Confederation. On those planets, there are 203 billion people with DAGS. For my companies, that’s 203 billion bottles a month. About 0.25 to 0.50 credits per bottle makes its way back to Jaredaan. A comparable amount makes it to my subsidiaries on those planets. That puts our income at 100 – 200 billion credits a month. 
 
    ... 
 
    Asher introduces the next topic. 
 
    “We have one new item of business to discuss today. A briefing packet on the subject was included in the materials we sent ahead of the meeting. Jared, could you give us a quick overview, then go to questions?” 
 
    “Thanks, Ash.” 
 
    I know I’m going to get pushback on this. But also know we have to approve it if we want our planet to continue to prosper. 
 
    “Once the quarantine is lifted, interplanetary travel will resume as will the possibility for immigration.” 
 
    I can see the disapproving looks coming from the elders in Jaredstown and Ashcrag. 
 
    “Immigration to Jaredstown and Ashcrag has always been problematic because of the power and food supplies, but it’s less of an issue here in the green zone. We have ample land and are in the process of vastly expanding our food supply. Over the coming year we could bring in hundreds of immigrants with little to no impact on our community.” 
 
    Josiah interrupts. “That number would pose a strain on our medical facilities. But what would they do? Heroldstown has been in the grip of recession for years now.” 
 
    “I have opened a new science institute in the east, near the sea. We have tremendous opportunities available to us. Opportunities in medicine, science, physics, power systems and space. 
 
    “I would like to start recruiting from Caladon, New Brazil and New Berlin as soon as possible, initially bringing in 20, maybe 25, families. The DAGS imposed recession has left people with world-class talent desperate for opportunity. I want to harvest this glut while it still exists.” 
 
    Kinsley is the next to interrupt. “Jared, I know you well enough to know this is a good idea, even if I don’t understand it yet. But could you give me an example of what you want to do that might benefit Jaredstown or Ashcrag?” 
 
    I smile. I’d been hoping to get this question. 
 
    “I think I’ve found the secret to creating zero-point energy devices. These would be simple devices we could make in the green zone and ship to Jaredstown to provide power. It wouldn’t require surface work, could easily be connected into your grid, and doesn’t use fuel, at least not in the conventional sense.” 
 
    “Why do you need people from off world to do this?” 
 
    “We don’t know how to build these devices yet. But working with the people I’ve selected, I know we can figure it out.” 
 
    Asher cuts in. 
 
    “Jared, you are one of the richest men in the Confederation. Why strive to make more?” 
 
    This is one of those questions that’s so wrong-minded it pisses me off. 
 
    “I brought a therapy for DAGS to the market and made a lot of money because I did. But I didn’t do it to make money. I did it to save lives. 
 
    “Same here. If we can get zero-point energy devices into every town, every home, we will give a better life to a significant slice of humanity. Kinsley has seen for herself how bad life without power is. 
 
    “If I succeed in this, then I will, as you point out, make a lot of money. But I’m not doing it for the purpose of making money. I’m doing it to improve the lives of our people, then all people. 
 
    “If you frame things as being about the money, you’ll never accomplish much. If you frame things as being about helping people, then you will make people’s lives better. Make enough of them better and you’ll make money as well. 
 
    “We have an opportunity, as worlds start opening up, to bring some exceptionally talented people to our world. People that can help make this a better place to live. People that can help us spread the benefit out into the broader Confederation.” 
 
    There’s quite a bit of back and forth. I need three people to join me in voting for this. I can see that Aaron and Kinsley are in. And I think Ian is tilting my direction. I’m probably not going to get Asher or Josiah. What I read from Julia confuses me, so I prod. 
 
    “Julia, did you lose any people while the power was being rationed?” 
 
    The look of grief answers the question. 
 
    “There were several that died while the power was out. Some because it was their time. But there were others that died BECAUSE the power was out. Are you sure you can fix this?” 
 
    “I think it’s likely we will. I wouldn’t be putting out the funds to do it if I weren’t reasonably sure. But if we don’t do something different, Jaredstown’s power will go down again. We know that with absolute certainty. 
 
    “So which way do you want to bet? Guaranteed failure, or better than 50% chance of solving the problem.” 
 
    Her eyes dart around, but I can tell I’ve won her. 
 
    “I’m in. You’re paying for it and I’m a beneficiary. I’m not going to be the one to stop you.” 
 
    In rapid succession, Arron and Kinsley say they’re in. If it’s a straight up vote, I’ll win. Uncle Asher’s the only one that can block it at this point. I lock eyes with him.” 
 
    After a moment, he concedes. “I’m in too. We in the north will be beneficiaries of anything you come up with. The cost is all on you. It would be foolish to try blocking you. 
 
    “But once things do open, we should revert to the old system of allowing immigration by invitation. For the last five years we’ve struggled to feed the people we already have. We need to be really careful about adding more until we know that issue is permanently behind us.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, CAMP HEADQUARTERS 
 
    All in all, the Elder Board meeting went well. I have two critical things I need to do next: seek out Jaramor’s explorers and start selecting the scientists I want to hire. I’d rather work on selecting the scientists, so decide to start with the explorers. It always seems to go better for me when I get the unwanted jobs out of the way first. 
 
    I pop up out of my chair and head downstairs to reception. I see Summer talking to someone I don’t know. She smiles as she sees me coming over. 
 
    “Riley, this is my husband, Jared Daan. Jared, this is Riley Peters, he’s an electrician. His company is going to do an assessment of what’s required to finish electrifying the camp.” 
 
    With a big smile, I reach out to shake Riley’s outstretched hand. 
 
    We exchange greetings, then I ask, “Do you know who you’re going to be working with at the camp?” 
 
    “Leslie Wilkens.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Although I exude the word, I have reservations about Leslie taking on this job. She does an adequate job of taking care of the camp’s electric carts. But she’s not exactly a go-getter. It’s hard to believe this project will go smoothly or quickly with her in charge. 
 
    Summer points. “There she is now.” 
 
    After introductions and niceties, Leslie and Riley head toward the engineering department. 
 
    “I didn’t know you felt that way,” Summer says out of the blue.  
 
    It’s a reminder of sorts that I have no secrets. “And yes, it’s OK with me if you take a small dose. Clever idea.” 
 
    I smile at her. “Thank you.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Back in my office, I look at the list of explorers Julian sent me. I sort them by departure date with the most recent departures at the top of the list. The name that pops up is Alberto Santana, who goes by Al. His home is in the valley where the sour apples grow.  
 
    Earlier in the year, he filed an expedition request with the elders to explore the headwaters of the Northeast River. His justification was flecks of gold and copper found now and again along its shore.  
 
    The elders approved the expedition, but only partially funded it. At the time, their primary focus was agriculture, not metals. But others in his community loaned him a pack mule and contributed a few months’ worth of dried food in exchange for a share of anything he found. 
 
    Al left about six months ago and has not been heard from since. 
 
    I know his starting location and date, so cast my attention to that time and place. It doesn’t take long to find him. But the vibe I get isn’t good. He is struggling with the loss of his wife and doesn’t appear to be all that interested in coming home. I flash forward following him day after day as he moves north. Every day he stops to pan through the sediment along the shore of the river. Most days, he finds a little nugget that he tucks away in a pouch.  
 
    Three months in, Al finds a relatively sizeable rock. The rock has the telltale line of green running through it. After a little scraping, Al finds what he was hoping for, copper. He puts the rock in one of the side bags on the pack mule. 
 
    Four months in, Al comes to a series of waterfalls, stretched along a fault line. There are dozens of individual falls, some larger, some smaller, but all of comparable magnitude. At the base of each is a classic bowl-shaped collection pool. The pools drain into a network of streams from which the river reforms. I’m stunned by the size and sound of this miracle of nature.  
 
    Al picks a waterfall with good flow and an easy approach. He smiles when he sees glints of light reflecting up from the bottom of the pool. The water is only about two meters deep where the water hits.  
 
    Taking his bucket, he wades in, then dives down and scoops up as much as he can from the deepest spot in the pool. He wades back toward the shoreline, then sits and starts panning through the muck, sand, and stones he collected.  
 
    He laughs as he finds multiple gold nuggets in his pan. But after a moment, I hear a sob escape, along with a rueful thought, “If only I’d found these while she was still alive.”  
 
    The next morning, he starts up a winding trail that will take him up to the top of the waterfall. Although there’s plenty of gold in the numerous collection pools that line the base of the cliff, he thinks there will be a much bigger prize if he can find his way to the top. 
 
    From my vantage point I can see this will have a bad ending. The trail is too narrow for his horse, much too narrow for the pack mule, and there’s no place for them to turn around. He should have gone up on foot first. 
 
    About halfway up, the unthinkable happens. His horse loses its footing. In panic, it bucks, throwing Al off and over the cliff. Al lands in one of the shallow collection pools. The horse, though relieved of its burden, still cannot gain its footing. Moments later it falls, landing on top of Al’s broken body. Any doubt about Al’s fate is washed away as the water in which he landed turns red.  
 
    I return to the office saddened by the scenes I witnessed. I’ll share the memory with Julian. That will be enough for Jaramor to issue the death certificate. One of our missing explorers has now been found. It won’t be that hard to recover the body if anyone wants more proof than just my word. 
 
    It only took me an hour to find Al. There’s enough time to search for one more this afternoon. The next one on the list is a woman named Rose Nevin. On a previous expedition, Rose found some cactus growing along the eastern edge of the great sea. The cactus’s fruit was tasty to eat, and its sap helped wounds to heal faster with less pain. 
 
    Hers was also a partially funded expedition, the elders putting up half the money. Her expedition charter was to search inland on the east side of the sea for the source of the cactus. This was expected to be a short mission, three months max. She left eight months ago and never checked in. 
 
    As with Al, I know when and where her expedition started. When I cast my mind out, I find her almost immediately. She moves slowly, just a couple kilometers a day. At this speed, I fear that she won’t even get to her target location before her supplies run out. About two months in, her pack mule’s hoof splits, leaving it hobbled. She unloads the mule’s burden onto her horse, then continues on foot. Again, I sense a bad end to this expedition. 
 
    They finally reach the location where she found cactus before. She sets up camp and over the next couple days searches the immediate area on foot. She finds another one of the cactus plants and sees more on a hill several kilometers inland. It takes five days to reach the hill. There, disaster strikes. Her primary water bladder is now empty. She switches to the secondary only to find that it has less than half a load. A slow leak has allowed the water to evaporate away unseen. Rather than heading straight back to the sea, she climbs the hill hoping to spot a closer source of water. None is found, so she heads back toward the sea, a five-day journey with only two day’s supply of water remaining. About halfway there, her horse falls and won’t get back up. She leaves it and strikes out on her own. Two more days in she also drops, never to rise again. 
 
    Our second explorer has been found. Her death will be logged. But that’s all the heartbreak I can take for one day. It’s time to take on something more uplifting, finding scientists. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SCIENTISTS 
 
    Over the coming months, I want to bring in dozens of scientists. I’m looking for people who have finished their doctorates or are about to finish a post-doc. I want people on the leading edge in four areas of study: zero-point energy, multiverse theory, spaceship design, and gene therapy. And I’m willing to offer the right candidates more or less anything they want to move to Jaredaan and join the institute. 
 
    I’ve retained a search agency called Talen Specialty Search on New Beijing. Their job is to identify potential candidates without contacting them. They spent several hours interviewing me in order to develop a better understanding of what I want and the expectations I have. So far, I’ve been impressed with the profiles they’ve assembled for me. 
 
    My plan is to ‘visit’ the top candidates on the list. If my remote viewing reveals someone I like, then I’ll schedule a call. A quick probe of the top candidates reveals that a fellow named Frank Taubman is about to present the findings of his post-doctoral work at a symposium sponsored by the Tesla Institute on New Berlin. 
 
    I arrive early, but the auditorium is already packed, which I take as a good sign. I find a place to hide on one of the side balconies closed for repair. The balcony’s curtain is not completely closed. It blocks enough light that no one can see in yet gives me a good view of the stage. 
 
    I skip ahead five minutes at a time until the introductions are done and Dr. Taubman puts his first image on the holoprojector. It’s an odd picture that shows numerous translucent layers in a 3D cutaway. 
 
    “Friends, colleagues, and esteemed guests, what you see in front of you is a computer-generated image of something very real, but not visible to the human eye. It’s an image of a four-dimensional object in three dimensions. Let me walk you through it.” 
 
    He clicks a button and the image changes showing only one layer of a slightly different object. He points at it. 
 
    “I’m sure most of you will recognize this. It’s the cross section of a common semiconductor power device known as a thyristor. It’s among the simplest semiconductor devices there are.  
 
    “It’s basically a four-layer silicon sandwich, shown here as alternating layers of blue and red. The red layers are p-type silicon, the blue layers n-type. The black plates at the top and bottom are metal, molybdenum in this case. The gray plate on the left side is the gate. 
 
    “As you know, applying voltage on the gate controls the current flow through the body of the device.” 
 
    Dr. Taubman clicks his controller again. 
 
    “This is the device I’ve spent the last several years working on. Note the similarity and the difference. There are four layers alternating between red and blue with the same metal plates on the top, bottom, and left side. But in the middle, it’s different. See the thin layer separating the middle red and blue layers? It’s gray on either end, black in the center. 
 
    “The gray portion is silicon dioxide.” 
 
    There’s a commotion in the room. One person calls out sarcastically, “Silicon dioxide is an insulator.” Another stands and says, “That configuration is preposterous, there’s no way to fabricate it.” 
 
    Dr. Taubman smiles as he holds his hand up to quiet the crowd. 
 
    “Let me finish before you tell me it can’t be done, because neither of those two issues was as hard to beat as what I’m going to show you next.” 
 
    The man that was standing sits, but I can hear his thought, “What a waste of time this is.” 
 
    Dr. Taubman resumes his talk. “The one last feature to point out is the thick portion of the new middle layer. This is made of Thulium metal. Specifically, the isotope 169Tm. If that’s not familiar to you, Thulium is one of the so-called rare earth metals that under the right circumstances is superconducting.” 
 
    At the mention of thulium, my attention and anticipation spikes. The aliens’ zero-point energy devices use thulium. 
 
    The doctor clicks his controller again and the original picture shows up again with its dozens of layers. Each of the layers looks like the last picture, although the colors are a bit washed out. Then I notice the black layer of thulium. It is not washed out. 
 
    “As you can see this image is a series of layers. Each is a cross section of the same device. And each is in a different layer of space-time.” 
 
    He points to the man who stood earlier. 
 
    “If you thought it would be hard to build a layer of silicon dioxide in the middle of a chip, just think about how hard it is to build a device that spans layers of space-time.” 
 
    I notice a couple people getting up to leave. But to Dr. Taubman’s credit the majority stay and over the next hour are totally engrossed by what he has to say.  
 
    When the session goes to Q&A, the previous heckler stands and asks, “How much of this have you been able to build out?” 
 
    “I’ve built a tiny device that’s a millimeter wide and exists in two layers of spacetime.” 
 
    He’s cut off before he can continue. 
 
    “What evidence do you have that it works?” 
 
    “When I put a resistor between Anode and Cathode, then apply voltage to the Gate, I get current flow.” 
 
    “And how do you know the current is not leaking in through the Gate?” 
 
    “The current meter shows no current entering the gate. In contrast, current is measured flowing through the resistor and there’s a corresponding voltage drop across it.” 
 
    The former heckler sits and Dr. Taubman takes another question. 
 
    “How soon will you be able to do something of greater scale?” 
 
    “Unknown. The scale up will cost millions. So far, my grant applications have been rejected. So, I’m looking for non-conventional funding at this point.” 
 
    “Good luck,” the questioner replies. 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself and note the hour. Summer will be ready to head home shortly.  
 
    At this point I’ve seen enough to know I want this guy at the Institute. I dash off a note to the search agency asking them to get a copy of Dr. Taubman’s grant request. I also ask them to get it from public records, not the doctor himself. I want to contact him directly. I respect the search company’s ability to find people, but I don’t want them positioning themselves as my agent. 
 
    Once the note is sent, I pack up and head downstairs. Hopefully, Summer and I will get to spend a quiet evening together. In the morning, we’ll be off for Jaramor. 
 
      
 
      
 
        
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 4: DISCOVERY 
 
    Summer and I are up and out early. We have a busy day scheduled in Jaramor. Thankfully, we have the shuttle now, which makes the trip over far less arduous.  
 
    We arrive at the Jaredaan Natural’s campus an hour before the normal start of business and head toward the shuttle’s hanger. On driving by the parking lot, I see that a surprising number of people have already come in, which I take as a good thing. 
 
    I pull up to the shuttle hanger. The door is open, so I drive in, headed for my reserved parking spot inside the hanger. As we enter, I see Dylan doing an exterior inspection of the shuttle. 
 
    Once parked, Summer and I grab our bags and go over to the shuttle. We travel light because we have a fully equipped second home in Jaramor. I stash our stuff in the passenger closet, then go back out to finish the inspection with Dylan. 
 
    He eyeballs me as I walk up. 
 
    “If you worked for me, I’d be giving you grief for not arriving a half hour before scheduled departure. But you don’t work for me, so I suppose you’re off the hook.”  
 
    “But I AM here exactly a half hour before scheduled departure.” 
 
    He looks at his watch. 
 
    “My watch says that was ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “No,” I reply, a tease in my voice. “By definition, scheduled departure is a half hour after I arrive.” 
 
    He gives me another look, then starts laughing. 
 
    “I suppose that’s true.” 
 
    He continues his inspection, pointing out each item as he checks it. 
 
    “OK. We’re clear on this side, but I spotted an issue on the other side. I want you to go find it. Since we have a full half hour, it’s time for a quiz.” 
 
    I groan. It seems I’ve earned myself some extra work. 
 
    “I’m on it, boss,” I say as I head over to the other side of the shuttle. 
 
    At first, I don’t see anything noteworthy. The shuttle looks fine. Then I notice a drop of some sort of fluid on the ground. I go over to the spot and attempt to find its source on the shuttle. It takes a minute, but I find a wet spot on the fuselage. 
 
    “Dylan, it appears we have a leak. Did you figure out where it came from?” 
 
    I open the hatch closest to the wet spot and more liquid spills out onto the floor. The sight of it sends a shiver down my spine. Something’s wrong with my shuttle! 
 
    The sound of plastic bouncing off the floor draws my attention. It’s a plastic water bottle. I pick it up and see a handwritten note on the label. It says, “Gotcha!” 
 
    Dylan comes around to my side of the shuttle and sees me holding the bottle. 
 
    “Did you find the problem?” 
 
    The question is asked so innocently, I laugh. 
 
    “You’re getting better at this, Jared. You’d probably be even better if you showed up on time.” 
 
    We both laugh. 
 
    ... 
 
    Back in the shuttle, we run through our check lists, then start the short taxi out to our landing pad. Moments later, Dylan has us up hovering 100 meters above the facility. He extends the wings, then starts the shift to normal atmospheric flight. Forty-five minutes later, we are lowering ourselves onto the landing pad at our Jaramor estate. This is so much easier than the 6- to 8-hour land journey through the mountains we used to do. 
 
    As we get out of the shuttle, Ethel and Norah come out to greet us. When construction of the main home and guest cottages was complete, I talked them into leaving the camp and moving here to Jaramor. It was a harder sell than I’d expected. But they ultimately decided to file for commutations and move over here. 
 
      
 
   

 

 EXPERIMENT 
 
    Recently, I’ve been experimenting. The Jaramor elders think I’m wasting my time. Summer’s not buying it either. But we need to change the way we’re probing if we want to solve the problems we’re facing. 
 
    Each of my goals requires expertise that our little group simply doesn’t have. None of the six elders have medical expertise. None of them have multiverse knowledge. I have electrical power system expertise, but unfortunately the expertise I have is mostly irrelevant to the power issue at hand. 
 
    Collectively, we spend hours probing the mystery each day. But for the most part, our inquiries are irrelevant. None of us has the expertise to properly form the queries. 
 
    We agree that the fertility issue is the most pressing issue facing the Confederation. But our probing into it has produced nothing of value. None of us knows enough about the underlying science. 
 
    Yeah, a thousand monkeys typing on a thousand computers for a thousand years might actually write something interesting, but we don’t have that much time. We need someone on the team that actually knows something about human fertility. Same is true with spaceships, propulsion, weapons, and, to a lesser degree, Confederation politics. 
 
    My goal is to attract real experts to the institute. But even that will have questionable value if they cannot participate in the probing with us. In anticipation of attracting cutting edge minds to Jaredaan, I’m trying to find ways of including normal people in our probes. Today is another one of those experiments. 
 
    A surprising number of lay people have volunteered to participate. I suppose the prospect of participating with the elders in their ancient rites is irresistible to some. 
 
    Today, we’ve recruited Dr. Astrid Simpson, Elder Aurora Simpson Lake’s sister-in-law. Dr. Simpson is the one that treated camp security chief Jack Johnson’s injuries some years ago.  
 
    As she enters the institute, I sense her discomfort. Her sister-in-law is a master seer. Astrid is ‘just’ a doctor who has had little interest in the mystery. 
 
    “Dr. Simpson, thank you for taking the time to work with us today.” 
 
    “Elder Daan, it’s an honor to spend time with you.” 
 
    The honorific puts me off a bit. But at this point, I know how to hide my base emotions. 
 
    We enter the therapy room and take seats at the table. I notice her eyeing the therapy couches as we enter the room. I also feel her anxiety spike. But I let none of that show. 
 
    Once seated, I start in. 
 
    “I think you’ve delivered more babies than anyone else in Jaramor. Is that right?” 
 
    She smiles. “I haven’t kept track, but yes. I manage almost all the pregnancies here.” 
 
    “When was the last live birth?” 
 
    Darkness crosses the doctor’s eyes, as does pain.  
 
    In truth, I didn’t want to start this directly. But the mystery revealed that this would be the best approach. 
 
    “Four years ago. There were complications, but little Emily pulled through. She was the last. 
 
    “Since then, there have been 21 miscarriages and three stillborn. Those three came so close.” She shakes her head, trying to hold in the emotion as a single tear rolls down her cheek. 
 
    I also struggle with the emotion. Losing ours in the fourth month ripped my heart out. But from all outward appearances, the mothers take it a lot worse. After a moment, I resume the questioning. 
 
    “You’ve researched the cause. What have you found?” 
 
    “Fetal death is caused by a condition known as placental abruption, meaning the placenta partially or fully detaches from the uterine wall before birth. The immediate cause of detachment is an unusual increase in protease inhibitors secreted from the endometrium starting in week 4. This slows growth of the placental trophoblasts to an unsustainable...” 
 
    Dr. Simpson stops mid-sentence, apparently sensing that I don’t understand a word. 
 
    “Sorry, let me explain in a less technical way. In order to fully develop, the placenta needs to anchor itself to the uterus. Hormones in the mother and fetus regulate how firmly the placenta attaches. If the attachment is too strong, it will damage the mother. Too weak and the fetus won’t develop. 
 
    “In DAGS patients, this balancing act works as it should until around the fourth week. At that point, one of the mother’s regulating hormones increases. The increase is driven by cells with the DAGS mutation. 
 
    “We don’t fully understand how the mutation drives the increase, but we are certain that mutated cells in the layer of the uterus called the endometrium are to blame.” 
 
    “Is there a way to remedy that?” 
 
    “There are four methods being studied. 
 
    “The first is inverse gene therapy that removes the rogue gene and replaces it with a normal one. A therapy of this type has come to market. But it targets the microfold cells in the small intestine. A similar therapy is in development for uterine endometrial cells.  
 
    “The second research thread is along the lines of the immunotherapy of old, infuse the uterus with an immunostimulant that amplifies the body’s natural response to the mutated cells.  
 
    “The third research thread is like the chemotherapy of old. Infuse the mother with monoclonal antibodies genetically engineered to target the mutated cells. Over time, if enough of the mutated cells are killed and enough normal cells replaced them, then the uterus might function again.  
 
    “A fourth research thread is in an early stage. Its goal is to develop tissue cloned from healthy endometrial cells. The tissue would then be implanted into the uterus. If enough functional cells took hold, they might be able to support a pregnancy.  
 
    “One note on all the above. This assumes the woman is virus free, so the bioweapon can no longer spread within her body.”  
 
    “Are any of these possibilities being explored?” 
 
    “All of them are. But they’re being explored at the petri dish level, not in live patients. It will be years, possibly decades before any of these go to clinical trial, if any do at all.” 
 
    “Do you know who’s doing this work?” 
 
    “I thought you might ask that question.” She pulls some pages out of her bag. “This is a list of the initiatives I know about. I’ve marked the ones that I think are most likely to succeed.” 
 
    She hands me the list and I quickly scan down through it. Several of the names, I’ve run into before. One is a researcher I’m trying to recruit. 
 
    I nod my head as I redirect my gaze to Dr. Simpson.  
 
    “Do you know any of these people personally?” 
 
    “No. But I’ve read their papers.” 
 
    I’ve come to the decision point for this meeting. Dr. Simpson has given me a lot of leads that I plan to explore. The first pass with all of these will probably go better, if I go it alone. But the implied commitment made with everyone that volunteers is that I will allow them to accompany me into the mystery. 
 
    “Are there any of these you would like to attempt to probe with me?” 
 
    “There is. Dr. François Pascal on New Lyon. In my opinion, he’s the closest to a solution.” 
 
    “Which approach is he using?” 
 
    “He has a promising monoclonal antibody that is effective at killing mutated cells ex vivo. Sorry, in the petri dish. He is looking for ways to apply it selectively to cells in the wall of the uterus.” 
 
    I pause for a moment. 
 
    “Has your sister-in-law told you much about the mystery? What it’s like? The experience of it?” 
 
    “A little. Ryan’s told me that she leads, but he’s the one that sees more. Would you lead?” 
 
    “Yes. I would lead. You and Summer would accompany. You should be able to communicate with her, but probably will not be able to communicate with me. Summer will be able to guide you back. 
 
    “It’s an interesting experience, but you have to let yourself flow with it. If you fight it, not much will happen. 
 
    “Want to try?” 
 
    “Yes, and please, call me Astrid.” 
 
    ... 
 
    I take the tiniest dose and am immediately out of body. Thankfully, I’ve learned enough control at this point that I can float nearby to wait for Summer and Astrid. Most of the normal people we’ve tried this with have not been able to control their experience enough to cooperate with us. I’m hoping Astrid will do better. 
 
    Moments after they take their doses, Summer appears tightly grasping Astrid’s hand. Astrid seems to waver back and forth. From my perspective she seems wraith-like. But she eventually settles. I can see them talking to each other but cannot hear. Then I see Summer nod her head. 
 
    I slowly float up toward the space station. It’s hard for me to move this slow, but I manage. They mostly track along. I can see Astrid struggle to hold on, so pause to wait. Summer appears to be doing a remarkable job of steadying her. 
 
    She nods again, then we’re gone. I pause above New Lyon. It’s the first time I’ve been here, but the planet looks just like the images in the textbooks. Summer and Astrid come alongside. This is the furthest we’ve taken someone on their first journey. I probe the planet while Summer and Astrid stabilize themselves.  
 
    I find the lab we’re searching for, then look back at Summer. She has a cross look. Apparently, I took too long. She nods her head, then a moment later we’re in the lab, crouched down behind one of the lab benches. Dr. Pascal is leading a discussion at the other end of the lab. I take Summer’s hand and can hear the doctor speaking. 
 
    “As you know, we have been searching for volunteers that would be willing to file a ‘Right to Try’ petition with New Lyon’s Department of Health. I asked you to meet me here today, to announce that a volunteer has been found and a license has been granted. Our first test on a live human patient will take place three days from today.” 
 
    I look at Summer and send, “Think Astrid can follow if we skip forward three days.” 
 
    I see the two talk, then get the nod. 
 
    ... 
 
    It takes a while for me to find the time and the room, but I do, and I still have the ladies in tow. My first reaction to the scene is surprise. The volunteer is maybe 35 years old. She’s sitting in an infusion cradle, something I’ve never heard of before. She’s ‘wearing’ a hospital gown that has so many wires coming out of it that the wires cover more of her than the gown does. Many of the wires appear to be originating from her groin. 
 
    A dozen people surround the cradle, each monitoring a piece of equipment. 
 
    “Ready to begin?” Dr. Pascal askes his patient. 
 
    “Ready,” she replies. 
 
    The doctor nods to the nurse operating the infusion machine and moments later the infusion begins. 
 
    Nothing happens for fifteen minutes, then I notice a flurry of activity as another medication is added into the drip line. Looking closely at the patient, I can tell she’s uncomfortable. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” Dr. Pascal says to the patient in a calm voice. “It’s just a minor adjustment to balance out the blood pH.” 
 
    I notice the alarmed look in Astrid’s eyes. She apparently thinks there is something to worry about. 
 
    Time passes and I ask Summer if it’s OK to skip ahead. I see her head nod. I skip ahead in ten-minute steps. I see the woman slumped over and stop, then rewind a few minutes. 
 
    We see Dr. Pascal crouched over examining her. When he straightens, he declares, “Nothing to worry about. She’s fallen asleep. We’ll continue monitoring for at least twelve more hours.” 
 
    I start fast forwarding again, skipping faster and with longer intervals until we land in an empty room. I rewind back until I hit what appears to be the critical junction. 
 
    Everyone’s head is down, obviously in despair. I slow the scene to real time and hear the doctor’s anguished voice announce, “We lost her. Autopsy will commence at 9:00 AM tomorrow morning. Try to get some sleep.” 
 
    I can feel Summer’s emotions welling up and want to drop out of the mystery. But we need to know the autopsy results. More importantly, Astrid needs to view the autopsy, so I jump ahead. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THERAPY ROOM 
 
    We return to the therapy room exhausted. A quick check of the time reveals that we were in the mystery for fifteen hours. 
 
    I’m the first to come back to myself. I get up and take Summer’s hand. She’s back, but asleep. I do the same with Astrid. The touch startles her. She wakes, then smiles. “You do that every day?” 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve gone that long or witnessed such a dramatic scene. Do you know what happened?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her smile lingers as she locks eyes with me. “What we just saw hasn’t happened yet, but it will if we do nothing. Right?” 
 
    “You apparently know more than you let on about our probing methods,” I tease. 
 
    “Good. Then we can save that woman’s life. Dr. Pascal’s antibodies work, amazingly well in fact. Within hours, the mutated cells in her uterus began dying. But more cells were infected than he anticipated. 
 
    “Killing that many cells that fast, led to tissue collapse, then hemorrhaging. He should have anticipated that.  
 
    “He needs to do two things: slow the therapy, administering it over weeks, not hours, and stimulating the surviving cells with growth hormone between treatments, creating as many news cells in each cycle as he kills. 
 
    “If he does that, he will probably have a cure.” 
 
    She yawns. “Can we touch base tomorrow? I’m beat.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SEASIDE CAFÉ  
 
    Summer and I ended up sleeping on our therapy couches last night. They’re not particularly comfortable, but I couldn’t bring myself to wake her. Around dawn, she woke me, and we decided to head down to the Seaside Café for breakfast. 
 
    “It’s so pretty here.” Summer comments between sips of coffee. 
 
    “Peaceful too.” I smile at her. 
 
    After a couple more sips of coffee and a little more chitchat, I steer the conversation back to yesterday’s journey. 
 
    “Astrid did a remarkable job yesterday. She seemed to take to the mystery surprisingly well. Did you learn anything that will help you guide others?” 
 
    Summer lifts her eyes to meet mine. 
 
    “Physical contact helps. We know each other well enough that she really grasped my hand. Every time she started to slip, she clung to me. 
 
    “She’s the first of the people we’ve worked with that did that. She never let go, not once during the entire journey. She’s also strong willed, willing to fight her natural instincts in order to succeed.” 
 
    I can tell there’s something Summer’s holding back, but I’m going to wait for her to volunteer it. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll be able to do that with others?” 
 
    She looks at me appraisingly. I sense I’m about to find out what she’s holding back. 
 
    “Guiding someone that way is surprisingly intimate. Astrid’s the first person I’ve tried to coach that melted into me the way she did. I doubt there are that many people with a compatible enough temperament that I could guide that way. I can’t imagine it working with a man.” 
 
    Of the many things I could imagine Summer saying, that was not one of them. I’m actually a bit dumfounded. 
 
    Summer can sense my dismay and starts laughing. Her laughter is contagious, and the awkward moment is broken. 
 
    “How was Astrid when she got back? I presume you talked with her?” 
 
    “She was tired, but otherwise upbeat. She understands what went wrong and is encouraged that he may be on the verge of a cure.” 
 
    “But he killed that poor woman!” 
 
    “True, left to his own devices he will. But he hasn’t killed her yet. Thankfully, Astrid thinks she can stop him and give him the clues he needs to find a successful cure.” 
 
    “Are you going to talk with her today?” 
 
    “Yes, we didn’t set a time, but she agreed to debrief with me today.” 
 
    “What else do we have on our schedule?” 
 
    “A meeting with Julian to talk about the alien detectors at 10:00. A meeting with Aurora and Jack to talk about developments in the Confederation at 11:30. Then a session with Ethel and Norah this afternoon regarding activities on the alien home world.” 
 
    I can see that Summer is less than enthusiastic about today’s agenda. 
 
    “Would it be OK if I skipped the meeting with Julian? There are some things I’d like to get done in town.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CONFERENCE ROOM, THE INSTITUTE 
 
     I’m excited about my meeting with Julian today. He’s been working with Moose for several days now. With Julian’s guidance and the instructions we’ve been given by the alien detector team on Taramoot, I’m starting to believe that we’ll get our alien detectors up in time to avoid further problems with the Confederation. 
 
    “Julian, welcome. Good to see you. I’m hoping you have some good news for me.” 
 
    “I do.” Julian replies with no preamble. “Moose is quite capable. He’s happy to be getting the work and even happier to be getting a relatively free hand to do it as he sees fit.” 
 
    “How much progress have you made?” 
 
    “We’ve confirmed that the power cabling is intact, and power is being delivered to the exo-net transmitter on well ten. He’s found a used 200-amp, Confederation-standard, industrial power generator and confirmed that it functions.  
 
    “Herold’s original design for the generating station successfully preserved the wiring and conduits, but according to Moose, the ‘rest of the design was crap.’ His words, not mine. So, he’s built a small building to house the generator and modern control instrumentation. And he’s in the process of putting in a fuel tank that will hold a year’s worth of ethanol. 
 
    “He should have the generator installed and tested by the end of the week. Jason met him at well ten to give him the exo-net repeaters and related gear. Moose plans to install the repeaters this week, then power them up and test them next week.” 
 
    “Festus approves of the changes you’re making?” 
 
    “Yes. He likes Moose, a lot.” 
 
    “How likely is it to work?” 
 
    “I think there’s a very good chance that enough of the system will work to get you an extension on anything that doesn’t.” 
 
    “And any idea how much this is costing me?” 
 
    Julian chuckles. “Plenty, I’m sure. But only a tiny fraction of what it would cost you, if you didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Julian.” I say sincerely. “I couldn’t have made this happen on my own.” 
 
    “I know.” He nods his head, and repeats. “I know.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Julian changes topics. 
 
    “I heard that you had some success yesterday.” 
 
    “We did. Astrid is an amazing woman. She thinks we have a shot at fixing the fertility problem.” 
 
    “I heard. I also heard that you held her in the mystery something like fifteen hours. That’s unprecedented.” 
 
    “Summer gets most of the credit. But she’s not sure there are many she can help in that way. She thinks Astrid is a special case.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” 
 
    We sit in silence for a moment, then Julian breaks it.  
 
    “Something big is going to happen soon. Have you felt it?” 
 
    Julian’s words take me completely by surprise. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s just a feeling. But most of us have it. As we probe issues close to home, the whole texture of the experience darkens in a couple months. It’s subtle. We can’t figure out what or when. But we all sense it.” 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve probed anything local. The plan for tonight is far, far away.” 
 
    “Well, be careful.” Julian stands to leave. “I think this has something to do with you. Aurora will probably want to talk with you about this when she sees you today.” 
 
    “Thanks for the warning.” 
 
    We exchange the normal pleasantries as Julian leaves, but a gloom hangs over me. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ART STUDIO 
 
    The venue for our meeting with Aurora and Jack got moved to Aurora’s art studio in town. She apparently spoke with Summer while I was in with Julian. 
 
    I find my way over to the studio and enter to see Summer chatting with Aurora and enjoying a cup of tea. As much as it pleases me to see these two together enjoying each other’s company, something seems off about it. 
 
    “Jared, welcome. Thanks for coming over. It’s been nice getting the extra time with Summer.” 
 
    “Thanks for inviting me. Will Ryan be joining us?” 
 
    “Maybe. He’s been delayed and sends his apologies. He’s been working an issue up at the apple orchard and was scheduled to come back this morning. But the rain last night washed out a portion of the road.” 
 
    “I didn’t know it rained.” 
 
    She looks at me oddly. “You didn’t hear the storm that went through last night an hour or two after sunset?” 
 
    “No, we were off in the mystery.” 
 
    “Oh. There was a huge storm with flooding throughout the mountains. If not for the reinforcements we added some years ago, our viper farm would have been threatened.” 
 
    “Had no idea.” I look at Summer who seems equally surprised. 
 
    “Summer was telling me about your success with Astrid last night. Congratulations. None of us thought you’d be able to make that work. We’ve dosed numerous people without the gift in the past. Most have an uncontrolled experience. Even among those with modest talent, getting them to follow has never worked. 
 
    “How did you do it?” 
 
    I point at Summer. “She’s the one that did it.” 
 
    Aurora looks at Summer with renewed respect. 
 
    “Impressive, care to tell me about it?” 
 
    “It was simple actually. I held her hand as I sometimes do when giving someone their first dose. Her uptake was fast, incredibly fast. She seemed to know she couldn’t control it and clung to me as if her life depended upon it. She stayed that way through the entire journey. I’ve never been that close to anyone while in the mystery. Well, other than Jared. It seemed to stabilize her enough to get through to the end.” 
 
    I notice a touch of concern in Aurora’s eyes as she seems to slip away for a second. I see that Summer has noticed as well. A couple seconds tick by, then I say, “Aurora?” 
 
    My voice snaps her out of it.  
 
    “What’s the matter? What are you worried about?” 
 
    She seems to weigh her reply before speaking. 
 
    “There have been incidents in the past where two laypeople got too close to one another in the mystery. It changed them, but not for the better. 
 
    “Summer’s not exactly a layperson. Astrid may not be either. She is Jack’s sister, so could be a latent.” 
 
    “Could this be the darkness Julian told me about earlier.” 
 
    She looks at me oddly, then laughs. 
 
    “No, that is something completely different, not the same feel at all. But back to Astrid... This may not be anything. Just be cautious about how close you let others get to you while in the mystery. It can have unintended consequences.” 
 
    As I sit there staring at Aurora, my communicator sounds. It startles me and I look down to see who the call is coming from. Vera Flores! Could this day get any stranger? 
 
    I stand and excuse myself for a moment, making the connection as I walk to the furthest corner of Aurora’s studio. 
 
    “Hi Vera. What’s up?” 
 
    “Jared, we’ve got a problem. How soon can you get here?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 FRAZER RIVER VALLEY 
 
    The rains we experienced last night apparently hit the Frazer River Valley just as hard. It triggered a massive mudslide at the north end of the vineyard district. The mud slide exposed a wall of polished gray-blue metal. Vera sent me photos. One look and I knew I had to cancel the rest of the day’s appointments. I need to see this with my own eyes. 
 
    ... 
 
    After dropping us off yesterday, Dylan took the shuttle back to the Jaredaan Natural’s campus to help Charlie with a large supply pick up at the spaceport yesterday afternoon. He’s on his way back to the estate now and will be arriving in about ten minutes.  
 
    Initially I thought I’d make this trip on my own. That plan lasted about as long as it took me to announce it. Now Summer is coming, as are Julian, Aurora, Ethel, and Norah. 
 
    We’re all here except for Julian when I see the shuttle streaking in over the mountains to the west. It’ll be curious to see Aurora’s reaction to the shuttle’s landing. Dylan seems to do everything with a bit of flare. I see her eyes dart toward me and guess she overheard that thought. 
 
    “You need to be more disciplined Jared. I overhear most of your thoughts.” 
 
    I hear Summer snicker. Aurora apparently broadcast her admonishment for all to hear. 
 
    We stand there watching the shuttle. It passes to the north of us and starts an arcing U-Turn as it heads out over the sea. I see Julian come through the gate on horseback. I hope he gets his horse tied up before the shuttle gets here. 
 
    A minute later, the shuttle comes in way too fast and at the last-minute pops its nose up, exposing the shuttle’s belly. The grav drive is cranked way up, kicking up a cloud of dust that runs ahead of the shuttle. The change in attitude and burst of power from the drive causes the shuttle to pop up 100 meters above the ground. There it stops and hovers while the wings retract. Once the wings are tucked away, the shuttle slowly settles to the ground. 
 
    I notice that Aurora has hustled out of the way, hands over her head as if to protect herself from a pending explosion. When all sound stops, she turns to look as the shuttle touches down. I hear her say, “I thought it was going to hit the house.” 
 
    I hear Julian pat his horse and whisper comforting words. Then turn when I hear the sound of the pump and see water sloshing into the trough. 
 
    The scene is so incongruous. On my left is Aurora in her long, old-fashion dress and Julian, pumping water for his horse. It’s like a scene from an old fashioned western, the ones you can watch on the exo-net royalty free. 
 
    On my right is an anti-matter powered, artificial gravity driven atmospheric shuttle with its wings retracted, and its door sliding open. What a strange world we live on. 
 
    ... 
 
    We’re on approach, coming in high so we can get an aerial view of the vineyards. They’re as beautiful as they were a week ago when Evelyn and I flew over them. 
 
    The mudslide is on the opposite side of the ridge, where it meets the main mass of the mountain. In a moment it will come into view. 
 
    We pass over the ridge and travel another kilometer before turning around to face the mudslide. Dylan masterfully puts the shuttle into a hover, nose slightly lowered, so we get a good view. The mudslide is massive and has partially blocked the river. A small lake is forming, but it won’t last long. Once the water crests the mud, as it has started to do along the eastern flank, it will erode the mud away. 
 
    The magnitude of what’s happened here is difficult to grasp. Then I see it, the glint of light reflecting off the polished metal. Dylan must have seen it at about the same time I did. He turns on the shuttle’s spotlight. Because of the sunlight, it doesn’t do that much in terms of illuminating the mud on top of the ship. But lower down, where everything is in the mountain’s shadow, it’s a different story. The spotlight illuminates a wall of metal, jutting up from the mud and rock underneath.  
 
    Dylan sweeps the spotlight horizontally along the wall, a full kilometer of it. In a blinding flash of insight, I know what we’re seeing. It’s one of the large alien spaceships, obliquely ellipsoid, 250 meters wide, 100 meters tall, a full kilometer long.  
 
    Then a second insight rocks me. The ridge is not part of the mountain. It’s dirt and vegetation covering the huge spaceship that’s been sitting here for millennia. 
 
    ... 
 
    We’ve landed on a level piece of road that runs along the western perimeter of the vineyard. We’re met there by Vera and her team, who’ve been waiting in their electric carts. We are more than a mile north of the mudslide on the opposite side of the ridge. 
 
    Dylan stays with the shuttle, while the rest of us unload and hop aboard the carts. 
 
    Summer and I are with Vera in the lead cart. She gives us a quick update as we pull away. 
 
    “Jared, thanks for coming down. Most of the south side of the ridge is unstable at this point, so we’re going to take a road up higher on the mountain to safely make our way south. Once past the ridge, we can descend down closer to the river and approach from the south. There’s stable land there where we can stop for a view. From there it will be on foot.”  
 
    ... 
 
    Vera stops a couple hundred meters from the ship. I step out of the cart to take in the scene. From this perspective, the ship is massive. For the first time I get a real sense of how large the alien ships are. I’ve known the measurements for a long time now. But something about seeing one in this context drives it home more than a thousand visionary contacts ever could. 
 
    “It really is an alien ship.” Summer shakes her head as she whispers. 
 
    She has seen them as many times as I have, more poignantly no doubt. But I sense her awe. It’s as overwhelming as mine. 
 
    Vera’s voice cuts through my reverie. 
 
    “You said earlier that it was an alien ship. Is this really how big they are?” 
 
    I sense Vera’s awe. 
 
    “Yes.” The single word answer seems inadequate. But there are no words to sufficiently describe the spectacle. 
 
    She points. “There’s a path leading up that appears to be safe.” 
 
    The three of us—Vera, Summer and I—head up. I can tell that Ethel wants to join. But she knows as well as I do that our four companions really aren’t up for this hike. 
 
    When we get close enough to touch, I feel dwarfed by the ship’s immensity. Nonetheless, I purposefully put my hand up and press my palm against the cold metal. 
 
    In an instant, I’m away. It’s been a long time since I’ve needed any profecia aumentar to journey on my own. But this is different. It’s like I’m being sucked into the ship; sucked into a different time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 5: CATASTROPHE 
 
    “Captain, we are on approach to the target world. We’re coming in hot, so will drop from FTL well outside the star’s gravity well.” 
 
    “Carry on.” 
 
    I’m confused by what I’m sensing. I’m aboard an alien ship. The words I ‘hear’ are actually telepathic communications sounding in my mind. I sense myself as being an observer, but I seem to be occupying the body of the king that captains this ship. 
 
    I can tell he senses that something’s happened to him. But he doesn’t appear to realize another consciousness is co-occupying his body.  
 
    In truth, I struggle to believe what I’m sensing is real, so test it by standing up. The king stands also. Apparently, this is unusual and the officers on the bridge react. Those not actively engaged in a task stand and look to the captain for orders. 
 
    “As you were, I just needed to stretch.”  
 
    Curiously, I said those words. But they weren’t actually spoken. They were broadcast telepathically. 
 
    I hear replies from several of the officers. But these were not broadcast, they were sent and acknowledged privately, all at about the same time. I’ve been told the aliens can engage in multiple simultaneous telepathic communications. This experience seems to prove that speculation. 
 
    “Captain, we will drop into normal space in five seconds.” 
 
    The voice belongs to the helmsmen. 
 
    “Captain!” This voice belongs to the science officer. “Sensors indicate a disturbance ahead. Do not drop from FTL!”  
 
    Massive vibration rips through the ship. The ship seems to stretch, then lurches as it snaps back to its normal dimensions. Alarms sound on almost every station. A star appears on the main view screen directly ahead. 
 
    “Hard to port.” The captain yells. 
 
    The outer hull begins to glow as the ship passes close to the star. 
 
    “We’ve lost main power.” The chief engineer sends. 
 
    “We’re caught in the star’s gravity well, sir. Decaying elliptical orbit. We’ll plunge in on the third pass.”  
 
    The captain nods to the science officer, then broadcasts, “I need power now!”  
 
    A new voice is added to the melee. 
 
    “We have multiple breaches in the outer hull, midship on the starboard side. Too much hull material liquified and flowed away.” 
 
    The captain sends a private acknowledgement to the tactical officer, as the navigator sends, “Captain, there is a planet ahead. With a minor course adjustment, we may be able to establish orbit. There may be enough power in the thruster system to do it without the mains.” 
 
    “Do it!”  
 
    On the main screen, the planet comes into view. I recognize it immediately. It’s Jaredaan. 
 
    “This is going to be close sir. We are just about out of thruster power.” 
 
    The captain acknowledges the helmsman, as the science officer sends another update. 
 
    “Captain, we have altered course enough that we will not survive another loop around the star. We need to make orbital insertion around this planet.” 
 
    “Thruster power is gone.” The helmsman groans.  
 
    There’s silence for a moment. 
 
    “I need options.” 
 
    “Decompress the forward shuttle hold. That should slow us enough for the planet to capture us.”  
 
    The captain acknowledges the science officer as the tactical officers suggests, “Use the shuttle’s shields to reinforce bow integrity as we enter the atmosphere.” 
 
    “Do it!” 
 
    Another massive vibration passes through the ship. 
 
    “We’re coming in too steep!” 
 
    “Captain a shuttle has launched.” 
 
    I have to look around a bit to figure out that the communications officer is the one that reported the shuttle launch. 
 
    The vibration increases and the shield covering the nose of the ship begins to glow. 
 
    “Captain, the shuttle crew is sacrificing themselves. They are pushing the ship’s nose up, reducing our rate of descent.” 
 
    “Captain we have main power back.” 
 
    “Full reverse! Divert all remaining power to the forward shields!” 
 
    The ship, weakened from excess heating, groans under the extreme forces acting on it. 
 
    “We are heading straight for the mountain ahead!” 
 
    “Target the valley next to it.” 
 
    I now know what’s about to happen. We are about to belly flop into the Frazer River Valley, which will prevent us from crashing into Mount Jaramor. Having veered slightly to starboard, we will slide up the eastern slope of Mount Frazer, 100 kilometers short of the earlier threat. There, my company, East Valley Agricultural, will plant the planet’s first vineyard in about 7,300 years. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ASSESSMENT 
 
    Amazingly, the only people lost in the crash were the crew of the shuttle that launched, then used its power to push the ship up higher in the atmosphere. The shuttle lasted nearly two minutes before burning up. 
 
    Many of the drones were injured, but their queens have come to their aid. In many ways, the queens treat the drones as their children. At one level they are. She creates the eggs the drones hatch from. In another sense they are not. The drones only get a portion of the parent species’ DNA. 
 
    But despite the genomic nuance, the pheromones each queen emits have tremendous restorative power that allows a drone to heal in almost no time. 
 
    But the queens are also ruthless in culling their spawn. Any drone too hurt is bathed in a different pheromone that puts it to sleep. Once settled, the queen kills it. The euthanasia is done mercifully, but without remorse. 
 
    The ship, on the other hand, isn’t repairable. At least, it cannot be repaired with the supplies and equipment aboard. 
 
    Earlier, the ship’s captain announced to his officers, the other kings and queens, that help would not be coming. Without the supplies their ship had been sent to fetch, the war would be lost. None of the ships in the armada would be welcome at home if they had failed to win their conquest. So, they would establish a colony on this world and spend their remaining days here. When the next invasion was launched, they might get rescued. But in all likelihood, this was their new home. 
 
      
 
   

 

 INVESTIGATION 
 
    For reasons I don’t understand, I don’t seem to be able to return home. I’m in the mystery under my own power, not under the influence of profecia aumentar, but I seem to be stuck here. I’ve never fallen asleep in the mystery without waking in the real world. It worries me that I seem to be stuck, but there’s a lot to learn, so for now I’m not worrying about it. 
 
    Today, we’re trying to figure out where we are and what went wrong. Most of the bridge instrumentation survived little worse for wear. And essentially all the sensor data survived. 
 
    There is little I can do other than watch, but it’s fascinating to see the speed the aliens’ telepathy gives them. The aliens are smart, but I doubt they’re much smarter than humans, if smarter at all. But their telepathy allows a group of them to be much more functional. 
 
    Maybe someday, I’ll be able to develop a group of seers that can do the same. But we’re going to need something like that if we’re going to prevail in any future conflict. 
 
    As I watch them work, I realize something they do not. Their target was Taramoot, not Jaredaan. They had been sent to gather thulium. The war had dragged on long enough that the aliens needed thulium replenishment. The closest supply of sufficient volume was on Taramoot. 
 
    They had come with urgency, driving their spacetime-bubble FTL drive at its max. Unfortunately for the aliens, Thulium bends spacetime. As the active ingredient in zero-point energy devices, that makes sense to me. As the alien scientists talk through what happened, I understand. You can only enter or exit a spacetime bubble in a region of space where spacetime is relatively flat. That’s why you need to drop out of FTL well away from a star. Its gravity-well bends space time. Thulium does the same. Per kilogram, Thulium bends it orders of magnitude more. 
 
    Although Taramoot’s thulium deposits are miniscule in comparison with the system’s star, it pushed the safe transition zone out about fifteen percent. 
 
    Dropping where they did should have torn the ship apart, but it didn’t. The science officer’s warning came in time for the helmsman to reengage the FTL drive. The spacetime bubble was soft, but intact, when the ship hit the bump in normal spacetime, causing the ship to bounce ahead 20 lightyears and land in Jaredaan’s system. The bridge crew’s quick reaction times allowed them to avoid certain death, but it also left them stranded here. 
 
      
 
   

 

 YEAR ONE 
 
    The aliens measure time differently than we do. The day is the basic unit of measure. It seems to be a lot shorter than a standard human day, but I can’t know that for sure. 
 
    Days are broken into ten parts, which I’m calling hours for lack of a better term. Each hour is broken into 100 pieces, which I’m calling minutes. And each minute is broken into ten pieces, which I’m calling seconds. Whenever they talk about the time of day, they use those four digits. 
 
    Similarly, groups of ten days form what I’m calling a week. Ten weeks form a month. Ten months for a year. A thousand years forms a millennium. 100 millennia form an age. Today is the sixth day of the third week of the fifth month of the 721st year of the twelfth millennia of the 243rd age. 
 
    OK. Their calendar is mostly indecipherable to me. But be that as it may, today is the one-year anniversary of our crash landing on Jaredaan. I’m worried that I may be permanently stuck here. Nonetheless, I cling to the hope that I’ll someday return. The only evidence I have to support the return theory is the fact that I don’t have a body of my own. I seem to be a psychic entity, somehow attached to the king that captains this ship. I guess that makes me a parasite. Strange thought. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DEVELOPMENT 
 
    The aliens have food replicator technology that recycles organic waste back into edible food. It’s amazingly efficient. A year in, there’s still plenty of food. But the captain is worried. They will run out of food in a couple more years unless they can find a way to grow more. Today, the botanists he’s been working with claim to have found a solution. 
 
    The planet is covered with a loose layer of dust, sand, pebbles, and small rocks known as regolith. The regolith in this area is volcanic, rich in nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. In some sense, it’s a natural fertilizer, capable of supplying the nutrition required for plant growth. The planet also has sufficient moisture for crops to develop. The only thing it lacks is the organic base in which to grow the plants. 
 
    Several options have been considered. The first seems the most appealing to me. Grow plants hydroponically. Use the edible portions for food and compost the rest. When there’s enough compost, start planting new crops in it. 
 
    Unfortunately, the consensus is against my favorite. They say it will take too long.  
 
    The next two ideas are similar to each other. The idea is to compost a) some of the existing food, or b) some of the existing waste, to form soil in which they can grow crops. 
 
    Again, the consensus view is against. They say it’s too risky. Diverting any of the existing food resources reduces the time we have to find another solution if this one doesn’t work. 
 
    They finally settle on a solution that completely shocks me. They are going to euthanize over 1,000 drones, reducing the demand on the existing food resources while providing a viable means to create soil. I am flabbergasted that any sentient being would consider such a plan. 
 
    I wish I could fast forward through the weeks ahead, but I’ve lost that ability. Now I watch as the plan unfolds day after day. 
 
    ... 
 
    An army of drones has built a grinding facility about a kilometer downstream from the ship. It’s a simple operation. There’s a pair of rolling bars on which twelve drums can be placed. Each drum is sized to hold a drone, an equal weight of regolith, and ten liters of water. 
 
    Each day half of the queens each euthanize one of their older drones. They alternate days. The euthanized drone bodies are carried down from the ship and put in a drum that has already been loaded with regolith. The water, which contains bacteria cultured in the lab, is added, then the drum is sealed and placed on the rollers. When all twelve drums are loaded the rollers are set in motion. 
 
    The next day, the drums are carried down to the planting beds further downstream. They are emptied, the contents spread. Then the drums are returned for the next round. 
 
    They’ve been at it for 100 days now and 1,200 drones’ worth of muck is composting under the summer sun. I’m mostly past the revulsion. The big surprise is that it really doesn’t smell that bad. The bacteria the aliens created to drive the decomposition did not create the sulfur-containing byproducts associated with the foul smell of decomposition. Which, if nothing else, supports the theory that our planet truly was free of life, even bacterial life, before the first aliens arrived. 
 
      
 
   

 

 YEAR TWO 
 
    A second year has passed and the valley we now call home is burgeoning with life. I have new respect for the capability of the aliens’ drones. They are tireless creatures that are completely obedient and seem to take immense pleasure from completing the tasks their masters give them. 
 
    I’ve been part of this commune long enough now that I’ve come to understand the way their society functions. I can see the affection the queens have for their drones. I can see the tight bond between the king-queen pairs and how it grows stronger with time.  
 
    Possibly the most incongruous thing I’ve seen so far regards diet. All the food the aliens eat is synthesized by their replicators. They have a full range of food products, meats and cheeses, breads and baked goods, fruits and vegetables, sweets, you name it. But it’s all synthesized from their plant-based agricultural products.  
 
    I know they enjoy their food. I taste what my host tastes. I experience the pleasure he experiences from his food. I suspect my human self would find it all to be foul. But the aliens seem to love it.  
 
    And that’s the odd thing... Despite the fact their entire diet is plant based, the aliens have an underlying craving for fresh meat, preferably raw and bloody. My guess is that they evolved from carnivorous predators.  
 
    Anyway, two years in, things are about to change. The alien scientific team has yielded to pressure and are producing cloned animals, synthesized from known DNA patterns. My host, the captain, doubts these animals will be all that close to the food species he craves. But at this point he is willing to try anything. 
 
    ... 
 
    We visit the lab where the first creatures have emerged from incubation. The captain’s eyes lock onto one of the creatures and I can tell he wants nothing more than to bite its head off. But he is showing more restraint than I’ve seen among his peers. 
 
    He approves the replication and release plans. This time next year, hunters will hopefully be able to go out into the wilderness and start catching these creatures in the wild. 
 
    ... 
 
    Although it seems disconnected with the Confederation’s fertility problem, I’ve learned a lot from the alien scientists. They’ve brought life to creatures created from genetic blueprints and biological reagents. As I’ve listened and learned I’ve come to think there is an easier solution to our fertility issue than any of the research threads being pursued today. If I ever return from this journey, I wonder if I’ll retain enough to create such a solution. 
 
      
 
   

 

 YEAR THREE 
 
    On my first day in this reality, I accidentally exerted some control over the captain. He sensed something odd happening and, in short order, shut me out. I was happy to back off, worried that any influence I might exert could lead to some sort of time paradox.  
 
    At this point, I’m less worried about that. Now that he’s stranded on the planet, his actions have little to no impact on the world outside this valley. It’s not like I want to change anything he does. His objectives are his to pursue; I don’t want to change them. But I do want to learn everything he knows and understand everything he does. 
 
    To that end, I’ve spent a lot of time learning how to influence him. Things like turning his head so I can see something more clearly. Getting him to rehash his thinking on some topic, so that I can understand it better. At this point, I think I’ve become nuanced about it. I doubt he senses the external influence. And I don’t think I’ve had an impact on anything he’s done. But I am learning everything there is to know about this ship and its technology. 
 
    I struggle to see how anything I’ve done will change the past. But when I get home, the things I’ve learned here will definitely change the future. I’ve spent enough time with the ship’s engineers that I now know how their zero-point energy devices work. The knowledge increases my resolve to hire Dr. Taubman. His approach is viable, although there are easier ways to go about it than he’s found yet. 
 
    If I ever return, I doubt it’ll be difficult to nudge him in the right direction. 
 
      
 
   

 

 YEAR FOUR 
 
    The scientist’s breeding program has been fabulously successful. The little rabbit-like creatures they released into the wild a year ago, now outnumber the aliens. 
 
    Hmm... I suppose the rabbits are also alien, so maybe that statement wasn’t wholly true. But surely the point is clear. Anyway, the hunt is on. Tokens were issued for a number the captain claims to be half the rabbit population. The real answer is closer to a quarter, but only the captain and I know that. He, of course, gets one of those tokens. Now, his inner circle is salivating for a taste. I shake my virtual head in disgust. 
 
    ... 
 
    The scientists have successfully introduced two more food species into the valley’s ecosystem. For the next couple years, the harvest will be limited, so that the populations can grow. I’m impressed with both their determination and success. They’ve made as much of a change in four years as Herold did in fifty. This is undoubtedly why Frazer River Valley is as fertile as it is in my timeframe. It’s funny that I have something to be grateful to the aliens for.  
 
      
 
   

 

 YEAR FIVE 
 
    With the food shortage now addressed, the focus has shifted to increasing the population and further extending alien control over this world. As I still think of it as my world, the idea pisses me off a bit. But not that much. I now identify more as an alien than as a human. 
 
    Tonight, it’s our turn. The progenitor has agreed to allow the captain and his queen to breed up to 500 drones. Over the last 48 hours, I’ve learned more about alien sexuality than I ever wanted to know. The aliens have four sexes. There are the kings and queens, which are the closest thing the aliens have to male and female. 
 
    The kings and queens can pass on about 80% of their genome. When the two mate, they produce drones. There is a third sex, the progenitor. It is male like. It can pass the next 18 percent of the entire genome. It mates with a queen first, then the king does. If everything takes, then a king or queen is produced.  
 
    Then there’s the fourth sex. The best translation I can make for its name or role, is sacred. The sacred are also male-like in the sense that they donate the portion of the genome required to form a progenitor or another sacred. If it mates with a queen in the critical period after a king and progenitor have, then one of these very special children may be born. There are complicated rules that govern all this. In truth, it’s hard to believe that this is something created by nature. But what do I know? I’m just a psychic parasite. 
 
      
 
   

 

 YEAR SIX 
 
     The aliens have discovered something I’ve known since elementary school. Our world is rich in metals. It has all the elements required to synthesize the exotic composite materials they use to build their spaceships. I’m surprised they took so long to figure it out. 
 
    My host, the captain, came up through the engineering ranks. His knowledge of the ship and how it was built is remarkable. Although forbidden to return home, the ship’s crew is not required to remain on this world, although it is recommended that they do. 
 
    The captain has formed an exploratory committee to see if it is possible for them to become spacefaring again. They all know the odds are stacked against them. But no one on the crew has spent this much time planet-bound before and it’s wearing on them. 
 
    The engineers have built some small, remote-piloted flying machines that they’re using to scout the area for materials they do not have. There’s a list of twelve materials they need to find in quantity before they can move the initiative forward. The first couple—iron, nickel, and copper—are found almost immediately. But they are worried about finding bauxite, scandium, and thulium. They’ll also need to find a small amount of arsenic or antimony, and indium or boron. 
 
    As someone trained as an engineer, I’ve heard of all these materials, except for scandium. But I don’t know that much about them. It seems this will be an interesting learning experience. 
 
    ... 
 
    There was a lot of celebration among the exploratory team members today. They found a huge deposit of a mineral, whose name I do not know, on the southern flank of Mount Jaramor this afternoon. Their scanners indicate the deposit is on the order of 30 million metric tons. The mineral is made up of scandium, yttrium, and silica. Mining and separation will be tricky. But there’s more than enough here to repair the ship’s outer hull. 
 
    ... 
 
    We’ve been searching for almost a year now and have found everything we need except bauxite, the aggregate from which aluminum is extracted. Three weeks ago, the decision was made to reconfigure a shuttle for atmospheric flight in order to extend the range of the searches we do. 
 
    Amazingly, standard-configuration alien shuttles are not suitable for sustained atmospheric flight. They have the power to land on a planet, then return to the ship. But they don’t have wings, so are limited to a rocket-like flight path.  
 
    We’ve jury-rigged some poor-quality wings that help. But the only way to make this work is to scavenge propulsion units from five of the eight shuttles. The additional lift will allow them to sustain flight for hours. 
 
    ... 
 
    A gloom hangs over the exploratory team. We lost contact with the shuttle about two hours into its flight. By the flight crews estimate, they were 475 km north-northwest of our position when the wing assembly tore away. 
 
    In addition to losing the four brave crew members, we’ve lost all hope of finding bauxite. There are other minerals that contain aluminum, but bauxite is the only mineral from which they have the means to extract it. The search for materials containing aluminum will continue, but at this point the writing is on the wall. We will never escape this planet. 
 
      
 
   

 

 YEAR TEN  
 
    At this point, I am read-write fluent in the alien’s language. I’m also speak-listen fluent. At least I think I’m speak fluent. I don’t have a voice or the ability to project thoughts telepathically, so can’t vouch for my speaking fluency with any authority.  
 
    I know the ship as well as the captain does. In truth, I doubt he knows it as well as I do. I’ve also been seeing something in the sensor readings that he hasn’t. 
 
    Our world is dying. I think I know why. There’s not enough genetic diversity. We only have one progenitor, one sacred. We only have one variety of the so called ‘bitter fruit’ from which our food is synthesized. Similarly, we only have three varieties of food animals, varieties that cannot cross breed. 
 
    In a flash of insight, it occurs to me that this might be by design. Alien armadas that fail to complete their missions are forbidden from returning home. Instead, they’re required to pick a world to live out the rest of their days. They were given tools that made such a thing possible, which reduced the perceived risk of conquest against species with lesser technology. 
 
    The problem is that they weren’t given everything they needed. They were only given what was needed to create the illusion. 
 
    At this point, I know everything is lost. My people are dying. My host is dying. As a psychic parasite, I will die with him. In days, it will be over. Was there ever a point to it?

  

 

 CHAPTER 6: RECOVERY 
 
    I wake to pre-dawn light. The room seems familiar, but it takes a moment to place where I am. I’m in the hospital in Jaramor.  
 
    Summer is asleep on a sofa near the window. They’ve put me up in one of the hospital’s nicest rooms. I’m on a high floor with a view out over the sea. 
 
    Julian, who moments ago was slouched over in a chair on the other side of the room, seems suddenly awake. He reaches out telepathically. 
 
    “Are you back, Jared?” 
 
    “I am. How long was I away?” 
 
    Julian eyes me, obviously measuring me up somehow. 
 
    “Where did you go Jared? And how long were you there?” 
 
    It takes a while to compose an answer, then longer to make my mouth sputter out the words. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about that. So... You first. How long was I away?” 
 
    My words wake Summer. Before I have a chance to react, she’s clinging to me, weeping. 
 
    Instinctively, I wrap my arms around her and somehow know that I’m home. 
 
    “Ten days,” Julian says aloud. “Now, your turn.” 
 
    Part of me wants to engage Julian, but it feels like a lifetime since I’ve held Summer. The faint, but familiar, fragrance in her hair pulls me back into this reality.  
 
    “Ten years,” I croak out. 
 
    Apparently, some of the wires connected to me have come loose. I can hear an alarm go off at the nurse’s station down the hall. Moments later, the door opens, and Dr. Simpson comes flying into the room. To my surprise, my physician at the camp, Dr. Avery, comes in also. 
 
    While Dr. Simpson checks all the equipment, Dr. Avery starts in on the familiar cognition questions. Where do you live? What city where you born in? What year is it? Who’s the prime elder? 
 
    I chuckle at the familiarity of it, but suddenly am worried that I’ve been away so long I don’t know the answers. 
 
    “It was 7275 TA last I remember. But that seems like a long time ago. I was born in Jaredstown. I have multiple homes but identify most with our home near Heroldstown. And Uncle Asher was prime elder at the last elders’ meeting I remember.” 
 
    Dr. Avery seems to relax, then Dr. Simpson pipes up. 
 
    “Vitals are good, but brain patterns are more...” She seems to struggle for the words. “...extreme than the other Jaramor elders. But what’s new?” 
 
    Julian, who is a master at reading situations like this, asserts himself. 
 
    “Jared, can you tell us what you remember? What happened to you? We saw you reach up to touch the ship. Then you went into a trance.” 
 
    “The ship is alien. It arrived just before the end of the Great Alien War. The aliens were short of thulium, so the ship was dispatched and given two years to mine and refine a suitable quantity on Taramoot. 
 
    “They came in to Taramoot too fast and botched the reentry into normal spacetime. They ended up skipping off a spacetime boundary layer and crash landed here. 
 
    “The ship was damaged beyond their ability to repair with the materials and equipment aboard, so they attempted to colonize our world. They came close, but ten years in, it all unraveled.” 
 
    There’s silence for a minute, then Julian asks the question on everyone’s mind. 
 
    “You were there for ten years?” 
 
    I nod my head. 
 
    “I went aboard the ship just before the botched reentry for Taramoot and attached myself to the ship’s captain. I stayed with him until he died.” 
 
    There’s more silence. Dr. Simpson uses it to divert the conversation back toward my medical condition. 
 
    “It’s dangerous for an elder to get too close to someone while in the mystery. That may explain the extreme neural activity. I’d like to run some scans.” 
 
    Dr. Avery adds, “I agree. Given Jared’s history with aneurisms, we should be cautious.” 
 
    I want to protest, but don’t. Summer has been through a lot and any resistance to medical care on my part will ramp up her anxiety. 
 
    Instead, I nod my head. “Run whatever tests you need to.” 
 
    I see Summer smile.  
 
    Dr. Simpson does as well. “I’ll go get that set up.”  
 
    When the two doctors leave, Julian starts back in. 
 
    “How did you stay in the mystery so long? And why didn’t you come back sooner?” 
 
    I answer with one of my own. 
 
    “Could you read me while I was away?” 
 
    Julian shuffles his feet a bit. 
 
    “No. Summer couldn’t either. It’s like you were completely vacant. The doctors said your brain activity was off the charts, so we could tell you were engaged, but we could sense nothing.” 
 
    I see Julian look at Summer with concern. 
 
    She whispers, “I took a small dose of profecia aumentar hoping I could contact you while holding your hand. But I got nothing.” A quiet sob escapes. 
 
    “You couldn’t come back, could you?” Julian’s question comes out more like an accusation. 
 
    “I might have been able to at first, but I didn’t want to. I could hear the captain’s thoughts, even had some control over him, so wanted to see what I could learn. But he sensed me and started to resist, so I retreated deep into his mind. Once there, I couldn’t escape without exposing myself. And within a day I couldn’t get out at all. So, I decided to stay, ride with him as long as I could, learn everything possible about the ship and the aliens.” 
 
    Julian frowns. It’s clear I’m about to be chided. But he cocks his head and asks, “Did you learn much?” 
 
    I smile. “I know everything there is to know about that ship. I might even be able to repair it.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SCANS 
 
    To my surprise, Dr. Simpson comes in to wheel me down to the imaging lab herself. Usually, a hefty nurse does the patient shuffling, not the doctor. 
 
    Once out of the room, I find out why. 
 
    “I contacted Dr. Pascal,” she starts. “I sent him a note, and when I didn’t get a reply, I called him. He was polite but disinterested. So, I lied. I told him I was working on something similar. I’d tried to treat a patient who ultimately died of complications. Then I described to him exactly what we saw him do. 
 
    “He asked me why I hadn’t published any of my work. I told him that I was under investigation and had told the authorities here I’d based my experiment on his work.” 
 
    She chuckles, then continues. “He just about blew a gasket.” Another snicker. “I told him what he should do instead and explained why it would work. Then I suggested that the investigators here would lose interest in him if he did something different than I did.” 
 
    “Do you know if he took your suggestion?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes. He called me after the first treatment. He dosed less than his original plan, but more than I suggested. His patient went into crisis, but they were able to bring it under control. 
 
    “She has a few more treatments left. Dr. Pascal calls me after each treatment to review the results. I have no doubt at this point the treatment will work. Clinical trials should start later this year. I’d be surprised if we can’t get emergency use authorization by the end of next year.” 
 
    “So, we did it.” The statement is more of a request for confirmation, than a declaration of success.  
 
    She looks at me critically.  
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “How did I know what?” 
 
    “That I could help you? That the timing was right? Without our intervention, someone would have made the breakthrough within the next ten years, but Pascal would have blown it. We bailed him out at just the right time. If we were doing that session today, it would have been too late.” 
 
    The question gives me pause. She’s right. If we hadn’t done that session the day we did, it wouldn’t have worked. How did this end up happening at just the right time? 
 
    “The silence worries me.” Dr. Simpson says as we enter the scanning room. 
 
    “This issue was gnawing at me for some time. It finally got to the point I couldn’t resist the compelling need to do something about it.” 
 
    “You really are a prophet, aren’t you? Haunted by the unknown until it forces you to act. Seeing things no one else can see.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HOSPITAL ROOM 
 
    Back in the room, I have some time to kill. Summer is out running errands. Julian has gone home to take a nap. The test results won’t be ready for another hour. 
 
    So, I pick up my communicator and call Vera Lopes. 
 
    “Jared, you’ve returned to the world of the living. You gave us quite the scare. What happened?” 
 
    I’m not completely sure how to answer the question. For the most part, I’ve stopped talking about anything related to the mystery with people who aren’t part of the Jaramor community.  
 
    “I made contact of sorts with the ship.” 
 
    “You did what? Does the ship still have power?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    I can ‘hear’ her shaking her head. “Is there a reason for this call, Jared?” 
 
    I love Vera’s direct style.  
 
    “Yes. I was hoping to get an update on the situation there.” 
 
    “Nothing good is happening here. The landslide on the south side of the ridge has upset the ridge’s hydrology. The ridge line has dried up and is blowing away. The north side is losing its cohesion and starting to slide away from the ship. We can now see the top of the ship in places. 
 
    “The portion of the vineyard on the northern slope of the ridge is a complete loss. The buds are all off. Even if we can preserve some of the vines, there will be no harvest this year.” 
 
    “Understood.” I pause. “Sadly, this vineyard is a complete loss. We’re going to be excavating the ship. All the dirt and debris will be cleared. If there’s anything there that can be salvaged, then focus on salvaging it, then on finding a place for the new vineyard.” 
 
    “But we put so much effort into getting this one established.” 
 
    “I know, but there’s technology on that ship that will change everything. I know what it is, where it is, and how to salvage it. That’s going to be top priority for the months ahead. 
 
    “I really want the vineyards, but the ship is a thousand times higher priority.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    The scans came back ‘normally, abnormal.’ There’s no evidence of clotting, tissue damage, or aneurism. Dr. Avery thinks the vasculature in my brain is in the best condition he’s ever seen it. But brain activity is still abnormally high, as it has been since that first dose of profecia aumentar.  
 
    The doctors still want to hold me for observation, but I decline. I was given food earlier, but I’m still hungry. And after ten years of eating alien food, I really want a good meal. Julian has accommodated my desire for a meal by calling a late afternoon elders meeting. 
 
    Although the hospital’s only a couple blocks from the pub, everyone insists that I take a carriage. They wheel me down to the street, where one of the town’s horse-drawn carriages is waiting. Even with assistance, I’m so weak from the time in bed that stepping up into the carriage wipes me out. 
 
    Now sitting in the private room, Summer brings me a plate with some of my favorites from the beef platter Julian ordered up for us. The first bite is enough to make me swoon. It may have only been ten days since I’ve eaten real food (no, hospital food doesn’t count), but it feels like ten years. 
 
    “Go easy on that,” Summer prods. 
 
    She’s doling my food out in little bites and has refused to bring me any of the ale. Instead, I get a glass of Jaramor’s famous sour apple cider. But after an embarrassing amount of pouting, she gives in and lets me take a sip of her ale. 
 
    The elders enter one by one, arriving as they can from their day’s activities. Edson is the last to arrive. He greets me with a solemn look and places his hands on my shoulders. 
 
    “Jared, my friend. I was worried we lost you. If that day should ever come, the world would be a much darker place. Be well. And don’t do this to your sweet wife again.” 
 
    Despite the years we’ve known each other, this is one of the few times Edson has connected with me telepathically in private. It’s a surprisingly moving moment. 
 
    The elders gather food and drink, then take their seats. Elder Aurora Simpson Lake kicks off our meeting with one of her moving spiritual blessings. When she finishes, it occurs to me that I’m the only one that ate before the blessing. Given the circumstance, I doubt any of the assembled care. But I file away the self-admonishment... Wait for the blessing before beginning. 
 
    Julian offers a toast to my return, then as the mug is returned to the table, he starts. 
 
    “Jared, care to fill us in on your little adventure?” 
 
    ... 
 
    Aurora, who was quiet throughout the debriefing is the first to speak when I finish.  
 
    “You lived in the mind of an alien king for ten years and couldn’t get out. Do you realize how dangerous that is?” 
 
    “Probably not,” I reply lightheartedly. 
 
    “Co-mingling your mind with the mind of someone that doesn’t have the gift is dangerous when you are both on profecia aumentar. Doing it without, people have been lost. Connection is hard to make, harder still to break. Suppose that alien had a thousand-year life expectancy. You would never have been freed. As it is, you were lucky not to have died with him.” 
 
    “Didn’t know that, but even if I had, the situation came on without warning and my instinct was to flow with it.” 
 
    “I’d like you to come by my studio tomorrow. I’d like to do my own scans of your mind, using profecia aumentar. A part of that alien may be living in you now.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HOME 
 
    As much as I would have preferred to go to my office at the institute, it really wasn’t an option. Summer was insistent that we return to our home here in Jaramor, so I can get some rest. The last thing I want to do is rest. My body has been asleep for ten days now and there are a thousand things on my agenda, all of which are high priority. 
 
    Nonetheless, I give in. I’ve been away for ten days. Summer wants to spend time with me. I’m sure Ethel and Norah do as well. It’ll probably be several days before I own my time again. I’m not particularly happy about it, but it’s the right thing to do, so I don’t resist. 
 
    Summer parks the truck close to the front door, then helps me get out. I’m so weak it’s embarrassing. We enter the house and find the ladies in our sitting room. Norah has a hot pot of tea waiting to be poured. Maybe sitting around at home will be interesting after all. 
 
    I plop into the nearest chair, then put my head back and close my eyes as I take a deep breath. 
 
    “Seems you’ve had quite the adventure, sonny boy. You going to tell us about it?” 
 
    I take another deep breath, then focus my attention on Ethel. 
 
    “When I touched the ship, I was suddenly aboard it, about to crash land where we found it.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “Are you saying the ship has everything on board we need to make our own energy devices?” 
 
    “Almost. They were just about out of thulium. But I can buy tons of thulium from Taramoot, so that’s not really a problem.” 
 
    “And you think the ship still has power?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “How?” Ethel replies, a bit plaintively. 
 
    “Did you see how shiny the ship’s metal was?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m struggling to make a connection.” 
 
    “The material that comprises the outer hull is remarkable stuff. The ship was buried for 7,000 years and it’s not even tarnished.” 
 
    Ethel stares at me, then says, “And?” 
 
    I smile at the fact she hasn’t bridged the gap yet. 
 
    “There are places in the outer hull that were breached during the accident. They patched it up with lesser materials that have probably rotted away at this point. But the interior of the ship is sectioned off with the same material used in the outer hull. Critical places such as main engineering and the core engineering spaces are in sectioned off areas. Everything inside those areas will be as clean and shiny as that section of outer hull that we saw. Nothing in those areas will have aged.” 
 
    “But surely, the batteries will be dead at this point,” she shoots back. 
 
    I smile. “You’re probably right about that. But most of the zero-point energy devices were shut down before the end. They never run out of energy, but the thulium slowly erodes away when in use. When not in use, it just sits there, inert.  
 
    “I bet half of them will come up when we turn them on.” 
 
    “But how do we even get into the ship?” 
 
    I smile again. “I have the captain’s access codes. All we need to do is bring an external power device sufficient to open the doors. I’ll enter the code, then we’ll make our way to the closest engineering space. We go in, turn on the power, then the ship will light up. Simple as that.” 
 
    “You know how to do that?” 
 
    “I spent the last year shutting the ship down section by section. I know where everything of value is. I know how all the ship’s systems work. And I’ve become read-write fluent in their language, so anything I forget, I can look up.” 
 
    “Well then, when do we start?” 
 
    I see Summer give Ethel a dark look and can’t help but laugh. 
 
    “I need a few days to get my strength back.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, ESTATE RESIDENCE 
 
    Somewhat surprisingly, Summer is letting me do at least a little work in my office in the residence. I think the lengthy session with Ethel and Norah last night made her realize I needed to channel my energy somewhere. I think she also realized it would be safer having me do it alone in our home office than with Ethel. 
 
    The report I requested from the Talen Agency on Dr. Taubman came in while I was away. It includes the profile he’s listed with the Tesla Institute’s placement office and a list of the jobs he’s known to be pursuing. 
 
    He’s applied for another grant with the Confederation’s Scientific Research Institute (CSRI). He’s seeking 100,000 credits to expand his 4D printing capability. According to a contact Talen has inside CSRI, the grant is being blocked by an interested party. It must be the Confederation’s Defense Research Agency (CDRA). 
 
    He has not received an offer from the Tesla Institute on New Berlin, the place where he is now. Talen thinks they are waiting to hear the results of his grant request and will only extend an offer if the grant is approved. 
 
    The only offer they know he has received is from CDRA. They are offering him a salary of 120,000 credits and a research budget of 125,000.  
 
    I can only shake my head at the stupidity of the Confederation government. They’re blocking the option he wants to take. Thereby forcing him to move to New Beijing, where they plan to underpay him, and underfund his research. 
 
    The thought makes me smile. They don’t realize it, but they are pushing this guy right into my arms. It’s time to grab him. It’s currently 3 PM at the Tesla Institute, so I call on the number listed on his profile. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Frank Taubman.” 
 
    “Dr. Taubman. I am Jared Daan, president of the Jaramor Research Institute. I found the employment profile you posted at Tesla’s placement office.” 
 
    There’s silence on the line for a moment. 
 
    “Dr. Daan, thank you for the call. I’ve heard the name Jaredaan, but can’t place it, and I’m not sure I’ve heard of your institute.” 
 
    “You probably know the name, Jaredaan Natural Supplements or Jaredaan Pharmaceuticals. They make the DAGS medications that most people take. Our institute’s endowment comes from those companies. But the institute’s goals are much broader, and I believe they’re closely aligned with yours.” 
 
    “Where is your institute?” 
 
    “On the protected world Jaredaan, about 1,200 light-years from New Berlin.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I don’t think I’m interested in moving that far away, sir.” 
 
    “Have you decided where you’ll go to continue your research?” 
 
    “I have a grant request in with CSRI that I expect to be approved shortly.” 
 
    I have a decision to make. Do I tell him his request is about to be denied, or attempt to woo him with a larger number? I’m going to go with the latter. 
 
    “Understood but let me at least tell you what we can offer.” 
 
    Again, there’s silence on the line. I can sense the tug of war going on inside him. He doesn’t want to come here. But he’s also worried the grant he’s been counting on isn’t going to come through. 
 
    “Since I haven’t heard a no, let me put it out there. Jaredaan is a remote place, so I understand your hesitancy. Therefore, we are willing to: 
 
    -          Start you at a salary of 500,000 credits a year, along with a full benefit package that includes luxury housing.  
 
    -          Give you a budget of up to ten million credits to build out your laboratory.  
 
    -          Grant you access to data sources that do not exist elsewhere in the Confederation.  
 
    “In addition, and in consideration of the difficulty of such a move, we’ll give you two months at full pay before your arrival, and we’ll cover all the expenses related to your relocation.” 
 
    “What? Are you serious? Why?” 
 
    “I watched a recording of the presentation you made two weeks ago. You’re on the right track and, in my opinion, are close to a solution.  
 
    “We are also close. Given our financial backing, I expect to get to a commercial scale solution in less than five years. Working together, we will undoubtedly get there faster.” 
 
    “Have you published any of your work?” 
 
    “Not yet, but it will come. If you join us, your name could be on those papers.” 
 
    Once again, there’s silence on the line. 
 
    “The offer will stay open for a month. There are others I’m looking at, but you’re my first choice. Explore your other opportunities, then contact me, if you’re interested.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    ... 
 
    I’m a bit frustrated with the call but know I shouldn’t be. He’s going to join us; I can tell. But he needs to torture himself, pursuing two inferior opportunities, before he’ll realize this is where he belongs. 
 
    I quickly jot down the terms of the offer, then send them to Talen along with instructions not to contact the candidate until I give the explicit go ahead. 
 
      
 
   

 

 TAYLOR BEECH 
 
    The next candidate on my list is Ms. Taylor Beech. I had planned to listen in on a talk she gave last week. Having been unavoidably detained, I missed it. But no matter, it’s easy enough to go back and listen in. 
 
    Her talk is being given at the annual Confederation Conference on Materials Science & Engineering, which is being held on Crysindaal this year. Crysindaal is a centrally located planet, known for its culture of entertainment. Every conceivable form of entertainment or pleasure is available here, which has made the planet a magnet for scientific conferences. I’m a bit disgusted by the things I see going on outside the convention center, but inside the atmosphere is relaxed and there’s an air of excitement about the work being discussed here this year. 
 
    I find the auditorium in which Dr. Beech will present her paper, then find an appropriate place to hide myself. Then fast forward until I hear the auditorium’s announcer introduce her. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Our next speaker will be Dr. Taylor Beech, who will be presenting her work on In Situ Fabrication Techniques for Ultra-strength Spacecraft.” 
 
    Dr. Beech walks out onto the stage, places her notes on the lectern, then begins. 
 
    “Good afternoon. The vast majority of you traveled from another planet to participate in this conference. A quick show of hands... How many of you travelled in a spacecraft that was struck by some sort of space debris? Please raise your hand if that happened to you.” 
 
    One hand raises meekly. A moment later, a second one does. 
 
    “Impressive. In an auditorium of 1,000 people, only two got the right answer.” 
 
    Her comment causes murmuring and a bit of commotion in the room. 
 
    “I suppose that was a trick question. We refer to space as being a vacuum, but in truth, there’s a surprising amount of dust and other tiny particles of matter spread throughout every system. 
 
    “Instrumentation on every ship measures the number of contacts. Sometimes there are as few as 100 when travelling in from a system’s edge. Other times there are thousands.  
 
    “You might wonder why I bring this up? The answer is simple. Every ship has a rating that characterizes the strength of its hull. Cargo ships tend to have lower ratings, numbers like 1,000 kPa. Most passenger ships have numbers more like 100,000 kPa. That one number has the biggest impact on a ship’s safety, and on its construction cost. 
 
    “For the last eight years, I’ve been working on ways to increase a ship’s kPa rating, while decreasing its cost. Today, I am going to discuss a new material and a new fabrication method that will provide up to 5,000,000 kPa while reducing the cost of hull fabrication.” 
 
    Over the next hour, Dr. Beech describes a new laminate material made with alternating layers of an aluminum-scandium alloy and carbon-nano tubes. Then shows how the skin of the ship can be ‘painted’ on layer after layer by machines she has designed for use in space-based shipyards. 
 
    I find it ironic that her aluminum-scandium alloy is almost identical to the one on my spaceship in Frazer River Valley. If I’d attended this conference before my ten-year adventure on that ship, I would have understood more of what was said while I was there. I also find it exciting that she seems to have taken a step ahead of the aliens. 
 
    I wish I could go up and talk with her while this is all fresh in my mind. But I can’t. I’m in the mystery and in the past. But I will definitely call her in the next couple days. 
 
    ... 
 
    Back in my home office, I dash off another note to the Talen agency. I ask them to send me the placement profile from Dr. Beech’s university. I also ask for any information they can dig up on her other offers. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, ESTATE RESIDENCE 
 
    Surprisingly, a call comes in from Julian. 
 
    “Jared, how are you doing? Are you getting the rest you need?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I need rest. But Summer needs to think I’m resting, so I’m resting in my office here at home.” 
 
    Julian chuckles. 
 
    “I know the feeling, but you really should listen to your wife. She has a much keener understanding of what’s good for your health than you do.” 
 
    I find Julian’s comment to be odd, but let it wash past. 
 
    “So, what can I do for you Julian?” 
 
    “Just wanted to give you an update on Moose and the alien detectors.” 
 
    Coming back from my years away, I’d completely forgotten about the alien detector problem. 
 
    “Good news? I hope.” 
 
    “Yes, good news. Moose has done a thorough job. His new generating plant is up and functioning. Power came up in seven of the ten wells. It took him a day to diagnose the problem, which had to do with the junction boxes at the base of the wells. All the wells have the problem, only three had already failed. Those three are fixed now. He’ll upgrade the others after the Confederation has signed off on the systems functionality. 
 
    “He also installed the exo-net relays and ran the appropriate tests, which appeared to work on our end. 
 
    “Word just came in today that the Confederation is not accepting the results. We don’t have the right relays, or the right version of the communications protocol. 
 
    “The good news is that they are extending our timeline. They confessed that they never sent the new specs or replacement components to us. New components are on their way. It’ll take about 30 days to get here. 
 
    “Moose plans to spend seven of them doing the junction box retrofit, then he will stop work until the parts arrive. 
 
    “If you have another project for him, I’m sure he’ll take it.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Let me think about that. We’ll have big work in a couple months.” 
 
    “You should get him involved in whatever you’re planning to do with that spaceship.” 
 
    I’m surprised I didn’t think of that myself. Maybe Summer’s right and I do need rest. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CATHARSIS 
 
    I wake, still in my office. I apparently fell asleep after my call with Julian. Looking at the clock I see that was two hours ago. Was I really that tired? 
 
    My mind has cleared enough that I now smell the savory dish Summer made me the night of our first date. The memory brings me fully awake. How is it that I got to spend the better part of the day in the office? 
 
    I walk out of the office, through the living room, and into the kitchen. The short ten-meter journey has my heart pounding. As I approach, I hear Ethel say, “I’m so glad he’s back.” 
 
    Norah’s reply is indistinct, but I sense her agreement. 
 
    I’m struck with vertigo. This has happened before at the onset of an aneurism. I grab the door frame and snap my eyes shut in the desperate hope that I can hold on. Things settle and I right myself, eyes still closed. Then I step into the kitchen. 
 
    I open my eyes and the scene morphs in a way that confuses me. I’m back on the ship. My sweet queen and her favorite queen companion are sitting in their familiar places on the bridge. My darling Arzil stands, her four ponderous breasts jiggling.  
 
    “Vincil, you return to us. We thought we’d lost you.”   
 
    I know I’m going down, so grab for something. Darkness comes over me and I drop. Will I ever get up again? And if I do, who will I be? 
 
      
 
   

 

 ART STUDIO 
 
    I wake, head pounding, wondering where I am. 
 
    “So, you return to us again.” 
 
    I know the voice. It’s Elder Aurora Simpson Lake. I open my eyes and am in her studio. 
 
    “Please tell me, I’m in your studio.” 
 
    I see her smile. 
 
    “You’re in my art studio Jared. Seems you had a little relapse.” 
 
    It takes a second to comprehend her meaning, then understanding settles in. 
 
    “I thought I was back there, on the ship, with the captain’s queen and one of her friends. What’s happening to me?” 
 
    She looks at me compassionately. 
 
    “You brought back a piece of the alien king with you. Can you tell me what happened? I think I know, but any additional detail you can provide will help.” 
 
    As my mind comes fully back to me, I realize that Aurora is ‘speaking’ with me telepathically. 
 
    “You’re rusty, Jared.” 
 
    I control my thoughts, not wanting them to leak. She’s in the mystery and probing me aggressively. 
 
    “You learned some discipline while under the influence of the aliens. I only got a little bit of what you just thought.” 
 
    God, I hate being an open book. 
 
    “Got all of that.” Aurora replies. 
 
    Discipline reasserted, I say out loud, “Can you tell me what you’ve found?” 
 
    “The alien is occupying about 15% of your mind. I can help you exorcise him, but it will take away a lot of your memory of what happened there.” 
 
    “No!” The emotion is so raw, I’d don’t really know if I said it aloud or broadcast it. 
 
    “Broadcast.” Aurora replies. 
 
    “I need those memories. Without them the Confederation will fall. Humanity as we know it will cease to be.” 
 
    “I struggle to believe that Jared.” 
 
    I can tell she spoke the words aloud. 
 
    “But you are the master seer, something I will never be. So, I respect your words and will not act against them.” 
 
    These words are also spoken aloud. But her commitment to them is sent telepathically as well. Her mastery of the art is different than mine, but no less profound. 
 
    “Kind of you to think, Jared.” 
 
    My eyes lift to hers as I attempt to quiet my soul. 
 
    She smiles. “Well done. You’re learning.” 
 
    There is silence for a moment, then I break it. 
 
    “So where to from here?” 
 
    She looks at me in earnest. And once again I feel as though I’m being sized up. 
 
    “You’ve crossed a line most of the Jaramor elders have learned not to even approach. Summer has too. She thought she was my sister this afternoon and went to the hospital, leaving you to wander.” 
 
    She pauses for a second, then says, “We think of this as a disease state to be treated, not as an aberrant behavioral state to be disciplined. And given who you are, we need to tread lightly.” 
 
    “What? My wealth and role on the planetary elder board gives me special privilege?” 
 
    She laughs ruefully. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    She pauses for several seconds weighing her words. 
 
    “Jared, you are the one. Anything we do to thwart your instincts, we do to our own disaster. So, the question is less about you and more about us. 
 
    “You took an incredible risk. Summer did as well. I understand that neither of you knew you were taking a risk, but that’s not the point. The point is that you are the only one of us that has the ability to chart our future; to see us through this period of turmoil. I think that’s what our first elder, Mirella Padilla saw. 
 
    “We, the Jaramor elders, need to lean into what you do, not attempt to restrain you. That’s what we are committed to doing. Now, I put the question back to you. You know what’s happening to you and to Summer. How would you like us to help you?” 
 
    Her words wash over me, and for a moment, I lose my grip on this reality. When I come back, I know the answer. At least, I know the answer for now. 
 
    “You have the ability to see my future, at least my short-term future. On days when you foresee hazard, accompany us.” 
 
    She chuckles. “You mean every day?” 
 
    It’s my turn to laugh. “We’re really that bad?” 
 
    She just stares at me. 
 
    “Wow. I had no idea.” A pause. “Then keep your distance and be quick to bail us out on days like today when it all goes sideways.” 
 
    I sense Aurora’s discomfort. 
 
    “Let me guess. This conversation was another of Mirella’s prophecies.” 
 
    She looks at me meekly, then says, “The Great One and his bonded partner will ask for help, but ultimately reject it.” 
 
    I look at Aurora intently, then hear the rest of the prophecy playing through her mind. “Listen people of Jaramor. Watch over them, even though they resist. All will be lost, if you fail to act in the critical hour.” 
 
    With the most discipline I’ve ever mustered, I suppress the thought, “Great, just great!”

  

 

 CHAPTER 7: RECRUITMENT 
 
    I wake just before dawn. Summer and I are in bed in the master suite of our Jaramor home. I have no idea how I got here. 
 
    Summer is still asleep, but I’m as awake as awake can be and feel unexpectedly refreshed. Yesterday’s conversation with Aurora has injected new urgency into my veins. I can sense that time is running out. On what, I don’t know yet. But I’m certain we’re almost out of time and my priorities are clear. I need to resurrect the alien ship. 
 
    I’ll start by hiring Moose and as many people on my short list of scientists as I can get.  
 
      
 
   

 

 CALVIN SWANSON 
 
    It’s too early in the morning to do anything locally, so I’ll use the mystery to research the next scientist on my list. He’ll be making a presentation later today at the Queens University on New Cambridge. Since early in the third age, Queens’ physics department has been regarded as one of the most prestigious institutions in the Confederation. Its multiverse program alone has over 100 participants engaged in doctoral or post-doctoral research. One of those researchers, Dr. Calvin Swanson, has captured my attention. 
 
    I find my way to the school and fast forward to his presentation. Surprisingly few people have gathered in the lecture hall where the presentation is to be made. I hope I’m in the right place. 
 
    A tall, thin, bespectacled man walks in, pulling a cart behind him. He struggles to get his equipment set up on the table at the front of the room. I hear a couple rude students in the back row snicker at his troubles. 
 
    About five minutes after the talk was to begin, a couple older men enter. The man in front, still calibrating equipment, looks up and welcomes one of the men. 
 
    “Professor Vincent. Thank you for coming sir. I’ll be ready momentarily.” 
 
    I see the professor roll his eyes and am shocked by the lack of respect being shown. 
 
    “As soon as you’re ready, Cal.” 
 
    Not understanding the dynamic playing out in front of me, I probe the professor, then the two rude students, and understanding dawns. They are from the classic physics program, not the multiverse program. The professor gained his position and fame from his work on the Confederation’s wormhole-based transporter systems, the ones the Central Command is deploying in its ships. Their prominence in the field would be threatened if Dr. Swanson’s research pans out, which I know it will. 
 
    My attention is drawn back to the room as Dr. Swanson clears his throat. 
 
    “Welcome everyone. I’m here to present a short demonstration, which will be followed by a brief discussion of its theoretical underpinnings.  
 
    “As you can see, I have two setups. The one on your left is a simple ball bearing drop. It has precision mass and timing detectors, sufficient to calculate the gravitational constant to four significant digits. The one on your right is a laser interferometer array. I’m using this particular configuration because of its resemblance to the Michelson-Morley experiment, which, as we all know, set the basis for Einstein’s special theory of relativity. To be clear, I’m not rerunning their experiment or exploring the special theory. But this is the most classic method used to measure the speed of light, which this configuration can do to four significant digits.” 
 
    I hear some more snickering from the rude students in the back, who are starting to piss me off. 
 
    Dr. Swanson, who really isn’t much of a showman, runs each of his experiments three times. Each one returns a number very close to the accepted values of both the gravitational constant and speed of light. 
 
    Professor Vincent speaks up. 
 
    “Is there a point to this Cal? Your set-up is better than one would expect to see at a high school science fair. But here? Really?” 
 
    He lets the question hang there. 
 
    Cal’s more resilient to the implied insult than I would have expected. 
 
    “Then we’re in agreement. These two simple setups are sufficient to calculate the corresponding constants of nature.” 
 
    The professor nods his head. 
 
    “Now that we’re calibrated, let’s begin the actual experiment. I’m about to create a space-time bubble. The spacetime bubbles that we usually talk about are simple copies of our layer of the multiverse. They’re useful for FTL transport because the bubble itself can move faster than light. Anything inside it inherits the bubbles’ inertial frame, therefore can move at arbitrary speed from our perspective, without feeling the force of acceleration or the limits imposed by the speed of light. 
 
    “Instead, my bubble will be made from a different layer of spacetime. Inside the bubble, the constants of nature may be different. The bubble I’m going to create for you here today has a gravitational constant about half of what we experience in our layer of spacetime, and it has a speed of light that’s about double ours.” 
 
    I notice the room has become silent. I can read the concern in Professor Vincent’s mind. 
 
    “When I activate this box here...” He indicates a box that looks like an old fashion holoprojector. “...a bubble of my space time will envelope both test set ups, which will allow us to measure the bubble’s constants of nature.” 
 
    Each of the two experiments are run three times within the bubble. As advertised, the gravitational constant has been cut approximately in half and the speed of light has approximately doubled. 
 
    Over the next half hour, Dr. Swanson lays out his theory. He does it in a way that makes the concepts easy to follow, even though the math is way beyond me. His concepts are similar to the ones the aliens use, which, in my mind, lends him credibility. 
 
    “One last thing before we close.” He displays a table of numbers. “At this point, I have setups for five constants of nature, the two I demonstrated today and three more. I also have projectors that can generate bubbles in nine different layers of space time. 
 
    “As you can see the numbers are all over the place. Just imagine what we could do with access to all these layers of the multiverse.” 
 
    Dr. Swanson opens the floor for questions and one of the rude students asks one that is truly offensive. Fire burns through me and suddenly I see the student through the captain’s eyes, a puny and pungent little prey animal, with incredibly sweet blood. My mouth waters as I step toward him, anxious to take a bite. 
 
    The student turns toward me, sees the captain, then screams. He falls to the floor trembling and begging for mercy. 
 
    With great effort, I push the captain back down into my subconscious, then retreat from this time and place. As I come back to myself, I feel Summer’s warmth next to me. Her presence centers me. But memory of the rude student on the floor makes me shudder. What in God’s name am I turning into? 
 
      
 
   

 

 HOME 
 
    I wake and find myself in bed alone. I look at the chronometer on my communicator and am shocked by the time. It’s 11 AM. I can’t remember the last time I slept this late. 
 
    I rouse myself and get ready for the day, then head out to the kitchen. I find a note stuck on the refrigerator. It reads: 
 
      
 
    I’m meeting with Aurora.  
 
    I’ll be back later this afternoon. 
 
    If you need to work, please do it at home. 
 
    There’s some quiche in the fridge. 
 
    You can warm it up for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    It seems, I’m being trusted to take care of myself today. I warm the designated meal, then head off for my office. It’s time to call Moose. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MOOSE 
 
    “Jared, good to hear from you. Julian told me you’d had some kind of accident. Are you back on your feet?” 
 
    I’m surprised by the greeting. Last time I called, the response was gruff at best. 
 
    “Mostly. I’m going to wait a few more days, well at least until tomorrow, before going out of the house.” 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    “Ah, it’s hard to describe. The doctors don’t have a name for it. I basically fell asleep for ten days, then woke up.” 
 
    I pause, then continue, “I talked with Julian yesterday about the detectors. It sounds like you have it under control.” 
 
    “I do. The system basically works and is up. But the Confederation changed the comm protocol at some point. The new components will arrive in about a month. It’ll take a couple days to install them, then we’ll be in business. 
 
    “The new components are 30-days out, so I’m finishing up an important maintenance item. After that, I’ll be done until the parts come in.  
 
    “Do you have any more work for me?” 
 
    “I do, but it’s secret. I’ll need you to sign a secrecy agreement if you’d like in.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what the job is first?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s not going to work for me Jared. I pick my projects. This was a good one, but I’m not signing on for something sight unseen. 
 
    There’s silence on the line for a minute. 
 
    “I’ve found something extraordinary. So extraordinary that word cannot leak out about it. The project regards the item found. Can I trust you to keep this to yourself if I tell you what it is?” 
 
    Again, there’s silence, then I get a confident, “Sure.” 
 
    “There’s a shipwrecked alien spaceship south of Jaramor. I think we can make it operational again. I need a chief engineer on site that I can trust to run the salvage project.” 
 
    “What condition is the ship in?” 
 
    “At the moment, it’s mostly buried. But the vast majority of the hull is in good condition. There’s a relatively simple procedure to activate the ship when we are ready. It will need to be done compartment by compartment. You have both the brains and brawn to make this happen.” 
 
    “Same deal?” 
 
    “Same deal.” 
 
    “I’m in. Where do I need to be and when do you want me there?” 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow, more likely the next day. I’ll have Dylan pick you up. 
 
    “Understood. Thanks, boss.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 TAYLOR BEECH 
 
    The Talen agency got back to me with their report on Dr. Beech. She has received multiple offers but has not accepted one yet. According to sources at one of the companies that made an offer, she wants to go somewhere that will use or allow her to continue developing her space fabrication technology. According to a source at the university, she isn’t planning to accept any of the offers she’s received. The other complication is that she has an eight-year-old daughter, currently cared for by her mother, who lives with them. 
 
    I’m thinking I have a shot at her, so call the number on her profile. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Hi, this is Tay.” 
 
    The voice sounds familiar, but I’m not connecting the name. 
 
    “Hi. I’m calling for a Dr. Taylor Beech.” 
 
    “That’s me. With whom am I speaking?” 
 
    “Good afternoon Dr. Beech. My name is Jared Daan, president of the Jaramor Research Institute.” 
 
    “Jared Daan,” she muses. “Are you the guy behind the DAGS drug? I think I’ve read about you.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m the founder of Jaredaan Natural Supplements and Jaredaan Pharmaceuticals. I’m calling because I came across your profile at the university’s placement office.” 
 
    “Uh... Are you sure you got the right Taylor Beech? I’m into space-based ship fabrication techniques, not pharmaceuticals.” 
 
    “I’m looking for the Taylor Beech from the Goddard Institute on Crysindaal, whose presentation I saw on space-based composite laminates.” 
 
    “Well, you found me. What can I do for you, Mr. Daan?” 
 
    “Our institute is looking to expand our research into space. We are extremely well funded and are looking for people with breakthrough ideas to come join our team.” 
 
    “May I ask where you’re located?” 
 
    “We are on the Protected World known as Jaredaan.” 
 
    “You named a world after yourself?” 
 
    “No. My grandfather, six generations back, named it for himself.” 
 
    “Uh... I don’t know if I can do this.” 
 
    “Dr. Beech. Allow me to cut straight to the point. We want you on our team and will move heaven and Earth to make it happen.” 
 
    I hear her chuckle. I also catch the stray thought prompting it. 
 
    “They’re willing to move two mythical places to get me...” 
 
    “I know about your special circumstances and assure you we will help you with them.” 
 
    “Special circumstances?” she asks questioningly. 
 
    “Your daughter and your mother, who lives with you to help care for her.” 
 
    There’s silence on the other end of the line. 
 
    “If you join us, it will be a package deal. We’ll provide luxury housing for you and your family, and we’ll connect you with whatever additional care you need.  
 
    “Just as importantly, we will work with you to drive your technology to full production.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about me?” 
 
    “We engaged a talent search agency that is quite thorough. All their information comes from the public domain and profiles you have posted in various places.” 
 
    “I would entertain an offer from an institution with the record of accomplishment that yours has. Do you have an offer in mind?” 
 
    “Yes. We’ll start you at 500,000 credits a year. You would have a budget of up to ten million credits to build out your system. Your benefits would include housing and medical for you, your daughter, and your mother. We’ll make sure you are connected to whatever resources are needed to care for your daughter. 
 
    “Lastly, you will get access to data and technology relevant to your research. Information and technology that doesn’t exist anywhere else in the Confederation.” 
 
    “Please, send me that offer. If it checks out, I’ll be inclined to accept it.” 
 
    “You will receive a written offer shortly. It will be delivered by the Talen agency, who can help you with logistics on your end if you accept.” 
 
    ... 
 
    I quickly dash off a note to Talen, giving them the terms and asking them to process the offer. I also ask them to prepare a background information package on Calvin Swanson. 
 
    With Moose and these three, I think I’ll have what I need to get started. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    To my surprise, I get a call from Summer asking if I’d consider meeting with the elders at the pub. This is so odd. Summer, who’s been insisting I stay home, is now asking me to go out when I don’t really want to. 
 
    As much as I want to pretend that I’m fully back online, I know I’m not. Summer apparently knows that as well. She’s already sent a carriage to pick me up. If my candidates knew this was the way Jaramor worked, would any of them agree to come here? 
 
    I arrive and I make my way through the pub. Well-wishers gather around, and I start to swoon. Curiously, Edson comes out to get me. The well-wishers back off, presumably out of respect for Edson. But it’s curious to me that they do. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. I had a voice once. It was devilishly severe. Over time, people backed away whether I spoke or not. What a curse I created for myself, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    These are the most self-deprecating words I’ve heard from an elder, but they ring true. I wonder how much Edson broadcasts these days. It must be a lot, or the effect would have washed away by now. The human psyche requires constant reinforcement to hold any position for very long. 
 
    ... 
 
    Food is brought out, as is ale and sour cider. A little later, mulled cider and hard cider are also brought out. A party atmosphere has evolved and I’m thinking there’s a chance I’m off the hook for tonight. 
 
    As the thought passes through my mind, I hear Julian clear his throat. No reprieve tonight it would seem. 
 
    “We got your messages regarding Alberto Santana and Rose Nevin. I’m admittedly sorry to hear of their deaths. I don’t think any of us were confident they’d accomplish their missions. But I didn’t think the missions would be death sentences either.” 
 
    Julian is quiet for a moment. I can tell he’s reflecting on his decision to support partial funding for these two. 
 
    “I’m willing to file the death certificates based on your word, Jared.” 
 
    I can tell this is one of those statements that’s going to have a ‘but’ at the end. 
 
    “Could you take us to that place, so we can confirm with our own eyes, as is required by the code? And if not, can you demonstrate to us how we can find them on our own?” 
 
    I smile at Julian’s words. He says he trusts me, but still asks me to help him find them on his own. In truth, this is what I wanted. I need the elders’ help to find the others. 
 
    I see Aurora roll her eyes. I must be broadcasting. 
 
    “So you are, sweet boy,” Aurora replies. 
 
    I look at Julian. 
 
    “The technique is simple. I’m surprised you haven’t figured this out on your own.” 
 
    I get a look of exasperation from all the elders except Aurora. 
 
    “Out with it, Jared.” Aurora sends. 
 
    “You know their departure date and location. Simply cast your mind to that place and time, then follow them.” 
 
    The words come out with a little too much frustration and I immediately feel the shame of letting the thought escape.  
 
    “You can do that?” Julian asks quietly. 
 
    I’m shocked by the possibility the elders can’t. 
 
    “Yes. Can’t you?” 
 
    “No. We’ve tried. But it’s long been held that the profecia aumentar only gives insight into the future.” 
 
    I note that the elders are looking at me expectantly. I stare back and after a few seconds realization dawns. 
 
    “Let me guess. There’s a prophecy that I’ll be able to look into the past.” 
 
    “Not exactly.” An even more expectant smile forms on Julian’s face. 
 
    “Second guess. I’m going to teach others how to do something that’s never been done before.” 
 
    Edson slaps his knee, and his odd audible laugh fills the room. 
 
    I’m so dumbstruck in the moment that I don’t realize Summer has taken my hand until she squeezes it. 
 
    “You have to take them back, Jared. And, you have to do it now.” 
 
     I look at her, then look back to the elders. 
 
    “Can any of you travel without the profecia aumentar?” 
 
    After a few seconds, Aurora raises her hand sheepishly. 
 
    “Try going to the town square in Heroldstown, then rewind back until the clocktower reaches 12:30 yesterday afternoon.” 
 
    “Is that safe?” The question comes from Jack. It’s directed at Aurora. 
 
    She’s quiet for a moment, then replies, “I think I can make the attempt safely.” 
 
    She closes her eyes, puts her head back, and is gone. 
 
    We all watch her. Minutes tick by, my anxiety raising with each one. It occurs to me that the elders travel in pairs, they never travel alone. Yet Aurora is out there on her own. Will I ever be forgiven if she doesn’t come back? 
 
    Five minutes in, I take a sip of my now warm ale. As I put it down, I feel a tremor in my hand. Did Summer feel this much anxiety while I was away? 
 
    I close my eyes and put my head back. Moments later, I’m in Heroldstown, standing on the steps at City Hall. I see Aurora staring at the clock. The time is 12:30. 
 
    I pop over next to her, but she doesn’t see me. She seems transfixed. I try to connect telepathically but can’t. I take her hand, then try again. This time she seems to come to life. 
 
    “Jared, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “We were worried about you. You’ve been away longer than we would have expected.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m struck by the reality of being able to look back through time.” 
 
    “Jump forward with me to 1:00. Can you lead?” 
 
    She looks at me with concern. 
 
    “Let me go first on my own.” 
 
    She lets go of my hand, then disappears. I fast forward to 1:00 and again find her staring at the clock. I wave my hand in front of her face but get no reaction. I take her hand again and she turns to me. 
 
    “What took you so long?” 
 
    Instead of answering her question, I say, “Let’s head back. No sense worrying the others.” 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself at about the same time Aurora does. There seems to be great relief that we’re back. There’s nervous chattering for a moment until Julian calls us back to order. 
 
    “Can you tell us about your journey Aurora?” 
 
    “It was easy. I did what Jared asked. I went to the town square in Heroldstown and tried to move back in time. 
 
    “It’s awkward at first. But I got the hang of it, stepping back an hour or so at a time. Not having a good feel for time passage backwards, I was afraid to jump back very far. 
 
    “I got to 12:30. Watched the clock tick forward, then started jumping back a little further, then returning to 12:30. Moving backward feels different, but isn’t that hard. I think it’s just a matter of getting used to it.” 
 
    Julian turns to me. 
 
    “Jared, how would you propose that we learn this technique?” 
 
    I think on the question for a moment then reply. 
 
    “Earlier you said the profecia aumentar helps you see forward but not back. That’s why I asked if there were any of you who could travel without. I think we should start there. Does the profecia aumentar block you? Or is it just a matter of learning the trick? 
 
    “I’d suggest that Aurora take Jack back with her. Try it without the profecia aumentar first, then with only Jack dosed, then with both dosed. If any of those combinations work, I’d suggest she work with the other four of you to coach you through the process.” 
 
    “You’re not going to help us with this?” 
 
    I’m not sure how to explain myself, so am slow responding. Aurora, on the other hand, asks a question of her own. 
 
    “Jared, you’ve seen something you haven’t shared with us yet. Haven’t you.” 
 
    “‘Seen’ would be too strong a word.”  
 
    “Care to elaborate, Jared?” Julian asks. 
 
    “A darkness hangs over our future. I haven’t been able to put my finger on it, but I think I know what it is. That issue needs to be my priority, not training that Aurora can probably do, not tracking down your explorers, which you...” I indicate the elders, “...should be able to do.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Aurora responds. “Jared should be prioritizing the things only he can do. He’s taught me how to move back through time. I’m confident that I can coach the rest of us through it. I’m also confident that we can find the explorers, now that Jared has shown us how. 
 
    “He’s the one that can crack open the darkness we’ve seen for months but not been able to penetrate.” 
 
    Edson taps his hand on the table the way he does when in agreement. 
 
    Julian looks back at me and redirects his question. 
 
    “What do you know of the darkness? You said you think you know what it is?” 
 
    “I think the alien withdrawal five years ago was a deception.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “A conversation the captain had with his officers after a celebration at the sixth-year anniversary of their being stranded here. There’d been fresh meat and way too much of one of their intoxicating drinks. 
 
    “When asked what would become of the humans, the captain laughed. Then explained what happened the last time a species resisted them. A bioweapon was left behind to soften them for the second attempt. A lower loss threshold was set for the second attempt, so as not to deplete their resources. If that threshold was reached, they would retreat, and the surviving ships would be allowed to participate in the next attempt.  
 
    “The third attempt would be the last one. They would approach en masse and in stealth. They would demand immediate surrender for harvesting. On planets that submitted, most technology would be destroyed and about 1% of the population would be culled each year. 
 
    “On planets that did not submit, the aliens would retreat, destroying the system’s star with their spacetime disruption weapon on the way out. Once enough worlds were destroyed, they would simply destroy the rest. 
 
    “They’ve never encountered a species that did not submit after a couple of systems were destroyed. The captain speculated that we would not submit; we’d fight until we were extinct. 
 
    “He said he was sad that he wouldn’t live long enough to see the last human world freeze to death. 
 
    “At the time, I thought he was just boasting, being tough in the face of abandonment and isolation. Now that I’ve had time to reflect, I think he was telling the truth. And I think the alien withdrawal we witnessed five years ago was not a withdrawal at all. I think they were just falling back to rendezvous with the super stealth force sent to finish us off.” 
 
    There’s silence in the room for a moment, then Aurora locks eyes with me. 
 
    “My sister, Astrid, calls you a prophet. She says you are haunted by the unknown. There’s a degree to which we all are. But not like you. 
 
    “You are the one, Jared. The prophet given to us to guide us through the coming darkness. We will do as you ask.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HOME 
 
    Summer insists on driving us home. She still worries I’m too weak. 
 
    “When were you going to tell me about the aliens?” she asks. 
 
    “I really didn’t understand what was bugging me until earlier today. Answering Julian’s question helped bring the pieces together for me. Sorry I didn’t tell you first, but I really didn’t know the answer until then.” 
 
    “What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “I don’t have the whole answer, but the alien spaceship in the Frazer River Valley will be part of it. I’m going to head back down there tomorrow with Moose. I know how to get in. Moose and I will make the attempt tomorrow. I think I’ll learn more as I probe the ship. 
 
    “I’m also pushing the trigger on hiring the experts. I put tentative offers out to two people today. I’ll put another one out tomorrow.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll come?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve probed them enough to know what they want. I’m offering more.” 
 
    “I fear to ask, but how much are you offering them?” 
 
    I look at Summer and sense she’s more able to understand my answer now than she was before we came over to Jaramor two weeks ago. 
 
    “Starting salaries for these three should be in the 100- to 200-thousand credit a year range.” 
 
    I sense Summer’s anxiety spike up a bit, but not much. 
 
    “I’m going in at 500,000.” 
 
    She snorts, “Of course you are.” 
 
    “You get it, right? This is a hard move. I have to give them something they have no chance of getting anywhere else.” 
 
    “What else are you giving them?” 
 
    I can tell she understands there’s a threshold we need to overcome to get people with good opportunities elsewhere to come here. 
 
    “Luxury housing and up to ten million credits to build out their labs and fund their research initiatives.” 
 
    She’s quiet for a second then replies, “That feels right to me.” 
 
    I almost say, “What!” but stop myself. 
 
    Apparently, I’m broadcasting, because she starts laughing. 
 
      
 
   

 

 FRAZER RIVER VALLEY 
 
    It took a little longer than I’d hoped to get underway this morning. Dylan and Moose were both chomping at the bit to get started, but there was a specific piece of equipment I needed them to bring, which took a while to locate. 
 
    We’re now underway. Summer has joined the expedition. The others—Ethel, Norah, and the elders—have not. As we come into view of the vineyard, I can see that everything has changed. To Vera’s credit most of the vineyard on the mountain proper is still intact. The portion that was on the ridge covering the alien spaceship is gone, as is all the dirt that had been on top the ship. The arc of polished metal protruding above the surface glistens in the sunlight. It is so clean and shiny, it looks new, as it did 7,000 years ago. 
 
    Below us, men on horseback point toward the other side of the ship. Vera had told me they’d cleared a place we could land that would give us easy access. 
 
    ... 
 
    As soon as the shuttle hatch is open, Moose, Summer, and I are out, looking up at the ship. As much as Dylan wants to join us, we agree that he should stay with the shuttle. The land here is less stable than we’d like it to be. 
 
    Moose loads our equipment into Vera’s cart and minutes later we’re standing near the ship looking for one of the hatches. There are literally hundreds of them, the vast majority of which are virtually seamless. The shuttle bay hatches at the bow and stern of the ship are relatively easy to spot, as are the six cargo hatches along the centerline of the ship. The crew and maintenance hatches, on the other hand, are almost invisible. These are the only hatches that can be opened from the outside.  
 
    I could use any of these, but there’s one in particular that I’m looking for. It’s located 25-35 meters below the ship’s centerline, approximately 140 meters back from the ships bow. 
 
    We can’t see the bow; it’s still buried. The stern is mostly visible at this point, so we decide to use it as the reference point. Among the equipment Moose brought was a laser interferometer measuring device. He heads toward the stern with the interferometer while I stay where I am, holding the reflector it targets.  
 
    It takes him a while to determine his exact position relative to the ship and a few minutes more to calculate the distance between him and our hatch, 843 meters. Then the laser comes to life. 
 
    I walk along the side of the ship, holding the target in the laser’s path and within minutes find myself at 843 meters. At this position, the hatch will be partially underground. Once I can find it, we’ll know where to dig. 
 
    I know that the hatches are difficult to find because the seams are almost impossible to see. I plan to run my finger along the surface, knowing I’m more likely to feel the seam than see it. When my finger is inches from the ship, Summer screams, “No!” 
 
    Her scream startles me enough I jump. 
 
    “What is it!” 
 
    “Let me. I don’t want to lose you for another ten days.” 
 
    I start to protest but realize that it would be a pointless gesture. So, I pull out my laser pointer and trace a line across the ship indicating where I expect the hatch to be. 
 
    Summer starts tracing her finger along the line I indicated, then suddenly stops. 
 
    “I think I’ve found it, but I can’t see it.” 
 
    “See if you can follow it. It should be perfectly straight except at the corners.” 
 
    She does as asked and soon we know where the hatch is. We’ll need to excavate down about a meter and a half to expose the entire hatch. 
 
    “Why can I feel it, not see it?” 
 
    “It’s a property of the material. Light reflecting off is diffused by the surface’s texture. It blurs what you can see, while maintaining its nearly 100% reflectivity. 
 
    “Long ago the aliens realized that the best defense against energy weapons is a perfect mirror. They developed this composite as a defensive property. Most energy weapons bounce off without leaving much heat behind. The fact that it hides fine detail is also a defensive plus, because it makes the seams harder to find.”  
 
    “How did we penetrate this during the war?” 
 
    “For the most part we didn’t.” I chuckle. “We didn’t have and don’t have energy weapons strong enough to have any effect. Our kinetic and nuclear weapons were a different story. Heat from the nukes could weaken the metal. The kinetic weapons could penetrate locations heated by the nukes causing light damage. We would need a different type of kinetic weapon to actually hurt these ships.” 
 
    “What’s this about someone planning to hurt the ship?” Moose asks as he walks up with shovel in hand. 
 
    I smile. “Nope, we’re going to bring it back to life.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Twenty minutes after Moose started digging, he has the hatch cleared. 
 
    “Now, what?” He asks. 
 
    Using my laser pointer, I indicate the spot where two little circular seams should be located. “We need to find the two buttons located here and place the device you brought over them.” 
 
    Moose heads over to Vera’s cart to get the ladder and the device. The spot in question is three meters above the ground. 
 
    Moose holds the ladder while Summer climbs up it. It only takes her a second to find the two buttons and place the device over them. A light on the device comes on immediately. 
 
    “Let me explain what you need to do before we do it. First, press the device firmly against the ship, then push the button that’s lit. When you do, the device will vibrate. You should be able to both feel and hear it doing its thing. 
 
    “If it’s successful, something that looks like an overgrown touchpad will light up on the door. There’s a twelve-digit combination we need to enter to get the hatch to open. 
 
    “Once the touchpad appears, you can hand the device back to Moose. Then, I’ll coach you through entering the combination.” 
 
    I see Summer’s face sour. I think she just realized that she’ll be the first one into the alien ship. 
 
    “I can do it if you want me to.” I offer. 
 
    I see the flicker of hope in her eyes. It is quickly replaced with steely determination. 
 
    “No. I don’t want you touching this hull again.” 
 
    I smile at her. 
 
    “OK. Push the device firmly against the ship. When the button lights, push it and hold on.” 
 
    Summer does as she was asked. I hear an “oh,” as the device starts vibrating, then a squeal when it emits a thump. 
 
    Instantly, the hatch’s outline is illuminated, as is a six-by-eight keypad with markings. 
 
    “Don’t touch. Just hover your finger over the third row down second column from the left.” 
 
    She does as asked. 
 
    “OK, touch that symbol.” 
 
    Instantly, a copy of the symbol appears near the top of the door. We repeat eleven more times. When the twelfth digit is entered, it appears at the end of the row of digits. The digits flash three times, then the hatch opens. I smile. We’re in. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SPACE 0503209 
 
    All spaces aboard an alien ship have a default designation. This one is on deck five (of twelve), section three (of twenty), space 209 (of 1,000). This relatively expansive space belonged to the captain. I enter and am flooded with memories and its associated emotions. My precious queen, the children we raised here, the drones so devoted to us. 
 
    It’s hard... No, it’s really hard. This was my life for ten years, the ten that ended a couple days ago. 
 
    “Jared? Why are we here?” 
 
    Summer’s voice compounds my guilt for having come here. 
 
    “I think I know all the captain’s codes. But they’re stored in this space. I want to collect them in case I forget.” 
 
    My words are emphatic, but Summer can see through them. 
 
    “The excuse is undoubtedly true, but that’s not the reason, is it?” 
 
    I’m filled with guilt and can’t find the words. 
 
    “Did you love her?” 
 
    The question brings me back to myself. 
 
    “He did. Their bond was deeper than any human bond could ever be. You and me... The Jaramor elders... We have something close, but theirs was stronger.” 
 
    “But why come here, to this space?” 
 
    “He is still part of me. Aurora says she can drive him out, but I can’t let her do it yet. I need his knowledge. Assuaging his need to visit this place makes it easier to work with him.”  
 
    Summer looks at me appraisingly, then smiles. 
 
    “I hope you still find this partner more appealing.” 
 
    In an instant, the tension is broken, as is the lament that’s been weighing on me since we entered the ship.  
 
    I make a bee line to my first target in this space, the power unit. In a minute the power is up, and all room systems come to life. The computer has a telepathic interface that I can access.  
 
    It replies with thoughts that mean, “Welcome back Captain. It’s been a long time.” 
 
    “It has,” I send back. 
 
     I look at Summer, “Did you catch that?” 
 
    She looks at me with wonder. “I did. Do they use the standard language?” 
 
    “No.” I smile at the thought. “I can understand their language. You’re picking up what I understood it to say.” 
 
    Moose clears his throat, reminding us he’s there.  
 
    “What else do we need in here? We only have so much time before it’s dark outside.” 
 
    “I need to get some data off the captain’s private data device. Then we’re going to make our way to the engineering deck. We need to power it up, find a device I want to remove from the ship, and check the viability of the manufacturing space.” 
 
    ... 
 
    It took over an hour to make our way down to level two, the engineering deck. It takes a couple minutes to find and power up life support in the spaces we pass through. We now have a lit, environmentally sufficient path from the hatch we came in, forward to the captain’s private space, then back to the stairwell closest to our entry. The stair well was difficult to pass through because of the size difference between us and the aliens, but it, too, is now lit. On level two, we have the main port access way lit from the stairwell aft through to section 18. 
 
    Moose takes the lead as we enter the main engineering room. A few steps in, he stops in his tracks. The room is mammoth. It swallows up his light, illuminating little. “I’m not sure this is going to work. I can’t see a thing.” 
 
    I shine my light toward the right. “What we’re looking for is on the right, along the wall.” 
 
    He turns right, shining his light toward the wall holding the hatch we just came in through. The wall is lined with paneled cabinets, all of which are closed. Whoever closed down this space did an impressively good job. 
 
    Summer comes up next to me, looking at me curiously. “You seem to approve of the way this space was shut down.”  
 
    I chuckle. “I’ve never seen it so tidy. During my time here, these panels were open most of the time, and the stations inside were rarely neat and clean.” 
 
    “Boss, you’ve been on this ship before. Haven’t you? How’s that possible?” 
 
    “Yes, I have. It was a virtual experience, but a very real one.” 
 
    We’ve been walking, while chatting, and we’ve just come in sight of the panel I’m looking for. 
 
    “There it is.” I point at the cabinet and take off toward it without finishing my answer to Moose’s question. 
 
    I’ve got the door open by the time Summer and Moose catch up. A minute later the lights in the room come up, revealing its massive expanse. 
 
    I hear Moose mutter, “It’s like an airplane hangar, only bigger.” 
 
    Summer points. “That’s where I hid the day you deployed the landing gear.” 
 
    I chuckle at the memory. 
 
    “You’ve been on this ship too?” Moose asks incredulously. 
 
    “Not this one. Another one, but it had the same layout.” 
 
    “Who are you people? Are you undercover for the central command?” 
 
    We both laugh. “No. We have some tech that’s better than the central command has. We used it to research the aliens. We shared some of that research with them, but turns out they don’t play nice, so that channel’s been closed.” 
 
    “Who would have thought?” Moose mutters. 
 
    “Given the time, let’s skip the other tasks I’d hoped to get to in this space today. They’re not as time sensitive as the item I need to find in the manufacturing spaces.” 
 
    We leave the power on as we exit engineering and close the hatch. The air in that space was breathable, but incredibly stale. With the environmental control units running, the air will be fresh and clean tomorrow. 
 
    The manufacturing space I want to get to is directly below us on level one. We’re running late enough that I take the time to find the closest stairwell and power it up. We descend to level one as quickly as we can, then lose another ten minutes powering up the portion of the corridor we’re in. We enter the manufacturing space through the hatch directly below the one we used a level above in engineering. We quickly find the power and turn it on. 
 
    I’ve been to this space many times, but not during the alien’s last year. It takes a moment to orient myself, then I spot the machine I’m looking for. It’s huge; five meters wide, ten tall, and twenty five long. I open the first panel along the bottom on the left side and find the power control. It takes the machine fifteen minutes to power up and run a self-diagnostic. 
 
    Moose, who’s been mostly quiet since we’ve entered the ship, asks, “Can you remind me what we’re going to do with this machine, boss?” 
 
    “It’s an industrial replicator that’s been configured to manufacture various power and propulsion-system parts. I think this one still has enough thulium to manufacture a small zero-point energy device. If it does, then I’m going to ask it to make one for us and we’re going to carry it out with us.” 
 
    “How big?” 
 
    “I’m not sure how small this machine can go. The default size is a megawatt. I’d rather get one in the ten-kilowatt range.” 
 
    “How are we going to get a unit that size out of here?” 
 
    “How much can you carry?” 
 
    I get the evil eye, then a smile. 
 
    “Depending on its size, I can probably get 50 kg up those steps.” 
 
    “If memory serves me correctly, a one megawatt unit will be about 30 cm cubed and weigh something like 75 kg. The drones had no trouble carrying them around. But I suppose that’s a lot for a human.” 
 
    “Do they have anything like a grav cart or an elevator?” 
 
    “They do, but it will take too long to get those turned on. That’s why I want to make a smaller device.” 
 
    A few minutes pass in silence. Moose, not one to stay still for long, starts roaming around in the manufacturing space. When he’s far enough away, Summer whispers, “He doesn’t know about the mystery, does he?” 
 
    “I don’t know but suspect not.” 
 
    “We need to bring him into the loop.” 
 
    “I know. It wasn’t a priority until now. Maybe we can do that tonight.” 
 
    The replicator makes a telepathic ding which gets my attention. Although it’s tempting to use the telepathic interface, I use the manual controls on the machine instead. Summer watches as I manipulate them. 
 
    “You really can read their language now.” 
 
    I can tell by the sound of her voice that she’s impressed with this new skill I’ve acquired. 
 
    “Good news. This machine has enough thulium to build zero-point energy devices totaling over one terawatt. That’s not enough to bring the ship back up to full military power, but it’s a lot.” 
 
    I play with a few more controls and find specs for a 25-kw device weighing only 17 kg. It will take six minutes to fabricate. It can fabricate up to ten of these at a time. I’m thinking about making two and hear a “No.” 
 
    I look at Summer questioningly. 
 
    “You are not carrying a 17-kg device up those steps!” 
 
    Her voice is so stern that Moose hears and comes hustling back. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “I can make a generator that’s only 17 kg. I can make several, so was thinking about making two.” 
 
    “OK. But what’s the problem.” 
 
    I look at Summer. 
 
    “Jared has a circulatory system problem that prohibits him from carrying that much.” 
 
    “How big are they?” Moose asks. 
 
    “A cube about eleven cm on a side.” 
 
    I make gestures that suggest a cube about the size of the width of my hand. 
 
    “Dense little buggers,” Moose replies. “I can carry those, no sweat. They’ll fit in the pack, right?” 
 
    “At least one will.” 
 
    “Then make them both, if you want them.” 
 
    Six minutes later a door opens on the front of the machine showing two little cubes inside. Moose’s hands are big enough that he grabs them both, one in each hand. 
 
    “Hmmm... Dense little buggers.” 
 
    I chuckle at his summary of the little miracles produced by this machine. 
 
    He looks at me smiling. “Well, they are.” 
 
    While Summer helps Moose put the power cubes in his pack. I pull up screens showing the replicator’s raw material levels and capacity. Others show the raw material loading specifications. Lastly, I bring up screens showing some of the standard patterns preprogramed into the replicator. I snap a picture of each screen. This will give me data I can use to chart our path forward. 
 
    We clearly don’t have the capacity on this ship to produce enough of anything to defeat the armada that’s out there somewhere. But at least, we have a starting point. 
 
      
 
   

 

 FRAZER RIVER VALLEY 
 
    We emerge from the ship well past our planned departure time. We wanted to be done an hour before sunset. The sun is down at this point, the last traces of light quickly fading from the sky. 
 
    Vera’s cart is not where it was when we entered the ship this morning. Summer spots it parked next to the shuttle. 
 
    I call Dylan on my communicator and moments later, the shuttle spotlight comes on and the valley is awash in light. Vera emerges from the shuttle and makes her way over to the ship. 
 
    As she pulls up, we are greeted with, “Dylan won the bet.” 
 
    It takes a second to sink in, then I start laughing. 
 
    “You thought we’d be even later.” 
 
    “A lot later.” 
 
    The laughter turns to conversation as we make our way back to the shuttle. 
 
    “Same time tomorrow?” Vera asks as we pack our stuff aboard. 
 
    The question surprises me. Not because she’s assuming we’ll be back, but because she sounds happy about it. 
 
    “We plan to be back tomorrow, hopefully earlier. I’ll send you an update in the morning.” 
 
    “OK. Boss.” 
 
    The reply is aimed at me, but I notice Vera’s eyes have shifted toward Dylan. 
 
    Who would have thought? 
 
      
 
   

 

 ESTATE 
 
    Back at the estate, Dylan takes the cottage closest to the landing pad. It’s become his home away from home. We assign Moose to a cottage closer to the main residence. Both have been invited to dinner, as have Ethel and Norah. Summer arranged for the meal to be catered in since we were going to be away all day. I think she’s booked the chefs for the coming week. 
 
    Conversation over dinner is light and casual. When we’re done, we retreat to the sitting room where a round of after-dinner drinks is served and plans for tomorrow laid out. 
 
    “So. Moose, are you in? You said yes earlier, but now that you’ve seen what we have, are you ready to commit.” 
 
    “I commit to projects, not jobs.” 
 
    “The job is to bring the ship up. I want power on throughout the ship and I want 20 or more of the cabins retrofit for human use. I want to be able to put a crew aboard to start the repairs.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Dylan cuts in. “Are you really trying to get that ship flying again?” 
 
    “Trying, yes. We’ll see how far we can get.” 
 
    “You going to let me fly it?” 
 
    “Do you want to fly it?” 
 
    “Yes, I do!” 
 
    “Too early to know, but as of right now, you are the top candidate.” 
 
    “I’m in for the project,” Moose interjects bringing the conversation back to where it started. 
 
    “Good. One of the things we need to do tomorrow is bring a demo up using one of the zero-point energy devices. Its capacity is 25 kw. At some point, we’ll need to verify that number. But the demo I need tomorrow morning needs to fit on a grav cart and only needs to turn on some lights.  
 
    “Moose, I’d like you to take the lead on the capacity test. I’d also like you to help me with the demo set-up. I need the demo by 10:00, so plan to start early, say 7:30. Meet me in the workshop out back.” 
 
    I see the sour look on Summer’s face. 
 
    “The breakfast buffet will be set out around 8:00.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” I smile. “We’ll break for breakfast.” 
 
    ... 
 
    As I settle into bed, I cast my mind out to check on a few things. Tomorrow will not go exactly the way I want it to, but it will go well enough. Nonetheless, I worry. The darkness is drawing closer and the path I’m pursuing will not get us to where we need to be in time. 
 
    I need more, but until I can discern more, the current path is the only one I can pursue. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 8: SPACESHIP 
 
    I’m up and out earlier than planned. The darkness hanging over us is affecting my sleep. I arrive at my workshop a little before 7:00 and see that Moose is already there. 
 
    “Morning, boss. Wasn’t expecting to see you so early.” 
 
    I see the two power cubes sitting on one of the lab benches. I also see that he’s started collecting parts for our demo on one of the grav carts. 
 
    “Morning, Moose. Thanks for coming in early. What have you gathered up?” I indicate the grav cart. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re looking for with today’s demo. You said lights, so I grabbed some cord and fixtures from the shelves. I also thought you might want to boil some water. It’s easy to throw a lot of power at that. 
 
    “I also grabbed your fancy wattage meter, and one of your fancy baseplates to put this on.”  
 
    He points to the power cubes. “I have no idea how those things work, so just put them there for now.” 
 
    I nod, truly appreciative of Moose’s efforts. 
 
    “The demo today is for a guy I want to hire, a Dr. Frank Taubman. I’ve made him an offer but haven’t heard back. He doesn’t want to move to Jaredaan, which I get. But this is where he needs to be. I just need him to realize that.” 
 
    Moose indicates the odd collection of parts on the grav cart. “This? This is going to make him want to come here?” 
 
    “Dr. Taubman has spent the last five years trying to build one of these things from scratch. He thinks it will make him famous. I’ve offered him a lot of money to come do it here. He thinks his prospects are better on New Berlin, where he thinks he’ll have better access to money and technology. 
 
    “My guess is that he’s ten to fifteen years out.” 
 
    “Then why hire him?” 
 
    “I want a lot of these things, millions of them. I can’t do that with an alien replicator. We need to figure out how to make them ourselves. He can help us do that. With him on our team, we might be able to start mass production in a year.” 
 
    “And how does this demo help us?” 
 
    “He needs to know that we already have these devices. He’s barely far enough along to get grant money. If we go public with our devices, all grant money will dry up and he’ll be out of business. He won’t even get a footnote in the history books. If he comes here and does what I want him to do, then he will get the publication rights to the alien’s inventions and become famous. There will be headlines about him in the history books. The patents on his work of course will belong to the institute.” 
 
    Moose stares at me for a second, then shudders. 
 
    “Remind me never to cross you, Jared.” 
 
    I smile and indicate the stuff stacked up on the grav cart. 
 
    “Come on, let’s knock this out before breakfast.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE 
 
    I have an hour before my virtual conference with Dr. Taubman. Moose brought the demo we built over to the office after breakfast. It’s next to the virtual conference table at the other end of the room. 
 
    I log in and am immediately assaulted by the number of messages that have stacked up. Fortunately, Brenda has prioritized them for me. The first item on the list is from the Talen agency. Taylor Beech has accepted the offer we made. 
 
    It occurs to me that I need to run this through the Elder Board. They agreed to let me make some hires, but no process has been worked out yet. I dash off a quick message to Kinsley asking if she can help with that. 
 
    I also dash off a message to the Talen agency saying I want her here ASAP and authorizing a fast packet ship for her family and belongings. I chuckle, wondering how Talen will respond to my request. Fast packets are only used by senior government officials and the extremely wealthy. 
 
    The next item on the list is a confirmation from Frank Taubman, accepting the virtual conference meeting request. 
 
    The next item is also from the Talen agency. It’s an information package on Dr. Calvin Swanson. The information confirms what I suspected after his presentation the other day. His grants are being slow walked. Dr. Vincent undoubtedly realizes the threat Dr. Swanson’s research poses to the Confederation’s artificial wormhole-based transporter system. He’s probably lobbying against Confederation Military grants in support of Dr. Swanson’s work. 
 
    He does not have a profile on record with the school’s placement office. Talen has not been able to find anything suggesting he’s looking for a job. I think my offer will be well received. 
 
    I still have a half hour until my call with Dr. Taubman. So, decide to call the number Talen has on file for Dr. Swanson. 
 
    ... 
 
    The call is picked up immediately and a somewhat breathless voice says, “This is Cal Swanson.” 
 
    “Dr. Swanson, my name is Jared Daan. I’m the president of the Jaramor Research Institute. Do you have a few minutes to talk? Our Institute is very interested in your research.” 
 
    “Um... Yes. But I’m expecting another call that I’ll need to take if it comes in.” 
 
    “From the CMRI grant office?” 
 
    There’s silence for a second. 
 
    “Yes. How did you know?” 
 
    “I watched a recording of your presentation earlier this week. You are on the verge of a breakthrough. I decided to check on the status of your grants to make sure you have what you need to continue. What I saw was shocking. You’re out of money and your CMRI grant is being slow walked, which is leaving you in a bind. Isn’t it?” 
 
    I hear a resigned sigh. 
 
    “Yes. I’m in a bind. If the grant doesn’t come through in the next couple days, I’ll be shut down.” 
 
    “Then maybe we can help each other. The Jaramor Institute would like to fund your research. But there’s a catch. It needs to be done here.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “On the protected world, Jaredaan.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “We are a long way from New Cambridge, maybe 1,400 light years.” 
 
    I hear another sigh. 
 
    “I can’t afford that. I’m broke. I’ve put everything into my work and can barely pay for my room.” 
 
    “The Jaramor Institute is extremely well funded. Our endowment exceeds that of the Hawking Institute.” 
 
    “What? How come I’ve never heard of you?” 
 
    “Historically, we’ve been in medicine. We’re the ones that put out the DAGS drug that you probably take. We’ve decided to expand into physics and are hiring the top up and coming scientists like yourself.” 
 
    “How would this work?” 
 
    “We will cover all the costs of bringing you and your work here. You will get a salary, benefits including housing, and a research grant?” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    I’ve heard people ask the ‘how much’ question hundreds of times. Usually, it’s tinged with greed. In Dr. Swanson’s case, it sounds as though he’s worried that we won’t give him enough to survive. 
 
    “Starting salary, 500,000 credits. Research budget, up to ten million credits. There are strings that will be spelled out in the offer letter, but I guarantee, you will not get a better one. 
 
    “Can I send you our offer?” 
 
    “Yes. How soon can I start?” 
 
    “In principle tomorrow. The offer letter will come to you from the Talen Agency. They have a local presence on New Cambridge. They’re very accommodating. You can work with them to make all the arrangements.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I can’t wait to meet you in person.” 
 
    As the line drops, I hear whooping on the other end. He thinks I just saved his career. He’ll soon find out that he’s about to become a huge cog in the effort to save humanity. 
 
      
 
   

 

 VIRTUAL CONFERENCE 
 
    The line connects and moments later, Dr. Frank Taubman is sitting across the table from me. 
 
    “Dr. Daan, thank you for arranging this meeting. It’s the first time I’ve used the virtual conference room technology. It’s quite amazing.” 
 
    I can tell immediately that his grant has come in and he thinks this meeting is a courtesy on his part. 
 
    “Dr. Taubman, it’s great to meet you in person. Technology like this is one of the many benefits at the Jaramor Research Institute. It negates much of the disadvantage of being as removed from the core worlds as we are. 
 
    “Have you given thought to our offer?” 
 
    “I have and I want to thank you for your generosity. But my grant has come through. It’s enough to keep me moving forward, at least for now. And it lets me leverage the support base I have here.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I reply graciously. “We’ve had a bit of a breakthrough of our own. Do you have a minute? I’d like to show you.” 
 
    It’s obvious he does not want to see my demo and is fishing for an excuse to get off the line. But I beat him to the punch and add the demo to the virtual conference connection. 
 
    “This is our first functioning zero-point energy system. We just brought it up this morning. It has a 25-kw capacity and will run virtually forever, though we haven’t had a chance to verify the capacity yet.” 
 
    Dr. Taubman appears stunned by the news. 
 
    “Let me add the voltage, current, and power readings to the conference.” 
 
    The instrumentation readings appear in the air above the set up. 
 
    “Let me flip it on.” 
 
    A moment later, several lights on the grav cart, turned test bench, come on. 
 
    “This is a twelve-volt DC set up as you can see. We can run it at different voltage and power levels.” 
 
    I let the words hang there as his eyes focus on the various instrument readings. 
 
    “It’s only running at fifteen watts now but watch the voltage meter as I flip on the water heater.” I flip the switch, which makes an audible click. 
 
    “See how steady the voltage remains, despite the increasing load.” 
 
    He watches as the current and power readings increase until the metal coil in the vial of water turns red. 
 
    “How?”  
 
    Although it’s what I wanted, the dejection in his voice is heartbreaking. 
 
    I just let the question sit there. Eventually, he unglues his eyes from the test bench and instrumentation. He turns back to me, and an emotional confession leaks out.  
 
    “With the level of funding in my grant, I won’t get to where you are in my lifetime.” His head shakes as he speaks, and I can feel the emotional outflow. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that way.” 
 
    “What do you mean? You’ve already done it!” 
 
    I’m not put off by the anger in his retort. 
 
    “I’ve already told you. We’ve discovered how to make these devices. But we don’t have a strong enough theoretical basis about why they work. We can make them one, maybe a hundred, at a time.  But we don’t know enough about them to go to mass production. 
 
    “Come work for us. The pay is good. You’ll have a nearly unlimited research budget. You’ll get the publishing rights to the physics. But the Institute will hold the patents on the devices we’ve created. 
 
    “It’s our intention to file for them soon. You’ll want to get your name out there before that happens.” 
 
    “What about my family?” 
 
    “Explain.”  
 
    “Wife, mother-in-law?” 
 
    “Your family is welcome, but please tell me there aren’t a hundred of them.” 
 
    “There aren’t. It’s just the three of us. I’ll get back to you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow would be good.” 
 
    As the line drops, I find myself feeling bad for Dr. Taubman. If the mudslide hadn’t uncovered the ship... If I hadn’t had the experience with the captain... He probably would have been humanity’s best hope, even if it was too little, too late.  
 
    But those things happened. Now, the only way he’ll participate in his dream is if he does it from here. At this point, I’m sure he’ll come, which is a good thing. Because, if I’m right about the aliens’ intentions, the core worlds may be gone next year, and humanity’s last hope will be Jaredaan. 
 
    ... 
 
    I dash off another quick message to Talen with the offer specifics and ask them to send Taubman the offer. I also ask that they expedite the move when he accepts. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ELDER BOARD 
 
    I’m about to head out of the office when a call comes in from the Elder Board on my comm device. Uncle Asher needs to talk with me urgently. 
 
    With a sigh, I plop back down in my seat and initiate the virtual conference room connection. Moments later, Asher and Kinsley appear on the other side of the table. 
 
    “Three issues. You seem to be in the middle of all three.” 
 
    The abruptness of our interactions sits more poorly with each meeting. 
 
    “We got word that the Confederation is giving us an extension on the alien detector compliance. Why hasn’t this been resolved yet?” 
 
    “The system is up and running, but the Confederation changed the comm protocol at some point. Undoubtedly, a message was sent to us on that issue at the time, but I didn’t find it in my review of our communications with them. 
 
    “We’re getting the extension because a) the system works at this point, so they know we’re working the issue, and b) they never sent us the new parts. They’re taking the blame on the latter and have sent the parts. They’ll be here in about a month. 
 
    “We’re also upgrading some of Herold’s sloppier work. That will be done before the new parts arrive.” 
 
    Asher smiles.  
 
    “Good work.” 
 
    I think it’s the first kind word I’ve heard from Asher since the first elder meeting when I was welcomed aboard. 
 
    “The second issue is the vaccinations. The Confederation is sympathetic to our issue with the missing explorers. But there’s a long list of data they require before we get a pass on that one.” 
 
    “We’ve put together search parties and have found the bodies of two of our explorers. More parties are going out this week. I’m hoping we’ll be to the halfway point later in the week. Better search methods have been, and are being, brought on-line.” 
 
    Asher looks at me speculatively. 
 
    “Do you think we should hold off on giving them the data while you search?” 
 
    “Maybe a week. If we can find all the ones that went out after DAGS, then our appeal will be really clean.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    I think this has been my most collegial and efficient meeting with Asher to date. The next one must be the zinger. 
 
    “Kinsley tells me you’ve hired someone from off world. A few minutes ago, I got a message from the space station. They’ve received a request for a docking permit. Apparently, a fast packet has been booked for a passenger arriving sometime next week. I presume you’re the one behind this.” 
 
    “Yes. Three offers are out. One has been accepted. I expect the other two to be accepted tomorrow. Two of the candidates have families, both three people. I don’t know the family status of the third candidate.” 
 
    “Where will they live?” 
 
    “In Jaramor. Initially they will have cottages at my estate. We will be building houses for each family.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you have sought visas before extending the offers?” 
 
    “How would that work? We nominally don’t find out the family composition until the offer is accepted. The board did approve immigration of this type at the last meeting.” 
 
    Asher starts to protest, but the words get stuck in his throat when he notices Kinsley’s stare. 
 
    “Regarding these three parties, we’ll need their particulars before we can issue the docking permits. But going forward, don’t attempt to book transportation before we approve the visas. As it stands now, we cannot grant a docking permit until the quarantine is lifted.” 
 
    I understand the truth in Asher’s statements and chastise myself for not having thought through this first. 
 
    “Thanks for pointing that out. I got ahead of myself, my error. And yes, I’ll send the particulars for these three ASAP. For future immigrants, I’ll file before booking transportation.” 
 
    Asher nods his acknowledgement. “Thank you. Do you have an idea how many more you want to bring in?” 
 
    “For now, just these three.” 
 
    Kinsley inserts herself into the conversation. 
 
    “What’s going on Jared? You were targeting more a couple weeks ago?” 
 
    I really don’t want to get into my suspicions about the aliens with these two. 
 
    “We’ve realigned our priorities a bit.” I pause to center myself. “It’s unlikely you’ve heard about it yet, but there’s been a significant breakthrough on the fertility issue on New Lyon. We’re confident they have the answer, so we’ve deprioritized that issue for our own research.” 
 
    “What about your energy devices?” 
 
    “One of the families of three belongs to the person that I consider to be the Confederation’s top expert. He, in combination with a breakthrough our team just made, is enough to move that initiative forward for now.” 
 
    “Do you mind telling us who the other people are?” 
 
    “A physicist named Calvin Swanson, whom I believe to be the Confederation’s brightest star in multiverse theory. And a materials scientist named Taylor Beech, who is about to revolutionize spaceship design and fabrication.” 
 
    I can tell Asher thinks this is crazy. 
 
    He asks, “How many fields are you investing in Jared?” 
 
    “These three for now. Humanity needs to make significant advances in these fields if we’re to have any hope of repelling another alien invasion. Hopefully, there won’t be another. But aggressors rarely go away for good. So, I’m pursuing the fields I believe will have the best chance of turning the tide, if the day ever comes.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 FRAZER RIVER VALLEY 
 
    We arrive at the spaceship much later than I wanted. It’s becoming increasingly clear to me that I’ll never have the time to lead all the projects that need to be completed. I need to turn over the leadership of each to someone with the focus to see the task to completion. 
 
    Today I plan to focus on Moose. I need him to bring the rest of the ship up without my help. 
 
    We arrive at the ship, and I coach Moose through entering the password. Summer takes notes so he can do this without me tomorrow. 
 
    Once aboard I tell Moose that I want every stairwell and every corridor lit, and their environmental systems activated. Then I ask him where he wants to start. 
 
    He answers immediately. 
 
    “Starboard side.” 
 
    “Why Starboard?” 
 
    “A) Nothing’s powered up over there. B) That’s the side that had the hull breach, right?” 
 
    I have to pause to check my memory. Moose is right. The starboard side faced north once the ship crashed and settled. 
 
    “Right on both counts. Lead the way.” 
 
    Moose gives me an irritated look. 
 
    “That’s all I get? Lead the way?” 
 
    “Ask me a question,” I reply. 
 
    I can see his cross look. But it doesn’t last long. 
 
    “How many cross overs are there and where are they? Is it the same on each deck?” 
 
    I smile. Those were good questions. 
 
    “Nine. The major cross-over corridors are placed 100 meters apart. It’s mostly the same on every deck. There are a few decks where one may be missing. For example, Deck two, Corridor nine is missing. Machinery in the engineering lab blocks a portion of the corridor. But the general rule holds. All decks have at least eight of the corridors. Maybe decks one, two, eleven and twelve have seven. You’ll need to sort that out.” 
 
    “Is there a standard location where the power generators are placed?” 
 
    “Yes. Two meters in, aft facing wall, on both sides of the four main fore-aft corridors.” 
 
    “Are all the fore-aft corridors contiguous from bow to stern?” 
 
    “The outer port and starboard corridors are. The inner ones are hit or miss.” 
 
    “What about the stairwells?” 
 
    “There are twenty in total. Ten on each of the two outermost, fore-aft corridors. They’re located on the outer side at about the midpoint between the nearest lateral corridors. I think they’re located differently on the top and bottom two decks.” 
 
    Moose pauses to reflect a moment then says, “There’s a stairwell just forward of the captain’s private space, right?” 
 
    I smile. “There is.” 
 
    Moose turns toward the bow and takes a step. 
 
    “Then, let’s go.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Moose sets a rapid pace. We light the stairwell forward of the captain’s private space then make our way to the top, which brings us out on deck ten. 
 
    “Wasn’t this supposed to go all the way up?” Moose asks. 
 
    “Sorry, the ship is narrower at the top and bottom, bow and stern. So, the first and last stair well are set closer to the center of the ship.” 
 
    “How many more exceptions are there?” 
 
    I sense frustration in Moose’s voice. 
 
    “Several, I’m sure. I never used the stairs in the first and last sections before, other places as well. We mostly used the lifts.” 
 
    “Why aren’t we using the lifts?” Moose asks. 
 
    “The primary controls on the lifts are telepathic. There are manual controls, but I never used those. I’m sure I can figure them out. But until I do, it would be better for you to use the stairs. We wouldn’t want you getting stuck in a lift.” 
 
    “Just keeps getting better,” Moose mutters. 
 
    ... 
 
    Two hours into our task, Moose is moving quickly enough that Summer and I have a hard time keeping up. We’ve lit the first three stairwells on the starboard side and the first four corridor segments on decks three thru ten. We’re leaving decks one, two, eleven, and twelve unlit for now. 
 
    We run into our first problem in stairwell five. It won’t light up. The power generator is still functioning, but it’s showing a fault. I check the error messages using the manual interface on the unit and see that it’s reporting a short circuit. I note that the emergency lights are not on, which implies that their batteries have been drained. 
 
    Flashlights on, we start up the steps. Two decks up we see water and mud on the floor. Another two decks up and we see roots. This must be where the hull was breached, and it’s clear that the patch was insufficient to keep the elements out. Moose continues up while I stop to look at debris here. The constant thump, thump, thump of his footsteps comes to a sudden stop, then his disembodied voice calls out, “We’ve got a major problem up here.” 
 
    Summer and I run up the steps. We’re greeted by a terrible sight. The stairs ahead have twisted and broken. Decking has sagged. And a wall of damp mud completely blocks any further progress. 
 
    “I think your dreams of getting this baby in the air again are shot, boss.” 
 
    I mostly agree with Moose. It might be possible to excavate and patch this. But we’d be talking months or years, maybe decades to get it done. Sadly, we don’t have that much time. 
 
    “Let’s see how far back this goes.” I say in resignation, then turnaround and start back down the steps. 
 
    ... 
 
    We exit the ship with heavy hearts. The outer portion of decks four to 8, in starboard sections four to seven have been partially filled with mud. For the most part, the mud has dried and started pulling back from the walls, twisting and breaking the lesser materials within those spaces. The superstructure and outer corridor wall are made of the same impervious material as the outer hull and is undamaged. But everything inside those outer starboard sections is unrecoverable.  
 
    As we approach Vera’s cart, Moose asks the question on everyone’s mind. 
 
    “Where to from here, boss?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 JARAMOR ESTATE 
 
    We arrive back at the estate a half hour before dinner is to be served. Given the time differences, I still have time to put in a call to Festus. 
 
    I quickly look at the specs I pulled up from the industrial replicator. The 25-kW power cube I made the other day used 10.12 grams of thulium oxide powder. Larger units take proportionally less. The standard one-megawatt unit, the one the replicator is optimized for, only requires 404 grams of the powder. 
 
    Now that I know what I need, I place the call. 
 
    “Jared, so good to hear from you. I understand that you have your detectors working and connected to the exo-net.” 
 
    “We do, but unfortunately the exo-net communication protocol changed some years ago and we were never sent the upgrade kits.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am, actually. The Confederation confesses they didn’t send them because our detectors weren’t up. They’re sending them now and have given us a 30-day extension past the delivery date.” 
 
    “Excellent, and congratulations. I was admittedly worried there for a while.” 
 
    “Me, too. But I’m calling on another matter.” 
 
    “And what might that be?” I hear caution in Festus’s voice. 
 
    “I’d like to acquire some thulium. A lot actually.” 
 
    “Really? Why? This is a specialty material with few uses that justify its cost.” 
 
    “We have a new semiconductor product we’re trying to bring to market. It requires a layer of thulium 169. Our process takes thulium oxide (Tm2O3). I’d like to know how to procure some and how we would make delivery.” 
 
    “What kind of quantity are we talking about?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet, but it would be metric tons.” 
 
    I hear Festus suck in some breath. 
 
    “You’re serious about this aren’t you.” 
 
    He pauses for a second. I hear him tapping on his tablet. 
 
    “The going rate is 1.27 million credits per metric ton. Our lowest price is 1.12 per metric ton in quantities of ten tons or more.” 
 
    “What about shipping?” 
 
    “There’s no viable shipping option to worlds under quarantine for the quantities you’re talking about. You can buy a kilogram at a time from specialty metal distributors on a number of worlds. Their best rates are in the 3.25 a gram range. Their packaging is suitable for inclusion in emergency deliveries. We have some specialty customers doing that now. But I would hate to see you buying that way given the quantities you need.” 
 
    “We’re close to getting the quarantine lifted. Everyone on the planet has been vaccinated except for 18 people lost in the wilderness for more than six months but less than five years.” 
 
    “They’ll ultimately give you a waiver for that. I’m a member of the committee that reviews those cases. Most worlds have hundreds of people lost at sea less than five years.” 
 
    Festus pauses for a second then asks, “How urgently do you need this material?” 
 
    “In a couple months. If I can’t get this program to production within a year, then we probably never will.” 
 
    “You have the confederation credits to cover this?” 
 
    I chuckle. “Trust me. This is a tiny fraction of the capital we’ve raised for this project. It’ll be as impactful as the DAGS medications we’ve produced.” 
 
    “Let me see what I can do for you. Things slowed down a bit during the DAGS crisis. An order for a couple additional metric tons in the next six months would help us quite a bit.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DINING ROOM 
 
    I enter the dining room and see that Julian and Sophia have arrived and are chatting with Moose and Dylan. Julian is the first to see me and waves me over. 
 
    “Moose was telling us about the issue you discovered at the spaceship today. Sounds like you won’t be getting her back in the air anytime soon.” 
 
    “No. No we won’t.” 
 
    “Is that why you invited us over tonight? To talk about it?” 
 
    I smile. “No, Summer thought it would be nice if you could meet Moose in person, which I see you have. 
 
    “But given you’re here and we have a fresh new problem to sort through, maybe we can take advantage of the coincidence.” 
 
    The sound of a tiny bell ringing gets everyone’s attention. It’s Summer, who’s walking into the room with Ethel and Norah.  
 
    “Dinner will be served shortly. Please take the seat with your name on it.” 
 
    I’m surprised by the formality. I think it’s a first for us. 
 
    Summer has assigned me to the head of the table. She has the seat at the other end. Julian and Sofia are seated in the center. From my perspective, Julian is on the right, Sofia the left. On either side of Sofia are Dylan and Moose. On either side of Julian are Ethel and Norah. 
 
    As soon as we’re seated, a butler comes out with a bottle of sparkling white wine produced at Evelyn’s vineyard. He also has a bottle of sparkling apple cider produced in Jaramor. Once everyone has their flute filled, Summer offers up a toast, welcoming Moose to our home in the east. 
 
    Although Summer nobly attempts to steer the conversation toward non-business matters, it quickly devolves into a discussion about the spaceship. 
 
    “Getting it back into space always seemed like a long-shot to me,” Julian concludes. “And it would have opened a whole new bag of worms with the Confederation. Presumably all the alien detectors in this region of space would go off, sending every level of government into a panic.” 
 
    “True,” I concede. 
 
    “What are you thinking about doing with it instead?” 
 
    “Even in its broken condition, the ship has massive amounts of power in it, not to mention a lot of space. It has engineering and manufacturing equipment, along with data systems that hold a huge fraction of the aliens’ knowledgebase.” 
 
    “Your short-term agenda?” 
 
    “Priority one will be to get the ship up. I’m going to be relying on Moose to make that happen. Priority two will be to get a better understanding of the existing patterns the replicators have on file. 
 
    “For example, we used one of the replicators to build two 25-kw zero-point energy devices the other day. There must be other things we can build that will be of value going forward.” 
 
    “But will it be enough help to thwart the next alien invasion?” 
 
    I notice that Summer is not happy about the fact that Julian and I are dominating the conversation. 
 
    “No. We’ll need to come up with something else. I don’t know what yet, but I’m sure the answer is in that ship.” 
 
    Moose meekly raises a hand. “I’ve heard you mention another alien invasion several times. Why do you think there will be another one?” 
 
    “Jared has seen it.” Julian replies tersely. 
 
    “What do you mean, seen it?” 
 
    Moose’s question brings conversation to a halt. He obviously senses the spike in tension in the room. 
 
    “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    Ethel is the first to break the silence. 
 
    “Moose, Jared is a gifted seer. He can see things that happened in the past, see things that will happen in the future. And even when he doesn’t know enough about something to go looking for it, he can sense that something is going to happen. He’s like a modern-day prophet, haunted by the unknown, able to see things coming long in advance.” 
 
    “People can really do things like that?” Moose says somewhat sarcastically.  
 
    When no one answers, he turns to me.  
 
    “You can do that?”  
 
    This time the question is asked with incredulity. 
 
    “Yes. The reason I know that ship so well is because I spent ten years watching what happened on it 7,000 years ago when it crashed. Viewing the past goes fast. It only took me ten days to live every minute of those ten years. Exploring the future usually goes a lot slower. Viewing an hour might take six hours. Summer complains bitterly about it.” 
 
    Putting the pieces together, Moose looks at Summer. 
 
    “You traveled into the future to view another ship, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Are you a gifted seer also?” 
 
    “No. Jared and I are bonded psychically, which allows me to travel with him. But I can’t, or at least don’t, do it on my own.” 
 
    “Are all of you seers?” Moose asks this question as if he’s concerned for his safety. 
 
    “Not me,” Dylan replies. “But it sure would come in handy when flying on stormy nights.” 
 
    Everyone chuckles at Dylan’s comment. 
 
    Moose looks back at me. 
 
    “So, which is it? You’ve seen them coming? Or you’re haunted by the unknown?” 
 
    “The Jaramor elders and I sense a darkness approaching. I’m as certain as I can be without having seen them, that it’s the aliens.” 
 
    “Now I understand the conversation, and I get the short-term tactics. What else are we going to do?” 
 
    “The technology gap between us and the aliens is too big for us to prevail in a conflict with them. Therefore, we need to reduce the gap. Toward that end, I’m bringing in three of the Confederation’s leading scientists to join our team.” 
 
    “Do you really think we can make a big enough difference to matter?” 
 
    “No, not if were competing with the aliens head on, playing their game, so to speak. They will be sending thousands of huge ships. We have hundreds of small ones. There’s no way we can beat them if we play by their rules.  
 
    “Our best hope is to change the game, change the basis of the conflict.” 
 
    “Nice words, but what does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. But everything they know is on that ship. That’s where the clues will come from. 
 
    “Anything humanity can do that’s new, unknown to the aliens, is in the heads of the people I’m hiring. If we’re going to find a way out of this, it’s in the marriage of those two things.”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 9: ARRIVAL 
 
    Over the last week, we’ve made tremendous progress in revitalizing the ship. Vera and her crews have done an amazing job of clearing the exterior. The stern is mostly uncovered. The mid sections of the ship are cleared down to deck 5. The bow is still mostly buried, but we’ve decided to leave it that way for now. 
 
    Moose, Summer, and I have been working our way through the interior. Moose has brought power up in all sections of the ship that are still habitable. He’s also made a map of sorts showing the available stairwells and passageways.  
 
    Moose and Vera have coordinated a plan to start clearing dried mud out through the hull breach. There are hundreds of cubic meters of debris to be removed. I doubt we’ll ever get it all. But I’m happy we’re getting enough cleared to reduce the pressure on the ship’s superstructure. 
 
    I’ve been reading almost non-stop. Summer has been working with me to do translations of the more important information we’ve found. At this point, we’ve found two critical pieces of information. The first regards ‘conquest protocol’. It exactly matches what the captain told us.  
 
    Pass 1: Attempt to subjugate. If attempt fails, release bioweapon. 
 
    Pass 2: Attempt to subjugate. Cut losses at 50% and regroup. 
 
    Pass 3: Bring in massive spacetime disruptors. Approach in stealth. Demand immediate unconditional surrender of capital planet. Destroy the planet’s star if surrender is not immediate. Repeat up to three times, then begin risk free culling to extinction. Destroy the star of any world that causes capital damage. 
 
    As discouraging as the conquest protocol is, we found something that almost offsets. We have the star charts of every alien world and of each of their subject species. I’m not sure how we’ll confirm the accuracy of these charts, but it certainly hints at a retribution strategy. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    Julian has invited Summer and me to join the elders for discussions over dinner tonight. They’ve made progress they want to discuss with us. We arrive a few minutes early and are welcomed by a large crowd of merry makers getting an early start on their evening. I sense from the sight and words of welcome that something momentous has happened. 
 
    Once in the private dining room, we’re greeted with ale and a smoked pork platter is ordered. Julian starts the briefing as soon as we’re all seated. 
 
    “Aurora, would you like to take the lead on this first part?” 
 
    She smiles at me. 
 
    “We did it. All of us have learned to travel back through history. We also figured out why we failed before.” 
 
    I’m incredibly pleased that they learned something new without my prompting.  
 
    “Excellent. What did you learn?” 
 
    “It’s similar to not being able to see past your next decision. You can’t rewind through your immediate past. Doing so would disrupt it. You need to project yourself somewhere else, someplace well-away from where you are and haven’t been recently.” 
 
    I quickly attempt to rewind a few minutes to see myself coming into the pub and can’t. 
 
    “Interesting. I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Aurora’s smile beams her delight at having figured out something I haven’t. 
 
    “We’re doing it using the profecia aumentar. For most of us, it’s easier that way. It slows me down a bit, but I use a tiny dose anyway so Jack and I can go back together. 
 
    “We’ve now found eight more explorers that perished in the wilderness. But we’ve found three that are alive. They’re way out there, so we’ll need transportation assistance to get to them and to get them vaccinated. 
 
    “Julian spoke with Festus, who said the Confederation was dropping the threshold for missing people to three years. Our remaining seven people have been out of touch for three years now. If we can vaccinate the three that we found alive, then we’re done.” 
 
    I now understand the party atmosphere out in the pub. 
 
    “Any idea how your people will respond to an atmospheric shuttle landing near them?” 
 
    “Probably not well,” Julian replies. 
 
    “Are they armed with weapons that could damage the shuttle?” 
 
    “They all have shotguns. One has a laser pistol.” 
 
     “Did you ask Festus if we could get the quarantine lifted if we cannot reach these people.” 
 
    “No. He called me to congratulate me on getting the alien detector issue straightened out. I told him that we’d found the remains of all the explorers out less than three years.” 
 
    I can tell that there’s more he’s not telling me. 
 
    “He also asked me about the thulium dioxide requirements. I didn’t know we had a thulium dioxide requirement, so that part of the conversation went a bit awkwardly. You might want to clue us in on your plans a little more going forward.” 
 
    “Wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “He reminded me that thulium is a semi-controlled product. You don’t need a permit to purchase it, but they are required to report purchases greater than a kilogram.” 
 
    “Didn’t know that.” 
 
    “I assume this has something to do with zero-point energy devices?” 
 
    “Yes. As I think I mentioned the other night, we have brought up the alien replicators and have produced a few devices. The aliens left us with enough to power the planet. But nowhere near enough to supply the rest of the Confederation’s demand.” 
 
    “I assume you mean the Central Command’s demand.” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    Julian looks at me for an uncomfortably long time. 
 
    “I think I get it. You don’t have a plan yet. You can’t see what’s happening. So, you’re putting as many irons in the fire as you can think of, to have a better chance of having what you need when the time comes.” 
 
    “Well said.” 
 
    “The more you include us, the more help we can give you.” 
 
    “I know. But I’m grasping at straws. I can’t actually find the problem. If there’s anything you can do to find the aliens, confirm they are the source of the darkness... That would be the most help.” 
 
    The conversation goes on for a while longer, but little of value is discussed. 
 
    ... 
 
    We drive home quietly. About halfway there, Summer uses my trick. 
 
    “A penny for your thoughts.” 
 
    “It’s overwhelming. Protocol says they should be bringing something like 3,000 ships. The ones we saw before, plus the giant star-killers. 
 
    “The Confederation is clueless and dead set on the ostrich strategy, but more than happy to squash us if we do anything. Maybe we should buy a long-range colony ship and go somewhere far, far away. 
 
    “What chance do we have? We don’t know when they’ll get here, but I suspect it’s only months out. Even if the Confederation would take our help, what can we do in a couple months? Upgrade one ship? 
 
    “It just feels hopeless.” 
 
    Summer’s quiet for a second, then says, “We need to change the game.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ELDER BOARD 
 
    Circumstances have caused me to miss the last two Elder Board meetings. Most meetings are routine, missing one isn’t a big deal. In fact, it’s rare to have all elders present at any of the routine weekly meetings. The big quarterly and annual meetings are different. But the weekly meetings barely make a quorum each week. That doesn’t stop Asher from pointing out that I missed two in a row. 
 
    “Jared. Welcome back after your extended absence. I trust you are better now?” 
 
    I can see his words don’t sit well with Julia, the doctor in Jaredstown. 
 
    “Ten days in a coma will do that to you, sir.” I respond in my most sincere voice. 
 
    “Well, despite your absence, we have good news to report today. The Confederation has lifted the quarantine on Jaramor. Regular deliveries will resume next week.  
 
    “We’ll also be receiving the first new immigrants in well over five years next week. Jared, would you like to tell the others about the people you’re bringing in.” 
 
    This would have gone a little easier, if I’d been warned that I’d be introducing my new employees. But I know them well enough that speaking unprepared isn’t really a problem. 
 
    ... 
 
    Julia is the first to ask a question when I’m finished. 
 
    “The zero-point energy guy I get. But why are we bringing in a spaceship designer and a multiverse theorist?” 
 
    All eyes turn to me. 
 
    “Good question.” I pause for a moment, then decide on the tack I’m going to take. 
 
    “A quick show of hands... If the aliens return this year, who thinks we will prevail?” 
 
    When every hand goes up, I know I’m in trouble. So, I pick a friendly face and ask the next question. 
 
    “Aaron, why do you think we will prevail?” 
 
    He chuckles. “Because you’re going to do what needs to be done to make that be true.” 
 
    He says this as if it’s so blindingly obvious that only a fool would ask. 
 
    “I take it then, that you are good with the immigrants I’ve selected to help solve the problem.” 
 
    The question takes him by surprise, but he recovers quickly. 
 
    “Of course, I am.” 
 
    I turn to another, mostly friendly face. 
 
    “Julia, same question.” 
 
    She collects her thoughts for a moment, then says, “What evidence do you have that the aliens will return this year?” 
 
    “I’ve acquired a copy of their ‘conquest protocol’. It requires three attempts, the third to follow the second as soon as is practicable.” 
 
    “And what does that response look like?” 
 
    “The survivors of the second attempt are to rendezvous with an armada of system-killing ships. For a Confederation like ours, they will approach the capital world first and demand immediate unconditional surrender. They make it clear that unconditional surrender means they are required to submit to culling, 1% of the human population taken each year as food animals. Any resistance whatsoever will be met with the destruction of the system’s star. 
 
    “A captain of an alien ship summarized it by saying he doubted the humans would submit to culling, and given the losses they’ve taken from us, he looked forward to the day the last human world froze to death.” 
 
    “And how do you know this?” Asher asks with some heat. 
 
    “I just do. On that you’ll have to take my word.” 
 
    Asher stands and slams the papers in his hand down on the table. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of your grandstanding, Jared.” 
 
    As he draws in breath to say, “I file a motion of removal,” I slam him with compulsion, and the message, “Think carefully about your next words, Asher.” 
 
    The compulsion lingers and Asher struggles to breathe. 
 
    Julia, ever the doctor, jumps to her feet. “Ash, are you OK?” 
 
    I release the compulsion. Asher’s eyes that had been locked on me before, take on a look of fear. 
 
    “Are you OK, Ash.” I ask with concern as Julia races over to him. 
 
    He nods his head, then drops to the floor. 
 
    What have I done? 
 
    Julia quickly checks Asher’s vital signs. 
 
    “Acute arrythmia, he’s having a heart attack!” 
 
    I can see her concern rising. With urgency, she slaps the emergency communicator pinned to her shirt. 
 
    “Medical emergency in the Elder Board room. Acute arrhythmia. Suspected myocardial infarction. I need a team, stat.” 
 
    She starts doing chest compressions. 
 
    “Give me space.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Aaron is the only other one of us present in the room; the rest of us are virtual so can’t actually do anything. We watch with morbid fascination as Aaron muscles the furniture out of the way and Julia works on her patient. A minute later an emergency team arrives. They put Asher on a gurney, and inject medicine, while one of the doctors prepares a defibrillator. 
 
    When the defibrillator is ready, everyone else backs away and they fire it. An almost normal rhythm sounds on the instrumentation, then the medical team races out of the room with their patient. 
 
    The rest of us gape at the now empty room. Aaron’s eyes are wide as saucers, he’s clearly in shock. And with Asher and Julia gone, he is now the ranking elder in the room, the one responsible to close the meeting. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE 
 
    As the virtual conference connection drops, I put my head down on the table. I shouldn’t have brought up the aliens. People like Asher have no interest in things beyond power and wealth. That’s probably why they have so little of it. It would have been easy enough to spin some story about the wealth and influence that will flow to our world when we bring these technologies to market. 
 
    A politician would know that intuitively. Their three rules of thumb?  
 
    1. Never answer a question truthfully if there’s a plausible lie you can spin instead.  
 
    2. Shift the discussion from ‘why we should do it’ to ‘how we’re going to split the spoils.’  
 
    3. Never reveal your motives because they’ll be used against you. 
 
    What a mess I’ve made of things! When Asher recovers, he’s going to make my life miserable. Maybe I should just buy a colony ship and run off far, far away, the way our ancestor did. 
 
    But I can’t do that. I need to find a way to fight the aliens. I’m certain my scientists are the key. Now that the quarantine is lifted, I need to get them here. And since I’m paying a fortune to get them here quickly, I need to pack those ships with all the supplies we’ll need. 
 
    I dash off notes to the Talen agency and to our procurement office at Jaredaan Naturals telling them what I want them to do. I copy Brenda, then send instructions to drive the process as hard as she can. I also dash off a note to our CFO, Chuck, specifying the funding sources and cross charges. Then I let Brenda and Chuck know that I plan to be offline the next couple days. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SPACESHIP 
 
    Moose has brought several of the cabins up to an acceptable standard for human use. He’s also figured out how to get the sewage system and food replicators working. The food he’s created smells edible, but none of us are willing to try it. We plan to submit some to the testing lab in Heroldstown to determine whether or not it’s safe to eat. But we’ve brought enough food with us for our three-person team to spend the night. 
 
    Summer and I spend the next two days working through the databases and building out our translation system. It’s going surprisingly fast. 
 
    We come across several interesting documents that give a little hope to our seemingly lost cause. The first regards the huge star-killing ships. Apparently, they are slow, or at least were slow 7,000 years ago. 
 
    According to the ship’s navigation system, it would take seven to ten years for a star killer to get from the previous armada’s last known position to New Beijing, presumably their first target. That means we may have two years or more, although I doubt it. 
 
    The next item is a real oddity. It’s a strategic weapon of sorts, developed by the ship’s chief tactical officer. The basic idea is like a kinetic weapon. It uses a layer of space time with a high gravitational constant to accelerate a mass to high speed. Using a series of shifts between space time layers, and a series of slingshot maneuvers, the object can be accelerated to well over 0.5 C with surprisingly little energy. With good enough navigation, a small weapon two meters long and half a meter high and wide could take down a large spaceship without being seen. A group of these could functionally kill a planet by triggering a nuclear winter. 
 
    The idea was rejected out of hand by the alien high command. What good was a weapon that killed all the food without actually killing the planet. 
 
    The rationale behind the rejection puzzles me, then it sinks in. We are playing different games. The aliens want harvestable food. We normally wouldn’t say this, but we want the enemy dead. Extinct if possible. Where they might show restraint to preserve their crop, we shouldn’t. I wish the aliens no harm. But if harming them will turn them away, then harm must be my goal. 
 
      
 
   

 

 RETURN 
 
    We ended up staying two nights not one. I lived aboard this ship long enough to feel like it’s a second home. The experience isn’t the same for Summer. She’s shown amazing strength, living in a place she finds reprehensible for a couple days in order to gain insight into the enemy we must destroy. 
 
    Early afternoon on day three we emerge from the ship. All our communicators go off as we do. I’d forgotten that the ship blocks them. It’s one of those low-priority problems we’ll eventually need to deal with. 
 
    Sorted to the top of my list is a call from Aaron. Curious, I connect as we make our way to the waiting shuttle. 
 
    “Jared, where have you been?” 
 
    “Good to hear from you Aaron. I’ve been out of communications range.” 
 
    “What in the world does that mean? You have an exo-net phone. You’ve been off world or something?” 
 
    It takes a second for Aaron’s meaning to drive home. 
 
    “No. Definitely on world, but in a place where there is no exo-net.” 
 
    “What! The exo-net is active across the entire planet.” 
 
    “On the surface, true. Underground? Only where there are repeaters.” 
 
    “You were underground?” 
 
    “Functionally.” 
 
    “Jared, why is it always a puzzle with you?” 
 
    Aaron’s words are spoken plaintively, in the way a friend might if they thought you were playing with them. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be obtuse, but suppose I was.” 
 
    There is silence on the line. 
 
    “Aaron, I was in a place south of Jaramor where the exo-net isn’t available. Trust me, there are places like that on our world.” 
 
    There’s silence on the line and I immediately know my lack of comm connection isn’t the problem. 
 
    “Aaron,” I start contritely, suddenly comprehending his emotional state. “What happened?” 
 
    “Asher,” he starts. 
 
    I hear a bit of whimpering. 
 
    “He didn’t make it. They’re still debating the cause of death. He had a heart attack as Julia said in the conference room. He also had several blood vessels rupture in his brain. 
 
    “Julia says they could have handled either. But Ash didn’t have a history of bleeding issues. So, they focused on the heart attack and didn’t even learn of the brain issues until they did the autopsy.” 
 
    Aaron’s words strike a chord, and I feel immensely guilty. 
 
    “What happened Jared? I know you know. You know everything.” 
 
    My ire rises. I don’t like being accused. Then I realize, there is no accusation in Aaron’s voice. He doesn’t know, or even suspect, that I might be responsible. He’s just a simple honest guy, one step closer to a job he doesn’t want, on a world he doesn’t understand. 
 
    “I don’t know Aaron. Well, I actually do, I just don’t have proof to back my suspicions.” 
 
    I let the words hang there, then continue when not challenged. 
 
    “Asher was old. He suffered from high blood pressure. He hated surprises. His world was structured into neat little boxes that don’t allow for things like another alien invasion. 
 
    “Nonetheless, that is what’s coming whether he wanted it to be true or not. 
 
    “The simple truth is that when he was confronted with the reality we face, he wasn’t strong enough for it.” 
 
    I get a harrumph, then words I dread. 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. I’m with you no matter what. But I think Julia’s gone to the other side. She saw the interaction between you and Asher, and she places the blame wholly on you. 
 
    “Your problem is that she’s now the Prime Elder, and her sights are set on you.” 
 
    How the aliens must be laughing. I can’t deny the possibility that I had some role in Asher’s death. But I have absolutely no doubt that all my colleagues will either be culled by the aliens or freeze when our star is destroyed. But they’re all more invested in tearing each other down than solving the existential threat that will take them down if they don’t engage it. 
 
      
 
   

 

 HEROLDSTOWN RESIDENCE 
 
    Cal Swanson will be the first of our scientists to arrive. I sent Brenda up to the space station to receive him and help organize the offloading. They’ll be coming down tomorrow. She will help him gather his belongings on landing, then bring him to our home near the camp to spend the night. We’ll fly to Jaramor the next day. 
 
    It’s been more than a month since we’ve been home, so we’re having dinner with Summer’s parents tonight. 
 
    The evening starts as it usually does. Men to the study for a dram of Irish whisky, women to the kitchen to put the finishing touches on dinner. 
 
    As the warden and I settle into our seats, toasts completed, he says, “I heard that your Uncle Asher died. They say he had a heart attack while arguing with you.” 
 
    “It was at an Elders Board meeting. We’d mostly concluded our business. Then he started questioning me on items that had been approved some time ago related to my research activities. He wanted to know why it was in Jaredaan’s interest to develop a significant research presence here. 
 
    “I told him I’d discovered critical information about the timing of the aliens’ next attempt to enslave humanity. I also told him the Confederation was not pursuing some technologies critical to our defense. Therefore, I wanted to pursue them. 
 
    “He threw a temper tantrum and had a heart attack while yelling at me.” 
 
    “The rumors going around tell a similar story but claim that you assaulted him somehow.” 
 
    “He was in Jaredstown. I was thousands of miles away at our estate in Jaramor. How could I have assaulted him?” 
 
    “They say you used your telepathy.” 
 
    “I have a special skill, so I get blamed. Despite the fact that there’s video evidence of an old man with known heart problems throwing a temper tantrum and seizing up while he’s screaming.” 
 
    There’s silence for a moment, then the warden says, “People are afraid of things they don’t understand, Jared. No one really understands how you do the things you do. So, it’s not all that surprising that they’re afraid of things that go wrong in your presence, especially when it benefits you.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Back in the dining room, June has once again put on a delicious meal. The conversation is light, dominated for the most part by the two women. Summer is obviously enjoying her time home, being with her family. I’m just going with it, enjoying the meal, and enjoying the chatter between the women. 
 
    In an attempt to include me, June says, “Jared, Summer tells me you found an alien spaceship. Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. It is. It apparently crashed here at the end of the Great Alien War.” 
 
    “Interesting. Why do you think it was at the end of the war?” 
 
    “The ship’s logs are explicit on that point. Near the end, the aliens were running low on thulium, a catalyst of sorts used in their power systems. The ship had been dispatched to Taramoot to mine and refine some thulium. They ran into a problem and ended up crash landing here.” 
 
    “Did any of them survive?” 
 
    “Yes. According to the logs, a shuttle craft, with two or three people aboard, was lost helping to save the ship. The rest survived and lived here for several years before the last of them died. They made a credible attempt to set up a colony but didn’t have enough supplies to sustain themselves.” 
 
    The warden, who’s been giving me a strange look, asks, “How is it you can read their logs?” 
 
    “Summer and I have been building a lexicon. It’s slow going, but not all that difficult. We’ve learned a lot of interesting things from their logs.” 
 
    “But how did the logs survive that long? The war ended over 7,200 years ago.” 
 
    “The ship was damaged, but only about a third of it was compromised. The rest was in pristine condition.” 
 
    “They left written logs?” The warden asks incredulously. 
 
    “No. The ship was shut down in a way that preserved their computer records. It was simply a matter of powering them back up.” 
 
    “How did you figure out how to do that?” 
 
    “Ah... I am an electrical engineer?” I say this as if it were a question, hoping he’ll believe this should be the obvious answer. 
 
    I can see that he’s winding up to ask another question. June sees the same and intercepts it. “See how lucky we are to have a son-in-law that’s an engineer. I bet there are all kinds of things he can fix that we’d never understand.” 
 
    The warden seems to receive the message that the interrogation is over. But I can see that he hasn’t let the issue go. If word gets back to the Confederation that we’ve uncovered an alien spaceship and been able to restore its computers, Jaredaan will be swarmed. We’ll be locked out and our last hope of fending off the aliens will be lost. 
 
      
 
   

 

 HEADQUARTERS, JAREDAAN NATURAL SUPPLEMENTS 
 
    It’s an odd thing being back in my office here. Especially without Brenda to keep me focused. As much as I want to work other issues, our CFO wants time with me this morning, as does the marketing team. There was a day when I enjoyed meetings like this, not so much anymore. But I decide to put a positive spin on it. The profits from my companies finance my research and most governmental activities on our world. I’m about to find out how we’re doing, which may let me do even more research. 
 
    “Chuck, come in. Good to see you.” 
 
    “It’s been a while, Jared. A lot has happened while you were gone.” 
 
    “I look forward to hearing about it.” 
 
    “Are you up to speed on what’s going on with the new products?” 
 
    “No. I’ll be meeting with them later today.” 
 
    Chuck seems hesitant about how to continue. 
 
    “I don’t want to steal their thunder, but the truth is the new products have been fabulously successful. Too successful, actually. 
 
    “On paper, revenue is up, driven by the new products. But the margin on the new products is a lot lower, because they’re being sold through Jungle. So net profit is down, and our cash supply is being depleted because of Jungle’s policy of paying in arrears.” 
 
    “How far down?” 
 
    “Maybe 10% as of today, but it’s dropping fast. My financial models predict that it will drop to 50% before it starts slowing down in two months, leveling out at 33% two months after that. From there it should climb back up to record levels.” 
 
    “Even at 33%, we still have a lot of credits, don’t we? 
 
    “Several hundred billion, yes. My concern is your recent spending spree. You’ve spent or entered into contracts to spend 50 million credits over the last month. It’s a big enough departure from the past to worry me. Is there a discretionary budget number you’d like me to work with for planning purposes?” 
 
    “The worst of this round has already been committed. There may be another round, but that’s not certain. If things work out, then we’ll need to think through facilities expansion, but we’re not there yet.” 
 
    ... 
 
    The meeting with the marketing team, Naomi Moore and Silas Byrne, goes similar to the one with Chuck. They’re excited about the success of the combination products, even more excited about the new products on the handful of worlds not under quarantine. Testimonials from customers on the anxiety, blood pressure, and chronic pain products have been well received. 
 
    Overall, I’m happy to see the company running as smoothly as it has without much input from me over the last month. Maybe it’s time to appoint a new CEO. I’m particularly impressed by Naomi. I’ll have to probe that issue to see how she handles it. 
 
      
 
   

 

 INQUIRY 
 
    I’ve been working through the To Do List Brenda’s left for me. Most of it is simple or has already been resolved. My communicator sounds, breaking my concentration. It’s Julian. 
 
    “Jared, we have a problem. A fellow named Nicholas Santana, who claims to be the Heroldstown Police Chief is here asking questions. He says you are a person of interest in the recent death of your uncle Asher. You are suspected of quote ‘doing some sort of telepathic voodoo’ that resulted in a heart attack and brain hemorrhaging. 
 
    “What’s this about?” 
 
    “Asher was an old man with known heart problems. He put on a big temper tantrum because I spoke of the aliens. At the height of his rage, he seized up, taken by a heart attack. It’s all recorded. He was in Jaredstown; I was at my home in Jaramor.” 
 
    “Did you attempt to kill him?” 
 
    “No, but I did try to calm him. Sadly, it didn’t work.” 
 
    “OK. Chief Santana has been nosing around in the pub trying to dig up dirt on you. He’s demanding to speak with the elders, wants to interview us one at a time. 
 
    “He’s having a standoff with Jason at the moment. Jason and several of the rangers were in the pub when things started. They put their badges on and told Santana he had no business in our jurisdiction. They got him out of the pub, but there’s a standoff outside at the moment. Neither party is backing down, and the temperature is rising.” 
 
    “If you agree to talk with him, he will ask you whether we have the power to influence, injure, or kill telepathically. If any of the elders say yes, then I will be arrested. If anyone on the street says yes, then they will want to seize you all.” 
 
    “So, the devil has finally found us. Persecuted for who we are, not for what we’ve done. It’s why our founder moved here, to escape arbitrary persecution by people who don’t have the gift.” 
 
    There’s silence for a moment. Then Julian asks, “Any idea how we should deal with this guy?” 
 
    “Treat him with respect. Use the power you have to keep people away from him. If you meet with him, question his jurisdiction. If he wants to meet with the elders individually, make sure everyone has exactly the same story. Tell him nothing but the truth, but as little of the truth as you can. Tell him we do not speak of such things with outsiders who know nothing of the mystery. Maybe have Aurora give him a blessing. Video everything.” 
 
    “We’ll do what we can do, but you may ultimately need to go into hiding.” 
 
    ... 
 
    I get a telepathic message from Julian. “We have agreed to meet with Chief Santana. Two rangers will sit in with us. We’ve arranged to have the meeting recorded. Aurora will open with a blessing. 
 
    “If you can watch through the mystery, please do.” 
 
    I put out a do not disturb sign, lock the door, and settle into my seat. Moments later, I’m in the private dining room, where Aurora is closing out a wonderful blessing. 
 
    When she finishes, Julian formally greets the Chief. 
 
    “Police Chief Santana from Heroldstown. Welcome to this special meeting of the Jaramor Town Council. In the spirit of good relations with our nearest neighbor, we invite you to speak your piece and ask your questions. 
 
    “But before you begin, let me remind you. This is a formal government meeting. You are a guest. And every word you say will be recorded and entered into the meeting record. As a speaker your words are considered to be testimony and subject to relevant laws regarding testimony. 
 
    “Please begin.” 
 
    “Do you know Jared Daan?” 
 
    Julian nods and the elders say, “We do,” in unison. They’re statement so precisely in unison that it shocks the chief. 
 
    “Are you aware that Jared Daan is a person of interest in the death of Prime Elder Asher Daan.” 
 
    Again, in perfect unison, they say, “We have heard you make that claim, but are otherwise unaware.” 
 
    At this point I can tell the chief is feeling uneasy. 
 
    “Can you confirm that Jared has telepathic capabilities?” 
 
    As one, they say, “He is a capable practitioner of the mystery.” 
 
    The chief, who is starting to get angry, asks, “Is that a yes or a no?” 
 
    This time Aurora answers on her own. “It is what it is, dear man. What could be clearer?” 
 
    The chief straightens himself and looks sternly at Julian. 
 
    “What game are you people playing?” 
 
    “This is not a game, sir. We are the keepers of the mystery, an ancient tradition that predates human presence on this world. It was the founder’s explicit intent that this sanctuary be created to protect the art.” 
 
    “And what does your art have to do with the Prime Elder’s death.” 
 
    Aurora answers again, “We have no idea, dear man. You are the one that says it does, not us.” 
 
    “Well, my theory is that Jared Daan used your ancient voodoo to kill the prime elder.” 
 
    Aurora answers again. “We know nothing of voodoo, sir. We simply probe the mystery to gain insight into the secrets of life and the possibilities that lie ahead.” 
 
    The chief looks like he’s about to explode. 
 
    “You realize it’s a crime to make false statements to an officer of the law on official government business.” 
 
    “We have made no false statements.” The elders say in unison. 
 
    Then Julian continues alone. “But what about you? Have you made up false statements? What evidence do you have that suggests Jared had a role in the death of your prime elder? Is there any evidence? Or are you simply spreading false rumors?” 
 
    “I think we’re done here. I’ll report your unwillingness to cooperate in this inquiry.” He starts to stand. 
 
    “I’m not sure we’re done here Chief.” Julian replies. “As we said at the outset this is a formal government meeting in which you have agreed to bear witness.” 
 
    The chief stands. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Jason and the other ranger stand, and a third enters through the door then stands in front of it, blocking the exit. 
 
    “Chief Santana, please have a seat.” Julian says calmly, indicating the chair he’d been sitting in. 
 
    “Who sent you here?” 
 
    I can see the tug of war going on inside the chief. The question is innocuous, but he’s more than smart enough to know it’s just going to lead to others that aren’t. 
 
    “Acting Prime Elder, Julia Daan Clark.” 
 
    “And why does she suspect Jared?” 
 
    “She was present in the room with the former Prime Elder when he had his heart attack. She’s a doctor and finds the nature of his death suspicious.” 
 
    “Was Jared in the room?” 
 
    “No. He was down here.” 
 
    “Over 7,000 miles away? It seems as though the distance alone should be an exoneration.” 
 
    “We’ve heard him say that he killed aliens light years away just by psychically touching them.” 
 
    “Do you take the DAGS drug Jared’s companies make?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Simple question. Do you, or do you not, take the drug.” 
 
    “I do, but that doesn’t mean he gets a pass.” 
 
    “That drug is extremely toxic to the aliens. If you were to touch one of the aliens, you would also kill them.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Chief, are you under suspicion of killing the prime elder?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You were closer to the Prime Elder at the time of his heart attack than Jared was, and you are taking the same alien killing medicine that Jared is. It would seem to me those facts alone, make you a more likely suspect.” 
 
    “No, I don’t have your psychic mystery voodoo.” 
 
    Julian’s visage darkens. 
 
    “Once again, you slander our sacred art in the most offensive way possible. If our founder still lived, you would find yourself abandoned a thousand kilometers out in the wilderness. You should think carefully about whose side you are on. A pretender in Jaredstown, or the people our founder settled this world to protect. The planetary charter is clear about his intentions. In my judgement, you have been deceived and misled into taking actions that are clearly prohibited. So, we will not seek charges against you. 
 
    “You are dismissed. The rangers will accompany you to the city limits, where you will be free to return home.” 
 
    The ranger blocking the door, opens it and steps through. Jason indicates that the chief should follow, which he does. I follow along and notice the chief’s surprise as he passes through the empty pub and goes outside to empty streets. 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself and notice the blinking light on the virtual conference room controller. I initiate the connection and moments later the pub’s private dining room appears in front of me. 
 
    I see Julian smiling at me. 
 
    “Your chief of police is a remarkably decent guy. He’s a bit of a bully, and has a healthy dose of suspicion about everything, but he’s honest and remarkably dedicated. It’s a shame that the Elder Board uses him the way they do.” 
 
    I’m admittedly surprised at Julian’s assessment. 
 
    “How did you determine that?” 
 
    Aurora laughs at the question. 
 
    “Jared, most of what you saw was us probing the chief. Unison answers to put him on edge, one of us talking while the other five probed. There is no thought, belief, or memory relevant to the topic at hand that we did not pull out of him. We knew exactly what we needed to do to take him where we needed him to go. 
 
    “For all the gruffness, he was completely defenseless. And he doesn’t even know what happened. At this point he now suspects Julia, not you. And his internal tug of war is about how to fulfill his duty without aiding and abetting his primary suspect.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he bought your argument about Julia.” 
 
    “It wasn’t OUR argument, Jared. It’s what he believed but couldn’t say. We simply fed him what he already believed with the authority of our position. People, almost all people, are completely defenseless against that tactic. It seems we need to give you some training.” 
 
    I’m speechless. 
 
    “By the way, he doesn’t like hassling you. He does it because he’s ordered to and puts on as good a show of it as he can. But he actually believes you are our hope, and he’ll come to your aid when push comes to shove.” 
 
    I’m absolutely flabbergasted, which gets Aurora laughing again. 
 
    “Jared, you broadcast almost as loudly as the chief does.” 
 
    More laughter, then she turns serious. 
 
    “We really do need to give you more training.” 
 
    There’s a pause as she measures her words.  
 
    “We would need to probe you much more carefully to know for sure, but we agree with you. You may have unintentionally killed Asher. He was fragile, you’re incredibly powerful. Don’t reach out like that again, especially when you’re angry, until we’ve had the chance to work with you.” 
 
    Aurora’s words come with a lot of grace and forgiveness. But the guilt weighs heavily on me. 
 
    “Don’t go there, Jared.” The words are said compassionately but backed by a strong psychic push. 
 
    There’s silence for a few seconds, which gets interrupted by my communicator sounding. It’s Brenda. 
 
    “I see you need to go, Jared.”  
 
    I look up. I see the compassion and forgiveness in their faces. 
 
    Surprisingly, Edson’s voice is the one to sound in my mind. 
 
    “I know and understand your guilt. Every soldier faces it. A life taken is a life lost. Nonetheless, a life that would take the life of another less fortunate is a life lost before it is given up. Bear no guilt my friend. You may be complicit, but you are not the guilty party. That one paid the price for his iniquities.” 
 
    I’m astounded by Edson’s words. They were like a confession. 
 
    Julian draws my attention to him, then nods as the conference line is dropped. 
 
    I stare mesmerized at the empty conference room in front of me. Then my communicator sounds again. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Jared. The shuttle schedule changed at the last minute. We are on our way early. Cal’s a really nice guy. We’ll land in time to be at headquarters by 4:45. Message me if you’d like me to bring him there. Otherwise, I’ll take him to your home as planned. But please be where I take him. He’s fragile, much like you were the first time we met. 
 
    “Let’s do right by him.” 
 
    I’m admittedly surprised by Brenda’s words, but fully agree with her conclusions. 
 
    “Bring him to our home. You’re welcome to stay for dinner, if you’d like. I promise I’ll be there by 4:45. Drive slow, or give him a tour, if you’re running early.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RESIDENCE NEAR THE CAMP 
 
    Per Brenda’s request, I arrive home early. But Summer isn’t here yet. Looking at the clock it clicks. When Summer works at the camp her shift isn’t done until 5:30. And knowing her, she’ll run late to clear the back log of things left for her over the last month. 
 
    I message her and the reply comes back almost immediately.  
 
    “Sorry, lost track of time. Lenna is off tonight. Call her, ask her to arrange for a catered meal. And ask her to stay and enjoy it with us.” 
 
    Part of me is grumpy that Summer seems to have forgotten why we are in the Heroldstown area. Another part is proud of the pride she takes in her work. 
 
    I call Lenna as asked. 
 
    “Jared? Are you and Summer back in town?” 
 
    “For the night, yes.” 
 
    I pause, suddenly embarrassed by the question I’m about to ask. 
 
    Her voice comes over the line before I respond. 
 
    “Out with it, Jared!” 
 
    “Lenna, I need help. Summer and I just got home today. We’re supposed to be entertaining an off-world guest tonight. He’s due any minute, and we’ve totally blown the dinner arrangements. 
 
    “Can you come bail us out?” 
 
    Lenna has been a devoted friend since we saved her from DAGS, but I sense resentment coming over the line at the very late request for help. 
 
    “Jared...” I hear her exasperation. “How can I make a meal worthy of a dignitary with no notice, no ingredients?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I do know you can make a better showing of it than I can. Spend what you need to spend. Put it on my account. But please, bring your magic, come and share a meal with us and our guest.” 
 
    She laughs. “Who could refuse that deal? I’ll be there in 30 with everything required to put on a meal worth remembering. If they get there first, you have Irish Whisky. You also have top shelf champagne. Distract your guest until I arrive. I’ll wow them from there.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lenna. You’re a life saver.” 
 
    I abandon the office and run to my truck. Then drive home at a ridiculous breakneck speed. Once in the house, I liberate the specified libations, then look at the house. It’s a dusty mess. We seriously need a housekeeper. I grab a broom, duster, and dustpan and go after the mess. Twenty minutes later the doorbell rings. The house looks a little nicer, but all the dirt seems to be on me now. 
 
    I screw up my courage and go to the front door. It’s Lenna. 
 
    “Jared, what happened to you? A close encounter with a dust devil? Go get cleaned up. I can handle it from here.” 
 
    She comes in with a wheeled cart loaded with fresh ingredients. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    I run off to get myself cleaned up, knowing I’m in good hands. 
 
      
 
   

 

 GUEST PREPARATION 
 
    Brenda messages me. Thankfully, there was a screw-up at the spaceport. They’re on their way, but an hour late. Wonderful smells float out from the kitchen. I go in to tell Lenna that our guests are an hour out. I get the evil eye, then a smile. 
 
    “Thanks for the heads-up Jared. The sauces will hold. I’ll put the mains on ice until the principals arrive. First rule of catering. Never launch the mains before the principals are in the house.” 
 
    Once again, I’m grateful to be in the presence of a professional who knows what she’s doing. 
 
    “You’re going to stay and have dinner with us, right?” 
 
    She looks at me like I’m crazy. Then indicates herself. 
 
    “No one dressed like this, should be eating the meal I’ve crafted for you. On zero notice I might add!” 
 
    I start to protest, but she cuts me off. 
 
    “Jared, are you going to welcome an off-world dignitary into your home wearing that?” 
 
    I look down at myself, not quite getting it yet. 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake! Clean yourself up and put on some proper business-wear.” 
 
    Her meaning snaps, and I run off to the bedroom, my consciousness spreading as I run. Although I can’t see her, I hear Lenna’s voice in my mind. How can someone so smart be so dumb? 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back down a few minutes later. 
 
    “Looking good, boss.”  
 
    She rolls her eyes and I’m suddenly grateful that Cal is our first arrival. 
 
    “OK, if I change now? Everything is under control in the kitchen. Please don’t mess with it.” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    A half hour later, Lenna is back and looking fabulous. Moments after that I get a message from Summer. She’s on her way home. Brenda is fifteen minutes out.  
 
    Lenna also notices the time. “OK, boss. Come help with the final prep.” 
 
    I go into the kitchen and scrub my hands, then present myself for duty. Lenna has set out two bell peppers, one red, the other yellow. 
 
    “OK. This is what I want you to do. I want these two bell peppers sliced, but not any slice. I want them sliced like this.” 
 
    Lenna pops off the top and bottom, then cleverly cuts out the ribs and seeds, leaving the outside intact. 
 
    “Follow that?” She asks. 
 
    “I did. Clever.” 
 
    “Now watch carefully.” 
 
    She cuts a slice and sets it aside, then cuts another one that is identical. The second slice she cuts into multiple pieces, each of which is an exact square, throwing away the little bit that’s left over. 
 
    “That is your sample.” She points to the slice.  
 
    “This is your processed product.” She points to the little squares. 
 
    “I want the rest of the red and all the yellow cut exactly the same way.” She emphasizes the word exactly. “And remember, perfect cuts will be good enough. Now go.” 
 
    Eight minutes later, my peppers are done. In those same eight minutes, Lenna has sliced celery and carrots and made a wonderful dip to go with them.  
 
    “Not bad for an amateur,” she says. “Thank you.” 
 
    With that I am released from duty. I wash up again, then head out into the living area. I hear Summer come in through the back door, then moments later the doorbell rings. He’s here. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CAL SWANSON 
 
    I answer the door to see Brenda and the tall, thin man I know to be Cal Swanson. I smile at the sight of him. Almost two meters tall, he towers above Brenda. I’m standing half a step higher than he is and he towers above me as well.  
 
    I also notice his clothes—jeans and a long-sleeve, white buttoned-down shirt, engineering formalwear if ever there was such a thing. I also see that he’s brought an old fashion overnight bag, the kind with wheels instead of antigrav lifters. 
 
    Greetings are exchanged, then Brenda takes off, leaving Cal with me and Lenna. Cal and I take seats in the sitting room, where I’ve set up the Irish Whisky. 
 
    “Care for a dram of Irish Whisky?” I ask. 
 
    He looks at it strangely. 
 
    “The Irish Whisky made on New Cambridge is not something anyone would want to drink. The stuff imported from New Dublin is too expensive for anyone to buy. I’m guessing this is the good stuff.” 
 
    I smile. “It is. This is the best one in my collection. 80-years old, distilled over a peat fire, aged in an oak cask for five years.” 
 
    I can see him hesitate. If he doesn’t drink, I don’t want to push him. If he does but is worried about the appellation, I’d really like him to try it. 
 
    “I should have asked if you drank hard alcohol before offering this to you. If you don’t, then we can find something else. If you do, then try it. My former boss, my wife Summer’s father, offered me my first taste.” 
 
    He smiles. “Sure. Never thought I’d have the chance.” 
 
    As we take our first sip, Summer comes into the room, looking absolutely stunning. 
 
    “He offered you some of his Irish Whisky? Do you like it? Jared was one of the few people my father ever shared it with.” 
 
    “It’s wonderful. I never thought I’d be able to afford something like this. It’s very generous of you to have shared with me.” 
 
    I see Summer’s smile and think she finally gets the Irish Whisky thing. 
 
    ... 
 
    Dinner is spread out over five small courses. Each dish is wonderful. Cal seems amazed that Lenna is both the top chef in the region and a friend of ours. Most of the conversation centers around life on Jaredaan, the history, geography, population centers, industry, places of interest. 
 
    “Tomorrow, I’ll introduce you to some of the people at Jaredaan Natural Supplements, where Brenda works. It’s also where our shuttle is. Then we’ll fly over to Jaramor, visit the office there, then get you settled in one of the cottages on our estate. Then depending on the time, we’ll take you to see something interesting. 
 
    “Your car will be delivered to our estate in Jaramor sometime in the next couple days. I’d like you to see the various spaces where you could set up your lab, before scheduling the delivery of your equipment.” 
 
    Cal nods his head. I can feel the emotion welling up in him. 
 
    “Thank you, Jared. You’re giving me the opportunity no one else would. And you’ve been so generous. This is really a dream come true.” 
 
    “Well, with any luck, tomorrow will be the best day of your life. Then, the race to destiny will begin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 10: BREAKTHROUGH 
 
    We’re up early enough in the morning to go over to the Staff Café for breakfast. Cal is fascinated by the idea we voluntarily live next door to a prison camp. He’s even more surprised to learn that Summer’s father is the warden, and she grew up in a prison camp. Knowing he will eventually learn that I was an inmate, I give him the two-minute version of my story, from wrongful conviction to camp board member. 
 
    Lenna comes in for breakfast just as we’re about to be served. She asks them to bring her favorite, then joins us. 
 
    Although she’s a few years older than Cal, they seem to have eyes for each other. Who would have thought? 
 
      
 
   

 

 JARAMOR 
 
    After breakfast, I take Cal over to headquarters at the supplements company. Although a separate entity, all the Institute’s corporate functions, such as finance, legal, and human resources, are outsourced to Jaredaan Natural Supplements.  
 
    The onboarding process takes about two hours, which gives me time to knock off the top couple items on this morning’s list. When the critical items are done, I head home to pick up Summer. 
 
    ... 
 
    Dylan and I finish our check lists about the same time Summer and Cal walk out of the headquarters building. As they come into the hanger, Dylan says, “So, this is one of the geniuses you hired?” 
 
    “Yes. Multiverse physicist.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that means.” 
 
    “He’s the one who’s going to invent our new spaceship propulsion, shielding, and weapons systems.” 
 
    Dylan looks at me shrewdly. “Does he know that yet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Dylan chuckles. “Why does he think he’s here?” 
 
    “To continue his multiverse research.” 
 
    “And what’s he going to say when he finds out you’ve got other plans for him?” 
 
    “We’ll find out this afternoon, when he sees the alien spaceship.” 
 
    “He knows about the aliens then.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Dylan chuckles some more. “Jared, you are the craziest person I’ve ever worked for.” 
 
    “Don’t mention the aliens before we get there.” 
 
    Dylan just shakes his head. 
 
    I hear Summer and Cal come up the steps into the shuttle. 
 
    “Store your bag in the closet, while I close the door.” 
 
    I hear the closet door click shut, then the aft hatch close, then footsteps coming into the passenger cabin. 
 
    “We’re here.” Summer calls out, then directs Cal to the seat behind me. 
 
    “Jared, you’re a pilot too?” 
 
    “Trainee.” Dylan corrects. 
 
    Introductions are made, then we’re off. 
 
    Even though I’m not allowed to use my controls, I try to concentrate on flying the aircraft. But today my thoughts drift as I hear Summer and Cal chat. Summer is a charming hostess, doing a great job of making him feel welcome. 
 
    Over dinner last night we heard that he lost his parents two years ago. The tragedy that killed them also bankrupted their estate, leaving him with nothing. Since the tragedy, he’s been living off the stipend provided by his grant, which paid for a room in an older couple’s home and a breakfast and dinner meal ticket at the university’s undergrad mess hall.  
 
    Dr. Vincent’s trick to slow down Cal’s grant was a vile act that put the Confederation at risk. It also put Cal in an economic and career crisis. I benefitted from his actions, but I sense a day of reckoning coming for the professor. Hopefully, I’ll get to participate in it. 
 
    Now on our way to Jaramor, I feel a sense of relief coming from Cal. At this point he seems relieved to have landed someplace where he is economically and professionally safe. I hope that doesn’t get completely undone when he sees the spaceship, or when he meets the elders tonight at dinner. 
 
      
 
   

 

 FRAZER RIVER VALLY 
 
    Once landed in Jaramor, we lose three more hours to onboarding administrivia: an hour touring the Institute, another at the hospital for a quick once over with Dr. Simpson, and another touring the estate and getting Cal and his lone suitcase into his cottage. The biggest reaction we got on any of these was the cottage. He struggled to believe he’d have a place this nice to live. 
 
    Now we’re on our way to see ‘the most amazing thing ever discovered on Jaredaan.’ Moose who’s also started taking flying lessons has the co-pilot seat for this leg of the trip. I’m in the back with Summer and Cal. As we complete the U-turn and come in for the landing, the ship comes into view. I see his eyes get wider, then hear the wonder. 
 
    “Oh, my God. That’s an alien spaceship, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is.” I reply. 
 
    “Is this the information and technology only available on Jaredaan that you talked about?” 
 
    “One of them, yes.” 
 
    “There’s another spaceship?” 
 
    “No, there’s another source of information and technology. You’ll learn more about that over dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Given what you have here, I’m surprised you don’t have scientists crawling all over this planet.” 
 
    “Access to our world is tightly controlled. Our charter limits our population. We still have plenty of open spots, but we dole them out carefully. You are the first to be invited in a long time.” 
 
    Cal nods, then says thank you for the tenth time today. 
 
    “You said we only have two hours here today. I presume that means you have something specific you want to show me.” 
 
    “I do, a couple of things actually. Summer and Moose have some other work they need to get done. Moose is planning to stay down here overnight. But we have two hours. So, we need to hustle when we hit the ground.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SPACESHIP, ENGINEERING AREA 
 
    As soon as we’re in the ship, Moose takes off to work his agenda. Cal, Summer, and I head down to engineering. Summer peels off to go to her station. I go to a different station, log in and spend a few seconds navigating to the file I want to view. 
 
    As the image pops up, Cal says, “You can read their language, can’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fluent.” 
 
    “How?” He asks incredulously. 
 
    “That relates to the dinner conversation planned for tonight.”  
 
    I point to the holoprojection that just popped up.  
 
    “This is a good place to start. What do you make of it?” 
 
    He looks at the image. I can tell he recognizes it, or at least it’s type. 
 
    “Hard to say. I can’t read the labeling.” 
 
    “But you know more than that don’t you?” 
 
    I sense a denial forming, but he sees the look I’m giving him. 
 
    “My models display it a little differently, but this looks to me like the chaotic boundary between layers of space time.” He sticks his finger into the image. “See here. It’s like a honeycombing of the layers of spacetime, separating the layer inside the bubble from the layers outside. The same thing happens in nature. This is what physicists of old called the quantum foam. Today, it’s more clearly thought of as a boundary zone. Its depth is determined by the distance between layers, the relative velocity of those layers, and the Feigenbaum bifurcation velocity.” 
 
    Internally, I chuckle. How quickly this went from ‘hard to say’ to a decent description of the phenomenon he knows so well. 
 
    I search for, then pop up another holoprojection, this one in the form of a table. I point to the labeling along the top. 
 
    “These are the layers the aliens use in their propulsion systems. The labels on the left are the names of constants of nature: gravity, speed of light, etc. The contents of the table are their values.” 
 
    I flip the page and the same table appears this time with some symbols in the standard language. 
 
    Cal immediately responds. “I know this one.” He points at the one in question and continues scanning. “And this one, and that one.” 
 
    More scanning, then, “I know most of these. They use them for propulsion. How? And where do they get the power?” 
 
    “Could you explain the relevance of your last question about power?” 
 
    “You say you saw a video of my demo system.” 
 
    “Yes,” I reply, wondering where this is going. 
 
    “My demo takes about 1,200 watts, which is about the limit you can get from standard Confederation residential distribution. That’s enough to create a teardrop shaped bubble whose volume is about half a cubic meter. The power to create the bubble goes up with the cube root of the volume you’re enclosing in the bubble. 
 
    “A ship this size would take a huge bubble; we’re talking gigawatts. And that’s for a static bubble. Bubbles with relative velocity need even more power to remain stable. The factor is something like the log of the ratio of the velocities plus one. 
 
    “The maximum size of antimatter-based electric generators is something like a terawatt. You couldn’t fit one of those things into this ship.” 
 
    Again, I smile internally. He already knows what we need to do. 
 
    I pop up several more images, then it seems to click for him. 
 
    “They have more efficient field emitters and denser power sources than antimatter.” He says in astonishment as I nod my head. 
 
    “Is the power source zero-point energy?” 
 
    I nod my head affirmatively, and get an excited, “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you found their emitter specifications?” 
 
    I pop up another image onto the holoprojector. He studies it for a second then shakes his head. “I thought of doing this....” 
 
    I sense the overwhelming flood of emotion overtaking Cal. 
 
    “...but never believed I’d get the funding to do it.” 
 
    “Then it seems your lucky day has come.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SPACESHIP, MANUFACTURING AREA 
 
    There are a couple other things I need to check out today. I might as well do them while Cal is here, so he can get a better feel for the value the ship brings us. 
 
    We enter the manufacturing area, then head to one of the smaller replicators. I point to the symbols running across the top of the machine. 
 
    “It says ‘communication systems replication.’ The aliens equip their ships with units capable of replicating almost all ship components. The hull and superstructure are different, as is main power.  
 
    “This machine builds communication system replacement parts. What I don’t know, but would like to find out today, is whether or not it can repair quantum entangled receivers and transmitters.” 
 
    “What worries you about that?” 
 
    “If one side of the pair gets blown up, you would need to replace it?” 
 
    “No,” Cal replies. “If half the pair is damaged, then the pairing is broken. Beginning and end of story.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see how the aliens handle it.” 
 
    I turn on the machine and use the manual controls to browse through the menus. 
 
    “Check it out.” I point to one of the items. “Restoration kit for broken quantum pairs.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Let’s try making one.” 
 
    Cal shakes his head. 
 
    I start down the specification sequence accepting the default settings, then get to what I’m looking for. 
 
    “Check it out,” I repeat myself. “Enter the pair and partner ID or enter the partner’s default quantum state.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” 
 
    We stare at the screen a second, then Cal asks, “We’re not really going to do this are we?”  
 
    “Today, no. I don’t have a broken pair to repair. Let’s try something else.” 
 
    I search again, then find what I’m looking for. 
 
    “More good news. We can make comm connections with new entangled pairs.” 
 
    “To what end?” Cal asks. 
 
    “Real time comms for the spaceship we’re going to build.” 
 
    Cal looks at me. 
 
    “You’re serious, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    Funny thing... Summer wanted a car with more than two seats when we decided we needed a vehicle in Jaramor. I was skeptical at first. Now I think we need another vehicle, maybe a five-passenger sedan, in Heroldstown. That’s not to say I’m willing to give up my truck. True, it hasn’t served me all that well over the last couple months. But give me a break. It was my first vehicle. 
 
    Sorry, scratch that thought... 
 
    The plan for tonight was for the three of us to pile into our sedan and drive to the pub. But Summer was having none of it. Tonight, we we’re going by carriage, horse-drawn carriage. 
 
    I think of horse-drawn carriages as being romantic, something a guy does to charm his girl. Summer points out that they are the most common form of transportation in Jaramor, so by definition, not particularly romantic. Tonight was going to be one of the most critical events in our effort to win Cal to our side. Splurging on a horse-drawn carriage would be a win on two fronts. Making Cal feel like family. And letting him know that this was life in Jaramor. 
 
    I’m skeptical, but yield. Summer has more insight into the human soul than I ever will. 
 
    The ride over to the pub is pleasant. Cal seems to enjoy it. He even says, “I could get used to this.” 
 
    We pull up to the pub and enter. The patrons show Summer and I the same respect they’ve showered on us since the last alien invasion was put down. They instinctively know Cal is our guest and shower their welcome on him too. He responds well, but I can feel his unease as people want to shake his hand or give him a hug. One of the older women wraps her arms around him and kisses him on the cheek. 
 
    As we enter the private dining room, Julian is the first to greet us. 
 
    “Dr. Swanson, welcome. Please forgive the people in the pub. They mean well. I suspect our traditions are a little more ‘familiar’ than they are on New Cambridge. But they are offered in goodwill. 
 
    “I am Julian Daan, head of the town council here in Jaramor. These are fellow council members: Sofia Paschal Daan, my bonded partner and wife; Edson Jardim and his bonded partner and wife, Clarissa Fontes Jardim; and Elder Aurora Simpson Lake and her husband and bonded partner Ryan Lake.” 
 
    I can tell that Cal is a bit overwhelmed by the names, ranks, and relationships. Humbly, he says, “Thank you for the welcome. I’m not all that good with names, so give me a little time.” 
 
    I notice the elders’ smiles. I also notice the evaluative nature of their attention. Someday Cal will understand what happened here tonight. But I can already see how they plan to play him. 
 
    “Aurora. Would you like to give our new resident a blessing?” 
 
    Aurora starts in, her words soothing, her emotional outflow welcoming. But for the first time I see how they manipulate, drawing the unwitting to their side without the subject’s knowledge. 
 
    For me, it casts a new light on who they really are. Or does it? 
 
    They are the guardians of the mystery, and within the first moments of meeting him have won Cal over to their side. Impressive, but also a bit concerning. 
 
    I can see that Cal’s as moved by the blessing as I was the first time. Who am I fooling? Every time. 
 
    Julian takes the lead again and gives the three-paragraph description of what the Elder Board is... The guardians of the mystery. When he’s done, the doors open, and ale is brought in. Minutes later, one of Julian’s famous beef platters is brought in and the party begins. 
 
    Possibly for the first time, I understand the psychic manipulation being performed right in front of my eyes. 
 
    A message comes in from Edson. “Jared, this is what you asked us to do.” 
 
    He reaches out to quiet my mind, but I block him. 
 
    We lock eyes and Edson sends, “Apologies my friend. I was only trying to help.” He nods his head in respect, then the moment vanishes. 
 
    In my mental absence the conversation has advanced. 
 
    Cal apparently asked Julian what it meant to be a guardian of the mystery. This will be interesting. 
 
    “For thousands of years, back as far as the first age, it’s been known that there are those that can look into the future. Some call it divination, others foresight, yet others clairvoyance. We refer to it as probing the mystery.  
 
    “Few believe it to be possible, which seems odd to me, because almost everyone has moments of precognition, moments where they inexplicably know what’s about to happen. 
 
    “Back in the first age, people with the gift of foresight were ostracized. You’ve undoubtedly heard stories of women being accused of witchcraft because of their odd knowledge or behavior. 
 
    “Over time, a group of the gifted migrated to a country on Earth known as Brazil. There they found naturally occurring substances in the jungles and in the cane fields that enhanced their ability to see the future.  
 
    “They eventually migrated to the planet New Brazil where they refined their art to a level where master seers started to emerge. Unfortunately for them, it is difficult to hide the gift. Eventually, word of their skill came to the Confederation’s attention, which began snatching up these exceptionally rare people whenever one emerged. 
 
    “One modestly talented seer, a young woman by the name of Miranda Castillo, decided to flee New Brazil because she feared being detected. She ended up on the planet Caladon, where she met a young man named Asher Daan, whose grandmother had also emigrated from New Brazil. They only produced one child, a boy they named Jared. 
 
    “Jared grew to become a remarkably gifted businessman, who became immensely wealthy. His business intuition was uncanny. He was always a step ahead of everyone else. 
 
    “On her death bed, his mother confessed her heritage and her gift. He traveled to New Brazil shortly after her death and came back a different person. He sold everything, filed a petition for a protected world, then settled it. 
 
    “The reason? To establish a place where the art could be advanced, in secret, where the next master seer could blossom and use his gift to advance the human condition.” 
 
    “Jaramor is the settlement he created for this purpose. We are the ones that protect and nurture the study of the mystery. And now, with Jared’s encouragement, we are using the gift to help advance human knowledge.” 
 
    There’s silence for a moment, then Cal looks at me. 
 
    “You’re the next master seer, aren’t you?” 
 
    I nod my head affirmatively. 
 
    “The mystery enabled you to build the fortune you did.” 
 
    I nod again.  
 
    “That’s the real reason you know so much about me, you’ve seen it.” Cal pauses, another thought forming. 
 
    “You sought me out and brought me here because you have a problem that I can solve. And I’m apparently going to succeed because you would have brought someone else if I weren’t.” 
 
    “It’s not quite that cut and dry, but yes, you are the only one I found that I thought could succeed.” 
 
    I can tell Cal’s mind is churning. 
 
    “The problem is on that ship, but you haven’t shown it to me yet, have you?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
    “This must really be important. Can you tell me why?” 
 
    I lift my eyes to Julian. Cal looks at him also. 
 
    “Cal, the aliens are on their way back. None of us can see them clearly enough to know exactly when they’ll get here, but we all believe it will be soon. 
 
    “The Confederation will fail if we cannot find a way to stop them. Jared believes you hold one of the keys. Because of our remoteness, we will be one of the last places they come, which gives us more time. On New Cambridge, you probably would not have lived long enough to fulfill your destiny.” 
 
    I would never have thought to lay it out as plainly as Julian did. But Julian seems to have read it right. I can tell Cal believes him. That must have been what he needed to hear. 
 
    Cal turns to me again. 
 
    “Do we have to wait until tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 WORKSHOP, JARAMOR ESTATE 
 
    Back at the estate, Cal and I go into the workshop out back where I show him the 25-kw zero-point energy device I demonstrated to Frank Taubman earlier. 
 
    “That’s a 25-kw power generator? Where’s the fuel?” 
 
    “It pulls the power out of the multiverse. Band gap is one of the properties that differs by layer. So, no fuel. Although the thulium catalyst in the device does erode away over time.” 
 
    “How much does it weigh?” 
 
    “17 kg.” 
 
    “And it’s what, twelve cm on a side?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    I chuckle. Any fears I have about Cal jumping into the project have been banished. 
 
    “That thing would fit inside one of my 1,200-watt bubbles. It’d take a little rejiggering for the field generator to be inside the bubble, not outside. I’ve already solved the theoretical problem, just couldn’t find a power generator that would fit in one before. 
 
    “How big can you make your ZPEDs.” 
 
    “ZPEDs?” I ask. 
 
    “Zero-point Energy Devices. These things are all over the literature these days. Funny. You’re the only person that has one, but don’t recognize the name everyone else has given it.” 
 
    “Privileges of ownership, I suppose.” 
 
    Cal laughs at the idea. 
 
    “You should look into hiring Dr. Frank Taubman. I think he’s the one furthest ahead, although there are rumors the military has functional ones.” 
 
    “Dr. Taubman and his family will be showing up sometime next week.” 
 
    I can see that Cal is shocked and delighted to hear they’ll be working on the same thing. 
 
    “But, back to the question, how big.” 
 
    “Our optimized design is one megawatt.” 
 
    I see his jaw drop. 
 
    “Size and mass?” 
 
    “Just less than 50 cm on a side, weighing 75 kg.” 
 
    “Incredible, we could build a small spaceship with that!” 
 
    “That’s the plan!” 
 
    It’s like I just gave Cal a present. 
 
    “Who’s going to be working on the ship design?” 
 
    “Taylor Beech.” 
 
    “Don’t think I know her. Where is she? What’s she done?” 
 
    “Goddard Institute. She doesn’t know this aspect of it yet, but she’s independently created the same hull material the alien ship is made from. It’s super light-weight, corrosion resistant, and all but impervious.” 
 
    “We’re really going to do this aren’t we?” 
 
    “We’re going to try.” 
 
    Cal’s joy seems to suddenly slip away. 
 
    “But how’s that going to save us from the aliens? They’re going to have thousands of massive ships.” 
 
    “Let’s go inside. I have a mostly translated document that I was going to show you tomorrow. It’s for a weapon. We might be able to make thousands of these.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, JARAMOR RESIDENCE 
 
    Back in the office, I connect my tablet to the holoprojection system then pull up the first document, which I pop up on the holoprojector. It shows two planets of comparable size with a series of nested figure-8 like orbits around the two. There’s a line coming in labeled orbital insertion and a line going out labeled orbital escape. There are also notations at several points along the path. 
 
    Cal looks at it for several seconds then says, “Clever, incredibly clever. 
 
    “Insert an object into an eccentric elliptical orbit in a high-grav layer of space time. When it reaches your target velocity, drop it back into normal space time where it now will have achieved escape velocity. Repeat as you approach the next gravity well, gaining more velocity going in, losing less coming out. Repeat several times and you’re up to relativistic speeds. 
 
    “It might take a long time to charge these things up, but they would make fearsome kinetic weapons. Can you imagine the destruction if a large asteroid hit a planet at 0.1C? 
 
    “One problem though... Thermodynamics, conservation of energy. It’s not clear to me how this would work. Where does all the energy come from?” Cal asks. 
 
    “I’ve not finished translating that part yet, but I think the answer is the other layers of spacetime. Elsewhere in the aliens’ notes, there are references to a law of nature that governs cross-universe energy flow. 
 
    “I haven’t tracked that down yet, but the notations suggest that this approach is compliant.” 
 
    Cal is quiet for a second. 
 
    “Back to the same problem though. How does this help us? I mean it gives us high kinetic energy objects, but how do we use them? They’re sub-light, so stuck in whatever system their in.” 
 
    “Are they?” I ask. 
 
    “What about guidance?” 
 
    “Quantum entangled communication, remote piloting?” 
 
    A light seems to come on for Cal. “The replicator we looked at earlier!” 
 
    He’s as giddy as a child. 
 
    “So, we make these things and crank them up to speed locally, then park in orbit somewhere, then call in a strike when needed. Sounds like a lot of things would have to go right for this to work. 
 
    “Agreed. Nonetheless, the aliens thought it would work and ran some successful tests before abandoning it.” 
 
    “Why’d they abandon it?” 
 
    “They already have planet killers that are easier to use, and they rarely kill planets.” 
 
    I yawn. “It’s late. I need some sleep. Call it a night?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Flashlight in hand, Cal leaves and heads back to his cottage. I can hear his mind churning, but don’t attempt to eavesdrop. I wonder if he’ll have some new insight in the morning. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DREAMS 
 
    Today’s events haunt my dreams. How is energy conserved within the multiverse? Can the Jaramor elders truly be trusted, or are we just unwitting pawns in whatever game they’re playing? Are high-kinetic energy objects actually useful for anything? How would the guidance systems work? 
 
    The questions churn, then suddenly I’m back on the ship in the captain’s body. “Strange dream.” He thinks, before heading down to the officers dining room for breakfast. 
 
    As he enters, he sees his tactical officer and heads over to sit with him. Within moments of selecting his seat, a steward comes out with his favorite breakfast. 
 
    “Remind me. What did we do with your high kinetic energy objects?” 
 
    He gives me the oddest look. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t interested in the idea.” 
 
    “I’m not, but I don’t remember why.” 
 
    He’s quiet for a moment, apparently collecting his thoughts. “There are many things we can do with them. I’m not sure I remember which of those things we discussed before you shot down the idea.” 
 
    “Which do you think is most valuable?” 
 
    “Depends upon the objective. As a weapon, there are several ways they could be used to kill systems or planets. As an environmental management device, they can be used to restore or stabilize a planet’s magnetic field. As a psychological control mechanism, they could be used in much the same way as a dead man’s switch. I always thought that one would be the most useful for us, but I’m not sure we ever discussed it.” 
 
    “How would it be useful?” 
 
    “This would be the set up. We would put a nonmagnetic object in orbit around the planet’s star, say a million tons. We’d put it in a layer of spacetime with a high-gravimetric constant. Then tuck it into a low solar orbit with a one-day revolution period. As long as the object remains in its layer, it will stay in its tight orbit. If it ever drops back into normal spacetime, the object will fly away from the star at high, possibly relativistic speed. 
 
    “Each day, we would have one opportunity to drop it back into normal spacetime on a collision course with the planet. With the right guidance, we could set it up to target the planet itself the next time it’s in position, unless it gets a signal to skip this cycle.” 
 
    “How do they know this weapon is actually there?” 
 
    “It’s easy enough to make it visible for a few moments each day, easy enough to blow up another planet or object in the system. These devices are cheap to make, you can salt a system with them.” 
 
    “How would you make a system killer with it?” 
 
    “A larger object with a higher iron content will rip a hydrogen rich star apart. The time it will take to do that will depend on the mass, iron content, speed, and number of objects used.” 
 
    The officer chuckles. “We could even do it as a time bomb. Suppose we set it up to take two weeks, then tell the target species what we’re doing. They can watch it for a couple days, calculate for themselves when it will go critical, then choose. If they submit in time, we shut it down. If not, they die.” 
 
    The officer chuckles again, clearly on a roll. “Or we could put lots of smaller iron-rich, high-energy objects in a tight orbit that we use to make targeted solar mass emissions. Drop one of the objects back to normal space time and it will fly away, pulling a huge mass of hydrogen along behind it.” 
 
    “Why would the hydrogen trail along?” 
 
    I see the officer look at me as if I’m an imbecile, but the look vanishes as he says lightly, “The magnetic field will stretch out behind the object carrying some of the solar material along with it.” 
 
    “How would we deploy them?” 
 
    “Choose a remote system in which we could charge the objects, then launch them in hyper-warp. The object would be moving at 100 times the speed our ships normally do, so transit in hyper-warp wouldn’t take that long. Landing it is a little trickier. But the big idea is that you can make them any place with a pair of large masses that you control, and you can deliver them anywhere in the same quadrant in a matter of days. Though I concede that we’ll probably need specialists to land them.” 
 
    The dream morphs. I’m in a spaceship near an alien world that is acting out against us. We issue the warning, but they do not respond, and we strike. Suddenly, a stream of solar material rises up, like a finger reaching 150 million miles out in space. It crosses the planet’s orbit a day ahead of its current position. Tomorrow as the planet moves through the residual radiation, it will burn. 
 
    ... 
 
    I snap awake, sickened by the scene I just witnessed. I know it happened. The scene was real. Where and when I don’t know. But I shudder at the cruelty of a people that would launch such a strike. I hope it isn’t me. 
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 11: SIGHTING 
 
    I’m working out of my Jaramor office again today. The first thing on my calendar this morning is a meeting with Festus. The request came in just before I went to bed last night. I’m looking forward to finding out what’s on Festus’s mind. 
 
    “Jared, thanks for taking this meeting on short notice.” 
 
    “Festus, good to see you. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’m calling to see if you’re still interested in buying some thulium. I can give you a great deal if the answer is yes.” 
 
    “I’m interested. Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Yesterday afternoon, we received a last-minute cancelation on a one metric ton shipment of thulium dioxide. It was to have been the last shipment against a ten-ton order. Unfortunately, the buyer’s letter of credit fell through at the last minute, leaving me with one ton of material that’s already been packaged and an inbound freighter who’s already been paid.  
 
    “I took the liberty of reaching out to your space station to see if they could accept an order this size, packaged in this way, three days from now. They said yes, so this delivery could be yours if you want it.” 
 
    “I want it.” 
 
    Festus looks at me hesitantly, then asks, “Would you be willing to split the shipping costs with me?” 
 
    I hate doing this, but quickly probe to see how big a hit Festus is taking by doing this deal. The answer is that he will take a loss unless I take the entire shipping fee. 
 
    “You did us a huge favor helping with the alien detectors. You’re doing us another one now. I think it’s only fair that I compensate you for the entire shipping cost.” 
 
    I feel, more than see, Festus’s relief. 
 
    “You’re a good friend Jared.” He pauses, nodding his head. “I’ll need a letter of credit by the close of business today.” 
 
    “I’ll set that in motion right now. Thanks for bringing this to me.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Jared.” 
 
    As the line drops, I realize that another piece of the puzzle has just fallen into place. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PROGRESS 
 
    Two weeks have passed. And more of the puzzle pieces are coming together. Frank Taubman is here and settled. He was shocked and delighted when he found out Cal Swanson was here as well. They’d apparently exchanged some comments on a paper at some point and were aware of each other’s work. He’s already halfway through his first paper. The man is a theoretical genius and a writing machine. He loves being here. His wife, Jule, and mother-in-law, Christina Stegmann, are a lot less happy about the move. They came from an urban area and find Jaramor to be a boring backward place. I’ll do everything I can to accommodate them, but fear this is going to become a problem. 
 
    Cal seems to work non-stop. I get messages from him at all hours of the day. He’s been alternating sites, three days at the spaceship, four days here, sometimes the other way around. For the most part he’s using the ship as his lab.  
 
    Like Frank, Cal’s writing at a record pace. He’s submitted one paper already and has three more in the pipeline. If that’s all he was doing, it would be a problem. But it’s not. The papers seem to be his recreational outlet. He’s already built a demo of an ellipsoidal bubble in another layer of space time that’s generated from the inside. His paper on this work is mostly done, but he’s holding it until Frank’s companion paper is ready. Because some of the work is overlapping, they want to release the papers simultaneously, so they can reference each other. I realize now that bringing them here risks blowing my cover again. The papers will go out from the Jaramor Research Institute and will get the Central Command’s attention immediately. 
 
    Taylor Beech will be arriving tomorrow. She had trouble getting an exit visa from Crysindaal for her daughter. Her husband abandoned them years ago, to where no one knows. I put the full power of my bank account to work on her behalf and a legal solution was found. 
 
    Everyone here is excited to get her on board. Many of the technological pieces have come together for the extra-planetary drone that will be our first functioning spacecraft. She’s sent us draft drawings from the fast packet she’s traveling on. I can feel this aspect of the plan starting to come together. 
 
      
 
   

 

 NILLSTERDAM 
 
    I’m planning to work at my office in Jaramor today. I’m almost there when my communicator sounds. It’s Aaron, asking me to tie into a virtual conference meeting as soon as possible. 
 
    I enter my office, set my things on the desk, then tie in. As Aaron’s image appears on the other side of the table, I can tell there must be a problem. 
 
    “Morning Aaron.” I start. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Morning Jared. It seems you were right.” 
 
    I chuckle at the greeting, then jokingly say, “I’m sure I was, but can you remind me what I was right about?” 
 
    “The aliens.” 
 
    The simple, matter of fact reply sends a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “Care to elaborate?” 
 
    “The alien detectors on Nillsterdam are sounding. 
 
    “Where’s Nillsterdam. I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    Aaron, obviously prepared for the question, pops up a 3D star chart. 
 
    “It’s located in an odd place, further out along our spiral arm, near the narrow area where our spur ties in. It’s 50 light-years past the furthest Confederation world out along the arm.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Wow, that’s unexpected.” 
 
    Aaron chuckles. “Everyone else is surprised that the alien detectors are sounding. You’re surprised that they’re sounding there.” He chuckles some more, then continues. 
 
    “The Confederation is playing it down, claiming a malfunction. But if memory serves correctly, that’s what they did the last time. What do you think?” 
 
    I contemplate the question for a moment before replying. 
 
    “My gut tells me it’s real, the aliens are getting close. And I think I know why they’re coming this way.” 
 
    I use the Conference room controls to mark up the star chart Aaron put up on the holoprojection. 
 
    “This is where the alien’s largest shipyard is, the one that makes and refurbishes their star killers.” 
 
    I hear Aaron’s thoughts. He wonders how I know where the alien shipyards are but is just going to take my word for it. 
 
    “This is the path I thought they would take.” 
 
    I draw a path that runs straight from the shipyard to the inter-arm void. There it turns slightly inward, crossing the void and landing on our side a little further out than Taramoot. From there it is a straight line through human space to New Beijing. 
 
    “This is what I think they’re doing instead.” 
 
    I draw a path from the shipyard to the rim that’s angled in the opposite direction from Taramoot. Once at the rim of their arm, it follows along the rim until it reaches the dense star cluster where our spur ties in. From there it’s a straight line to New Beijing, passing within 20 light-years of Nillsterdam. 
 
    “It’s a little longer getting to human space if they go this way, but once past the dense star cluster...” I point it out in the star chart. “...it’s a straight shot, passing few human worlds along the way.” 
 
    I pause, then add one more line. 
 
    “This must be where the last invasion force went, when they turned back last time.” 
 
    “Jared, how do you know this?” 
 
    “We intercepted and interpreted some alien documents. We now know a surprising amount about their conquest strategy and where their major support locations are.” 
 
    “Have you forwarded this to the Central Command?” 
 
    “I’d like to but can’t. They’ve threatened to lock me up and throw away the key if I contact them again.” 
 
    Aaron shakes his head, muttering. “The Confederation is so broken.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Once the conference link drops, I cast my mind out. Knowing the vector of their approach may allow me to finally find them.  
 
    I find my way to Nillsterdam quickly, then cast my attention along the suspected inbound vector. I’m immediately slammed by a wall of impenetrable darkness. I feel it sucking the breath out of me as my soul screams danger. For a second, I don’t seem to be able to pull my attention away from it. But slowly, I wrestle it back. As the darkness fades, so does the terror, replaced now by puzzlement. How did they do that? 
 
    Two courses of action pop into my mind. One, try probing again, this time from a different angle. Two, head back to the alien ship and do more research on the star-killers. It doesn’t take long to decide, I’m going to do some more research before staring into the abyss again. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ALIEN SPACESHIP 
 
    Dylan is transporting the last of the thulium dioxide down to the alien ship today. Cal is going along with him, rotating down to the ship for the next couple days. I hitch a ride as well.  
 
    Once aboard the ship, I settle into what I now think of as my shipboard office. Initially, I thought I might use one of the captain’s private spaces. But all of those seem to bring his presence to the surface. I avoid those spaces now. Instead, I use the station in main engineering where Summer and I set up our translating system. 
 
    I quickly find the reference to the star-killers in the Conquest Protocol documentation. But there is no link to other information on them, only a footnote with a word I don’t know, ꚚͰꙨΔΞႲӿשѪꝈ. 
 
    The alien’s written language is symbolic, not phonetic the way ours is. I recognize the symbols for target (Ꚛ), aim (Ͱ), star system (Ꙩ), change (Δ), and layers of spacetime (Ξ) at the beginning, which rings a bell. Their spacetime disruption weapon has the change (Δ) and layers of spacetime (Ξ) symbols in it. This must be the word for the planet killing weapon. I do a database search on the word in the footnote and get a message back saying that the data is restricted. I enter the captain’s military intelligence password and volumes of weapon-related data flows out. It’ll take a while to figure out what all this means. Nonetheless, what I see is terrifying.  
 
    The weapon is a massive spacetime disruption device, the size of five of the alien’s war ships. It’s shaped much like the barrel of a cannon, tapering slightly toward one end, where a massive array of field emitters is mounted.  
 
    It has an undersized ion-drive that must take forever to get it up to speed. But it doesn’t have its own FTL propulsion system. Instead, it’s towed by four other ships. These ships are little more than gigantic field generators, capable of creating a space time bubble around themselves and the weapon. Viewed from the outside it looks a lot like a black hole, which adds to its psychological impact on the people the weapon is being deployed against. 
 
    This must be what the elders and I are seeing when we cast our minds out. We must be locking on to one of the mammoth space time bubbles that are making their way toward us. If I understand what I’ve read, the bubbles will basically look the same from every angle, which makes me glad I came here before trying to view them again. Next time, I’ll try to view from a distance to see if I can count the number of weapons coming our way. 
 
    “You’ve been quiet for a while.” 
 
    Cal’s voice breaks my reverie. I turn to my right an see him looking over my shoulder. 
 
    “I still find it hard to believe that you can read that stuff.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Well, ten years of listening to an alien read it was more than enough time to learn.” 
 
    I see him shudder. 
 
    “What’s it about?” 
 
    I point to one of the pictures. “This cylindrical object is more like a cannon, than a spaceship.” 
 
    “It certainly looks like a cannon barrel,” Cal confirms. 
 
    “At its focal point, it shreds spacetime. Anything there will just sink down through it. From our perspective, the matter is annihilated. It appears to turn to dust, then disappears. 
 
    “This weapon is large enough to take down a star. Poof. Gone from our spacetime. Any planets that had been orbiting it simply fly off into space and freeze.” 
 
    I point to another picture. 
 
    “This is how they move it. These four ships create a space time bubble that encompasses the four ships and the weapon. In this configuration their effective speed is 1,500x light. The shipyard where the weapon is built is about 9,000 light years from New Beijing.” 
 
    “So, it would take them six years to get here?” Cal asks, as if that answer would be good news. 
 
    I nod my head affirmatively. 
 
    He smiles. “At least we have some time to get ready.” 
 
    This time I shake my head no. “It was redirected toward human space a little less than five and a half years ago. The alien detectors on Nillsterdam are now detecting it.” 
 
    Cal seems stricken by my words, but the shock wears off quickly. Then he asks, “Do you think our kinetic weapon can take it down? 
 
    “Don’t know.” I nod toward him. “That’s your area, not mine.” 
 
    He thinks for a moment, then comes back with, “No. A kinetic weapon’s energy is in our spacetime. That ship isn’t. We can’t touch it unless we can force them to drop back into our spacetime.” 
 
    “Any ideas how we can do that?” I ask. 
 
    Cal, who has a faraway look in his eyes, doesn’t appear to hear me. It’s curious to see how frozen he looks. I wonder if that’s what people think about me when I momentarily float away in my own head. 
 
    He comes back to himself, suddenly animated, and turns to run back toward his space. “I think I know how it works!” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. Cal seems to wear his emotions on his sleeves; there’s rarely any doubt about his position on a matter. The sudden animation and excitement lead me to believe he’s figured out how the weapon works. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    I head down a level to the manufacturing area. Moose has been working down here a lot over the last month. Most recently, he’s been loading thulium dioxide into the industrial replicator. He sees me and waves me over. 
 
    “Festus did us a big favor with this shipment. Look at how he packaged it.” 
 
    I look where he points and see the large composite bag that it came in. The once full bag now sits in a pile. Then I notice a number of smaller ones. 
 
    “Bulk delivery usually comes in one big bag. Apparently, the space station can receive those big bags, but they can’t transport them down. The product needs to be split up. Festus packed our product in ten, 100-kg bags. Then packed those ten into the bulk bag. If we’d ordered it that way, they would have charged us a lot more. Instead, he gave us a discount. 
 
    “This is the way we need to buy it going forward.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Moose gives me a look that implies I’ve done something wrong. 
 
    “Did you know thulium powder is flammable? Our machine here...” He pats the replicator. “...has spark suppressors. When I saw them, I went outside so I could connect to the exo-net and looked it up. We’re lucky we didn’t blow up the ship, or for that matter, the space station.” 
 
    “Thanks Moose.” I say contritely. 
 
    He drops the stare, then asks, “So, what can I do for you, boss?” 
 
    “I’ve reached a deal of sorts with the Elder Board. I’m going to send them five of the one megawatt energy cubes. I’ll set up the replicator for you, but I’d like you to make them, then work with Dylan to get them loaded onto the shuttle. If necessary, I’ll see if I can get one of the lifts running.” 
 
    “When do you need them?” 
 
    “A week. There’s not much to it. I’ll set up the machine and launch the first one. When it’s done, take it out of the machine, then launch the next. They take less than an hour to run.” 
 
    “Easy enough.” He pauses. “Deal of sorts?” 
 
    “If the cubes work and they can integrate them, then they’ll stop hassling me about our operation down here.” 
 
    Moose laughs. “Until they want more!” He laughs some more. 
 
    ... 
 
    There’s one more thing I want to check while I’m here, propulsion system replication. 
 
    I find the right machine then start working my way through the pattern lists. At first, all I find is replacement part listings. I can probably make that work, but I’m hoping to find a template pattern of some sort for a new design. 
 
    Popping back up to the top of the search hierarchy, I see a category that’s not in my vocabulary. The symbols indicate something different. I select that group and immediately find what I want. 
 
    I enter some loose specifications to narrow the options and come to a class of designs that seem optimized for drones. These may or may not be the right category. It’s too early in the game to know what I’ll need. But for future reference, I make a note of the path I followed to get here. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ALIEN ARMADA 
 
    Equipped with new information, I decide to make another attempt at finding the alien armada in the mystery. I go to the cabin that Summer and I have used when we stay down overnight. I put up a do not disturb sign, lock the door, then lie down on the bed. Moments later, I’m away. 
 
    ... 
 
    It only takes a few seconds to find Nillsterdam again. I cautiously extend my mind further out and sense the darkness. I move toward it at a painfully slow pace. With a little practice and a lot of discipline, I figure out how to take in the whole scene without allowing myself to get sucked into the darkest spots. Slowly, I distinguish a line of black splotches extending out to the limit of my perception. 
 
    I start moving at an angle to the line of splotches, eventually moving far enough to see the normal blackness of space between the even blacker splotches. There are a lot of them. I move further down the line, trying to keep count. I know my count isn’t particularly accurate, some of the blotches are distracting, but I count 157 of them. Near the end of the line, the alien armada begins stretching out beyond my ability to see. There are too many for me to count without Summer’s help, but it seems consistent with the 20 ships per star-killer that I would expect. 
 
    I’m tempted to try reaching out to one of their captains. I toy with the idea for a while, then decide not. The risk of getting stuck seems too high. Instead, I head back, an idea, or at least a tactic, starting to form. 
 
      
 
   

 

 WEAPON 
 
    It’s late, nearly 10 PM. Thankfully, I told Summer I might stay over tonight. Because we do not have communications inside the ship, we’ve agreed that I’ll call by 6:00 if I’m coming home. I didn’t so she undoubtedly had dinner with Ethel and Norah tonight. 
 
    I head up to our makeshift mess hall on level 3, where I see Cal working on his computer, a half-eaten sandwich sitting next to him. 
 
    He hears me and turns. “I figured it out and am working through the general proof now. I’ve already solved a special case.” 
 
    “Can you give me the layman’s explanation?” 
 
    “Sure.” He smiles, obviously delighted that I asked. 
 
    “Good, I’m going to make myself a sandwich. Can I get you anything?” 
 
    Cal seems to hesitate, so I look at him. That’s when I notice the can of beer. He sees my eyes move toward it, then blurts out. “Sorry. But I’m living here now. At home, I usually have one while writing at night.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Not a problem. Got a spare I can have?” 
 
    He gives me a big smile, “Sure. They’re in the fridge. Could you bring me one, too?” 
 
    I’m starting to realize how much I like Cal. 
 
    “So, layman’s version?” I repeat. 
 
    “To make a space time bubble, you need two things: a field generator and an emitter. Although the details are different, it’s the same for bubbles in normal spacetime or in another layer. 
 
    “The shape of the emitter determines the shape of the bubble that’s generated. The simplest emitters are concave, and they generate teardrop shaped bubbles. Simple concave emitters are the only single emitter systems that work. The narrower the aperture, the longer and narrower the bubble. The wider the aperture, the rounder the bubble.” 
 
    “With you so far.” 
 
    “If you gang together multiple concave emitters, you can form bubbles with more complex shapes. They’ll all have round edges. But you can make cubes, cylinders, etc. It takes four emitters to make bubbles in the shape of the one in which the aliens’ star-killer weapon is being transported.” 
 
    “Still with you.” 
 
    “There’s one catch with concave emitters. They are projections with the emitter on the outside.” 
 
    “I thought the ships transporting the weapon were inside their bubble.” 
 
    “They are. For most practical space applications, the bubble needs to be generated from the inside. For this we need convex emitters. The biggest problem with convex emitters is that you need multiple emitters to do anything useful. Functionally speaking, a single convex emitter doesn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Interesting, but how does this tie to the disruption field?” 
 
    “At the university, I tried building a very narrow concave emitter. I don’t remember exactly why that seemed like a good idea... Well, I do. No one had ever built one with a ten-to-one aspect ratio before. I was behind schedule and in a bind with deliverables with the university, so thought it might be an easy paper and buy me some more time on my work. 
 
    “Anyway, I build this narrow concave emitter to produce a bubble that’s three meters long, 30 cm wide, light it up, and BAM, there’s an explosion. Amazingly, no one was hurt. Although a metal cabinet and an old piece of equipment were damaged.” 
 
    “What happened?” I ask, wondering where this is going, but curious to find out what went wrong. 
 
    “The aperture calculation formulas were wrong. I ended up proving the standard formulas that everyone had used for centuries were a special case. The work that followed ended up being my dissertation. 
 
    “The Institute for Multiverse Engineering now lists my formulas as the standard, although few people use them. They only make a difference for aperture angles less than 22.5 degrees.” 
 
    “Cal is this story going anywhere?” 
 
    “Oh. Yes. As I said, only two things were damaged: a metal cabinet about eight meters away from the emitter, and an antique transformer stored in the corner. 
 
    “According to my formula in the book, the bubble should have been three meters long. According to the formulas I derived after the fact, the bubble should have been twenty meters long.  
 
    “I would have expected a bubble that long to have drilled a hole through the cabinet and the wall, but it didn’t. It apparently reflected off the cabinet and tried to punch a hole in the transformer. 
 
    “Because this was an experiment done in a small lab, the bubble was minimally powered. When it hit the transformer, it collapsed. The collapse looked and sounded like an explosion, but really wasn’t. Although I didn’t know it at the time, a powered spacetime bubble collapse looks and sounds a lot like an explosion.” 
 
    “I’m still not getting it Cal.” 
 
    “I didn’t get it until earlier today, either. It’s been like the unsolved mystery. Now I know what actually happened. I accidentally built a spacetime disruptor.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come on, let me show you.” 
 
    He gets up, abandoning his computer. I follow, abandoning my half-made sandwich. 
 
    We go across the hall to main engineering. Cal has a lab of sorts in one of the storage areas in the back. There’s a tiny test setup on one corner of a stabilized table. It has four parts. A small metal tube about the diameter of a pen, two shiny pieces of metal set at an angle, and a small metal stand. 
 
    The pen-like tube has wires coming out one end and a metal nozzle mounted on the other. The nozzle is pointed at the first shiny piece of metal, which is at a 45-degree angle to the tube. The other identical shiny piece is set at a 45-degree angle to the first. I’m guessing that these are mirrors. The metal stand at the end of the chain, appears to be set up where a beam of light might pass over it after reflecting off the mirrors. 
 
    Cal unsnaps the pen-shaped metal tube from its stand, then snaps a different one in its place.  
 
    “This is a tightly focused compact flashlight.”  
 
    He then snaps something shaped like a lollypop to the metal stand, on the opposite side.  
 
    “This is our target.  
 
    “When I turn on the flashlight, it will hit the first metal plate, which is functionally a mirror. The light, will reflect to the second plate, also a mirror, then illuminate the target.” 
 
    He turns on the light, and the target lights up as advertised. But the light is odd, full of colors.  
 
    “The mirrors have diffraction gradings on them that splits the light out by color. As you can see, white light is going in. Rainbow-like colored light hits the target.” 
 
    I see, but still do not understand the point. 
 
    “I’m going to flip a switch that will cause the mirrors to vibrate.” 
 
    He does and the colors on the target undulate like nothing I’ve ever seen before. It’s quite mesmerizing. 
 
    “Cool, right?” Cal asks with a smile. “All colors are present, seemingly all at the same time. It’s not white, which means the colors are still split, not mixed the way they would need to be to appear white. Yet, it’s never a discernable color either. All the colors are both there, and not there, at the same time.” 
 
    Cal’s words give me an inkling about where we’re going. 
 
    He shuts down the assembly then remounts the original pen-like metal tube. 
 
    “I need to do a quick calibration before we turn this on for real.” 
 
    He aims an instrument of some sort at the target, then flips a different switch. A very thin red light shoots out, hitting the two mirrors, then the target. He makes a few adjustments, then turns the light off. He sets up some opaque plastic barriers behind the target, then says, “Ready.” 
 
    “Here goes.” 
 
    He flips on a switch and a tube of air starts shimmering along the same path the red-light did earlier. 
 
    “What you’re seeing is a tubular space time bubble. See how it intersects the target? It actually passes through, but not enough to see from here.” 
 
    “Now for the demonstration.” 
 
    Cal flips the switch, and the shimmering tube gets blurry. Then, to my astonishment, particles of dust flow away from the center of the target and disappear, leaving a perfect hole through which the blurry tube protrudes. 
 
    Cal turns the set up off, then disconnects the power connections. When that’s done, he turns to look at me. “Sobering, isn’t it?” 
 
    ... 
 
    Back in the kitchen, I finish making my sandwich and pop open the beer. 
 
    I sit down opposite him, take a sip, then look up at him. 
 
    He’s the first to break the silence. 
 
    “As I said earlier, I have a special case solved and am now working on the general solution. When I’m confident I’ve got the math right, I can build a bigger demo. I know you want a larger demo as soon as possible. I’m fully onboard with that. But what I did this afternoon was incredibly dangerous. True, I built what I set out to build, but didn’t fully understand the danger until I saw it work. That’s why I have to get the math right first. We need to be absolutely sure we know what we’re doing, before we try anything larger.” 
 
    I’m fully onboard with Cal’s plan, but there’s something he needs to know that he hasn’t thought through yet. 
 
    “You realize you can’t publish this, right? It would be a bad idea to put blueprints for a doomsday device out to the public.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we be turning this over to the Confederation?” Cal asks. 
 
    “I’m sure they would say yes. But think for a second what that would imply.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand.” Cal replies. 
 
    “Do you think they’re going to take your paper and run with it?” 
 
    “No, I suppose not. They’ll want me to.” 
 
    “If they find out what you have, they will take you. Period. You will have no say. They will also take over this ship, all of our work, and all of us. 
 
    “Think about that for a second. They’ll take us to New Beijing, which the aliens will destroy in about seven months. Even with your knowledge, do you think they will be able to stop the aliens?” 
 
    “It sounds like you think we have a better chance of stopping the aliens than the Confederation does.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “The Confederation has concentrated everything on New Beijing. It’s in the center of human space. They think that will buy them time. In fact, New Beijing will be the first to fall. We know from the alien’s Conquest Protocol. 
 
    “The Confederation also thinks we can’t be trusted. So, they’ll make a big show about us being at the center of the effort. But we won’t be. Dr. Vincent or one of their other cronies will lead the ‘real’ work. We’ll be in captivity someplace nice, spinning our wheels, mostly ignored.  
 
    “And if they do make a breakthrough, they’ll make the mistake of equipping their big ships first, not realizing that the only battle that will matter will be in orbit around New Beijing’s star. 
 
    “They will lose that battle on day one. All their work will be lost, and the rest of the Confederation will be left defenseless.”  
 
    “So, what are we going to do instead?” 
 
    “Let’s start by getting your proofs done.” 
 
    I smile. It’s time to start ramping up. Cal has given us the weapon we need. Now it’s a matter of working the details. Something I’m really good at. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    I hate nights away from Summer, days too, for that matter. But spending the restless night on my own, on the alien ship, has served its purpose, at least I hope it has. The path I’m pursuing is risky, but all others seem riskier. Tonight, I need to talk it through with my closest confidants: Summer, Ethel and Norah, and the Jaramor Elders. 
 
    Julian cordially accommodated the request. We are graciously welcomed and blessed, then the floor is turned over to me. 
 
    I explain my discoveries regarding the aliens’ approach. I also explain our progress on a weapon and the position that puts us in with the Confederation. Then I open the floor for questions and comments. 
 
    Aurora, closes her eyes, puts her hands out then hums. I haven’t seen this behavior before, so wonder what’s going on. I get a telepathic reply from Edson that’s sent like a whisper. 
 
    “Aurora is our best diviner of the truth. Don’t take her actions the wrong way. She only does this to confirm.” 
 
    Seconds tick by, then Aurora’s eyes open. A wry smile is directed this way. 
 
    “We should never doubt Jared. Nonetheless, it serves us all to get a second point of view.” 
 
    She locks her eyes on mine. 
 
    “I can confirm Jared’s assessment of the forces advancing toward New Beijing. I can also confirm what the Confederation’s reaction will be if we reveal what we know.” 
 
    She exhales. The strain of the query clearly visible. 
 
    “What’s harder is Jared’s assessment of the inbound force. I see nothing to contradict it. But it will take more time to confirm the number inbound. And, I do not doubt, but cannot confirm, Jared’s assessment of the weapon his team is developing. That will take hours more in the mystery, hopefully with Ryan’s help to get the details right.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper audibly. 
 
    Aurora continues. 
 
    “I advise taking Jared’s statements as given, so we can discuss next steps. We can, and should, confirm his conclusions in the days ahead. Our best use of time tonight will be to discuss tactics. 
 
    Julian nods his head in thanks. 
 
    “Any objection to the proposed course of action?” 
 
    After a few seconds pause, Julian continues. 
 
    “Hearing no objections, I open the floor for comments.” 
 
    Jack is the first to respond. 
 
    “During the last invasion attempt, I think Aurora and I spent the most time in the heads of the armada’s leaders. They will be extremely suspicious of any anomalous system failures on their way into our space. Although the idea of destroying their ships before they get to their targets is attractive, there’s a chance they will split up once the first ship is destroyed and go directly into destruction mode.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Clarissa says, then adds. “Similarly, any effort we make to interfere with the Central Command’s defense plans will bring their ire to bear on us. I’m confident they will attempt to capture and imprison us if they find out we took any action against the alien fleet, even if we completely destroy it.” 
 
    The elder’s thoughts match my own. So, it’s time for me to lay out my plan. 
 
    “I completely agree with the points made.” 
 
    “I assume you’ve come up with something?” Julian asks. 
 
    “The basis of a plan, yes. We need to make this look like a conflict between the aliens.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Aurora says. 
 
    “The plan consists of several parts. First, we need to use the mystery to foment discord among some of the alien ships. We need to drive this far enough that functionaries in the alien’s central government learn of it. But not too far up the ladder. 
 
    “Second, we need to disguise our drones to look like alien devices. In the best case, some of the aliens will learn of these devices and report them as being from another one of the factions. 
 
    “Third, we need to create an event that could plausibly lead one ship to fire on another. Of course, we will do the firing. Once the shooting begins, we can pitch in more openly, as long as the drones are clearly identified as belonging to one faction or another.” 
 
    “How could that possibly be done, Jared?”  
 
    Julian asks this in a way that makes my plan sound like a fantasy. I note the stern look Aurora is giving him. 
 
    “Easier than you might think.” I reply. “Alien identification is mostly done telepathically. This is one of their advantages. No species they’ve encountered have been able to use the telepathic interfaces on their tech.” 
 
    “How would we use that?” 
 
    “The alien ship we’ve recovered has ‘telepathic’ transmitters and receivers. It also has the means to produce replacement parts. Among those parts are their telepathic identification beacons. That means we could put beacons on our drones that associate them with specific alien ships.” 
 
    I see Julian’s expression change. He smiles and nods his head. 
 
    “Tell us what we need to do.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 TAYLOR BEECH 
 
    Taylor Beech, who goes by Tay, and her family arrived yesterday. Summer and I went over to collect them. I don’t think any of them were the least bit impressed by Heroldstown. Of course, the reaction to our home in Heroldstown was a lot different. 
 
    Ethel and Norah, who came over with us earlier in the day, greeted them when we arrived. They’re now best friends with Savannah Watson, Tay’s mother, and with Diamond, Tay’s daughter who goes by Dai. Unlike Frank’s mother-in-law, who’s miserable and grumpy 24-7, Savannah is a kindly, caring older woman who dotes over everyone. 
 
    The trip over earlier today was easy and pleasant and they love the three-bedroom cottage we put them in. It’s apparently a big change from the circumstance they previously lived in. Savannah was teary-eyed when they were given the keys, even more so when she saw her room. I have a feeling these three will spend the rest of their lives here if allowed. 
 
    Although Tay put on a good face through all of today’s travel and social activities, I can tell she’s itching to get to work. The last message I got from her before the fast packet docked at the space station implied some sort of breakthrough. As much as I want to take her to the alien ship today, we don’t have enough time before the reception dinner with the elders. So, we slip off to the workshop for private conversation. 
 
    We enter, and I see Frank working on one of the cubes. I was talking when we came in, so he knows it’s me and calls out, “Hi, Jared.” 
 
    He turns in my direction as he says it, then refocuses on his work. 
 
    I’m about to introduce Tay when I notice she’s stopped dead in her tracks. 
 
    “Frank, Frank Taubman. Is that you?” 
 
    He turns to look at Tay. 
 
    “Taylor Beech?” 
 
    He looks at me and says, “You didn’t tell me you were hiring Taylor also.” 
 
    I’m shocked but know I shouldn’t be. I looked far and wide for the top minds in the spaceship business. I shouldn’t be that surprised that they all know or know of each other. But the protracted silence tells me I’m missing something. 
 
    Tay’s the first to spill the beans. 
 
    “We overlapped in graduate school, were a thing for a while. He got in at Hawking. I got in at Goddard and that was that.” 
 
    I’m suddenly panicked that Frank might be Dai’s father. To my relief, a quick probe proves otherwise. 
 
    Tay nudges me. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about Jared. I got over it a long time ago.” 
 
    I’ve become empathic enough over the last couple years to know that’s not exactly true. But it is far truer for Tay than for Frank, who would much rather be with Tay and her mother, than with his wife and mother-in-law. What a disaster! And the elders will sort this out before we’re even seated tonight. 
 
    Tay goes over to look at Frank’s work. “You got your dream to work?” 
 
    “At the milliwatt level, yes. Jared, on the other hand, has it at the megawatt level. I’m trying to bring proper science to Jared’s solutions so we can push the technology forward.” 
 
    Tay turns to me. “You figured out things Frank didn’t?” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to talk with you about tonight, but we kind of ran out of time.” 
 
    Tay looks at me oddly. 
 
    “Jared.” There’s a long pause, then she locks eyes with me. “I came here knowing there was more to your offer than you were telling me. I’m here now. I’ve researched you enough to know you’re real, so spill.” 
 
    It’s been a while since I’ve been challenged so directly, but I’m rescued by Frank. 
 
    “He has an alien spaceship and he’s decoded their language. He’s smart, Tay. He’s figured most of it out on his own, but knew he needed people like us to drive it home. He also has the advantage of the mystery.” 
 
    I glare at Frank, but he returns it defiantly. 
 
    “Jared told me that we would have access to more information here than any place else in the Confederation. That was a big understatement. Anything that’s going to be discovered, will be discovered here. I’m glad you’re on board. Everything else will soon be irrelevant.” 
 
    Frank puts his head down and finishes tidying his space. He stands then says, “Time for me to go. Good luck tonight. You made the right choice, Tay. I wish we’d found this sooner. It would have ended differently for both of us.” 
 
    Frank gets up, nods to both of us, then leaves. 
 
    When the door closes, I look at Tay. 
 
    “Out with it, Jared!” 
 
    “It’s true. We have an alien spaceship. It crash-landed here at the end of the Great Alien War. I’ve learned to read their language, access their databases, and operate their replicators. Everything I’ve hired you to do, I can do to a limited degree with what I already have. 
 
    “You are one of the three people I chose to help me make the underlying technologies available to all humanity. You get publishing rights, etc. You’ll become famous and make a lot of money, but the institute will retain the patents, award licenses, etc. 
 
    “That’s half the story, the other half you’ll learn about over dinner tonight.” 
 
    “The headline?” Tay asks. 
 
    “That’s for tonight. Now it’s your turn. You said you learned something new on the way over.” 
 
    She smiles. “Two things. The first isn’t my discovery, it’s a friend’s. He developed a new type of stellar navigation system that’s faster and easier to update. It can also run on a smaller computer and is, in principle at least, small enough to use in an interstellar drone. He gave me a copy. I was able to match the fast packet’s course almost exactly. 
 
    “The second regards my hull building program. I’ve found a way to apply it to the superstructure and decking, knocking 40% off a ship’s net mass while doubling its strength. It’s not the same kind of magic Frank is working on, but it could substantially reduce ship construction time and cost.” 
 
    “Excellent news!” I say with a little too much enthusiasm. 
 
    She looks at me oddly. 
 
    “We need to build a lot of little ships over the next month.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “More on that tonight.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB  
 
    Just as Julian is finishing his pitch, the doors open, and a smoked pork platter is brought in. 
 
    “Ah. Dinner has arrived. Seems you’re saved from more of my rambling.” He chuckles jovially. “Tay. You’re our special guest tonight. Why don’t you go first?” Julian indicates the serving table. 
 
    As we line up, Clarissa goes to stand next to Tay. “You must try our special mulled cider barbeque sauce.” She points to the sauce, then to another dish. “And our pork stuffing, no one else makes it like this.” Clarissa comically drags out the word ‘no’ in emphasis. 
 
    As Clarissa continues coaching Tay, Julian sidles up next to me, as if to whisper a secret, but the message is sent telepathically. 
 
    “I think I understand now why you wanted her. She’s one of the most creative people I’ve ever read, disciplined too. How do you think this thing with Frank is going to affect the project?” 
 
    “Too early to know.” 
 
    “I like Frank.” Julian asserts. “But if we’re going to lose one of these two, I’d take Tay.” 
 
    “I hear you, but we need both of them and should work to keep both.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Once seated, Julian opens the floor for discussion. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting divination,” Tay opens. “How does that work? How can it help us move the research along faster?” 
 
    “Jared? You want to take that one?” Julian asks. 
 
    I quickly recount my discovery of the supplement ingredients, then our work with the fertility issue. 
 
    “I hear you,” Tay responds with some conviction. “And I trust you, which I suppose is all that really matters at the end of the day. 
 
    “But I’m still struggling to connect the dots. You’ve worked biology issues. But that’s a long way from physics.” 
 
    “I hear you too.” I pause, searching for the right analogy, then continue. “Science is driven by observation. Good scientific research is driven by tests that allow you to observe, and measurements that allow you to draw conclusions. 
 
    “My skill allows you to ‘see’ the results of a test before it is done. That saves a lot of time and a lot of money. 
 
    “The most productive physicists do a handful of critical experiments in their best years. Suppose you could do one twice a month. You could accomplish in a year or two, maybe three, what the best accomplish in a life time.” 
 
    Julian interrupts. 
 
    “Your question is valid, and Jared’s response is accurate. Nonetheless, both question and answer are marginally relevant.” 
 
    Tay eyes Julian, then says, “Go on.” 
 
    “The aliens will consume the Confederation within the year. They’re a couple months out from New Beijing. Unopposed, they will take it in a day. 
 
    “That’s the period of time we have to stop them. If we don’t, then the Confederation will die over the coming two or three years. We have a narrow window of opportunity to take the aliens down. After that, not so much. Our future, our continued existence, boils down to the next couple of months. Together, we have an honest shot at preventing the slaughter that will follow. 
 
    “That’s the power the mystery can bring to your work. We can speed it up, so it has a chance to matter. After that?”  
 
    Julian gestures in a way that suggests there is no ‘after that.’ 
 
    “You have a plan?” Tay’s words are directed toward Julian, even though her gaze shifts to me. 
 
    I take a deep breath, then say, “We’re going to start an alien civil war.”

  

 

 CHAPTER 12: TEST FLIGHT 
 
    The first thing on my docket this morning is a call with cousin Kiera Daan Oak, Uncle Asher’s eldest child, and the new CEO of Ashcrag Mining. She agreed to take my call, but insinuated it was only because of my position, which I would soon lose. 
 
    Over the years, the sixth son legend has brought me no end of grief. It’s also taught me to brush off insults. Today’s call will be no exception. 
 
    I place the call and it connects. 
 
    “This is Kiera. State your business or get off my line.” 
 
    Yeah, I get it. She thinks I killed her father. I certainly resisted her father; maybe it killed him, maybe it didn’t. But it’s not like I was the one on the offensive. 
 
    “Kiera, it’s a pleasure to hear your voice. I was sorry to hear of your father’s death. I hope you are well.” 
 
    “Right. Bet you were broken hearted, Jared. Now, state your business.” 
 
    “I need alumina for a project at the Institute. We have a new scientist working with us, who just moved here from the Goddard Institute on Crysindaal. Her claim to fame is a new aluminum-scandium alloy. Can you help us?” 
 
    “We don’t have scandium. You’ll need to import it. Scandium is extremely rare. If you can find any it will cost so much, you might as well import your alumina also.” 
 
    I detect a hint of glee in her voice. 
 
    “Any idea how much the scandium will cost me?” 
 
    “You want the oxide powder, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Depends on volume and availability of course, but I’m thinking bulk quantities, a metric ton or higher, will come in at 3- to 5-million per metric ton.” 
 
    “At that price, why aren’t you producing it, Kiera?” 
 
    “Jared,” she says my name as if she’s about to explain the obvious to a child. “We don’t have any scandium. If we did, we’d be all over it. It’s twice the price of gold.” 
 
    I hear her sigh at what she believes to be the stupidity of the question. But I know from my time with the captain that the aliens discovered a compound containing scandium. At the time I did not know the word for the compound. I now know the compound is called thortveitite.  
 
    “Kiera, we have a huge deposit of thortveitite down here on the southern flank of Mount Jaramor. Our geologists aren’t the same quality as yours, but they estimate the deposit to be on the order of 30 million metric tons. We were planning on mining and refining it ourselves. The deposit is 37% scandium oxide and 20% yttrium oxide.” 
 
    There’s silence on the line a minute. Then Kiera contritely asks, “How certain of this are you?” 
 
    “Certain. The land is part of the grant the family gave to great uncle Herold. The Frazer River Valley and surrounding mountains were subsequently granted to my joint venture as part of the food expansion program five years ago. Once it was ours, I did a study to map out the cultivatable areas within the land. We found the thortveitite as part of that initial survey.” 
 
    “So, among all the other things you’ve been given, the family throws you mineral rights to land with reserves valued at over 30 trillion credits. This is so unfair. No wonder you behave like you’re a Greek god, making your own rules and trifling with people’s lives.” 
 
    The line goes silent for several seconds. 
 
    As I sense the steam drain out of her, I ask, “Would Ashcrag Metals have an interest in forming a joint venture with the Eastern Region Agriculture company to exploit mineral deposits on our land?” 
 
    I hear Kiera sigh, defeated. 
 
    “Yes. We’d also like to include the bauxite deposits northwest of the great sea. We discovered them a couple years back as part of a survey we commissioned with the space station. We don’t have aluminum up north here. We’ve wanted to expand into the trade for years. It’s unlikely we can get you the alumina you need in the short term. Nonetheless it will be good for our economy to bring up our own aluminum resources.” 
 
    I’m surprised by the quick turn around on Kiera’s part, but greed has always run deep in that branch of the family. Enough money will solve any problem. 
 
    “I’ll have our people draw up draft terms and send them to you for comment. If you want to schedule some of your people down to Heroldstown, I can make arrangements for them to access the site so you can make your own estimates.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jared. I hope we can make this work.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kiera, and condolences again on the loss of your father.” 
 
    ... 
 
    I feel sorry for Kiera. She has big shoes to fill, and as Uncle Asher’s oldest child, she inherits her father’s paternity rank. All rank two’s in history have served on the Elder Board. Given her role in the economy, she’ll probably be elected at the end of the next term. 
 
    Hopefully, our work together will better prepare her for that role. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CONFERENCE ROOM, THE INSTITUTE 
 
    Now that everyone is on planet and been through their ‘initiation,’ I want to get everyone on the same page. The clock is ticking, and we have little time left. In addition to Frank, Tay, and Cal, I’ve invited Dylan and Moose to join us. 
 
    “I want to start the session today by laying out the high-level plan and timeline for our work. I’m going to start with the situation as I understand it.” 
 
    I pop up a star chart on the holoprojector and quickly point out the positions of Jaredaan, New Beijing, and Nillsterdam. 
 
    “I probed the mystery last night and found the alien’s current position, which is here...” I point out the spot that just lit in the star chart. “...221 days out from New Beijing.” 
 
    The holoprojection updates to show the aliens’ projected course. 
 
    “Our strategy, as I’ve mentioned to most of you, is to start a civil war among the aliens. This will be done by planting suspicion of breakaway factions, then evidence that those factions exist, then a series of accidents that can only be explained by faction infighting. 
 
    “These activities will be backed up by similar interference on the alien home world.” 
 
    “Our window of opportunity is during this portion of their journey.” 
 
    I indicate the first portion of the alien’s course.  
 
    “The alien commanders must believe there are one or more dissident groups within their midst by the time they cross this narrow section of the intra-arm void. The first incident must occur as they enter the dense star cluster where our spur ties in. Dozens of ships and all the star-killers need to be destroyed before they enter the spur itself. 
 
    “I’ve probed hundreds of scenarios. The only ones that work meet the criteria I just described. 
 
    “That means we need hundreds of drones positioned here in 161 days and, once there, we have 21 days to turn the Armada around. I have found no scenario in which we can save New Beijing if there are still ships and star-killers inbound 39 days before arrival.” 
 
    Tay is the first to ask a question. 
 
    “Jared, how far away is that initial intercept point?” 
 
    “1,400 light years.” 
 
    Tay sighs and shakes her head. 
 
    “How are we going to travel 1,400 light years in 161 days?” 
 
    I nod to Cal. “You want to take this one?” 
 
    “My work is in multiverse physics. My big breakthrough at the Hawking Institute was creating spacetime bubbles in different layers of the multiverse. Each of these layers has its own set of constants of nature. I’ve catalogued quite a few of them. 
 
    “The aliens use them as part of their propulsion systems. The idea is to a) accelerate to a target speed in our layer, b) transition to another layer that gets more effective speed out of the existing momentum, then c) transition back into normal space time at our target location in less time than it would otherwise have taken. 
 
    “One of the layers I’ve found is fast. If we enter that layer at 0.01 C, we can drop out moments later a thousand light years away. There are a lot of variables to optimize yet. I think the biggest problem will be weight.” 
 
    I jump back in. “Before we get too far down that path, I’d like to talk through all the items that need to be on our drone. I think there are six classes of things we need: navigation, communications, power, propulsion, weapons, and of course the ship itself. 
 
    “Tay, I want you to take the lead on ship design and navigation. Dylan will be available to help with navigation. 
 
    “Cal, you have the lead on propulsion and weapons. I can help with the alien propulsion. 
 
    “Frank, you have the lead on power and communications. I can help with the communications. 
 
    “Now to the question Cal started to raise, weight. Tay, you’ve wrestled with the weight problem before, right?” 
 
    She smiles. “It’s the number one problem in spacecraft design.” 
 
    “Can you lead us through a process to get this done quickly?” 
 
    “Sure can, boss.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ALIEN SPACESHIP 
 
    As I’ve been learning, spacecraft design is an iterative process. What I’ve learned in the first couple days of working with Tay is that it’s even harder to build a small ship than a large one. Why? Power. The larger the power cube the more efficient it is. As a loose rule of thumb, mass of the power cubes increases with the cube root of its capacity. In contrast, the capacity requirement increases with the square of the ship’s mass. For a ship to even be viable, it needs to be large enough to hold a power cube that can propel a) itself, b) the ship, and c) its propulsion system. 
 
    Our first several passes failed that test. Now we’re looking for more options. 
 
      
 
   

 

 QUARTERS 
 
    There are times when my presence helps my team move forward. At other times, I bog them down. This morning’s work was more than enough to get them focused, so I’ve decided to retreat to my quarters and start working another aspect of the project. 
 
    Once there, I lay down on the bed and cast my mind out toward the alien armada. It doesn’t take long to find them.  
 
    What I’m about to do is extremely dangerous, so I pause to think my way through it. I want to find a low-level person on one of the ships and attempt to influence them, bring them under my will. If I do it directly as myself, it will undoubtedly backfire. Instead, I need the captain to make telepathic contact and give an order, one that I’ll back with compulsion. 
 
    I’ve never attempted something like this before and in truth don’t really know how to do it. Compounding the danger is the simple fact that I don’t completely control the captain. 
 
    I cast my mind toward one of the ships near the back of the long line of ships, then enter one of the utility spaces. There I see a technician working on the ship’s waste recycling system. I let the captain come to the front of my consciousness and immediately feel the tug of war for control. Within seconds, I have the captain under my control and order him to confront the technician. 
 
    “Crewman, why have you been assigned to work on this system?” 
 
    There’s an odd thing about alien telepathic communications. They don’t need direct line of sight to interact with one another and, aboard ship, they frequently do not have direct line of sight with the person they’re talking to. Nonetheless, almost everyone looks in the direction of the other person when an exchange begins. 
 
    In this case, the crewman looks toward our position, but pauses. This is another interesting thing. He obviously knows the captain’s rank, but he doesn’t recognize the captain’s ‘voice.’ 
 
    “Crewman, I asked you a question.” 
 
    “Pardon me, sir. I don’t think we have exchanged before.” 
 
    “No, we haven’t. Nonetheless, I have responsibilities in this section of the ship today. I was not advised that you would be working here.” 
 
    “Apologies, sir. There’s been a power interruption to a portion of the waste recycling system in this section. I’ve been assigned to find and repair it.” 
 
    “Understood. I’m going to have some other teams in here during the next couple cycles. Please place a squawker on your repair, so my team knows a recent repair was done here.” 
 
    Again, the crewman looks our way. The request for a squawker is unusual, not unheard of, but definitely not standard practice. I can tell he is weighing a protest, so I push with the slightest bit of compulsion. I see a shudder run through him. I also feel the captain push back at me. But the crewman turns back to his work. “As you say, sir.” 
 
    I turn to leave, but the captain resists. He has little power over me at this point, so I push ahead, and he complies. 
 
    Once we are away from the ship, I feel the captain’s anger well up. The crewman will get in trouble for putting the squawker on his repair. When he says that he was ordered to do it, he will get in even more trouble. This kind of mischief goes against the captain’s training. 
 
    I push the captain back down, then proceed to another ship. It’s time to start sowing discontent among the alien enlisted ranks. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MESS HALL 
 
    I come back to myself and am surprised by the time. I left the team shortly before noon. Now it’s shortly before midnight and I’m ravenous. I make my way to the make-shift mess hall we’ve set up on the engineering deck. Once again, I find Cal working on his computer with a half-finished sandwich and a beer. 
 
    He hears me and turns, “Jared, I see you’re back. Learn anything?” 
 
    It’s interesting to me how easily Cal accepts my use of the mystery. 
 
    “I did. How about you? Did you make any progress today?” 
 
    He smiles. “I think I’ve found a solution for the weight problem. I’m sure there are more where this one came from. But at least we have one solution that looks like it will work.” 
 
    “The one sentence version?” I ask. 
 
    “Form a spacetime bubble in a layer with a more advantageous Stadler constant.” 
 
    From the look on my face, Cal can tell I don’t know what a Stadler constant is. 
 
    “Stadler’s Law of Transition was discovered during the second age. The basic formula is Et * Fb = Ks, where Et is the energy of transition into a spacetime bubble, Fb is the boundary layer friction between the spacetime bubble and normal space time, and Ks is Stadler’s constant, approximately 1.649. 
 
    “OK,” I say tentatively. 
 
    Cal chuckles. “Jared, trust me on this one. Stadler’s Law limits all Confederation FTL drives. It’s like the new speed of light.” 
 
    Now that Cal has said it, I vaguely remember something about this from the honors physics course I took at the Faraday Institute during my ‘sophomore’ year. 
 
    “To Stadler’s credit, this relationship holds true in other layers of spacetime, but like all the other constants of nature its value can be different.” 
 
    “And the point?” I ask. 
 
    “Our weight problem is driven by the weight of the power cube. The power cube output is driven by the acceleration we need to get the drone up to 0.01 C within the mission timing requirements. Our energy of transition is trivial by comparison. 
 
    “Using a bubble in a different layer of spacetime with a lower boundary layer friction will reduce the speed we need to achieve before transitioning. 
 
    “For example, if we choose a layer of spacetime where Stadler’s constant is 5.213, we’ll only need to reach an entry speed of 0.001 C. We can do that with a power cube that only weighs 744 kg. Bingo, weight problem solved!” 
 
    Cal’s enthusiasm lifts my spirits. 
 
    “Assuming we go with your example, how long would the transit time be?” 
 
    “Less than 60 days. We need to optimize the rest of the design before we’ll know for sure.” 
 
    “So, we have a real shot at this, don’t we?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 JARAMOR RESIDENCE 
 
    We ended up spending three nights at the alien ship, possibly the three most productive days of my life. We’ve come to agreement on the specifications for all the drone’s systems. 
 
    Amazingly, three of our systems are new technology of our own design, not something that the Confederation or the aliens have done before. The first of these regards Tay’s hull material. Her ultimate goal is to ‘paint’ this material onto a ship in space in a way that will substantially reduce ship construction time. Eventually, we will do that. But the lead time is too long for the immediate task, so we have programmed the alien ship’s industrial replicator to make the various panels we will need. The first of these is done and preliminary tests show the weight-strength relationship we targeted. I’ve also programmed the various superstructure components. 
 
    The other two breakthroughs are Cal’s spacetime disruption weapon and his new propulsion system. We’re still finalizing the replicator patterns, but we have theoretical proofs and lab scale prototypes for each. 
 
    We will be working separately the next several days. Frank will be working in his office at the Institute and here in the workshop on the estate. Tay and her family will be spending the next several days on the alien ship. Dai has been begging to go see the ship. Tay’s mother, Savannah, also seems game for the adventure, so all three will be going down. I have work I need to do here, but my primary focus will be on the mystery. I need to probe the success of our design. I also need to continue my effort to form factions among the aliens and drive them further apart. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, THE INSTITUTE 
 
    Earlier, I got a message from Julian asking if he could come talk with me this morning. 
 
    “Jared, thanks for taking the time to speak with me. I know you’ve been busy, so I’ve been hesitant to request time. But we’ve worked independently for too long and need your guidance.” 
 
    “Apologies my friend. I should have been more proactive about scheduling some time together.” 
 
    “We’ve been watching the inbound alien armada. A small disturbance has run through it. Low level engineering technicians on ten different ships have been called out for attaching tracking devices to minor ship systems, which is apparently against standard practice. They claim they were ordered to attach these devices by a superior officer. 
 
    “In the human world, this might draw attention because of the number of similar incidents happening within a short period of time. In the alien world, where deception is much more difficult to hide, it is attracting attention because the technicians passed truth tests. 
 
    “I assume you were behind this.” 
 
    “I was,” I confirm. 
 
    “Well, your actions have created quite a stir. News of this has reached about half their ships, all of which are now on edge.” 
 
    “Any idea how I should push this forward?” 
 
    “We’ve tested several ideas and come up with two that have good results. The first regards creating factions. You need to establish names for the various factions you’re trying to create.  
 
    “Years ago, an underground movement called the Purple Alliance succeeded in bringing a couple worlds under their control. Eventually, the worlds were recaptured, and the rebels executed. Nonetheless, there is an irrational fear among the aliens regarding that alliance.  
 
    “In our probing, we tested several names using the word purple. The name, Purple Resistance, worked well. There is some risk that our translation won’t reverse translate appropriately. We’re hoping you can find a reference in your alien databases that will help you get it right if you would like to use it. 
 
    “We also tested the best way to use it. On ships that are unaware of your previous visits, associate the officer giving the order with a faction. On ships that do know of your previous visits, use the faction’s name as a club, threatening violence against the person if they do not comply with the faction’s needs, or threatening to leak their name as being a suspected member of the faction.” 
 
    “Any recommendation on how many factions we form?” 
 
    “This is another thing we tested. Two factions work well, three slightly better. More than three does significantly worse. We would go with two to minimize complexity. But it’s obviously your call. You’re the only one who can work this deception, so it’s more important for you to choose the approach that will work best for you.” 
 
    “Thanks Julian, I was planning to go back in tonight. I’ll use this.” 
 
    “OK if I raise another issue?” Julian asks. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “Things are not working out well for Frank. His family hates it here. His wife knows about Tay and resents the fact he came to a place where he would be in constant contact with her. And he’s starting to feel like a third wheel on your team.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I ask in curiosity. 
 
    Julian looks at me as though my question is the stupidest one he’s ever heard. Then he shakes his head. 
 
    “You are using original work contributed by Tay and Cal, but you’re using alien zero-point energy devices. You’ve also assigned him some work he has zero interest in doing.” 
 
    “Any suggestions?” 
 
    “We tried a couple ideas, but they don’t work. You’ll need to figure out how to get him engaged. But be advised. He will bail on you if you don’t, and he will ultimately turn you over to the Confederation if that’s what it takes to get the research funding he needs.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    Summer and I had a pleasant evening this evening. Pleasant enough it was tempting just to fall asleep with her. But time is running out. 216 days from now, the Confederation will fall if we haven’t stopped the aliens 177 days from now. 
 
    I cast my mind out and am instantly outside the ship I was in last. I find the engineer I contacted last time I was here. He’s in his quarters. A quick query into his mental state reveals that the poor guy is a mess. Although charges are not being filed against him, he is confined to quarters. His queen has been assigned new temporary quarters. They are both suffering without the other’s pheromones. 
 
    I let the captain come to the surface. He struggles against me but is mostly powerless. Once he is totally under my control, we make contact. 
 
    “I’m sorry for the trouble that has befallen you, crewman. It was not my intention for you to be implicated. I simply needed an easy way for my co-conspirators to avoid your location.” 
 
    “Who are you? And what are you doing to this ship?” 
 
    “I am the leader of the Purple Resistance cell working on your ship. Your Captain and others aboard your ship are being given special privileges in exchange for minimizing ship’s maintenance. We are a group of patriots trying to undo this injustice.” 
 
    “Why would the captain want to undermaintain our ship?” The crewman asks incredulously. 
 
    “We are about to gain untold riches on the worlds you are about to vanquish. There is a conspiracy among many of the officers to take a disproportionate share of those riches.  
 
    “Think about the repair you were doing. Who benefitted the most from it?” 
 
    “The ship.” 
 
    “Really? Did that waste recycling line you were working on service officer space?” 
 
    “No. It services drones and non-commissioned like me.” 
 
    “Did it need servicing?” 
 
    “Of course, it did! All the lines in that area are compromised.” 
 
    At this point, I think I have this crewman where I want him. 
 
    “To the same degree as in officer spaces?” 
 
    There’s a long silence. 
 
    “You get it now don’t you. Crewman and drones will be sacrificed so the officers get more. You are expendable. This is what we are fighting. My only regret is that you got caught up in it.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “As I said, I lead the cell on your ship. But for your protection and mine, the cell leaders are not on the ships they lead. We are senior officers on other ships, untraceable and above reproach. We struggle to keep the network alive. If we didn’t, few of the junior crew would survive this mission. The rewards are simply too high for most senior officers to resist. I’m one of the few with the ethical backbone to do my duty.” 
 
    “Can I sign on with you once I’m released from house arrest?” 
 
    “Of course, you can. I’ll see what I can do to make that happen.” 
 
    ... 
 
    As I drop the connection to this crewman, I marvel at how easy it was to flip him to my side. With this success, I repeat with the other nine ships. Of those, seven flip, two choose to remain silent, only one reports the contact. 
 
    Tomorrow, I’ll flip to the other side, spreading rumors about specific senior officers. I think I know how to do this but need to sleep on it. The sun will rise shortly, and I need some rest. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, THE INSTITUTE 
 
    My morning today is filled with administrative trivia—an Elder Board meeting, a prep meeting with Summer’s father for the next camp board meeting, and executive meetings for both the supplement and pharmaceutical companies. Aurora’s words about priorities go through my mind as I work my way through five hours of meetings, none of which will make any difference if we don’t stop the aliens. 
 
    Almost as soon as the last meeting ends, I get a call from Julian. We need to talk. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Your work last night was impressively successful. Word of the Purple Resistance and its efforts to save the enlisted from the senior officers is being whispered throughout the hallways on all 30 ships we probed this morning. 
 
    “You need to flip the approach now. We’ve probed several possibilities. The most successful one in our probing has been approaching mid-level officers with requests for small favors. Most will refuse. The key to turning them is threatening to expose them as conspirators if they do not cooperate. Amazingly, most of humanity’s most notorious cons are unknown to the aliens. Deception is so much harder for them to do, so a con-artist industry never emerged. 
 
    “Our probing suggests a little less than half will cooperate, so the key to success will be bringing the hammer down on those that don’t. We haven’t had time to probe for methods on that front. But as soon as a couple officers are taken down for not cooperating, hordes will flock to our side.” 
 
    I’ll need to give this some thought before I go back in, but I plan to press this hard tonight. 
 
      
 
   

 

 HULL 
 
    Shortly after the call with Julian, another comes in from the alien ship. 
 
    “Jared.” 
 
    It’s Tay. 
 
    “Moose has finally wired up a comm device we can use aboard the ship. He let me make the first call.” 
 
    I can tell from the excitement in Tay’s voice that she has news to report. 
 
    “I take it you’re calling with news.” 
 
    “I am. Moose ran all the parts for the superstructure and hull while we were in Jaramor. He also started assembly in the ship’s shuttle bay. We finished assembly this morning. Everything fits perfectly. There are changes we can make to improve it, but for a first pass, this has been a tremendous accomplishment.” 
 
    “Are you at the point where you can start mounting any of the equipment.” 
 
    Tay laughs. “That’s the same thing Moose has been asking.” She simulates his voice. “When can we start mounting the equipment?” Then laughs some more. 
 
    I can tell Tay is really thrilled to have come so far so fast. 
 
    She continues more seriously. “Cal and I have decided that the next step should be mounting the FTL field emitters. He’s done the math and simulated it. But I can tell he’s less confident about this part of the design than the others, particularly the conduit routing.” 
 
    “Understood. I trust the two of you to drive the process from this point. Let me know when you want me to come back down. I have a backlog of work here. But none as important as the drone.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jared.” 
 
    As the line drops, I reflect on the call. Cal and Tay were the two I needed to drive the first drone to launch. But one drone will buy us nothing in this fight. I need hundreds, and I only have 94 days left to launch the last of them. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE MYSTERY 
 
    As Summer falls asleep, I cast my mind out. The objective tonight is to develop a scam that influences multiple mid-level officers on a ship. Julian did not have a specific suggestion as to how that might be done, so I pause outside a ship to look for a candidate. I find a candidate almost immediately, the maintenance supervisor for waste recycling in the enlisted section of the ship. 
 
    I let the captain come to the surface. He senses my intent and instantly approves of it. 
 
    “Lieutenant.” 
 
    The officer turns in my direction. 
 
    “Sir?” He replies. 
 
    “I suspect you know who I am. But let me introduce myself anyway. I am the cell controller for the Purple Resistance on this ship, and I have a favor to ask of you.” 
 
    “You want me to increase maintenance in this section, don’t you?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I would like to do that but don’t know how. My orders are clear and were just reinforced yesterday.” 
 
    “Your commanding officer’s name?” 
 
    He points. “Next compartment over.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “Lt. Colonel?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I need you to increase maintenance to the enlisted sections of the ship. You have fallen behind, which is unacceptable.” 
 
    “I’m simply following orders, sir. May I ask your interest in our maintenance levels?” 
 
    “I am the cell leader for the Purple Resistance on this ship.” 
 
    I see the Lt. Colonel playing with some controls on his desk. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. I cannot do as you ask but have reported your presence as I am required to do.” 
 
    I smile. “I’m sorry to hear that, Lt. Colonel. Just as you have your orders, I have mine. Please contact the lieutenant responsible for waste recycling in the officer’s spaces and order him to turn off power to that system.” I push with extreme compulsion, which the Lt. Colonel resists for a few moments. 
 
    “Now.” I send with even more compulsion. 
 
    I see the Lt. Colonel’s eyes lose focus as the aliens sometime do when making telepathic connection. A few seconds later, he returns, hands trembling. 
 
    “You will now write out a confession, admitting your complicity with the Purple Resistance.” 
 
    I push so hard I see a blood vessel pop in his eye. To his credit, the Lt. Colonel fights the compulsion and, about halfway through writing the confession, collapses onto his desk, blood running freely from his nose. 
 
    The captain makes an angry attempt for control of my body. Unfortunately for him, it doesn’t work. 
 
    As we leave the scene, I lose the will to continue on to another ship. I don’t like hurting people, even alien people. I’ll need to strengthen myself before trying this stunt again.  
 
    I return to myself and moments later am fast asleep. But my dreams are plagued by the image of the Lt. Colonel bleeding out at his desk, his body protecting the quickly scrawled note from the spreading blood. 
 
      
 
   

 

 BEDROOM, RESIDENCE 
 
    I wake. The sun is up, as is Summer, but I feel completely worn out. As I stumble out of bed, I grab my communicator and see numerous messages. The one at the top of the queue is from Tay, who’d like me to come down to the ship today. The second is from Julian, who wants to talk urgently. 
 
    I sit down in one of the armchairs in the bedroom and call Julian. 
 
    “You really out did yourself last night, Jared.” 
 
    “Good morning to you too, Julian. What news do you have?” 
 
    “A panic of sorts is running through the alien armada. Waste recycling in the officer spaces on one of the ships was shut down. The technician that did it and the officer that gave the command are in custody. The Lt. Colonel responsible for the waste recycling systems was found dead. He left a note, saying ‘No one can resist the captain leading the Purple Resistance.’ Two more officers were arrested for not reporting that the resistance had attempted to reach them. The ship in question is under lockdown and much of the rest of the armada is in a buzz.  
 
    “I think you need to slow down a bit. You’re on a path that will peak too early.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ALIEN SPACESHIP 
 
    As the shuttle lands and the alien ship comes into view, I see something I would never have expected. The door to the forward shuttle bay is open. As I depart the shuttle, I’m greeted by Vera Lopes, who’s waiting to come aboard. 
 
    “Quite the operation you have going on here, Jared,” she says pointing toward the ship. “They tell me you’re building a spacecraft of your own. You planning to go somewhere?” 
 
    I smile at her direct approach. 
 
    “We’re not building a ship, just a drone to test some new technology we hope to sell to the Confederation someday.” 
 
    My comment is met with a humph. 
 
    “I bet you’re up to more than just that.” She points toward the open shuttle bay. “Is that thing your drone? It looks more like a bomb.” 
 
    “Drone, yes. Bomb, no.” I shoot back. “I think they want to take it out for a test flight today.” 
 
    “Dylan going to drive it for you?” 
 
    I shrug. “Don’t know. I’ve not been read in on the plan yet.” 
 
    I take a step toward the ship, planning to say goodbye, but Vera steps up beside me to walk along. Apparently, we haven’t gotten to her real purpose yet. 
 
    “That kid they have inside. She’s a real sweetie and sharp as a tack too. I took her for a tour of the orchards yesterday. Her mother and grandmother are good to her; she speaks well of them. But she’s infatuated with you, Jared. She talks about you as if you were her new father.” 
 
    Vera’s words shock me. 
 
    “Didn’t see that coming, did you?” 
 
    “No,” I mumble. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Well, take care of her, Jared. And don’t let her get too close unless you want to take her on as your god-daughter or something like that.”  
 
    ... 
 
    Once aboard the ship, things happen fast. I’m whisked to the shuttle bay, where I’m given an update on the drone and the control systems they’ve set up in the shuttle. The plan for today is to take the drone out, fly around a bit, then bring it home. The purpose is to confirm hull integrity, grav-drive functionality, and the remote piloting suite. Dylan will be our pilot today, operating from the remote piloting station. Tay, Cal, and I will be watching on the large holoprojection version of the screens and instrumentation at Dylan’s station. 
 
    Tay concludes her briefing with an “over to you, Dylan.” 
 
    “OK. Step One. I’m going to lift the drone up off its cradle using the grav drive. Lift off in 3, 2, 1... Lift off.” 
 
    Nothing happens at first, then I hear the cradle groan as its load lightens. Then the drone slowly moves up about a meter. 
 
    “Grav-drive is at 5%. Power flow is smooth. Positioning is stable. Putting the nose camera on the holoprojector.” 
 
    An image of the shuttle deck, its open door, and the valley beyond appears in the holoprojection. 
 
    “OK. Moving the drone out of the ship. We should see no dip as it moves through the shuttle door.” 
 
    Slowly, the drone creeps forward toward the door, its flight smooth and steady as it passes through the opening. 
 
    “OK,” Dylan says. “Time to see what this baby can do.” 
 
    The drone accelerates forward so quickly, it is out of sight within seconds. I turn to look at the holoprojection and see the drone racing straight toward Mt. Jaramor. The velocity meter in the holoprojection reaches Mach 0.7 and continues ticking higher as Dylan angles the flight up. 
 
    As the drone passes over the mountain peak, the image in the holoprojection shudders. 
 
    “Just passed through the speed of sound and still accelerating.” Dylan calls out. 
 
    Tay nudges me and whispers, “That was the first hull integrity test. The sound barrier puts real stress on the hull, not as much as when we transition to FTL, but a lot. It’s really good news that no alarms went off.” 
 
    “Approaching 100,000 meters.” Dylan calls out. 
 
    It’s my turn to nudge Tay. “How far out are we taking it?” 
 
    “I think we settled on 2,500 kilometers. That’s well above the atmosphere, above the space station for that matter. This will give us a decent test of the shuttle’s reentry capabilities.” 
 
    “Any chance we lose it?” 
 
    “It’s space, Jared. There’s always a chance we’ll lose it. Compounding that, it’s the maiden flight of a new spacecraft chock full of untested new technology. Normally, we wouldn’t push things this far on the maiden flight. But given the timeline, we need it to fail early if it’s going to fail. So, we’re pushing her as hard as we can without running an FTL trial.” 
 
    Tay’s words shock me. I didn’t realize we were that far along. But the wisdom of doing it this way makes sense to me. We have everything we need to make a dozen or so of these drones before we need additional supplies. We need to use these prototypes to verify our designs work before it’s too late to change them. 
 
    “Good planning,” I reply. 
 
    “Pushing the grav drive to max.” Dylan calls out. “Heading straight up.” 
 
    I see the altimeter ticking up 500 km, 1,000 km, 2,000 km. 
 
    “Cutting power,” Dylan calls out. The altimeter continues to climb, but the rate it does so declines quickly.  
 
    Dylan calls out once again, “Feathering it in to stop at 2,500 km.” 
 
    A pause, then, “Holding at 2,500. Switching to rear camera.” 
 
    The view of Jaredaan from 2,500 km appears in the holoprojection. The planet is large enough that we cannot see it all. The image is loosely centered over the alien ship, but I see that the drone has drifted 100 km or more to the west. 
 
    I start to ask why, but Tay anticipates the question. 
 
    “The planet has continued to rotate under the drone. Loosely speaking, the drone still has the same horizontal velocity that it did at takeoff. The flight path was mostly straight up. But at this altitude, its speed translates to a much smaller angular velocity, so the drone will appear to drift west as the planet moves to the east beneath it.” 
 
    For the most part, I’d figured this out. But Tay’s explanation brings me confidence that everything is going according to plan. 
 
    “How fast would you like me to bring her in, Tay?” Dylan asks. 
 
    “Not that fast. No more than Mach two or three in the upper atmosphere. But you’re going to need to get her moving east before you get lost.” 
 
    “I’m on it, ma’am.” 
 
    I whisper to Tay, “I think you get more respect out of Dylan than I do.” 
 
    “Don’t be fooled Jared. You’ve given him new life here. The grief he gives you is just flight instructor bravado.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Watching Dylan bring the drone home was a new experience for me. During the hour the drone was up above the atmosphere, it fell thousands of kilometers behind us as we rotated out from underneath it. Dylan really needed to drive the grav engines to catch up, all while maintaining enough downward thrust to prevent the drone from dropping too fast. 
 
    Two hours after the descent began, Dylan had the drone hovering in front of the shuttle bay entrance. A quick scan showed that the hull was over the safe temperature for reentry into the ship. A half hour later, the hull was down to 40° C and Dylan brought the drone in for a gentle touchdown in its cradle. 
 
    Stepping away from the controls, Dylan exclaims, “Now, that’s what I call a successful test flight!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 13: FTL 
 
    Despite the success of our test flight, our drone is far from finished. The test flight proved the structural strength of the drone. It also proved the power of our grav drive and the functionality of the remote piloting system. True, our mission will take the drone much further away than 2,500 km. But Dylan verifies that our quantum entangled control system played as smoothly as the controls in the cockpit of our atmospheric shuttle. We need to run a test at distance greater than 100,000 km to prove the real time synchronicity of the system, but none of us are worried that such a test would fail. 
 
    Our power cube also performed well, delivering up to 80% max power for nearly three hours. Once we’ve tested it with the ion-drive we’ll have a better read on its fitness for mission. But this is another one of those systems we’re confident in. 
 
    The big question marks remaining are the new untested FTL drive, a scaled-up version of the new weapon, and the alien comm-related systems. Of the three, the FTL drive is the next thing we plan to bring up. 
 
      
 
   

 

 HEROLDSTOWN RESIDENCE 
 
    Unfortunately, I needed to return to Heroldstown for a camp board meeting. Summer and I are spending the night at our home near the camp. It’s been weeks since we’ve been here, but the housekeepers have done a great job of keeping the place clean and tidy. 
 
    Apparently, word that we were going to be home has spread far and wide, because shortly after we arrive, there’s a knock on the door. I open it, expecting to see one of the grounds keepers, but instead see Chief Santana. 
 
    I’m shocked by the sight. 
 
    “Jared, please invite me in quickly, I can’t be seen here.” 
 
    I notice that he’s not in uniform and the car in the driveway is not his official police vehicle. In fact, he’s dressed oddly with dark glasses, an ill-fitting cowboy hat, and bulky overalls. He’s dressed like one of the grounds keepers. 
 
    I open the door wide and indicate that he should come in. 
 
    “Is there a place we can speak privately?” 
 
    “This way,” I say, indicating the way to my study. 
 
    As soon as the door is closed. The chief says, “Jared, you’re in big trouble. The official autopsy on Prime Elder Asher Daan came back ambiguous. The most likely cause for both the vein rupture in his eye and the aneurism in his brain is obesity and hypertension. But the medical examiner, under pressure from the family and new prime elder, left the door open to the possibility of psychic assault. They pitched a ridiculously biased theory of death to a grand jury of family members in Ashcrag and got an indictment. An arrest warrant will be issued in the morning. 
 
    “Your brother Aaron got word through a back channel, so I’ve come to warn you. I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon to arrest you, which I will do if you are here. This whole business is corrupt, more corrupt, in fact, than the charges that brought you to us in the first place. My advice? Find a legitimate reason to disappear, somewhere I cannot find you. 
 
    “I need to go now. If anyone figures out that I came here to warn you, they’ll lock me up too.” 
 
    The chief pauses as the door opens. 
 
    “Jared, don’t be here tomorrow.” 
 
    With that the chief darts out the door and hops into his car, hat pulled low over his eyes. Moments later, he’s gone. 
 
    As soon as the door is closed, I call Dylan on my communicator. 
 
    “Jared, I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon. What’s up?” 
 
    “Change of plans. We need to be outbound in a half an hour.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    I drop the line and go looking for Summer. I find her in the kitchen making plans for dinner with her parents. 
 
    “There’s been a change of plan. I need to get back to Jaramor.” 
 
    Summer looks at me and complains, “But Mom and Dad are coming over for dinner.” 
 
    “We need to go, something urgent has come up.” 
 
    “Can’t you even take one evening off for dinner with my parents?” 
 
    “I can and will, but it can’t be tonight. We have to go, now.” 
 
    “No. You promised. We’re staying.” 
 
    I see the housekeeper’s anxiety rising. Summer and I rarely argue. I don’t think we’ve ever done it in front of someone else. 
 
    “Can we talk privately for a minute?” I ask Summer. 
 
    With apparent permission to leave, the housekeeper flees without another word before Summer responds. 
 
    Once she’s out of the room, Summer glares at me. 
 
    “There’s an emergency in the wilderness. I need to go. I’d like you to come with me because it may be a while before I can return. Please come.” 
 
    I see her stewing over the question. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet, but possibly months.” 
 
    “Months?” 
 
    I look at my chronometer, then up at Summer. 
 
    “I need to go. Once I’m gone, I’ll be off the grid until I can return. Please come with me. And, if you can’t, then please forgive me before I go. It will be a while before I’ll be able to return. I don’t want to leave things this way.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I look at my chronometer again, then turn toward the front door. 
 
    “Coming?” I ask. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me, Jared.” 
 
    “I’m not the one doing it to you. There’s an urgent crisis that I need to handle personally. No one else can do it for me. And we are all in grave danger if this isn’t handled in the next couple hours. You in, or out?” 
 
    “I’m in. Let me get my stuff. You tell Kaitlyn that dinner is off, and she needs to seal up the house again.” 
 
    Summer stomps off toward the master suite where her bags were taken. 
 
    I walk into the kitchen and see a scared Kaitlyn. 
 
    “Is everything OK, sir.” 
 
    “Kaitlyn, I’m sorry that we need to leave so abruptly, but we do. So, no dinner tonight. You can shut the house down again, or invite your family over for a while, if that would work better for you. Either way you will get full pay and a bonus, plus my apologies. 
 
    “I really don’t have a choice in the matter.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I hope things work out for you and the missus.” 
 
    I smile, then exit. 
 
    ... 
 
    As soon as the truck’s door closes, Summer asks, “Are you going to tell me what’s going on now?” 
 
    “I will once we are airborne.” 
 
    “Jared, you’re starting to scare me.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m scared too.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE 
 
    I park my truck in the shuttle hanger, grab our bags, then walk over toward the shuttle. Dylan is there waiting. He’s already done the exterior inspection and is waiting for me to join in the regular hunt for problems. 
 
    “Not today, Dylan. You have the shuttle. Get us in the air as soon as possible and seal off the passenger compartment. I have private matters to deal with.” 
 
    I get a concerned look from Dylan, but as ex-military, he knows an order when one has been given and quickly goes about his duty. 
 
    We stash our stuff, then seal the shuttle as Dylan works through his pre-flight check list. When he’s done, he asks, “Where are we headed to boss?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. Take off and head toward Jaramor, once we’re out of visual range hover until I get back to you. Now, privacy please.” 
 
    Dylan hesitates, then nods. “As you say, boss.” 
 
    A moment later the privacy barrier between the cockpit and the passenger compartment goes up. 
 
    When it’s just about sealed, I put my finger up in front of my mouth and whisper, “Wait.” 
 
    When I hear the click, indicating the privacy barrier is in place I whisper. “I’m in big trouble. A grand jury in Ashcrag has indicted me for murdering Uncle Asher.” 
 
    “What!” Summer shrieks. 
 
    I shush her, again with a finger in front of my mouth indicating quiet. I don’t want Dylan to know what’s going on before I tell him. 
 
    Summer mostly plays along, but it’s clear she’s on the verge of hysteria. “Asher died of a heart attack. He was an old fat man with heart problems, yelling at you for no good reason. How could this be your fault!” 
 
    I put my hands out in a dampening motion in the hope of quieting Summer.  
 
    “There is a mineral deposit on Mt. Jaramor worth 30 – 60 trillion credits. It was deeded to the agricultural joint venture as part of our food expansion initiative. The aliens discovered it while I was with them. I offered Ashcrag Metals half of it as a peace offering. The family wants to steal it back, so have concocted a story about me telepathically assaulting Asher, causing his death. There is no precedent for such a charge, but the trial will be in Ashcrag, so that really doesn’t matter.” 
 
    I can see that Summer is stunned to hear this news, then I see a more distressed look come over her. 
 
    “You can do that. Can’t you. Julian has implied as much.” 
 
    “Probably, it’s hard to know for sure, but probably.” 
 
    “Did you do it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I tried to influence him, yes. But I didn’t push very hard and certainly did not intend to hurt him. But he was, as you point out, an obese old man with high blood pressure and a known heart condition.” 
 
    “But they have more than that, don’t they?” 
 
    “He also had an aneurism, which was probably caused by his hypertension. But they muscled the medical examiner to concede, it could have been caused by ‘excessive external agitation.’” 
 
    “So, their argument is that you made Asher mad, he flipped out and had an aneurism, and you’re to blame.” 
 
    “That’s the argument, but it’s not the reason. These are extremely greedy people that will do anything to win a trillion-credit prize.” 
 
    Summer is quiet for a minute, then asks, “What are we going to do about it?” 
 
    The anger of 30 minutes ago is gone, or at least redirected. And the best part, I have my partner back on my side again. 
 
    ... 
 
    I knock on the cockpit door and hear the lock disengage. I open the door, step in, and take my seat. 
 
    “You here to fly, or to explain yourself,” Dylan asks. 
 
    “Do I have your confidence, Dylan?” 
 
    “Boss, what kind of BS question is that?” 
 
    “The powers that be up in Jaredstown and Ashcrag are after me. They’ve trumped up some silly charges and actually scored an indictment. You understand what that means, right?” 
 
    “Boss, are you questioning my vocabulary, or my ability to understand the consequences?” 
 
    “Mostly the latter.” 
 
    There’s silence for a minute then Dylan answers. 
 
    “I’ll be deported if they get you, so I’m predisposed to your side. You going to tell me about it?” 
 
    ... 
 
    “Seems that even out here on the frontier, the powers that be are only out for their own interests.” 
 
    There’s silence for a moment. 
 
    “Jared, why haven’t you taken over this rock? You’re one of the most powerful people in the Confederation, yet you put up with crap from these small timers.” 
 
    “I’ve set my sights higher than this rock. I’ve come to like it here. But this place is not my focus.” Then with more intensity, I blurt out, “The Confederation is at risk. That’s where my focus needs to be.” 
 
    A small shudder runs through the shuttle. Looking out the windshield, I realize we’re hovering thousands of meters above the great sea. 
 
    “I’m with you Jared. What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “The work I need to do is on the alien ship. Enough people know about the alien ship that they will eventually come looking for me there. 
 
    “It’s several day’s journey to the ship anyway other than by shuttle. So, I’m thinking we want to park the shuttle there, maybe do a surveillance run now and again. 
 
    “If they actually get close, then we have a problem. They cannot be allowed access to the ship.” 
 
    “Do you have a way to stop them?” Dylan asks. 
 
    “Several. None particularly attractive.” 
 
    “If you ask me, that’s what we need to do. We can park the shuttle, but if they can get here by hovercraft, or even horseback, then we need to block the path, destroy the road.” Dylan summarizes. 
 
    “OK. Let’s head to the ship. We’ll park the shuttle there for now. But we need to keep you legit. Supplies will be coming in. You’ll need to collect them. If you’re compromised, then we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “I’m going to head East,” Dylan says. “I don’t think anyone knows we’re here. But let’s head east until we can drop below the horizon. Then we can cycle back and approach the ship from the south. There’s zero chance of detection that way.” 
 
    I nod. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ALIEN SHIP 
 
    Summer and I board the ship just after dark. We make our way to ‘our’ cabin, drop our stuff, then head up to the mess hall to see what we can rummage up for dinner. 
 
    Cal is already camped out there and is surprised to see us enter. 
 
    “Jared, Summer. What a pleasant surprise. I thought you had other business up in Heroldstown.” 
 
    “We did but had a change of plans.” 
 
    “Well, pull up a chair. There are sandwich makings in the fridge. Beer too. Uh, Tay stashed some wine in the cabinet over there. Moose’s whisky supply is stashed over there.” He points to the various stashes. 
 
    Summer makes us sandwiches as I round up a beer and some white wine. 
 
    “So, you going to tell me what’s going on?” Cal asks. 
 
    “We’re on the lam,” I reply. 
 
    Cal gets a good laugh out of that, then gives us an odd look.  
 
    “Strange place for a romantic getaway, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Don’t I wish,” I reply. 
 
    “But maybe a little exotic.” Summer stretches out the ‘little’ in a way that seems suggestive. 
 
    After a moment of awkward silence, Cal asks, “You planning to do any work while you’re here?” 
 
    I answer in all seriousness. “We’re currently planning to stay until the entire fleet of drones is launched.” 
 
    He looks at me speculatively, then says, “Welcome aboard, boss. We have a ton of work to do if we’re going to get this done in time.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 QUANDARY 
 
    My next problem is Tay. The question at hand is whether I trust her and her family enough to let her come down here and then return. I’d been thinking that everyone that came down would be staying until the end, but that’s clearly not practical. So, do I a) ask her to bring her family down for the duration, b) allow her to go back and forth and trust them to keep the secret, or c) go into hiding elsewhere? 
 
    But who am I fooling? None of the above are really options. If the chief comes to Jaramor looking for me, he will find out where I am. I wouldn’t be all that surprised if he finds out tomorrow. The bigger problem is if he finds out there’s an alien spaceship here.  
 
    Numerous options pass through my mind, before the truth sets in. There is no hiding from this problem, I need to confront it directly. But I won’t confront it by just turning myself in. The problem must be confronted at its source, our Acting Prime Elder, Julia Daan Clark. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ALIEN FTL DRIVE 
 
    My goal for the first part of the day is to replicate the alien drive and comm components we need for our drone. Step one in that process is finding a field emitter configuration that will work for both the alien drive and for Cal’s new drive. 
 
    He’s given me loose specs for the emitters he needs. Now it’s my turn to sort through the options I can find for the alien emitters. 
 
    According to Cal, the system can be made to work with concave emitters. But he strongly prefers solutions that use convex ones. It apparently makes the rest of the system easier for high Stadler Constant drives. As I should have suspected, alien designers prefer concave emitters. They are apparently less subject to damage when the ship is not in FTL. Thankfully, there are convex solutions, one of which is close to Cal’s optimum. 
 
    I send the spec to Cal and get his approval almost instantly. 
 
    With that done, I work through the rest of the parameters for weight, form factor, and power. The alien’s custom design feature is really outstanding. When I think I have everything set, I send the design to simulation, which throws an error almost instantly. The problem: Incompatible conduits. 
 
    I send Cal a translated copy of the error message. A few minutes later he comes down to the manufacturing area to talk personally. 
 
    “Impressive that you got this far, Jared. Drive design is not an easy thing. The aliens must have impressive design tools.” 
 
    “They do,” I confirm. 
 
    “Can you show me your specification and translate it for me?” 
 
    Over the next half hour, we walk through the spec, step by step. 
 
    “I see the problem.” Cal announces. “You didn’t update this portion of the specification for the emitters you chose.” 
 
    He points to a button on the screen. 
 
    I look at him questioningly, “How did you figure that out?” 
 
    He points to a symbol in the error message that matches. 
 
    “This symbol shows up in this list over here but it’s not colored the same way.” 
 
    I look at the button and the labeling around it and realize that Cal is right. 
 
    “I should have Summer giving you alien lessons. You’ve obviously got a knack for it.” 
 
    It takes several minutes to complete the changes required for the new emitters. When it’s done, we relaunch the simulation. A few minutes later, we get confirmation that our version of the alien drive will work. 
 
    I submit the pattern to the replicator system. It comes back with a time and materials estimate. It will take just over seven hours to build out the entire system: field generator, emitters, conduits, and mounts. It also notes that we have all the materials required to make seven copies. After that there’s a relatively long list of materials we will need to load. 
 
    I dump the list to a printer, so I can enter it into human systems later, then ask Cal, “How sure are you that the emitters and conduits will work with your field generator?” 
 
    “Ninety plus percent,” he replies. “If you can translate the emitter and conduit configurations, I can verify this afternoon.” 
 
    “Given our materials restrictions, I should probably do that before we commit to a build.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 AARON 
 
    A call from Aaron comes in on my comm. I pick it up. “Hi Aaron, how are things with you.” 
 
    “I just got some bad news, Jared.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I reply. 
 
    “Julia got a grand jury to issue an indictment against you, basically accusing you of killing Uncle Asher. She just sent the arrest warrant down to Nicholas. He’ll be arriving at your home in a little less than an hour. Sorry, I couldn’t get word to you earlier.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I exclaim with all the shock and righteous indignation I can muster. Hopefully, it’s enough to convince whoever is monitoring Aaron’s call. 
 
    “I know it’s hard to believe, but she apparently talked the Medical Examiner into supporting some crazy hypothesis about a telepathic assault, rather than calling out the obvious. The whole thing is foolishness. But be that as it may, Nicholas is on his way to your home in Heroldstown to arrest you and have you transported up to Ashcrag.” 
 
    I chuckle, then start laughing in earnest, to the point my eyes are watering. 
 
    “What’s so funny.” Aaron asks, dumbfounded by my outburst. 
 
    “Julia obviously does not believe that I killed Uncle Asher.” 
 
    “What do you mean,” Aaron asks, obviously confounded by my assertion. 
 
    “If she actually believed I could kill someone from thousands of miles away, just by thinking the thought, she would not be doing this.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t think about that.” Aaron pauses reflectively, then asks, “You can’t really kill someone from thousands of miles away by just thinking the thought, can you?” 
 
    I snort. “Aaron, of the many things I might be, remote assassin is not one of them.” 
 
    “It does seem like a wacked-out theory once you say it out loud.” 
 
    There’s silence for a moment, then Aaron goes back to the original topic. 
 
    “Nicholas should be getting there soon. Don’t fight with him, just come in peacefully. I’m sure we can sort it all out once you’re here.” 
 
    “I’m not in Heroldstown, Aaron. I was called away for an emergency last night. Summer and I are deep in the wilderness working at one of our remote sites. You’re lucky to have caught me actually. The site is underground. There’s no exo-net down there. I just happened to be close enough to the surface to connect. 
 
    “But thanks for letting me know. I’ll call the housekeeper and ask her to invite the Chief in. After the long drive, he deserves a lemonade, or snack, or something.” 
 
    “Are you going to come in voluntarily?” Aaron asks with all seriousness. 
 
    “That’s the only way it can happen. I’m hundreds of kilometers from anywhere. The shuttle is here with me, so they can’t commandeer it.” 
 
    I can hear Aaron stewing on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Aaron, I’m working on something incredibly important. I don’t have time for Julia’s foolishness. So instead of taking your word on the situation, I will wait until an actual warrant is presented, as the law requires. And in the meantime, I will launch 1,000 lawsuits against Julia. If she wants to bend the law to her own purposes, she should expect the same in return. 
 
    “The accusations will be salacious, so we should start preparing the papers to have her removed from office. You are now the Second Elder, so the responsibility falls to you.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 NEAR ALIEN SHIP 
 
    As much as I don’t want to waste time on this, it’s something I need to do myself. In previous conversations with Julia about patients she lost, I detected a lot of guilt. Although I didn’t intentionally probe, I got a feel for what she felt guilty about. Now, it’s time to exploit it. 
 
    I step outside and connect my data pad to the exo-net, then connect into the Jaredstown News, the online newspaper. 
 
    I quickly search for names of people who died while undergoing surgery during the electricity crisis several years ago. A half dozen obituaries pop up. Three of the obituaries mention Julia’s name as the physician. The first of those is for a teenager named Ollie Gleeson. He died while undergoing a tonsillectomy. Power failed, as did the hospital’s back up. The family won a small civil suit against the hospital. A quick search through the directory, reveals a current number for Ollie’s mother. 
 
    Ten minutes later, I have two other names and numbers. 
 
      
 
   

 

 LAW OFFICE OF FELICITY GALL 
 
    “Felicity Gall, speaking. How may I help you?” 
 
    “Ms. Gall, my name is Jared Daan. You represented me once, some years ago, negotiated a plea deal for a crime I was later acquitted of.” 
 
    “Jared, I’m so sorry for what happened...” 
 
    “You will address me as Elder Daan.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I need your services and am willing to pay handsomely.” 
 
    “Is this regarding the death of the former Prime Elder?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you are talking about, but no. This is regarding malpractice. Don’t worry. I should, but don’t have an immediate plan to, sue you. Instead, I would like to direct some business your way.” 
 
    “Who would you like to sue and why?” 
 
    I quickly brief Ms. Gall on the three cases. 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to be the one suing the Prime Elder.” 
 
    “These are easy cases. I thought you might want them. But I can call Kingston Thompson instead.” 
 
    “Excellent choice, he’s one of the most vicious litigators on the planet.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Expect to hear from him shortly. I’ll be seeking ten million credits in my malpractice suit against you.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, I thought you were calling about these wrongful death suits.” 
 
    “I was, but you were not willing, so I’ll take your law license instead.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve been hoping to take a case against the Prime Elder someday, maybe we can work out a deal.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “So, you will pay me 50,000 credits per case, if I can get them filed today. 100,000 credits per case, if the case is won or settled? And you will sign an agreement releasing me from any future claims you might make against me for representing you seven years ago.” 
 
    “That’s the deal I’m offering.” 
 
    “Consider it done, Elder Daan. And thanks for sending the work my way.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ASHCRAG METALS 
 
    “Jared, I wasn’t expecting to hear from you today.” 
 
    “I know, Kiera. You thought I would have been arrested by now.” 
 
    The silence on the other end of the line is the only confession I need. 
 
    “Did you think this would get you a better deal on the thortveitite deposits than the one I already gave you?” 
 
    “It’s not like that, Jared.” 
 
    “No? What is it like, Kiera?” 
 
    “I was mad. I offered Julia some money to help with the judge, then I talked with you, and I realized the accusation was preposterous. I suppose I intended it to go this far at first, but not after we talked. I asked Julia to back off, but she wouldn’t.” 
 
    “How much did you pay Julia?” 
 
    There’s silence on the line. 
 
    “I can have some people down on the Thortveitite site today. We only need a couple tons. They can get that in a couple days. Then we’ll blow the rest of the deposit using incendiary explosives. That should render the rest useless.” 
 
    “Don’t do that Jared. We can get this fixed.” 
 
    “How much did you pay her?” 
 
    “100,000 credits.” 
 
    “You will be contacted shortly by a lawyer named Kingston Thompson. He’s a high-end litigator in Jaredstown. You will work with him to write out a full confession to the bribery, which he will offer the planetary prosecutor, in exchange for a fine, not prison time. You will also write out a full denial of the charges against me. And if either case goes forward, you will testify. 
 
    “If I don’t hear back from Kingston by the end of the day tomorrow, kiss fifteen trillion credits away Kiera.” 
 
    “Jared, I’m truly sorry this got so far out of hand.” 
 
    “One of the things I learned while working at the prison camp is that conflicts, once resolved, can lead to strong partnerships. I hope that’s what the future holds for us, Kiera. It would be great to share in each other’s successes.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 LAW OFFICE OF KINGSTON THOMPSON 
 
    “Boss, I have Jared Daan on the line. He says it’s urgent.” 
 
    Kingston looks up at his assistant. “Curious. Put him through.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “Thank you for your faith in my firm, Jared. If Ms. Keira Daan Oak offers the testimony you say she will, then we’ll have no trouble getting the charges against you dropped and new charges filed against the Prime Elder. I’m actually surprised she did this. Public officials rarely get away with stuff like this, especially when they take on well connected, wealthy people.” 
 
    “Thanks for taking the case, Kingston. And please, call me once you have spoken with Kiera. We have other business together that cannot proceed while there is a warrant outstanding for my arrest.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HOSPITAL JAREDSTOWN 
 
    Dr. Julia Daan Clark settles into a chair at the nurses’ station. As she opens the case file handed to her, a thought passes through her mind. Thank goodness, this is my last case of the day. I’m so ready to be done. Seeing this many patients in a day just isn’t sustainable. 
 
    “Dr. Clark?” 
 
    Julia looks up toward the familiar voice. “Chief Hill how can I help you?” 
 
    The chief holds out an envelope. “Dr. Clark, given your position as Prime Elder, it falls to me to serve you with this summons.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I’m sorry Ma’am. The Gleeson family has filed a wrongful death lawsuit against you on behalf of their son, Ollie.” 
 
     “Ollie? He died five years ago when the power went out.” 
 
    “I’m not the lawyer pressing the case, ma’am. But Judge Johnson has issued this summons. You are required to appear next Tuesday.” 
 
    “I have surgeries scheduled for next Tuesday!” 
 
    “You’ll need to take it up with the judge, ma’am.” 
 
    As the Chief turns to go, a deputy runs up to him, hands him two more envelopes then retreats. 
 
    The Chief locks eyes with Julia, “It seems there are a number of patients coming after you today, ma’am.”  
 
    He holds out the next envelope. “This one is similar. It’s for the wrongful death of Alexa Brown. You are required to appear next Friday.” 
 
    Julia puts her hand out to take the summons as the Chief says, “This one is also on Friday. It’s a malpractice suit filed by Lyla Riley, seeking damages for personal injuries incurred...” 
 
    The Chief pauses and locks scornful eyes with the doctor, then continues in a louder voice, “...while being treated by a physician operating under the influence.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, ALIEN SHIP 
 
    I’d always thought well of Julia. My conversations with the family members of the three patients and with Kiera, have changed that. In all likelihood my case will be dismissed tomorrow or the next day, so it’s time for me to get back to work. 
 
    ... 
 
    There’s a knock on the door. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    “Hey Jared.” 
 
    It’s Cal. 
 
    “The conduit and emitters specs will work, so I’d say go ahead and run them. If you can run the emitters first, we can mount them while the other stuff runs. 
 
    “I also have an updated version of my field generator ready, if you want to start the process of creating the replicator patterns.” 
 
    I smile and stand. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Who knows, maybe we’ll be able to do our first FTL test flight tomorrow. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MESS HALL 
 
    To the best of my knowledge, there are four of us aboard the ship: Cal, Summer, me, and Moose. But I haven’t seen Moose since I came aboard yesterday. 
 
    Summer has taken the lead on making dinner tonight. She’s had enough of the standard ‘sandwich and a beer’ dinner, Cal and I have been happy to live on. 
 
    As Cal and I come into the mess hall, I’m taken by the aroma. 
 
    “What are you making, Summer,” Cal asks. 
 
    “Just something I whipped up with the available food stuffs.” 
 
    “Does anyone know what’s become of Moose and Dylan?” I ask. 
 
    “They’ll be joining us for dinner tonight,” Summer replies. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    She laughs. “Because I asked them to, silly. Vera will be joining us also.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Summer just rolls her eyes at me. 
 
    “Did you two have a productive day?” 
 
    The question is targeted at Cal, so I let him take it. 
 
    “Yeah. Jared’s a real whiz with the alien machinery. We’re getting close to being able to do an FTL test. Once past that hurdle we can go to mass production. 
 
    “Did you have a productive day, Summer?” 
 
    “Very.” She smiles at Cal. “I seem to be able to read more of the alien files every day. There’s some stuff I’ll need Jared’s help to translate, but our alien lexicon has grown large enough we may be able to have the computer translate big blocks of it for us.” 
 
    As Cal and Summer are talking, I note that a couple of the tables have been pushed together and the table is set for twelve. 
 
    “Why is the table set for twelve?” 
 
    “A couple friends are stopping by to join us,” Summer says mischievously, then turns back to her cooking. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness. That smells good.” 
 
    I know the voice but turn to confirm and see Vera walking into the mess hall. 
 
    “Jared, good to see you. I’m surprised you haven’t gained more weight with Summer cooking for you.” 
 
    Vera comes over to give Summer a hug. 
 
    “When did you two get to know each other?” I ask. 
 
    “Jared, you need to get out of your lab more often. I usually stay here aboard the ship when the two of you, and Dylan of course, are in town.” 
 
    It takes a second, then it snaps. “You and Dylan are a thing?” 
 
    Everyone laughs at my question. Apparently, I’m the only one that didn’t know about the extra guests we’ve been hosting. 
 
    Loud footsteps coming up the hall announce Moose’s approach. 
 
    When he comes in, he greets me immediately. 
 
    “Welcome back boss. When did you get back?” 
 
    “Yesterday.” It seems I’m not the only one who doesn’t know who’s aboard. 
 
    “What have you been up to Moose?” 
 
    “Been working with Vera and her team. We have the hull mostly patched at this point, and maybe half the starboard side back to functionality. The fancy metal paint Tay makes is incredible. The repaired sections of the hull will be the strongest by far once we’re finished. She’s shown us how to blend it in with the original material. We’ll be done in what?” He looks at Vera. “Six days?” 
 
    “I’d say two weeks,” Vera replies casting a glance at me. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her, Jared.” Moose shoots back. “She’s sandbagging you.” 
 
    Moments later, Dai comes running into the room shouting. “Moose!” She jumps when she gets close enough. He plucks her out of the air then tosses her up higher, almost to the ceiling, then catches her again. “Hey, Rascal, good to have you back.” 
 
    Tay and Savannah come in and greet Moose, as he tosses Dai up in the air again. I notice the way Tay looks at Moose and immediately realize there’s more romance going on aboard the ship than I would have expected. 
 
    Lastly, Dylan leads Julian, Sophia, and Aurora in.  
 
    “Sorry we’re a little late Summer. We ran into a minor snag,” Dylan says, before reaching out to greet Vera with a kiss. 
 
    Cal whose been standing next to me the whole time, notices my surprise. “You had no idea, did you?” 
 
    I shake my head no. 
 
    He gets a good laugh out of that. 
 
    I watch as greetings are exchanged, and food starts getting moved to the table. 
 
    “Don’t forget this!” Moose says as he hoists a cask up onto one of the serving tables. He looks at me and whispers, “Ale.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Once seated, Aurora offers up one of her spiritual blessings. Even in this strange place, her words and emotional emanations bring peace and warmth. 
 
    Quiet settles, as the first bites are taken. Julian uses the opportunity to say, “I spoke at length with Nicholas today. A good man that one. He asked me to tell you that he’s looking for you in Jaramor, walking every street, observing from every café. If you are there, he will find you.” 
 
    Julian chuckles. “Word’s come down from Jaredstown that the charges are likely to be dropped. So, he plans to thoroughly explore every hospitality enterprise while he’s in Jaramor. No stone unturned. 
 
    “He’s taking that part of his assignment as seriously as possible.” 
 
    I nod my head in acknowledgement as his words and their implications sink in. 
 
    “I told you he was on your side, Jared.” Julian adds. 
 
    I start to ask what we’re celebrating tonight. But as with many of my questions, Aurora answers before the question is asked. 
 
    “When we confirmed that Nicholas was going to go through the motions of trying to find you, we thought it appropriate to come visit. Ryan is away in the north. Edson is a bit under the weather and Clarissa won’t go anywhere without him. And don’t worry about Nicholas, I’ve never met anyone search so assiduously, while attempting not to find.” 
 
    I’ve barely touched my food, but pause to ask, “What is your agenda?” 
 
    Aurora nods to Julian. He smiles and turns to me. 
 
    “The same as the last time we spoke. There are two equally important aspects of this operation, the one you...” Julian indicates the people working here at the ship. “...are working and the one only you, Jared, can run aboard the alien ships. 
 
    “You got a little too far ahead on your first couple forays, a real credit to your skills. Things have cooled a bit, so now it’s time to tip toe back in.” 
 
    “You have recommendations for me?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    Moose chimes in. “Care to clue the rest of us in on this. We are, after all, in this together.” 
 
    Moose’s question is directed to me, but Julian cuts in. “Can I take that one?” 
 
    I look questioningly at Moose who nods his head. 
 
    “Thank you. Sometimes it’s better to hear complicated plans told from multiple perspectives. This is mine. 
 
    “The aliens plan to destroy the Confederation...” 
 
    ... 
 
    “You’re serious? The Confederation thinks they can prosecute the war the same way they did last time? Give up half of humanity to buy us another 7,000 years?” 
 
    “They wave their hands and say contradictory things, but yes. That is their plan.” 
 
    “Your plan is to use your telepathy to trick the aliens into thinking a civil war is about to break out within their own ranks, then to quietly knock off a few of their ships making it look like factional infighting.” 
 
    Julian nods. “That’s the gist of the plan.” 
 
    “What if they find out it’s us.” 
 
    “If you mean humans, then it may accelerate things a bit, but probably not. If you mean, us...” He indicates those seated. “...then Jaredaan will move a little higher on their priority list, but not much. There are too few of us to be a real threat. At least that’s what they’ll think.” 
 
    “What Julian just said is what Jared’s been telling us all along.” Cal pitches in. “That’s why our priority has been on building drones, not restoring the ship.  
 
    “Not that we don’t want the ship restored,” he adds quickly. 
 
    Moose nods his head. “Good point. A thousand drones will be able to score a lot of damage before they can take them all down. 
 
    “One ship? We might get a couple of theirs before they got us. But they have the training and more modern equipment. This ship would serve us better as a lifeboat for the human remnant.” 
 
    Moose’s words give me new respect for the man. 
 
    “Then, if I may, the Jaramor elders wish to offer you the following guidance, Jared.” 
 
    I nod, then Julian lays out the elders’ proposal. 
 
    When we’re done, Moose gets the last words. “Wow. You guys are good.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 FTL TEST FLIGHT 
 
    The remainder of the week flashes by in a crazed, round-the-clock marathon. Once again, I find myself standing in the shuttle bay, door open, with the drone hovering just outside the door. The biggest difference... The number of people watching. Vera’s eyes are glued to Dylan. Moose’s arm is around Tay. Dai’s arms are around her mother’s waist. Even Savannah, who’s mostly here for her family, appears caught up in the space-tech madness that’s about to begin. 
 
    “Starting the run to escape velocity,” Dylan announces. 
 
    The drone starts creeping forward. Then once across the river, accelerating with intent. Within moments, it’s streaking up the side of Mt. Jaramor, the sonic boom reaching us as it crests the peak and goes straight up vertically. 
 
    “25 seconds,” Moose mutters. “Out of sight, a hundred kilometers down range in only 25 seconds.” 
 
    Attention redirects to the holoprojectors showing the drone’s estimated position and vector.  
 
    “Lining up for the FTL transit to JSOL-2,” Dylan calls out. 
 
    I whisper to Summer, “That’s a star 60 light years away that our founder named.” 
 
    She chuckles. 
 
    “Transitioning to FTL in 3, 2, 1...” 
 
    Direct visual feeds from the drone devolve into noise. Apparently, the view from the drone is of passing stars as seen through the chaotic boundary layer protecting the drone. 
 
    “Dropping from FTL in 3, 2, 1...” 
 
    In the distance, the image of a blue giant appears off to the right of the projection. 
 
    “This baby is big and hot. We can’t get too close, or we’ll lose the drone. The plan is to use the star’s gravity to hang a U-turn. Tay’s math says the hull and superstructure are strong enough. This is your final exam Tay.” 
 
    I notice that Tay seems calm and confident. Moose and Dai, on the other hand, are sweating. 
 
    The U-turn is planned to take about two hours. The drone is traveling fast, one ten thousandth the speed of light, but the star is a giant. 
 
    “We’re coming up on the closest approach and the point of maximum stress,” Dylan calls out.  
 
    I notice a change in the image being projected in the holoprojection, everything seems to be turning red. Then the image starts shaking. 
 
    “Come-on, baby.” I hear Tay whisper. 
 
    A second later, the shaking stops and I hear Tay whooping. 
 
    “We’re past the point of max temperature and hull stress. It survived!” 
 
    I see Dai clinging to her mother, tears running down her cheeks. 
 
    “You did it, Mom. You did it!” 
 
    I’m really touched by the scene. I wonder if Summer and I will ever experience the same with a daughter of our own. 
 
    With the tension broken, the next hour drags by as Dylan lines up for the return trip. Finally, we hear the words, “Transitioning in 3, 2, 1.” 
 
    Again, the feed from the drone’s forward camera devolves into chaos. A few minutes later, Dylan calls out, returning to normal space in 3, 2, 1... Returned.” 
 
    The feed from the drone’s forward camera shows a star field, but there’s no sign of Jaredaan or its star, just open space.  
 
    “Let me see if I can get a lock on our position,” Dylan says. 
 
    After a minute or two, the holoprojection zooms in on a spot some distance away. A star near the center is highlighted. 
 
    “We were mostly on course,” Dylan offers. “But we dropped from FTL a little too soon. It seems we need some fine tuning on the navigation system. But not a problem. 
 
    “Reengaging FTL in 3, 2, 1...” 
 
    Again, the image coming in from the nose camera devolves into noise. 
 
    I see Dylan counting down the seconds on his chronometer. 
 
    “Dropping from FTL,” he announces. 
 
    Moments later, the familiar image of Jaredaan appears in the nose camera’s view, which is a relief to me. But I sense Dylan’s frustration, so go over to have a word with him. 
 
    “What’s up?” I nod toward the image of the planet. 
 
    “The ship tends to drift a fraction of a degree to port.” 
 
    I motion for Cal to come over. 
 
    “What’s up, boss?” 
 
    “The ship drifts slightly to port,” Dylan answers for me. 
 
    “Hmmm...” Cal ponders the problem for a second. “When is this happening? Sub-light or FTL?” 
 
    “FTL, I think. Let’s see.” 
 
    Dylan changes the view in the holoprojection to a top-down view. He plots the course the drone traveled before reengaging FTL, then extends the line and shows our drop point slightly to the left of the projection. 
 
    “Almost in the noise,” Cal says. “But I think you’re right. Slight drift to port. That would imply our spacetime bubble is slightly lopsided. That could happen if an emitter is misaligned, or if there’s an issue in one of the conduits. We can inspect the unit when it lands. 
 
    “Good catch,” Cal’s comment is directed to Dylan. 
 
    “How soon can you bring it in?” I ask Dylan. 
 
    “We’re far enough out of position that it’s going to take a couple hours.” 
 
    “OK. We’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    I have sympathy for the extra hours that just got tacked onto Dylan’s day. But today’s accomplishment is really quite astounding. 
 
    I step away from the control station and address the assembled. 
 
    “Today’s test flight has been a truly remarkable accomplishment. We have created a new type of FTL drive that can travel vast distances in minutes. Our journey today took us out over 60 light-years and back in an hour or two, most of which was spent transiting a huge star. 
 
    “Our hull and superstructure stood up to tremendous stress, near the limits of its design strength. The outer hull stood up to temperature and radiation, near the limits of its material properties. And our new FTL propulsion system worked almost perfectly. 
 
    “We discovered two relatively minor problems. Our navigation systems aren’t quite where we need them to be yet. And there is a small imbalance in the FTL drive that we need to track down. But overall, this test has been momentously successful. 
 
    “Congratulations to all those directly involved in the development of our drone. And a big thank you for those of you who supported us through it. We would not have made it without you.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CABIN 
 
    As Summer and I climb into bed, she whispers, “Good speech. Everyone involved loves you because of what you’ve done for them. But today was a little more. They’re starting to see you as their leader, not just the money behind their research.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m starting to think we have a shot at stopping the aliens.” 
 
    “I think everyone else assumes we will, because you won’t stop until we do.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Summer’s words remind me that I have more work to do. Once she’s settled, I cast my mind out. Tonight’s work will be quick and easy, but the consequences will be devastating for the aliens, when the time comes. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 14: MASS PRODUCTION 
 
    A week has passed since our FTL test flight. We’ve found a fix for our navigation problems. We’ve also learned more about emitter configuration and conduit installation than I would have ever guessed there was to know. 
 
    Based on the first test and the subsequent changes, I’ve authorized the construction of a second prototype. The reason? I want to run a more realistic test with the first prototype. More realism comes with more risk, which implies a greater chance of losing the first prototype. I don’t want to take that risk until a have a second fully functional one to continue our work with. 
 
    We plan to go to maximum production when the next test is done, so I’ve spent much of the week working with our sourcing team at the supplements company. 
 
    The test will be run this afternoon. I’m looking forward to it. But I have some unpleasant business I need to deal with first. 
 
      
 
   

 

 LAW OFFICE OF KINGSTON THOMPSON 
 
    “Jared, I wanted to let you know the planetary prosecutor has accepted the depositions and plea deal. The Prime Elder will be served later today. I wanted to let you know, so you could proceed with your pending business dealings.” 
 
    “Kingston, thank you. Did my brother Aaron contact you?” 
 
    “Yes, he did. Aaron told me you knew about this action, but he has not authorized me to speak with anyone about it yet. But rest assured, we will be ready to move once the planetary prosecutor does.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kingston. On a related topic, this morning I accepted a request from the Prime Elder to speak with her this afternoon.” 
 
    “I would advise you not to take that call. Now that the depositions are in the hands of the planetary prosecutor, we can’t stop the events that you’ve set in motion.” 
 
    “Understood. I agreed to talk with her, so will call. But I will not speak of this topic.” 
 
    “Be careful, Jared.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIME ELDERS OFFICE 
 
    “Jared, thank you for returning my call.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to speak with you, Julia.” 
 
    “I’m surprised that Nicholas hasn’t found you yet.” 
 
    “And why would he be looking for me?” 
 
    “To arrest you for the murder of our previous prime elder.” 
 
    “You’re playing a dangerous game Julia. You know I didn’t murder Asher, and, in truth, I’m surprised this is still a talking point.” 
 
    “Jared, you need to come in. There is a pending warrant for your arrest. You may have the means to run and hide, but if tried and convicted in absentia, we can proceed with the liquidation of your assets.” 
 
    “Julia... As someone who’s pressing a case you don’t even believe in yourself, I’d think you would have cleaned up your own act a little more.” 
 
    There’s silence on the line a moment before she responds. 
 
    “So, you’re the one behind these frivolous lawsuits. I should have guessed. But I suppose that makes the rest of our conversation a little easier.” She takes a breath, then continues. “I asked you to call as a courtesy. I am denying the requests for bulk material shipment that have come in from your companies. They will be liquidated soon, and the state has greater need for your cash than for those materials. 
 
    “Your arraignment has been rescheduled for Friday. If you do not appear, then we will freeze your assets.” 
 
    “You’ve chosen to play a particularly dangerous game, Julia. And sadly, for you anyway, you’ve played it without the finesse of your predecessors. 
 
    “Goodbye, Julia.” 
 
    I shake my head as the line drops. Julia has no idea what’s about to land on her. And in her stupidity and arrogance, she has given material aid to the alien enemy. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SECOND FTL TEST 
 
    Once again, we’re back in the shuttle bay with the outer door open. Only the core team is here: Cal, Tay, Dylan, and me. 
 
    Dylan begins. “Given that we are primarily testing navigation and drift, we’ll be traveling a little further out today to a yellow dwarf about 100 light-years away. We will enter FTL at a lower speed, so the FTL transit will take a little longer. It will drop right where we need to be to make a minimum duration transit around the star. Once we’ve gained the return vector, we’ll transition to FTL for the return. If all goes according to plan with the navigation and drift, we will drop back into normal space perfectly aligned for reentry. The total planned flight time for this test is 5 hours, 22 minutes. Every minute past that will be the measure of our failure.” 
 
    We all nod our understanding and agreement. 
 
    “OK. Positioning for launch.” 
 
    The drone lifts out of its cradle and slowly makes its way out the shuttle door. There it pauses. 
 
    “Starting test in 3, 2, 1... Go.” 
 
    The drone starts moving up the valley as it has done before, gaining speed rapidly with the grav drive at maximum. In moments, it’s out of visual range and I refocus my attention on the holoprojection. 
 
    A few seconds later, I hear the boom as the drone goes supersonic. The holoprojector view from the nose camera shows the sky fading from blue to black as stars appear. 
 
    Dylan points to a timer in the holoprojection.  
 
    “Thirty-six more seconds until we engage the FTL drive.”   
 
    “Won’t we be too deep in the gravity well to go FTL?” I ask. 
 
    Tay answers. “The drone is small and strong. The gravitational shear at our target transition point today is much too strong for a large ship. But for the drone... Not so much.” 
 
    I watch as the timer counts down to zero and the image from the forward camera devolves into noise. 
 
    “How long will we be in FTL?” I ask. 
 
    Dylan points to the holoprojection, where I see that the timer has reset. 
 
    “A little over an hour.” 
 
    “A hundred light-years in an hour?” I ask, surprised. 
 
    “Yep,” Cal replies with a smile. “I was able to juice the Stadler constant a bit higher. The trip to the alien armada will go at about twice this speed.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “Dropping to normal space in 30 seconds.” Dylan calls out, drawing my attention back to the test flight. 
 
    “We’re either going to nail this or be in big trouble,” he says casually.  
 
    I’m betting there’s more meaning packed into those words than I’m understanding. But with the last seconds ticking away, I just watch the holoprojection. 
 
    “3, 2, 1...” Dylan calls out. 
 
    As the image from the nose camera resolves, it’s clear from the movement of the stars that the ship is turning. 
 
    Dylan, who’s been studying the instrumentation, suddenly shouts. “Nailed it!” 
 
    As he hops around working off the excitement, I see something unexpected. 
 
    “What’s that?” I point at the holoprojection. 
 
    Dylan sees what I’m pointing at, then zooms in.  
 
    “Ships.” He replies in disbelief. “A Confederation cruiser, and two squadrons of fast attack fighters.” 
 
    “Please tell me they’re not in range.” 
 
    Dylan works some additional controls, then says, “No. But, I think they’ve seen us. One of the fighters has changed course, but it’s way too far away to catch up or shoot at us. My guess is that they’re trying to get a better scan.” 
 
    “We don’t have a stealth mode yet do we?” 
 
    “Next week.” Cal replies. 
 
    “Lighting up the ion drive,” Dylan calls out. “The Confederation ships maybe able to detect the ion trail and sort out that this is higher tech than they have.” 
 
    “What?” I’m surprised by Dylan’s comment. “Surely the drives on those ships are bigger than the ones in the drone.” 
 
    Cal chuckles. “It’s not the size, it’s the ejection velocity. They have no engines the size of our drone that can eject as much mass as fast.” 
 
    “Ah, forgot about that part.” 
 
    Cal chuckles some more, apparently amused that I forgot about the superiority of our ion drive. 
 
    “I think we just got hit aggressively with an active scanning pulse. Wow! We just got hit a second time. If this were a human drone it would have messed with our comms.” Dylan’s shock is clear to see. 
 
    “Any chance they can determine whether or not we’re human?” I ask. 
 
    “Unlikely.” Tay pipes up. “Our outer hull is more like the alien’s than the humans.” 
 
    “But what if they can tell it isn’t alien?” I shoot back. 
 
    “They just fired at us.” Dylan announces. “In principle, they got a hit. Amazing given the distance. But we’re too far away for it to have had an effect.” 
 
    “Do they have any chance at catching us?” I ask again. 
 
    “No, we’ll be out of visual range when we transition, so from their point of view we will have simply disappeared.” 
 
    “Any chance they could trace us back to Jaredaan?” 
 
    “Remote,” Dylan says, shaking his head. “Our ion trail is being disbursed by the solar wind coming off the star. By the time the Confederation ships get here, they won’t be able to discern the vector. I think we’re safe.” 
 
    Dylan pauses, checking more instruments. 
 
    “I think they’ve taken several more shots at us. Hard to know for sure, but we are out of visual range now. We’ll be transitioning in 30 seconds.” 
 
    ... 
 
    As Dylan sets the drone down on the cradle, I notice a change in the sheen on its outer hull, near the rear of the drone. Pointing, I ask, “Any chance that’s where they hit us?” 
 
    “Don’t touch it!” Cal shouts. “Confederation blasters can leave residual radiation. Let me get my meter.” 
 
    Cal disappears down the hall. In the distance I hear him yell, “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Dylan looks at me puzzled. “That was unexpected. What were Confederation ships doing out there?” 
 
    “No idea. I’ll contact Julian to see if the elders can make sense of it.” 
 
    Cal is back before long and quickly scans the tail of the drone. 
 
    “Definitely a Confederation blaster.” He scans some more then pops up an image. “See the change in the surface morphology.” 
 
    “We must have been hit harder than initially thought. See the carbon scoring?” Tay points to a specific spot in the image. “The outer layer of our aluminum-scandium composite was sufficiently ablated that some of the nanotube filament burned. If they had good enough spectrometers scanning the drone, they might have been able to discern the make-up of the hull. If they caught the carbon spectra, it’s possible they could associate the material with my work, although that would be a stretch. The only publication of that work was at the one conference. Conference papers aren’t taken as seriously, so it might be years before that one comes up in the searchable database.” 
 
    “Do we need to repair it?” I ask. 
 
    Tay turns to Cal. “How soon before we can wire brush it?”  
 
    “You could probably do it now, but I’d wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    Tay turns back to me. “I say we repair it. It won’t take long. We just need to wire brush and acid wash to pacify the surface, then paint on another layer. It’s a simple procedure.” 
 
    I’m so impressed by this team. I raise my hands to get everyone’s attention. “I declare this a successful test and recommend that we begin mass production.” 
 
    ... 
 
    There’s a round of congratulations, then we button up the shuttle bay. Later, there’s more celebration in the mess hall as Dylan and the team tell of our encounter with the Confederation fleet. 
 
    The party atmosphere carries on for a while, but later as I head off to bed, I worry that the Confederation is on to us.  
 
      
 
   

 

 JULIAN 
 
    I’m up early after a restless night. I can’t shake the feeling that the Confederation identified us. As I settle into my makeshift office, my communicator sounds. It’s Julian. 
 
    “Jared, when you get this stressed out, none of the rest of us can sleep. Edson is still not well, but Sophia and I, and Aurora and Jack, spent the last six hours probing the Confederation military. 
 
    “The group you encountered was on an exploration mission looking for more inhabitable worlds. They sent a report up through their chain of command about contact with an unknown ship that did not answer hails. 
 
    “The shot they took that hit generated enough spectral data for them to conclude the ship was alien in origin. They did not detect the trace carbon spectra, so you appear to be safe. Without that, they would be unlikely to conclude the ship was based on Tay’s technology, which, by the way, has not been catalogued yet. 
 
    “But that was a lucky miss. I’d advise that you have us scan your planned test routes going forward to prevent another near miss like this one.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I reply with no argument. “We got ahead of ourselves. I should have consulted with you ahead of time.” 
 
    There’s silence for a moment, then Julian changes subjects. 
 
    “The Prime Elder was arrested last night, as was the judge that issued the warrant for your arrest. With the leads you gave Kingston, he was able to trace the money, including the bribe to the judge. 
 
    “The prosecutor has used the data provided to search back through the records. Julia apparently has a long history of bribing officials to do, or cover up, her dirty work. She made a big mistake when she decided to come after you. If we had known about this sooner, we might have been able to engineer a better solution to the problem, but we didn’t know. 
 
    “Anyway, your brother Aaron will be calling you shortly to announce a special meeting of the Elders. It will probably take a big chunk of your day.” 
 
    “Thanks, Julian.” 
 
    “Jared, you need to tap our help more often.” 
 
    “I will, Julian. Thanks again.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 AARON 
 
    Moments after I disconnect with Julian, the call comes in from Aaron.  
 
    “You called it.” Aaron says. “Until the last couple weeks I would never have expected this from Julia, but it seems she has a long history of covering up her misdeeds. 
 
    “I’ve called an emergency meeting of the Elder Board for 9:00. The first order of business will be the vote to remove. The second will be the vote to replace. Then we will move on to reverse Julia’s executive orders blocking your company’s materials shipments.” 
 
    “Thanks, Aaron.” 
 
    “I want you to take the Prime Elder role, Jared.” 
 
    “Aaron, I can’t. I have way too much on my plate.” 
 
    “You put money above your world?” He says with an edge in his voice. 
 
    “No, I put the alien threat above the short-term needs of our world. We are in a critical window. Over the next six to nine months, the long-term balance of power between us will be permanently sealed. I think I’ve found a way to put us on top. It’s my sole focus and I cannot allow it to waver.” 
 
    I can tell that Aaron does not like this answer. I fear he will nominate me anyway. 
 
    “Aaron, Kinsley is by far the best choice for this role. I know she’s new. But of the existing board members, she is by far the most qualified.” 
 
    “Jared, you might be able to sell that, but I can’t. So, when I open the floor for nominations, get your hand up, and I’ll call on you first. At this point, everyone else is planning to vote for you. You’ll need to make the case for Kinsley, and it better be good.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ELDER BOARD 
 
    “I call this emergency session to order.” Aaron says, clearly uncomfortable with the role he has inherited. 
 
    “As you know, the Prime Elder, Julia Daan Clark has been arrested for accepting money in exchange for favors and for bribing public officials. I’ve seen the evidence and it is damning. A copy is being released to you as we speak.” 
 
    A series of dings can be heard, emanating from the members tablets. 
 
    “Should she be convicted, she will automatically be removed from office, and I will become Prime Elder, responsible to serve out the remainder of Asher’s term, Julia’s term, and my own term.  
 
    “However, the rules that govern our board give us another option. At any point, for any cause, or for no cause at all, a majority of the elders can call for a vote of no confidence for any of the sitting elders, including the Prime Elder. If the vote succeeds, then the elder is removed and can be replaced by another. As a board with only six active members, the five of us would need to agree unanimously to remove Julia and replace her with the person of our choice.  
 
    “With that, I open the floor for discussion and other motions raised by the sitting elders.” 
 
    I pop my hand up just before Aaron finishes his opening statement. 
 
    “Jared, you have the floor.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I would like to nominate our newest member, Kinsley Daan Gosling to replace our former Prime Elder. I do this because none of the rest of us have ever held executive governmental office. Kinsley, on the other hand, has successfully navigated Jaredstown through the turbulence of the last five years. First through the power crisis, then through the DAGS outbreak. She, of all of us, has the best understanding of governmental processes and getting things done in the public’s interest. I can think of no one more able to lead our planet as we emerge from the DAGS era, than Kinsley Daan Gosling. Please join me in supporting her as our new Prime Elder.” 
 
    There is silence for a moment, no one quite sure how to react. Then Ian Álvares Daan, from the space station raises his hand. Aaron nods to him and Ian starts. 
 
    “I was thinking you would be the logical choice, Jared. Aaron is next in line, and I, for one, would be happy with him taking over. But we all know that Aaron does not want the job. You are the next in line if he should resign, and you’re the one driving almost all economic activity on our planet. Therefore, you are the logical choice. 
 
    “I truly value Aaron’s influence. He’s played the role most of the family wanted your father to play when he was elected, a calming influence that offsets the worst of the family’s traits. So, I would hate to risk his resignation. 
 
    “I mostly agree with your assessment of Kinsley’s suitability for the job, but she’s new, only sixish months into her first term. Why are you not volunteering for the job?” 
 
    I’d really hoped this discussion wouldn’t go here. 
 
    “Fair question,” I say with resignation. 
 
    “The short answer is that I’m too busy with other work critically important to the welfare of our world and of the Confederation as a whole. The Confederation’s economy and broader human civilization are on the brink of collapse. Many at the top levels of the Confederation’s government know that. I am part of the drive to stop these things from happening. If I were to take this position, Jaredaan and the Confederation as a whole will be worse off as a result. 
 
    “We need someone like Kinsley, who has the knowledge and skill to deal with the problems this body must address. She is a far better choice, and will deliver far better results for our people, if she is the one that becomes our new Prime Elder.” 
 
    I see her eyeing me questioningly. 
 
    Aaron reasserts control over the meeting. 
 
    “Kinsley, would you care to comment on the question?” 
 
    “This nomination comes as a bit of a shock to me. I certainly was not expecting to be nominated, but Jared makes a good point. 
 
    “Many of the actions we have taken as the Elder Board have been poorly framed and awkwardly implemented. I have commiserated with Jared on this point many times.  
 
    “I don’t pretend to have the knowledge or experience that you do. I also do not claim to have all the answers. But, with your input and guidance, I do think I could help us work more collaboratively and formulate better policy. 
 
    “And if elected, I will serve to the best of my ability.” 
 
    I clap loudly as Kinsley finishes, then repeat, “I move that we elect Kinsley as our next Prime Elder.” 
 
    Aaron gives me a stern look, then says, “I second the motion.” 
 
    He pauses to look at the other Elders. “Does anyone object to moving to a vote?” 
 
    After several moments of silence, Josiah Hawley Daan, the doctor in Heroldstown, raises his hand. 
 
    “I think we’re moving too fast, Aaron. I tend to agree with the arguments that have been made, but in truth, I’m not ready to make a change at this time.” 
 
    He turns toward Kinsley, “Sorry, I think you are the most qualified, but raising you to prime elder in your first six months doesn’t sit well with me and won’t sit well down here in Heroldstown. I think we would be better served letting the process run the course with Aaron as our temporary leader. Once Julia is convicted and we’ve worked through the process of selecting replacements for Asher and Julia, I think we can move forward in a way that the people will support.” 
 
    “I second Josiah’s position,” Ian calls out. 
 
    I see Aaron wilt. After several seconds he says, “With only five members present, we must act unanimously to make a change. Would anyone else care to make a proposal that we might be able to vote in favor of?” 
 
    After several seconds of silence, Aaron says, “Then I move that we close this special meeting.” Aaron pauses to lock eyes with each of the elders, then says, “Hearing no objections, I declare this meeting closed.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MESS HALL 
 
    I make my way up to the mess hall, zapped of almost all energy. My plan is to grab a bite, then head down to my office. Expecting the room to be empty at this hour, I head straight for the protein bars without looking around. 
 
    “Well, someone overslept this morning.” 
 
    I look over and see Vera having breakfast with Dai and Savannah. 
 
    “We have real food if you want something better than that poison.” 
 
    Vera’s words have enough sass to make me smile, and I hear Dai giggle in the background. 
 
    “More sleep would have been nice, but I had a call with Julian, then a planetary Elder’s Board meeting,” I say tersely. “What do you have?” 
 
    “Hot oatmeal with stewed prunes.” 
 
    The look I give Vera sends Dai into a laughing spasm. 
 
    “I think I’ll stick with my prefab poison.” 
 
    “Probably for the best.” Vera replies. “By the way... Cal, Tay, and Dylan recruited Summer to come help them with the replicator. If you want to intervene in that process, you might want to hustle on down there. Who knows what that group might do unsupervised?” 
 
    Vera’s comments spark more laughing on Dai’s part. It’s clear the two of them are forming a strong friendship. 
 
    “Guess I better ‘hustle on down,’” I reply. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    I enter the manufacturing space and hear the sound of the replicator doing its thing. 
 
    “Jared, there you are! How did your meetings go?” It’s Cal, as enthusiastic as always. 
 
    I chuckle. “Not so bad, now that it’s over.” 
 
    “Good. Summer helped us find the specs for the superstructure. We’ve set it up to produce four sets. We’ve also queued up four sets of outer hull parts.  
 
    “The outer hull parts haven’t started yet, so it’ll be easy enough to cancel if that’s not the priority. We wanted to get started because it’ll take most of our remaining time just to fabricate the drones before mission launch. We need a schedule to keep the replicator running round the clock.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I reply. “We have more than one replicator, so we have a little leeway, but as you point out, not much.” 
 
    We walk over to the replicator, and I confirm that Summer has set everything up properly. 
 
    “She seems very comfortable with the aliens’ written language at this point,” Cal says. 
 
    I smile. “When it comes to language, Summer is a real quick study. Let’s go get the alien comm parts set up on the comm replicator.” 
 
    As we make our way across the room, Cal asks, “Have you been in touch with Frank at all?”  
 
    “No, not since we’ve been down here. I’ve been a bit overwhelmed to tell the truth.” 
 
    “He’s making progress, wants to schedule some time with me in Jaramor.” 
 
    “I’m glad he’s making progress. Priorities have shifted since he came aboard, but his work is still vitally important to the long-term effort.” 
 
    “You should probably tell him that. He’s feeling abandoned and his family hates it here. I think he’s on the verge of bailing.” 
 
    Cal’s words shock me. I know they shouldn’t, but they do. Then a second thought goes through my mind. Frank knows about the alien ship, knows it’s the source of our technology. Any opportunity he finds back in the Confederation will ultimately lead to contact from the Central Command. And when they learn that we’ve found and been mining an alien spaceship for its technology, Jaredaan will be in big trouble. I have to stop this. 
 
    “Jared?” Cal asks. “You OK? You kind of zoned out on me for a second there.” 
 
    “Sorry, the mystery steals me away every now and again.” I respond almost automatically. Then more seriously, “You’re right, we need to get Frank more involved. His work is incredibly important to our long-term success. If he heads back to the Confederation, everyone will be worse off for it.” 
 
    Although my words are directed at Cal, my mind is already drifting toward Julian. I need help and the Jaramor elders can be massively persuasive. 
 
    “Jared, isn’t this the machine we’re looking for?” Cal points to the machine we just passed, then looks at me oddly. 
 
    I laugh. “Walked right past it, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re OK, Jared?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I just have too many balls in the air at the moment. Let’s get this replicator launched, then see if we can kick up the other industrial replicators.” 
 
    ... 
 
    It took me a while to find the other industrial replicators and get them started up. Fortunately, all four have a full load of raw materials to draw from, and I was able to transfer the complete set of patterns to each. With this step of the plan accomplished, I round up the team in the manufacturing conference room so we can set a schedule. 
 
    After an hour of back and forth, we have a master schedule posted on the wall, which shows the schedule for each of the replicators and the person responsible to manage each turnover. 
 
    “We’re also going to need cradles to build these in, Jared,” Moose reminds. 
 
    “Good point. Where did the current one come from?” 
 
    “I made it from scrap.” Moose replies. “But most of the scrap has been cleared at this point. Can we replicate them?” 
 
    Summer speaks up. “I know this is going to sound like a change of subject, but it’s not. So please bear with me.” 
 
    I look at her. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “How many of these are we going to make? At one point you said a thousand, which I interpreted to mean a lot. But we’re getting to the point where it’s becoming important. For example, if we’re making 1,000, where would we put them? How would we launch them? 
 
    “I can see assembling ten of them in the shuttle bay, but not 100, there isn’t enough space.” 
 
    “Good point. Suggestions?” I indicate the team as a whole. 
 
    “We have a similar problem once the drones are on site.” Dylan adds. “I can launch them one at a time and put them on a no maintenance course toward the target. But I can only fly them one, two, maybe three at a time. I can’t do a coordinated attack using ten drones, forget 100 or more.” 
 
    “All good points,” I confirm. “I still think we need hundreds, and given the way the star-killers operate, we may need to coordinate four drones at a time, but let’s put that question aside for the moment. 
 
    “Moose, do you think we can coordinate ten simultaneous builds in the shuttle bay?” 
 
    “Yes, but we’ll need more hands. I know some people, who’d be well suited. But as the number grows, so does the number that know what we’re doing here.” 
 
    “Good point. Let’s table the staff question for the moment.” 
 
    I turn to Dylan. 
 
    “In the short term, do you think you could park them somewhere where they wouldn’t be seen?” 
 
    “Probably. Normal Confederation practice would be to park them in orbit. Our biggest problem with that will be the number. 
 
    “For example, we could probably park a few in orbit around our star. But the more you put up, the more likely someone on the space station spots one. And once they’ve spotted one, they’ll find them all. 
 
    “The safest approach for us would be to set them off in unpowered ballistic flight in the inter-arm void. No one goes out there, and unpowered, the drones are almost impossible to detect. 
 
    “We could easily put thousands in the void that no one would ever find. Then, when we needed one, we could wake it up, and have it fly to wherever we wanted it.” 
 
    “OK, In the short-term let’s plan on building up to ten at a time here in the shuttle bay. When we need the room, we can send the extras on their way. 
 
    “That leaves us with the problem of skilled labor, additional pilots, and raw materials.” 
 
    “I know some pilots that will thrive in this environment and not pose a security threat.” Dylan offers. “Just buy ships for them to bring out, and I guarantee they will stay.” 
 
    “Get me their names. We’ll have to move on this quick to get them here in time.” 
 
    The discussion drags on a little longer, but by the time we break to tend to the next replicator swap, we have a plan that will get us hundreds of drones into space by the time we need to launch. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JARAMOR ELDERS 
 
    “Julian, I need help with Frank.” 
 
    “What kind of help?” 
 
    I quickly review the situation with Julian. 
 
    “How do you think we could help you?” 
 
    “Probe to see if you can find a way to keep him here or make his family happy to be here. Or maybe use some of your personal magic to win them over.” 
 
    Julian is quiet for several seconds, then says, “You’re afraid he’s going to bail and rat you out to the Confederation.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have Ethel and Norah been able to establish any sort of relationship with his family?” 
 
    “No, they’ve tried, but they’re cut from much different cloth. Ethel and Norah grew up here. Frank’s wife and mother spent their entire life in urban settings. Neither understands the appeal of the other’s lifestyle,” I explain. 
 
    “Let me see what we can do.” 
 
    “Thanks, Julian.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 INVENTORY 
 
    Another week has passed, and the countdown clock continues to count down. We have 70 more days until the last of the drones needs to be sent on its way.  
 
    Over the last week, we built our total up to twelve drones. The original, plus eleven more. It was supposed to be ten, but... things happen. 
 
    Anyway, we have twelve drones ready to launch into the void. Dylan has put together a plan to put them on a course toward their final target positions. The initial approach will be slow, so we’ll have a couple weeks to bring them back if anything goes wrong. And if everything goes right on the development front, then we will have more flexibility in terms of how we use them. 
 
    Today, we’ll launch the first one, possibly two, tomorrow four, the following day the remaining six. 
 
    I watch as drone number two lifts off its cradle and slowly makes its way out through the shuttle bay door. Once in place, Dylan starts the auto launch sequence. 
 
    “I’ve put this in place to minimize the variance we would otherwise observe between the drones’ planned and actual flight timing. 
 
    “This one will go out at exactly 10:00 AM. It will take about four hours to lock into its target ballistic course. At that point, it will automatically go silent until we ping it. I’ve scheduled the second one to launch at 3:00 PM. That will give me a full hour to get the second drone set up. 
 
    “If these go to plan, then we can start narrowing the time between launches. But I want to make sure everything works without a hitch before we do that.” 
 
    A buzzer goes off as Dylan finishes his explanation. 
 
    “See, fully automatic. My job at this point is simply to monitor, verifying that everything is working.” 
 
    I watch as the drone shoots toward Mt. Jaramor, then starts climbing. Moments after it goes out of visual range, I hear the sonic boom. 
 
    “Running like clockwork,” Dylan exudes. 
 
    “So, you’re going to monitor all day?” I ask to confirm my understanding. 
 
    “Yep, until 7:00 tonight.”  
 
    “OK, I’ll leave you to it. Don’t lose any of our drones.” 
 
    Just as I’m about to leave, Moose wheels in parts to start construction of the next drone. Charlie Tanner, manufacturing manager from the supplements company, follows him, pushing a cart of his own with more parts. 
 
    “Morning Boss,” Charlie greets. “Never thought I’d be doing this when I signed on with you. Best decision I ever made.” 
 
    “Morning Charlie. Glad to see you’ve joined us here. Milton has the plant under control?” 
 
    Milton Howard has been the assistant manager at the plant for the last couple years. Milton is taking Charlie’s place while he’s away on this little vacation. 
 
    “He does. And he’s grateful for the opportunity, by the way.” 
 
    I nod my head in understanding, then take my leave. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE PILOTS 
 
    Per Dylan’s suggestion, I interviewed, then hired, two of the pilots he recommended: Nathaniel Wood, who goes by Nat, and Melinda Gesner, who goes by Mel. Both have similar qualifications as Dylan. Both have had run-ins with the authorities that have hampered their careers. And both are grateful to be getting a second chance, someplace where they can get a fresh start and an over-sized paycheck. 
 
    The next two on my list are Katherine Gale, who goes by Kat; and Jaxson Baker, who goes by Jazz. It seems that all Dylan’s pilot friends have short nicknames. I wonder what Dylan’s is. 
 
    I cast my mind out to observe the truth behind what Dylan has told me about Kat. I’m immediately impressed. She’s a petite woman of thirty-some years with quick wit, little regard for talking heads, and a sharp mind of her own. It only takes a few moments to know that she will be a strong addition to our team, who will blend in from day one. 
 
    I then watch the two incidents that derailed her career. Both really upset me. She intervened to save others’ lives, then was written up for breaking protocol to do it. As I listen to her final hearing, I get the points made by both sides. The military wanted her out because she didn’t follow orders unconditionally. I get that. When a thousand people are doing something as a team in concert, and one doesn’t follow orders, it can mess things up. But the orders Kat was given made no sense, so she did what needed to be done instead. 
 
    We are not a team of thousands. We are a team of five pilots and a couple engineers. I need everyone to do what needs to get done. If it’s different than what I ask, I’d like to know about the changes first. But the higher priority is to find people that do what needs to be done, when the orders they’ve been given won’t get them there. Kat is definitely in. 
 
    Jazz is another story altogether. He was trained as a special forces drone pilot. After training, he did not get the assignment offered when he was recruited, so accepted a shuttle pilot job within the military instead. He got out as early as possible, with a huge chip on his shoulder, and has been working commercial ever since. He has taken on the image of a mercenary, even taken a few jobs as one. But I can see what only someone steeped in the mystery can see. Deep in his heart, Jazz wants the job he was trained to do, drone-based clandestine operations. Dylan had the sense he would work well in our group, but not the confidence to put him at the top of the list. I wish he had. Jazz gets my fourth slot, but he would have gotten the first one if I’d probed him sooner.  
 
      
 
   

 

 FIRST ARRIVAL 
 
    Another week has passed and to my delight, Jazz is arriving today. The other candidates are coming, but they started close to the core. Jazz was on the rim working a security job in a pirate-infested asteroid field about nine light-years from Jaredaan. When Dylan and I talked to him and made the offer, he jumped on it. Then, on his own initiative, he found an outbound freighter leaving that night for Taramoot, where he could connect with a Thulium shipment headed for Jaredaan. 
 
    I’ve not even met this guy in person yet, but I already love him. 
 
    The shuttle from the space station landed at 11:00 AM this morning. Dylan is picking him up in my truck and will fly down straight from Heroldstown. 
 
    Jazz is expecting military grade housing for the first part of his stay with us. What he won’t know until he lands is that it will be aboard an alien spaceship that crash landed here thousands of years ago. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MOOSE 
 
    I head up to the shuttle bay to check on things, only to find the door closed and twelve completed drones in their cradles. As I head back to my office, I hear my name called. 
 
    “Jared, been looking for you.” 
 
    It’s Moose. 
 
    “What’s up?” I ask. 
 
    “Do you have time? Can I show you something?” 
 
    “How much time do you need? I’ve got at most an hour.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” Moose replies enthusiastically, then takes off in the opposite direction. “Come on.”  
 
    I jog to catch up and when I do, he says, “You’re going to love this, Jared.” 
 
    Child-like joy seems to bubble out of him, and I get the feeling I’m about to get a real treat. 
 
    It doesn’t take long to realize that we’re headed to deck four starboard side. I assume our destination is section four, the one where we discovered the breach. 
 
    As we approach the area, I can see that it has been totally transformed, but I hold my tongue, sensing the reveal is a lot bigger than I’m expecting. We walk down past the entrance to the stairwell where we first discovered the collapse, then stop in the middle of the hallway, about halfway to the next stairwell. He taps on the hallway’s starboard wall.  
 
    “What do you see?” He asks. 
 
    “The wall.” 
 
    Moose chuckles with a little too much delight. 
 
    “What’s it made of?” 
 
    I’m not really over the top on this version of the 20 questions game but am willing to play along for now. 
 
    “The aliens’ super impenetrable metal.” 
 
    He turns to the opposite wall and taps on it. 
 
    “What about this one?” 
 
    “The same stuff,” I say, starting to get a little frustrated. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Moose shines a bright light at an oblique angle, and I notice, for the first time, a diffraction-like ridging on the surface. 
 
    “Hmmm.” He grunts, then repeats on the opposite wall. This time the light shows a gossamer sheen. “Still think it’s the same?” 
 
    “No, what did you do?” I ask. 
 
    “Everything from this wall out...” He taps on the starboard wall. “...has been replaced or reinforced with Tay’s new miracle metal. Come on.” He waves toward the next stairwell, then takes off at a trot. 
 
    I struggle, but fail, to keep up. I finally catch him at the stairwell where he’s holding the door open for me. I step in and stop dead in my tracks. In front of me is a huge, cavernous space that is four decks high, five sections long. Lighting has been set such that the entire surface of the cavernous space glows with the same gossamer shimmer as I saw in the hallway. Looking closer, I see conduits running along the outer hull, each terminating at spots set in a regular pattern. 
 
    As understanding kicks in, I take off in a sprint toward the nearest bit of scaffolding that reaches out toward one of the connections. 
 
    When I get there, I see that the conduit ties into a field emitter, one much larger than the ones in the drones. 
 
    “You fixed it?” I call out to Moose, almost in tears at the sight. 
 
    From above clapping starts. I look up and see the rest of the gang, led by Summer, Tay, and Vera. 
 
    “This part of your ship is space-worthy again,” Tay shouts down. 
 
    Cal, who’s apparently afraid of heights, calls out, “We’ve tested the new emitters, and they work. If we bring up the main energy cubes, we may be able to get her back into space.” 
 
    Deep emotion wells up from within as I feel the captain rise to the surface. He gets a quick peek before I push him back down. But I can sense his gratitude that this part of his ship has been made whole again. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JAZZ 
 
    Over the years, I’ve become increasingly immune to celebrations. It’s not that I don’t like, or have some objection to, celebrating success. But every success seems to be followed by some sort of loss, so for me, the excitement fades a little quicker than most others. 
 
    But the celebration tonight seems to belie that outcome. The ship may never fly again, but it’s whole at last. Then, when Dylan and Jazz arrive, the party kicks up another notch. 
 
    Jazz looks every bit the special forces warrior he was trained to be, long, lean, and fit with exceptional efficiency of movement. For the first time, I feel like we have an actual warrior on our team, someone with the tactical knowledge to take advantage of our strengths and hide our weaknesses. 
 
    Greetings are exchanged, then Jazz says, “Jared, if I knew you had an alien spaceship there would have been no need for an interview. But I’m glad you’re keeping that close to the chest. If the wrong people knew about this, we’d be up to our necks in Confederation red tape.” 
 
    He indicates the room. “Nice party, but when do I get to see my drone?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 FINAL PRODUCTION 
 
    The last four weeks have gone by in a flash. All four of our new pilots have arrived. All the raw materials came through, and we added two more engineers, coppersmith Brock Newton, and a very agile retiree named Candace Cook, who goes by CC. 
 
    Production has averaged about ten drones a day. We have 324 in space, moving slowly through the void toward their rendezvous point with the aliens. Twelve more are scheduled to be launched today. 
 
    Our new pilots, now led by Jazz, have been spending half their time launching drones and sending them on their way. The other half has been spent training for coordinated attacks, using battle simulation software that Jazz brought with him. 
 
    He can still take down all four of them in the simulated four on one battles, but the contests are starting to get close, no longer the pathetic, floor mopping operations they were the first week. 
 
    Jazz has also worked with the broader team to upgrade the piloting stations. 
 
    My biggest problem with Jazz, to the extent there is a problem, is that he thinks we can take the aliens in a head on battle, despite the numbers advantage they have. His reasoning is that their giant ships can really only fight us one at a time. All battles would end up being close in affairs with five of our drones against one of their giant cumbersome ships. 
 
    Thankfully, he concedes that if the big ships ignored us and charged the Confederation, we’d win almost every battle, but still lose the war because we couldn’t take down all their ships in time. 
 
    At this point, he’s fully onboard with our concept of fomenting civil war using deception and subterfuge. But he constantly warns that our plans on that front are weak and need to be strengthened if we’re going to win this thing. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 15: MISSION LAUNCH 
 
    We’ve decided to launch two weeks early. We have just over 400 drones in our fleet at this point, way too many to use in any individual encounter. The new plan is to stagger them along the aliens’ route in places favored by the mystery. 
 
     Our connection to the drones is via a quantum entangled communications link. These are unique connections, each drone having its own link. To Dylan’s credit, each of the tiny cubes containing this end of the link is stored in a tiny cubby, in a cabinet he made for this purpose. 
 
    The cube for each of drones one to five is installed in one of the remote piloting stations. It’s brought back online by the pilot operating the corresponding station. All the drones are currently in the inter-arm void, each with its own vector and speed, each assigned a new location where it will be deployed. 
 
    The pilots’ first task is to plot a course that will get their drone from its current position to its new location. Once that’s happened, they cross check each other, then flag down Cal, who also cross checks to make sure the drive parameters are properly entered. Although the drives are the same, there are small component-based differences between the drones that Cal logged during testing. 
 
    Because this is a new process, the checks and double checks go on for a while, then the drones are launched.  
 
    “OK, remember the post-launch checklist.” Jazz calls out. “Upload your drone’s course into the launch database. Shutdown the comm connection to your drone. Then store your cube back in the cabinet.” 
 
    When that’s done, he says. “Well done. It took us an hour and 23 minutes to launch these five drones. Every minute was well spent.  
 
    “Now that we’ve done it once, let’s repeat while the process is fresh in our minds. We will take our time and execute the launch process professionally with no rushing, and no shortcuts.” 
 
    I watch Jazz lead the team, impressed by his professionalism and attention to detail. I also notice things moving along a little quicker this time. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Good work team,” Jazz says enthusiastically. “Well done. We finished in one hour, ten minutes. Let’s run this one more time. I want the same high-quality execution, same calm approach. It’s more important that this be done right, than done quickly. Speed will come with repetition. One more run today, then we can debrief.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING LAB 
 
    Something has been haunting me for a while now. How is it that the spacetime bubbles, in which the star-killers travel, are so blackhole-like?  
 
    Since that first foray into the void to find them, I’ve kept my distance. But my plan to foment unrest within the armada is unlikely to succeed if I cannot influence the aliens escorting the star killers.  
 
    Having made no progress on this myself, I make my way over to engineering to see if Cal can lend any insight. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Jared, you can be so funny at times. The forward view of any type of spacetime bubble is always blackhole-like because the bubble is out running the light. The only difference with these bubbles is that they’re so big and so oblate.” 
 
    He draws a quick picture of the bubble the star-killers travel in. 
 
    “See how it is narrower in the front, wider at the back? Any view forward of this point...” He indicates a point about 10% from the ‘stern’ of the bubble. “...will appear pitch black because the bubble is out running any light that might have reflected off it. 
 
     “But the rear view is different. The light caught in the bubble’s wake should be clearly visible, and it will have the same kind of sheen as you’ve seen in the bubbles that I’ve shown you in my lab.” 
 
    Cal’s explanation is so simple and obvious I can’t help but laugh. The ship is outrunning the light, duh! All I need to do is approach from the rear. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 MYSTERY 
 
    Over the last several weeks I’ve spent maybe fifteen minutes a day stirring the pot with the aliens. Most days, I call on a single individual. Other days, two or three. My ‘mistake’ early on was pushing too hard too fast. 
 
    Now 94 days out from the first incident that will damage a ship, everyone in the alien armada believes that the Purple Resistance is real, but most think it’s benign, low-level dissatisfaction among the junior ranks driven mostly by the extended duration of the mission. 
 
    Today, I’m going to start turning the heat up a notch, sowing discontent among the ships transporting the star-killers. Early on, I thought this would be impossible because the star-killer’s escort ships are inside the huge blackhole-like spacetime bubble that seemed to suck me in. Now that I know the trick to getting in, the escorts are my target. 
 
    The troops aboard these ships are the elite in the alien system. Each had to serve a tour in the fleet with distinction, then go through a rigorous training program with a 50% drop out rate, before they could be considered for a posting. 
 
    Ironically, their training makes my job all the easier. 
 
    I cast my mind out and quickly determine that Cal was right. By approaching from behind, I can see the spacetime bubble, and when I enter it, I can scan the ships inside. I quickly scan through the four escorts and find the one I want. It has a large contingent from the planet, Blue Aura, and another from the planet, Red Horizon. The ship is integrated, but the largest contingents from each planet are in sections on different floors.  
 
    Once in, I let the captain come to the surface. I sense his immediate revulsion. He had applied for the special training course and been accepted. Unfortunately for him, he was the subject of a prank on his first day at the academy. The prank was harmless, but perfectly set up to make him look like the instigator. In the days that followed, he was dismissed, the appeal he filed, ignored. 
 
    The group that framed him were from Blue Aura. Even to this day, he bears a grudge. 
 
    Care to engage in a little prank? I ask him and immediately feel his interest. Maybe, spread a few rumors? Again, I sense his willing participation. 
 
    What we are about to do is risky. We’re going to do the alien telepathy equivalent of whispering to someone that isn’t there loudly enough to be overheard. It takes a while to get this idea across to the captain. The aliens do not engage in this kind of deceit. But once he gets it, he performs masterfully. 
 
    “We need to clear out of this section. I overheard the Purple Resistance captain giving an order to one of the Red Horizon technicians. He’s to sabotage the food systems in the Blue Aura section just before dinner. Apparently, the Blue Aura have sided with the officers.” 
 
    We hear immediate outrage from the Blue Aura nearby, who start coming in our direction. We move toward the stairwell where an off-duty team of Red Horizon are coming up on their way to the mess hall. 
 
    The captain purposefully says too loudly, “There they are now.” 
 
    The Red Horizon crew looks our way questioningly as the Blue Aura crew comes running into the hallway. We fade out of view as the Blue Aura charge and the melee begins. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JULIAN 
 
    The next morning, I get a call from Julian. 
 
    “Is it safe to assume you were behind the incident between the Blue Aura and the Red Horizon?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “How in the world did you come up with that?” 
 
    “The Captain applied for a position with the star-killer escort service. A group of Blue Aura pulled a prank on him that got hm drubbed out. He still carries the grudge.” 
 
    “Have you done any follow up on what happened?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “Hmmm... There’s apparently a lot of unresolved tension between the Blue Aura and Red Horizon contingents. I’m surprised we haven’t discerned this before. Anyway, the fight got way out of hand, a handful killed, a dozen or more in the hospital, nearly a third of the crew confined to quarters. 
 
    “The fight threatened ship systems to the point where the star-killer needed to drop back into normal space. Given the size of the armada, a few back up escort ships were included. One of those is being tapped to replace the ship you sabotaged. 
 
    “More importantly, the Purple Resistance is back on everyone’s mind.” 
 
    Julian pauses. 
 
    “The aliens, for all their advantages, have a culture that is surprisingly easy to disrupt. I suppose that’s the result of their uniformity. They really don’t know how to deal with aberrant behavior. Major events like this may be the key to their destruction. 
 
    “We’d like to probe this some more, before you go back in. 
 
    “Would you consider taking a couple days off while we do that?” 
 
    “A couple maybe,” I reply. “But there are only 90-some days left before first blood.” 
 
    “True, but the attacks will only work if the deception is ripe for it, near the breaking point on every ship, not just a few. You came close to pushing that ship over the edge last night. Most of the rest are nowhere close. That’s the problem.” 
 
    “Understood. I’ll take a couple days off, then restart the slow burn again.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jared.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHIPBOARD OFFICE  
 
    The ship is giant, our crew small. Yet the ship feels as though it is buzzing with activity. Drone construction, of which I’ve been an active part, continues, but I’m taking a break from it today to deal with administrative issues. 
 
    The first thing on my list is materials. The materials plan was set in place some time ago, and as best I can tell, we’ve stuck to it. An earlier check on the replicators showed the expected levels, and the open orders will be sufficient to complete the build out. The question I ponder is how soon we can, or should plan to, start exporting our zero-point energy devices. 
 
    As I ponder, there’s a knock on the door frame. 
 
    “Got a minute, boss?” 
 
    “Jazz, good to see you. What’s up.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about our upcoming engagements with the aliens. By special ops standards, we are desperately under-prepared.” 
 
    I nod. “I’m sure that’s true. What do you have in mind?” 
 
    He smiles. “More or less everything,” he says jokingly. “For example, we have equipment that’s never really been tested. We don’t know for sure that our alien comm equipment or IFF transponders will work. We’ve never tested the scaled-up version of our disruption weapon. We’ve never verified the effectiveness of our drones as a kinetic weapon. We’ve never practiced coordinated assaults. 
 
    “You’ve made reasonable trade-offs to build a fleet of weapons unlike anything the Confederation has seen before, and you’ve done it in record time. Everything about this operation is something for the record books. But we don’t have the mission planning or training to use it to maximum effect. I doubt we can even get 50% of its potential.” 
 
    I can tell the last part came out with a little more emotion than Jazz intended. 
 
    “Am I correct to assume you have a plan to resolve this issue?” 
 
    “Working on a plan, yes.” 
 
    “Can you give me the high-level overview?” 
 
    “Happy to, boss.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 NORMAL SPACE 
 
    Today our drones will begin dropping back into normal space. If all has gone to plan, the first set of drones will reemerge traveling at 0.001 C. This is well below the alien’s nominal speed of 0.01 C in normal space.  
 
    Our probing has revealed that the aliens plan to pause as they approach the dense star cluster near the entrance into human space. There is a thulium rich planet in that region where an advance team has been mining and refining replenishment supplies. The aliens plan to stage in a series of nearby systems. While there, they will reorganize into 100 battle groups. The reconfigured battle groups will then move on for replenishment one-by-one. The first group will be the one targeting New Beijing. This opens up new possibilities for us. 
 
    According to Jazz, the alien’s decision to regroup, reorganize, and replenish would be suicide in a combat zone. He concludes that the aliens believe they will be unopposed in this region, which is good news for us. The drones dropping out of FTL over the next couple days are being redirected to those systems, where they will arrive before the aliens do. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ORDER OF FORCES 
 
    Today we are convening a meeting in Jaramor between our broader team and the Jaramor elders, of which Summer and I are now considered to be a part. The goal is to discuss the composition of the alien fleet. We’ve invited our pilots (Dylan, Jazz, Kat, Mel, and Nat), scientists (Cal & Tay), engineering team (Moose, Charlie Tanner, Brock Newton, & CC), and Vera, our one-woman support team. For most of us, it’s the first time we’ve been off the ship in months. 
 
    Aurora opens our meeting with a blessing, then Julian starts in. 
 
    “Our purpose today is to review the strength and organization of the enemy forces. We have probed this thoroughly and know the enemy’s strength and plans with greater certainty than ever before. 
 
    “At the outset, the armada consisted of 3,000 ships. Their current strength has dropped a little. A total of eight ships have developed problems that have caused them to drop out. Four ships were dispatched to assist them in returning to base for repairs. In addition, the star-killer escort ship on which Jared precipitated a little mutiny has been released from the mission. 
 
    “Today, the enemy force stands at 2,987. Over the next week or two that number will drop to the enemy’s target of 2,600. 
 
    “As we’ve discussed, the enemy will be breaking their forces in to 100 battle groups. Each group will have 20 conquest ships, a star killer, four primary transport escorts, and one backup escort. The battlegroup commanders have the option of including more escorts. But doing so will reduce the bounty each crew gets. At this point we know of no battle group commanders planning to take more than the required number of ships. 
 
    “The staging and replenishment operations are planned to take ten days. Each day, ten ships, one from each of ten battlegroups, will come into the replenishment system to pick up their thulium. The ten ships will then rendezvous with their battle group which will have parked in one of ten staging systems. Each battle group has one day to distribute its thulium and make any upgrades that require the ship to have its propulsion powered down. The following morning, the battlegroup will head out to its target destination, and the next battlegroup will arrive. 
 
    “We have obtained the coordinates of these ten systems, as well as the system containing the thulium. We have also obtained the destination system for each battle group. The tenth group departing from the tenth system is the one targeting New Beijing. We are referring to that battlegroup as group 100. 
 
    “As most of the other target systems are much further away than New Beijing, the other battlegroups will leave in their normal FTL mode. They’ll continue that way until signaled to drop to stealth. That signal will come as group 100 enters the dense star cluster.” 
 
    Jazz interrupts at this point. 
 
    “That’s when we should be targeting the destruction of the 100th battlegroup. As the signal to go to stealth gets more and more overdue, tension in the other battlegroups will spike, making them prime for psychic assault.” 
 
    I pause to contemplate Jazz’s words. What does he know about psychic assault? Then it occurs to me. He went through special forces training. Psy-ops are part of their training; they just don’t have the tools we have. 
 
    “Excellent point,” Julian replies, then continues. “The net result of all the above is that the first ships will be arriving in the ten staging systems in eleven days. Twenty-three days from now, the enemy will go to stealth. At that point we have only twenty-one days to stop them. Otherwise, 83 days from today, New Beijing will fall.” 
 
    “This finishes our intelligence briefing. As you can imagine, there are many more details that we’d be happy to share with you. These were the important ones for the tactical planning we now need to do.” 
 
    Again, Jazz is the first to reply. 
 
    “In traditional battle where the target is a convoy, we would start by taking out the first and last group, thus boxing in the remainder. Possibly the biggest advantage of this tactic is psychological, because, in most cases, it gives the feeling of being boxed in even when they really aren’t.” 
 
    As much as I like Jazz’s point, it worries me.  
 
    “The downside of any direct assault is that it comes from outside, from some other force acting against them. In the best case they go looking for us, then obliterate us. In the worst case, they find out humans are on to them and simply go max speed and start blowing up stars.” 
 
    Summer pipes up next. “Julian? Do we know what their orders or standard practice is when they lose a star-killer?” 
 
    “Not really,” Julian replies. “They talk about the consequences of star-killer losses fairly frequently. But the only losses they talk about are due to accidents. We have picked up no mention of a loss in combat.” 
 
    Again, Jazz cuts in. “That might imply that the military loss of a star killer could significantly shake their confidence.” 
 
    Edson raises his hand, but instead of looking at Julian he looks at me. Julian looks at him questioningly, as Edson’s first thought comes through. 
 
    “Jared, I’m sending this to you privately. At least I’m trying to.” 
 
    Jazz starts to say something else, but I raise my hand for silence. 
 
    “If we could commandeer a star killer and turn it loose on the alien forces, we could accomplish two things at once. One, kill a lot of ships. Two, convince the aliens that a significant revolt is in progress. 
 
    “If we could turn it back toward the alien home world, we could throw their entire civilization into chaos.” 
 
    I sit in silence for a moment, hand still up. Julian, sensing that Edson is done asks, “Are you going to share any of that with us, Jared?” 
 
    Moments go by as I struggle to wrap my mind around the possibility, then Summer puts her hand on mine and whispers, “Come back to us, Jared.” 
 
    I shake my head, then lock eyes with Edson. “Thank you.” 
 
    I take a deep breath then address the rest of the room, which has been mostly patient for the last minute. 
 
    “Edson just raised an interesting idea. I think he raised it privately because execution would be mostly on me and is likely beyond my ability.” 
 
    Edson nods his head in agreement. 
 
    I lock eyes with him, then say, “For now, I’ll keep this to myself. The odds of me being able to do it are just too low. If things become desperate, I will try. But things are not that desperate yet.” 
 
    I look to Julian.  
 
    “Let’s resume where we left off.” 
 
    ... 
 
    The meeting ran most of the day and was capped by dinner and ale. I’m incredibly proud of our team. We’ve come up with a plan that will allow us to tamper with the replenishment process and sow discontent. If we sow enough, we’ll be able to disguise the attacks we plan to make on the leading ships as they pass through the choke point, and on the trailing ships as they approach it. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MYSTERY 
 
    I settle into bed tired, my body craving sleep. But I can’t shake the thought of taking over a star-killer and turning it against its masters. To do it, I’ll need to compel an alien, maybe several. The challenge will be gaining control, then bending it, or them, to my will without killing them. I have a little over three weeks until the first ship is in optimal position. Maybe I can bend or break them gradually, starting tonight. 
 
    I cast my mind out and quickly find the target star-killer. The ship itself is massive, but it is manned by a relatively small crew, a dozen king-queen pairs, each with ten drones. 
 
    The ship itself is shaped like a cannon barrel and is mostly weapon. Hundreds of spacetime disruption field-generators, configured in a loosely cylindrical shape, run down the center of the barrel, making up the forward 80% of the ship. A comparable number of concave field emitters, mounted in lens-like configuration, make up the bow of the ship. Petawatts of zero-point energy devices surround the disruption field-generators, filling most of the body of the ship. There’s a ring of small ion drive engines near the bow, another near the stern. They are obviously for attitude adjustment and to manage trim. Main propulsion, mounted in the stern, is comprised of twelve of the aliens’ standard size ion emitters. The star-killer itself has no FTL drive. It relies on its escorts. 
 
    Given the incredible mass of the ship, it must take a long time for it to get up to a speed suitable for FTL insertion. 
 
    The crew portion of the ship is located between the forward weapon section that makes up 80% of the ship, and the rear propulsion section. It is comprised of four decks: officers’ quarters, command deck, enlisted quarters, and drone quarters. These are sandwiched between the upper and lower engineering spaces. 
 
    I scan the officer deck looking for an officer with some degree of dissatisfaction about the mission, his role, or his superior officers. To my surprise, I find quite a few that are less than happy about this assignment. These will be my initial targets. 
 
    I choose five, then visit the first. The plan for this visit is simple, trigger some impulse, and stoke the seed of dissatisfaction that already exists. 
 
    My first candidate has just gone to bed but is still awake. A quick scan shows two things. He frequently scratches his brow. And he thinks his commanding officer does not trust him.  
 
    I trigger an urge to scratch his brow, which he does. Then as hand touches head, I send a spike of resentment about something his commanding officer said earlier in the day.  
 
    It works like a charm, brow scratched, resentment toward his boss goosed, and no clue that he’s just been touched by an external influence. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, five crew have been influenced. All are clueless about what happened.  
 
    Filled with a sense of accomplishment, I fall asleep. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CAMPAIGN 
 
    I wake just as the sun is rising in the east. Having spent so much time on the ship over the last couple months, it’s strange being awakened by sunlight streaming into the bedroom. As much as I want to settle back in and collect another hour of sleep, I don’t. Instead, I head downstairs. As I pass the kitchen, I smell buns baking in the oven. I pop my head in and see Tess, our Jaramor housekeeper and occasional chef, hard at work. 
 
    “Mr. Jared, sir. I’m so happy to have you back. Would you like me to bring you some coffee and a morning bun when they’re ready?” 
 
    “Morning Tess, coffee would be nice. I’ll wait for Summer before eating.” 
 
    She nods. “As you say, Mr. Jared.” 
 
    I smile at her, say thanks, then head off to the office. 
 
    It’ll be a while until I know for sure, but I think last night was a huge success. I want to scale up the effort and need to think through the best approach. If I can sow enough seeds of discontent, the alien armada will fall apart. I guess this was the plan all along, but for the first time, I’m thinking I’m on to something that will work and work in the right time frame. 
 
    As I sit down at my desk, I start jotting down some notes. There are 100 star-killers. Each has a non-drone crew of 24, split more or less equally between officers and enlisted. If I targeted half the officers, that would give me 600 targets, which is too many. 
 
    As I ponder the count, Tess comes in with a pot of coffee. “You look very serious this morning, sir.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Par for the course, I’m afraid.” 
 
    As she leaves, I’m hit by a sudden insight. The aliens plan to use ten transit corridors through the dense star cluster. The first star-killer through each corridor has a chance to foul the corridor for the subsequent groups coming through. Those ten star-killers are my targets. Each one I can get control of will stop or delay 10% of the alien’s armada. Those ten should be my target, a total of 60 officers I need to control or at least soften up. At five minutes per officer, that’s five hours a day for 21 days. Then 24 hours of pure havoc as the first ten battlegroups enter their respective corridors. 
 
    This needs to be the focus of my personal campaign. If it still feels viable after a week, then I can get others involved. But for now, this is mine, and mine alone. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, JARAMOR INSTITUTE 
 
    Vera, Moose and the engineering team, and Dylan and the pilot team, left for the alien ship right after breakfast. Cal, Summer and I, and Tay and family are staying another day. I’ve scheduled a series of meetings at the Institute that will fill most of my day. The important one will be a meeting with my scholars to discuss our scientific progress. 
 
    ... 
 
    I’m the last to enter the conference room. As I come in, I sense the same collegiality as in the early days. Cal and Frank catching up on their shared research, Tay listening intently, mostly in observer mode. 
 
    “Sounds like you have a lot to catch up on.” I say to the group.  
 
    Tay replies with a chuckle, pointing at Cal and Frank. “These two need more time together.” 
 
    I call the meeting to order, asking each to give a brief summary of their research accomplishments, plans, and resource requirements. 
 
    Again, Tay takes the lead. 
 
    “I spent most of my time working on the drones, which has been a lot of fun and provided a lot of practical experience. In terms of my primary research agenda, a streamlined hull fabrication process, I’ve made a lot of progress. The lab facilities on the ship are ground based, not space based, but the alien replicators have allowed me the opportunity to test numerous configurations, far more than I could have anywhere else, and the results have been astounding. In terms of papers, I’ve collected most of the data I need. Once the drone-related work is done, it will only take a couple months to put together my next round of papers. 
 
    “In terms of what I need... Access to the ship and its replicators. That’s it.” 
 
    Cal goes next. His summary is brief.  
 
    “I’ve created and tested the new Stadler drive. I haven’t started the papers on this, but like Tay, I have all the data I need. What remains is mostly just references and text. Similar but different for the new stealth drive. It’s less tested, so I need more test data. And I need to decide how I want to present this. But there must be ten papers in the work I’ve already done, so when the immediate crisis has passed, I have a lot of writing to do.  
 
    “And, like Tay, I have everything I need down at the ship.” 
 
    Frank goes last. 
 
    “I’ve made progress on the mathematics of zero-point energy. I’ve been able to use the material you and Summer translated for me. But without access to a real lab or more of the alien database, I’ve spent a lot of time spinning my wheels.” 
 
    “Frank, you should spend more time on the ship.” Tay compassionately implores. “Summer is close to having a translator up. You could probably help with that at which point their whole library will be yours.” 
 
    I notice Frank’s dark look. “Your family likes it down there. Dai bubbles about it endlessly. Not so for me. My wife and mother-in-law won’t consider going down. So, I spend my days here in the office, nights back at the cottage. The family hates it there. But they hate town even more. So, I’m kind of stuck at the cottage.” 
 
    “The commute down to the ship isn’t much longer. We can run the shuttle most days,” I reply. “Give it a try for a couple days.” 
 
    “OK, starting Monday?” 
 
    “Sure.” I nod, trying less than successfully to form a smile. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THERAPY ROOM, INSTITUTE 
 
    I didn’t want to wait until tonight to make my next contact with the aliens. So earlier, I booked a therapy room for two hours. Now, with the door locked and a do not disturb sign on, I settle onto one of the therapy couches and cast my mind out. First stop, the same ship I visited last night. 
 
    It’s a different time of day. The aliens I influenced last night are just getting off-duty. Each is engaged in an activity, so their minds are more focused. One is in conversation, attempting to hide his disdain for his commanding officer. Sensing an opportunity, I trigger the quick rub of an ear, something this one does frequently, and plant a negative word in his mind as he’s speaking. As his sentence completes, he realizes what he just said and tries to back pedal. But at this point it’s out there. The one-two punch of compelled mannerism followed by compelling thought is incredibly powerful.  
 
    I find the other four I visited last night and trip them up in a similar way. Wanting to influence a few more on this ship, I do a quick scan for viable candidates. I find three more with easily triggered mannerisms and some note of dissatisfaction. I spike each with a thought that reinforces their discord, then move on to the next ship. 
 
    ... 
 
    After two hours, the timer on my arm goes off, pulling me back into this reality. I successfully influenced a total of 38 individuals on six star-killers. I’ll influence more people tonight, then more tomorrow after we’ve returned to the ship. Working a short round in the afternoon, then a longer one at night, I’ll be able to influence enough aliens to make a difference. Then it’ll be a matter of influencing them enough that I can compel them to do the unthinkable. It’s still too early to tell, but my level of hope has taken another step up.  
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE BAY 
 
    In the weeks since the last drone was launched, we’ve refit the shuttle bay to be mission control. Jazz’s new control stations are huge. Everything has been ergonomically fit around the pilot’s seat. They’re more like the therapy sofas at the Institute than the stand-up stations we had before. The whole station can reconfigure for stand up, sit, recline, lie down, or any position in between. 
 
    The stations are all linked and designed to work individually, in tandem, or in any combination required. All five pilots have now executed solo training missions with razor-thin timing requirements. They’ve also completed group missions in which each pilot controls a pair of drones on a coordinated ten-drone mission. 
 
    We ended up launching 412 drones before the launch window closed. Now we are in the very narrow repositioning window. 
 
    Today Jazz will be leading a stealth mission to position four drones in the replenishment system. We’ve had drones close enough to scan the system for over a week. Now it’s time to strategically place them. 
 
    Step one is a clever scheme to ‘jump’ one of the drones in ‘behind’ the sixth planet, thereby hiding its entry into the system from alien view. The drone will drop from FTL and transit a quarter of the way around the planet to acquire its next vector. Once in the right spot, it will reenter FTL on a course that will take it near the system’s star. There it will drop from FTL out of view of the aliens. It will take a longer transit around the star, using its ion drive to shed speed and gain the vector for its target, the fourth planet. Once the vector is obtained, the drone will reengage its FTL drive, dropping when it is out of view ‘behind’ the fourth planet. There, it will make orbital insertion then power down. While in powered-down ballistic flight, the drone is nearly invisible, a ten-meter-long cold object in the vastness of space, indistinguishable from all the other space junk in the system.  
 
    Once Jazz has completed this close-in survey run, the team will decide the best places for the remaining drones to enter. 
 
    “Entering FTL in 3, 2, 1... Transitioned. The journey from just outside the system’s rim to our target will take just over eight minutes.” 
 
    My eyes pop up to the timer in the holoprojection, which is now at 7 minutes, 48 seconds and counting down. 
 
    I’m suddenly taken by the impulse to check out the mining operation that our drone will soon pass by. I take a seat and in a moment am gone. 
 
    ... 
 
    From orbit, the mining operation is just a dot on the map. In truth, I can’t see anything other than the dust and smoke coming up from where my mind’s eye tells me the operation is. 
 
    As I push my consciousness down to the surface, I see an environmental disaster. This world is uninhabited, so there is no one to complain. Nonetheless, the sight is disturbing to me. The aliens have gone with a strip-mining operation. Rock, dirt, and mining scrap litters the area. Smoke billows up from the refinery, mostly obscured by the slag piled up around it. 
 
    But what I see brings the captain raging to the surface. I push him down, but my heart cries out for the drones. Most have lost some or most of their scales. Significant portions of the exposed flesh have open running sores. The refinery slag is clearly radioactive. 
 
    The human part of me is repulsed; the captain is enraged. 
 
    I shake off the sight, then cast my mind into the control buildings. The people there seem unaffected by their surroundings. In the control room, a half dozen aliens study every control system. There’s a sign on the wall that says, “22 days to first delivery. 31 days to operational shutdown.” At least that’s my best interpretation. 
 
    I move on to the security operation, which in truth was my original target and sense the excited back and forth. They’ve spotted something. 
 
    A momentary panic comes over me, then I realize that they’re not talking about our drones, they’re talking about the inbound armada which has finally shown up on their long-range sensors. 
 
    Once again, I feel the captain rising up in me filled with a darkness I don’t understand. But I’ve been here too long. I need to get back. 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself in the shuttle bay with a yawn and a stretch. 
 
    “Have a good nap, Jared,” Moose asks. “You were really out there for a while.” 
 
    I smile at his choice of words, then get up to talk with Jazz. 
 
    “What’s up, boss,” Jazz asks as I approach. 
 
    “I’ve been probing the aliens on the planet, watching their security operations. No one there saw you.” 
 
    He looks at me questioningly, then it clicks. “Good to hear.” 
 
    “The armada has finally appeared on their sensors. They estimate it to be 22 days out.” 
 
    “I thought you said 21 this morning.” 
 
    “I did. That’s what the armada commander thinks, or at least thought last night.” 
 
    “So, what have you learned?” Jazz prompts. 
 
    “The aliens have made a mess of the planet. Their defenses are minimal. If our objective was to take them out and destroy the mine, it would be a piece of cake. They obviously feel very secure here.” 
 
    Jazz nods. 
 
    “My drone is now hidden from view, executing an ion-drive burn to correct course for orbital insertion. The other drones will be launching shortly. Late tonight everything will be set. Tomorrow we’ll be able to position the next set of drones.”  
 
    “Good news.” I reply, then head off to my next task. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MYSTERY CABIN 
 
    Since Summer moved into the alien ship with me, I’ve set up another cabin, to which I can retreat for daytime probing. She’s probably discovered it by now but hasn’t said anything about it. 
 
    I enter, lay down, then cast my mind out. The first stop? Ship one. I’ve finally given in and named my eleven target ships one to eleven. I know, it’s about as non-creative as can be. But it’s also unambiguous. 
 
    I currently have eight people under my influence on this star-killer. Several I’ve tricked into saying something controversial. Those are now the most resentful members of the mission. Today, I’m going to go light on them, planting mildly positive thoughts. In another six or eight hours, I’ll come back with something that slams their dissatisfaction to a level far worse than it is now. 
 
    I start with the guy who’s constantly scratching his brow. I send the impulse to scratch, which he does. Then spike a memory of the captain saying good morning as they passed in the hallway. I plant the thought that maybe the captain isn’t that bad after all. 
 
    I sense his anger and distrust drop a little then am on my way. 
 
    ... 
 
    The influence sessions today ran a little slower than normal. I only got 20 done by the time the alarm went off. That’s going to make for a long night tonight.  
 
      
 
   

 

 COUNTDOWN 
 
    Three weeks have passed. The drones are all positioned, and eight of my eleven target ships are on the verge of mutiny. Several of the captains have started cracking down on their crews. But the captains seem to be as susceptible to my influence as the junior officers have been. I’ve been influencing them to believe their crews are more nervous about the start of hostilities than crews in the past. It hasn’t stopped them from cracking down, but they’ve unwittingly changed their tactics in a way that helps me. 
 
    Now with arrivals starting in twelve hours, we’ve begun the countdown. Tensions aboard the ship are running high as the reality of what we’re doing has started coming home in a real way. 
 
    If we succeed, then normal life can resume. 
 
    If we succeed and are found out, then the Confederation might survive, but our team may not. 
 
    If we fail and the aliens take New Beijing, then the Confederation as we know it will fall. That doesn’t mean all is lost, but the best case will be protracted war and a complicated reconstruction. 
 
    The worst case? We raise the alien ship and get out of Dodge before the aliens come for us. 
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 16: FIRST ENCOUNTER 
 
    Once again, we’re all in the shuttle bay. The five pilots are in their virtual cockpits, the rest of us are watching the holoprojection. The first ten battle groups will be arriving momentarily. One ship from each will be going to the mining planet. The other 24 ships plus the star-killer in each group will go to their respective staging system. 
 
    We ended up deploying five drones to each of these eleven systems, 55 in all. This will give us good surveillance of the arrivals and possibly a shot at some opportunistic harassment. 
 
    Jazz has the pilots constantly rotating between their eleven drones. 
 
    Kat is the first to spot an arrival. 
 
    “I have a ship emerging from FTL in System Three,” she calls out. “Putting it on the big screen.” 
 
    The image of a huge alien conquest ship appears on the holoprojection. It looks remarkably similar to the ship we are on. Moments later a second ship takes form behind it. 
 
    “I have one also,” Mel calls out. “It’s in System Five.” 
 
    “Me to. System Seven,” Nat calls out. 
 
    “Four just popped out more or less in tandem in System One,” Jazz adds, switching the view.  
 
    One by one other ships arrive in each of the systems. 
 
    On the main holoprojection, eight ships are now in view. Four are vectoring toward the third planet, which is in the habitable zone. The four others are vectoring toward the system’s 4th planet, a gas giant. Curious about the reason for the split, I cast my mind out toward the first of the ships heading for the habitable world. It doesn’t take long to determine they’re planning to gather up some water. 
 
    Switching targets, I probe the ships targeting the gas giant. They’re planning to scoop up some ions. It’ll take a while to determine which will take the lead, so I put off further probing until later. 
 
    As I refocus on the holoprojection, I note that Jazz has changed the display to show all eleven systems, with some labeling that tells the number of ships. At this point all ten of the staging systems have eight ships, the replenishment system has none. And none of the star-killers have arrived yet. 
 
    I cast my mind out to see what’s happening on the star-killer in battlegroup one. All the officers and crew members I’ve influenced are running around, securing equipment as the star-killer and its four escorts are about to drop from FTL. Apparently, entry into and exit from FTL are complex operations, prone to failure. How is it we didn’t learn this sooner? 
 
    On casting my attention toward the bridge, I learn that the captain of the star-killer is the one coordinating the drop. It’s a complicated procedure that requires precise timing. The captain has just confirmed that all four escorts have locked their helm controls to his. A timer is counting down in front of him. It’s clear he plans to drop out of FTL when the counter reaches zero. If I can kick one of the ships out of helm-synchronization at about the same time the captain engages, I might be able to take down this star-killer. 
 
    I cast my mind toward the bridge of escort ship four. The captain is standing at his control station watching the timer count down. His left arm itches, so I send the impulse to scratch. He scratches the arm without seeming to notice. His hand comes down just as the timer is reaching zero. I slam him with as much compulsion as I can muster to push the emergency button that will disengage the helm-synchronization. 
 
    The captain presses the emergency disengage button. Before he even realizes what he’s done, alarms start sounding throughout the ship. 
 
    I quickly return to myself, hoping not to have left any inkling of my presence behind. As my mind refocuses on the room, I hear Jazz shout. 
 
    “There’s a spacetime disturbance happening near the fifth planet. It must be the star-killer. But something seems to be going wrong.” 
 
    I watch as a distortion field ripples across an area many times the width of a ship. One escort emerges from the distortion, then another one does. A moment later, the bow of the star-killer starts coming through, its emitter array shimmering menacingly. When the bow is fully exposed, the distortion field begins to churn. The bow, including the entire emitter array detaches from the distortion field, leaving a trail of atmosphere and other debris. The chaotic churning of the distortion field intensifies, then vanishes as an explosion of debris shoots out from where the distortion field used to be. The two escorts that had already emerged attempt to outrun the debris but cannot respond quickly enough. Both are pounded with debris. The two escorts trailing the star-killer emerge in the debris field and are ripped apart.  
 
    Atmosphere vents. Escape pods begin ejecting from the larger, more intact sections of the leading ships. Most collide with debris and are destroyed. Some will undoubtedly be recovered. But the four escort ships and the star-killer are destroyed, and staging system one is so cluttered with debris that it will probably need to be abandoned. 
 
    The devastation I just caused is a little overwhelming. The room was quiet as the spectacle played out, but now the whooping has begun. Lots of cheers and whistling. They seem to sense that this catastrophe was somehow of our doing. 
 
    Well ahead of the debris field two more conquest ships drop from FTL, then under full power, vector away toward the remainder of the battlegroup. These two were apparently accompanying the star-killer. I suspect they were to drop from FTL just after it did. They must have discerned what just happened, because if they’d dropped any sooner, they would have landed in the debris field. 
 
    I call out loudly. “What’s the status of the other staging systems! Maybe we have enough time to do this again.” 
 
    Everyone turns to look at me questioningly, then everyone kicks into gear. One by one they shout out status. 
 
    “Arrived in System Two.” 
 
    “Arrived in System Three.” 
 
    “Not arrived in System Four.” 
 
    I don’t wait to hear any more. I cast my mind out to System Four. Maybe I’ll get a second kill today. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MESS HALL 
 
    We ended up taking down three star-killers today. The aliens must be going crazy over it. I need to get back into the mystery to amp up the anxiety as much as I can. 
 
    I contacted Julian and asked the Jaramor elders to gather as much surveillance data as possible by 10 PM, so I could focus my evening efforts. 
 
    In the meantime, there’s a party raging in the mess hall. Moose has broken out his ‘southern-style whiskey’ supply. I’ve taken a taste. It has almost as much burn as my expensive Irish Whisky, but not the same sophistication. But given my intent to go back in tonight, I haven’t taken any more.  
 
    Summer and Tay’s mother, Savannah, have whipped up a feast.  
 
    Someone, I suspect it’s Vera, has put on some music and several people are out dancing around in the middle of the room. 
 
    As I watch the dancing, Cal pulls up next to me. “How did you do it Jared?” 
 
    “Turns out that the spacetime bubble they transport the star-killers in is difficult to form and difficult to collapse in a controlled way. There’s a complicated sequence to shut it down that needs to be executed precisely, so the entire process is automated. I imagine the bubble around a ship has the same issue.” 
 
    “It does,” Cal cuts in. 
 
    “Apparently there have been issues with the automated process. There’s an emergency override button on each ship. The captain can use it to withdraw his ship from the automated sequence. 
 
    “I’ve been successful in tricking the captain of one of the escorts to trigger the override at the last minute, causing an uncontrolled exit.” 
 
    “Which is devastating,” Cal finishes for me. “One part of the ship drops out of the bubble while other parts don’t. Thin metal vs. the underlying coherence of the universe. The metal doesn’t have a chance. 
 
    “Clever. When did you figure that out?” 
 
    “When I projected myself on to the star-killer transitioning into System One. As soon as I saw how they were doing it and sensed the captain’s anxiety, I flashed over to one of the trailing escorts, saw the override buttons, and tricked the captain into clicking it.” 
 
    “Think they’ll figure out that’s what happened.” 
 
    “I’m sure they will.” 
 
    “Then that game’s up?” 
 
    “Will be, but maybe not yet.” 
 
    I hear Cal give a ‘Humph.’ 
 
    “What are you thinking?” I ask. 
 
    “The problem is intrinsic to the method they’re using.” 
 
    “Care to elaborate?” 
 
    “Whenever a ship transitions in to or out of FTL, it has this problem. Part of the ship is in the bubble, part of it is out.  
 
    “If the transition is fast enough, microseconds, then the ship can maintain structural integrity. If it’s not, it gets ripped apart catastrophically like the star-killer and its escorts did. 
 
    “Since I learned about this scheme, I wondered how they managed the exit. The answer is apparently a staged collapse. I still have no idea how they do it, but that’s not tactically important. What is important is that we have a several second window in which we can shoot at the leading ships as they emerge. If we can damage them in any way, it will destabilize, then collapse the bubble, destroying the ships partially or fully inside it.” 
 
    “You mean like shoot them with a projectile?” 
 
    Cal chuckles. “I suppose that could work. But I was thinking...” 
 
    Cal stops mid-sentence. After a second, he turns and runs for the door. I hear him yell, “I think I have a solution,” as he enters the hallway. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Summer asks, as she hands me a glass of amber liquid. 
 
    I look questioningly at the glass. 
 
    She whispers, “Snuck a bottle of your Irish Whisky aboard. Thought you deserved a wee dram.” 
 
    I fight off the impulse to take a sip and answer Summer’s question instead. “Cal thinks he knows how to pop the spacetime bubble the aliens use to transport the star-killers.” 
 
    “Is that what you did today?” 
 
    “Kind of. I tricked the aliens into doing it themselves.” 
 
    “If Cal’s idea works, does that mean I get a little more time with you?” 
 
    I smile and go along with the little flirt Summer’s putting on. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we can take that back to our cabin.” She points at the glass of Irish Whisky. 
 
    I groan. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have a call with Julian at ten.” 
 
    I get a stern look that softens after a few seconds. 
 
    “Maybe afterwards then.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 JARAMOR ELDERS 
 
    We’re all tired, so agree the virtual conference room will be easier than meeting telepathically. I establish the connection and moments later the elders appear in front of me. 
 
    “Jared,” Julian greets. “When we installed this contraption, we weren’t that happy about it. But tonight... I think we all get it now. Thank you.” 
 
    “I assume that means you’ve had a productive evening.” 
 
    “It does.” Julian nods sagely. “It will be interesting to hear how you did this, but better we give our report first, I think.” 
 
    I sense that the elders know what happened, but they haven’t figured out how we did it yet. 
 
    “Sounds reasonable to me.” 
 
    “Then let me start. The aliens are reeling. Losing three ships out of 100 is extraordinary. But surprisingly, losses of that magnitude over the entirety of a conquest have happened before.  
 
    “But losing three out of ten, before the conquest has actually begun is incomprehensible. 
 
    “They assume some sort of foul play is involved, and the name Purple Resistance comes up in many of the high-level discussions. Sofia and I have heard rumors about their short-term plans. Edson and Clarissa have firsthand information, so I’ll hand it over to them.” 
 
    Clarissa smiles at me. 
 
    “The aliens have launched a full-scale review of the sensor readings. At this hour, they know that the helm-synchronization system failed in one or more ships. The aliens are remarkably non-emotional about this type of investigation, so there is minimal conversation about the suspected cause. Nonetheless, the prevailing theories are, in order...  
 
    1) The Purple Resistance managed to sabotage the synchronization system.  
 
    2) The synchronization system, which has never been all that reliable, is somehow or another even flakier in this region of space. There is actual proof that such phenomena exist, so if not for the Purple Resistance ploy, this would have been the prevailing theory.  
 
    3)The synchronization systems, which are difficult to calibrate, were undermaintained. An interesting note on this point. This is more a complaint about official maintenance protocol than it is about negligence on the part of the ships lost.  
 
    4)Some external agent managed to corrupt the synchronization system. 
 
    “Although the aliens want to stop to investigate, they cannot slow down their operation without dropping from FTL. So, the next round of ships will drop on schedule tomorrow. It will be a tremendous blow to them if they lose more of the star-killers.” 
 
    I nod, wanting to ask questions. But this is Julian’s meeting, so I’ll play it his way. 
 
    “Thank you, Clarissa.” Julian nods to her, then turns to Aurora. “Aurora, would you like to fill us in on the reaction back in the alien capital?” 
 
    “I’ll pass that to Ryan.” 
 
    Julian nods to Ryan, who begins. 
 
    “The aliens have numerous operations underway, essentially all of them far from home because they have harvested most of the worlds within 2,500 light-years. 
 
    “In the scheme of things, this operation was not one high on their list of concerns. The humans have certainly been a frustration to them, but they don’t see us as a threat. 
 
    “Losing three of the first ten star-killers to arrive at the staging area has changed that. Losing this many on a mission this size is well within expectation for the mission as a whole. But not during prearrival staging. They are aware of the Purple Resistance theory, but mostly dismiss it. At one level, they accept the armada commander’s assessment that variations in the local space time continuum could be to blame. But the armada commander will need to prove it before the theory will be accepted as the official cause.  
 
    “Privately, they think the humans have somehow disrupted this region of space. They have a military intelligence group attached to the armada that’s been tasked to investigate this theory. 
 
    “I guess the big question for us is evidence. What evidence, if any, could they collect that could implicate us?”  
 
    Jack nods to Julian, indicating he’s finished. 
 
    “Jared, I assume you know why the alien ships were destroyed.” 
 
    I nod affirmatively. “Three of the escort captains disengaged helm synchronization, just as the star-killer’s commander initiated the drop from FTL.” 
 
    “You were able to influence them?” Julian asks. 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    Julian and the elders are quiet. I can tell they’re talking privately. 
 
    Finally, Julian’s eyes lock onto mine. 
 
    “I assume you have plans. Can you share them with us?” 
 
    I can tell that Julian is unhappy I did not inform the elders of my ability to interfere in this way. 
 
    “Yes. But let me start by saying that today’s actions were not planned. We have alien sensors aboard our drones that can see ships approaching in FTL. As it approached the expected dropout location, I cast my mind out to see what I could learn. I immediately sensed that exit from FTL was a fraught process for the aliens. I also sensed that the helm-synchronization lock was key to the process. As I watched the timer count down, and the crews’ anxiety increase, it occurred to me that I might be able to damage the star-killer if I could destabilize the synchronization lock.  
 
    “I recast my mind toward the helm of the 4th escort. There the captain watched nervously as the transition counter counted down, his eyes darting back and forth between the timer and the emergency disengage button.  
 
    “The captain had some sort of skin condition on his left arm that he scratched regularly. As the time hit five seconds, I sent an impulse to scratch, which he did. His right hand was coming down when the timer hit one second. I sent a strong impulse to hit the disengage button. With his hand already moving in that direction, it instinctively moved to the button. He didn’t even realize he’d done it until the alarms started going off.” 
 
    Julian nods his head. “Impressive real-time decision making. Do you plan to do this again?” 
 
    “That’s one of the questions I wanted to ask you. My instincts say yes. But I’m also aware that my success has biased me.” 
 
    “How many ships did you try this on?” 
 
    “Three. That’s all I had time for.” 
 
    Clarissa cuts in. “I got the sense from a couple of the people I probed that they were worried some of the captains might have disengaged at the last minute. If there are more crashes, that theory might bubble up and the override buttons might get disabled. So, we should probably use this opportunity strategically.  
 
    “If we take down three more ships in the second staging group, then they are more likely to disable the buttons sooner. If we wait, they may disengage the buttons anyway and we get no more shots.” 
 
    “I say earlier.” Julian replies. “The more we take down the sooner, the better our chances of prevailing.” 
 
    I’m about to reply when Cal’s words come back to me. I raise my hand to get a few more seconds to assemble my thoughts. 
 
    “Jared?” Julian asks. 
 
    “Two thoughts. First, Cal told me earlier that shooting or otherwise damaging an escort as it is emerging from FTL is likely to destabilize the rest of the spacetime bubble and destroy the other ships. 
 
    “Second, Cal might be able to determine the conditions that will cause the field to collapse even though the four escorts are synched properly. If we could pull that off, we might be able to kill more ships before resorting back to the emergency buttons.” 
 
    I see the elders nod their heads and Julian cast a furtive glance at Summer, who’s been silent through the session to this point. 
 
    “If viable, I’d suggest that you get Cal working on those items tonight. We will probe to see what else we can discern regarding the properties of space time that cause interference while transitioning back.” 
 
    I sense that Julian has more he wants to say but has decided I should be setting my own priorities tonight. 
 
    “Then, let’s pursue our priorities and check in tomorrow if any of us learn anything more.” Julian concludes. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MESS HALL 
 
    Summer and I head back up to the mess hall, where the party is still in progress. A quick check shows no sign of Cal.  
 
    Dai separates herself from the dance floor and comes over to us. 
 
    “Cal asked me to tell you that he was back in engineering if you came looking for him.” 
 
    Duty done, she wiggles her way back over to the others. 
 
    Summer and I head down to engineering and find Cal sitting in a puddle of light in the mostly dark room. 
 
    He hears us and looks up. “Hi Jared. I thought I might see you again tonight. Learn anything?” 
 
    “The aliens lose a surprising number of star-killers as they disengage FTL. The reason goes under the loose description ‘variations in local spacetime conditions.’ Any idea what that might be?” 
 
    He smiles. “Yep. Pretty obvious, actually. Remember I told you that we could never figure out how to form a field with multiple discreet field generators?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I say dubiously. 
 
    “It only works as a special case, one in which spacetime is smooth. It doesn’t need to be flat, just smooth.” 
 
    “OK,” I reply. 
 
    “We never thought a solution that required that kind of smoothness would be viable except way out in space, say ten times the outermost planet. That’s far enough out that it seems impractical. What good is it to drop from FTL several light months out from the star?” 
 
    I’m now at the point where I’m hoping Cal is going to cut to the chase. 
 
    “When I saw where the ships exited today, I was surprised. Then after our conversation, it snapped. They exited near the inner gas giant’s orbit, near Lagrange five relative to its star.” 
 
    He pops a holographic projection up showing a series of equations and a graphic. The equations mean nothing to me, which is a bit embarrassing. I once thought math was one of my great strengths. 
 
    But the graphic makes it crystal clear. It shows waves emanating from both star and planet; there are spots where the waves collide and others which are like valleys filled with choppy waves. Then there are two angular spots on the star-facing side of the planet that are smooth. One of the two is 60-degrees ahead of the planet in it’s orbit, the other is the same distance behind. 
 
    Cal points. “That’s where they need to land. Anyplace else...” his hands indicate all the choppy waves elsewhere in the system. “...the bubble will collapse in an uncontrolled way, everything inside getting ripped apart.” 
 
    “Of the two, I suspect the aliens will prefer this one.” 
 
    He points at the landing area behind the planet. 
 
    “You typically want to drop from FTL going in the same direction as the planet. It’s the lower energy solution if your ultimate goal is to establish orbit.  
 
    “You also need to approach the landing zone on a straight-line because you’re dropping from FTL. The trailing landing area has better straight-line access from outside the system. The planet itself blocks most vectors coming into the forward landing area.” 
 
    He pauses a second, then adds, “The graphics we’re looking at, and the simulations I used to create them, is for a paper I’ve started writing on the topic.” He seems to think the confession is embarrassing. 
 
    “That’s exactly why I wanted you on my team,” I reply. “To make the alien technology available to the rest of humanity. But this begs the question, what would we need to do to make these places unsafe?” 
 
    He looks at me curiously. “Why would we want to do that?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “To kill alien star-killers.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That. I was thinking about how to make our own system safe for oversized transport, not stopping aliens. Sorry.” 
 
    I look at Cal, eyebrows lifted, waiting for an answer to the question asked. 
 
    “Hmmm. Lots of ways. I’ve already started thinking about ways to defeat phenomena that foul the system. Check this out. This is what happens when you flood the area with ions, like from our ion drives.” 
 
    The holoprojection morphs and the smooth area now looks like sandpaper. 
 
    “Or this.” 
 
    The holoprojection morphs again, the smooth area now appears to be like a bed of nails with lots of little spikes sticking up. 
 
    “What’s causing this?” I ask. 
 
    “Charged millimeter-size particles like you’d see in the tail of a comet.” 
 
    “Any idea how we could do that?” 
 
    This time it’s Cal looking at me like I’m the one forgetting the context of the discussion. 
 
    “Simple, just tow in a space rock and take a couple swipes at it with our spacetime disruption weapon. Well, maybe more than a couple. Then give it a little blast from our ion drive.” 
 
    “Cal you’re a genius. Can we tow space rocks?” 
 
    “Small ones. Would have been easy to rig the drones to tow larger ones, but we didn’t.” Cal seems to stop mid-sentence, pondering a different idea. “We might be able to blast them into position using our ion drive or our grav drive. We’d need to check with Jazz or Dylan.” 
 
    “Is there a way to force a ship out of its spacetime bubble?” I ask. 
 
    “Theoretically, lots. The spacetime disruption weapon will force it out. A dense enough cloud of thulium will, even thulium oxide. There’s a theoretical element called dezmium that will. There’s also a theoretical material called neutronium that will. But I guess no one knows that for sure because no one has ever found, or been able to make, either.” 
 
    It seems that I should visit Cal in the middle of the night more often. He’s a fountain of scientific knowledge. 
 
    “Our drones carry water, don’t they?” Summer asks. It’s the first time she’s said anything since we left the party. 
 
    “Yeah. Tay put a thin layer in the outer hull to dampen the radiation load on the instrumentation. On net, it saved some weight. What about it? 
 
    “Suppose we sacrificed a drone. Vented its water in a landing zone, then ionized the water as it froze. The drone would still work for a while, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Should.” Cal shrugs. 
 
    Summer looks thoughtful. “Then we could use the drone as an upside-down kinetic weapon.”  
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “The ship will be moving fast enough that the drone doesn’t really need to be moving, just sitting still in its path. If we park in the landing zone in stealth mode, then continue maneuvering as the star-killer bubble approaches, I’d think we could get it in place. Then, we drop back into normal space about the same time the alien escorts do. If you hit anything inside the bubble, then everything, including the drone, will get destroyed. 
 
    “Another similar idea. Park in stealth, maneuver to intersect, then put up the space time disruption weapon as the alien passes, ripping its bubble apart.” 
 
    Cal looks at me while pointing at Summer. “This one is good.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CABIN 
 
    As Summer and I enter our cabin she asks, “Can I come with you tonight. It’s been a while.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” The words slip out unconsciously as I ponder the question. 
 
    “You aren’t going to let me come with you?” Summer asks, hurt obvious in her voice. 
 
    “Sorry, that didn’t come out right. I don’t know if I can play the game I’ve been playing with the aliens while using profecia aumentar. And I don’t know if you can follow me if I’m not.” 
 
    “What game are you playing with the aliens?” 
 
    “I have a group that I’m training to my influence. They all have some sort of nervous tic that I can trigger. Touching their brow, scratching their chin, that sort of thing. It’s really easy to trigger them if it’s something they already do by habit. 
 
    “As they relax back to their previous state, I plant an idea of some sort: a worry, a suspicion, maybe just reenforcing a recurring thought. 
 
    “It doesn’t take long, a minute or two, then I’m off to the next. Every time I spike them, they become more susceptible to my influence, and I can push them further from where they started. 
 
    “At this point there’s a sizable contingent that believe they are part of the Purple Resistance. There are two other real, very competitive, pre-existing groups, Red Horizon and Blue Aura. They’ve gone from being competitive to being openly hostile.  
 
    “It was surprising to me to hear Ryan’s report that the aliens’ central command does not think the Purple Resistance is real. There are hundreds of crewmen that believe it’s true, and they’re on the verge of rising up. 
 
    “I need to spike these people daily, even more frequently as we approach the day when I need them to betray their ship.” 
 
    Summer looks at me intently. 
 
    “Hold my hand, then I’ll take a small dose. I think I’ll be able to follow. If I can’t, then do what you need to do without me.” 
 
    I nod my agreement. 
 
    She grabs the tin containing the profecia aumentar, then sits down on the bed, patting my spot. She opens the tin, takes a piece, then lays down. I lay down next to her. She takes my hand, then pops the piece on her tongue. I feel her presence immediately, then slowly make my way out.  
 
    Summer comes along with me until we’re far enough out that I feel comfortable jumping to my first target, the third officer on one of the conquest ships. Weeks ago, I successfully planted suspicion that the captain was a Purple Resistance sympathizer. This officer is a chin scratcher. I trigger the impulse to scratch, then as his hand falls away I reenforce the officer’s belief that a comment the captain made earlier was sympathetic to the resistance. 
 
    I’m immediately off to the next target. Summer is with me. She whispers, “This one is having trouble with his queen. Plant the thought that she is Purple Resistance.” 
 
    That’s not what I had been planning, but it only takes a second to get it. He is now deeply committed to the Purple Resistance. He has believed she’s neutral, so hasn’t talked to her about it. If we can drive a wedge between these two, we may be able to force a spillover on the critical day. 
 
    I quickly trigger the tic, then plant the thought that his queen has become sympathetic to the Purple Resistance. 
 
    Over the next three hours, we spike 102 aliens, planting thoughts more potent than any I’ve ever planted before. I should have included Summer in this part of the mission from day one. 
 
    I come back to myself feeling a bit worn. It’s closing in on 2 AM and it’s been a momentous day. Summer snaps out of it immediately, adrenalin pumping. “I had no idea you could do that. Can the elders?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She ponders my answer for a moment, then agrees. 
 
    “Makes sense, I can’t either. But I sense you’re more effective when we do it together.” 
 
    “I’m much more effective when we do it together.” 
 
    Summer, still pumped up with energy, rolls over on top of me. “Care to do something else together?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PLANS 
 
    Despite being up late last night, I wake early, filled with anticipation. Summer and I make our way over to the mess hall, where we find Vera mixing up some eggs. 
 
    She sees us and asks, “Care for some. They’re fresh from the farm.” 
 
    “Sure. What farm?” I ask. 
 
    She chuckles. “The agriculture operation out here is a long way from anywhere. The company has been great about getting supplies to us. But we’re mostly self-sufficient at this point. We have over 100 chickens, so there’s no shortage of eggs.” 
 
    Summer, who loves to cook, goes over to help. I sit down and use my comm device to see where everyone is. Only Dai and Savannah are still in their cabins. Cal, Charlie, and Brock Newton are in engineering, everyone else is up in the shuttle bay. 
 
    I put in a quick call to Cal. 
 
    “Ah. Jared you’re up. I hope your probing was successful last night.” 
 
    “One of the most successful, I pushed 102 aliens another step closer to our side. But I’m calling to check in with you. I want to do an all hands meeting in about an hour. Do you have anything new to report?” 
 
    Cal chuckles. “Yeah. You’re not going to believe this.” He chuckles some more. “I don’t want to steal CC’s thunder, but she’s been doing daily maintenance rounds on the ship with Moose. He wasn’t all that excited about having ‘an old woman’ tagging around with him at first, but she fits into a lot of places Moose can’t, so they’re inseparable at this point.” 
 
    Once again, I’m amazed by the stuff going on aboard this ship that I’m not aware of. 
 
    “Anyway, on their rounds this morning, she discovered that the ship has a single-point of failure vulnerability at the aft focal point.” 
 
    “Remind me what the aft focal point is.” 
 
    Cal chuckles again. “The ship is elliptical. An ellipse is defined by two points, technically called foci, although most people call them focal points. They’re analogous to the center of a circle. 
 
    “Anyway, to accommodate their 16-thruster ion-drive system, the aliens had to arrange the superstructure in the rear in a complicated way that resulted in a single-point providing stability for the entire rear superstructure.” 
 
    “How did they find this?” 
 
    “A leak of some sort between the ion thrusters. The aliens must have a way to reach it that Moose couldn’t find. CC could slide in between the thrusters and found this.” 
 
    Cal sends the picture CC took, then says, “It’s easier to comprehend in 3D.” 
 
    His words are reassuring, because I really can’t see the problem based on the tiny, two-dimensional picture on my comm device. 
 
    “Back to the question at hand. What is it you have to report?” 
 
    “Oh,” Cal chuckles again. “The three questions we’ve been working on this morning are:  
 
    1.Can the drone’s space time disruption weapon hit this spot? 
 
    2.Are there settings that will cause the drone to self-destruct once it hits this spot?  
 
    3.Can the weapon be deployed in stealth? 
 
    The answer to all three is yes.” 
 
    As understanding dawns, I say, “If we’re willing to sacrifice a drone, then we can blow off the tail end of an alien ship, destroying all evidence of our presence in the process.” 
 
    Summer sets a plate of eggs down in front of me. They’re covered in some sort of sauce that smells wonderful, accompanied by some toast and jam. 
 
    She whispers, “A special treat for my favorite husband. Now get off the phone.” 
 
    “Cal, I’ve got to go. Spread the word, all hands in the shuttle bay in 45 minutes.” 
 
    “Enjoy your breakfast, Jared.” Cal replies, chuckling as he drops the line. 
 
    “Cal certainly sounds jolly this morning.” Summer says. 
 
    “Certainly does.” 
 
    I notice Vera roll her eyes. She disguises it well, but there’s obviously more going on than I know about. 
 
    She sees me staring at her and says, “I know nothing.” 
 
    With fingers pinched together, she runs her hand across her lips as if closing a zipper. Apparently, she does know what’s going on, but isn’t going to tell me. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE BAY 
 
    The entire crew is assembled. Dai and Savannah have even come up. I stand up on one of the chairs so I can see everybody, then begin. 
 
    “The ten staging systems should be turning over today. The ships in those systems should be moving on sometime later this morning. The next round of ships should be arriving sometime this afternoon. 
 
    “Yesterday, we succeeded in taking down three of the star-killers along with their escorts. Today, I’d like to do better. 
 
    “Our success yesterday was unplanned, a spur of the moment opportunity that we seized and ran with. And over the last 24 hours we have learned several more ways to take down their ships. 
 
    “Our goal over the next hour is to come up with a plan to take out three or more star-killers, and one or more conquest ships, including a command ship. 
 
    “I’d like to start with a tactical update from Jazz, then updates from Cal, Moose, and CC. Our goal is to find different ways to take down alien ships and make it look like an accident. 
 
    “Assuming we are successful today, I will be heading back into the mystery tonight to reinforce the belief that today’s losses were indeed accidents. 
 
    “Jazz over to you...” 
 
      
 
   

 

 FIRST CONTACT 
 
    When the meeting in the shuttle bay was done, I connected with the Jaramor Elders. They were duly impressed with the various discoveries our team had made in the last fourteen hours and agreed with our plans. 
 
    The only new piece of information that came out of that meeting was about the aliens’ targets. The battle group coming into System Five today is the one targeting Caladon, our founder’s home world. The one coming into System Eight today is the one targeting New Brazil, the planet on which the mystery was discovered. We’ve slightly updated our plans to prioritize those systems. I don’t know how the aliens will reorganize due to these early losses. But, if we are unsuccessful in our efforts to turn them back, I’d like to have destroyed as much of the force targeting these two worlds as I can. 
 
      
 
   

 

 STAGING SYSTEM ONE 
 
    One of the five drones in System One has developed an issue with its alien comm system. Although that system is disabled in all the drones at the moment, the fact that this one is malfunctioning means it cannot be used in the later stages of our effort. Therefore, it’s a prime candidate for sacrifice. 
 
    As the last of the alien ships departs the system, Jazz pilots this drone to the forward landing zone in the system. Our belief is that the aliens will use this location to drop their star-killer from FTL, because there is still some debris fouling the other landing area. Dylan takes a second drone out to meet Jazz there. It takes them a good half hour to position themselves at the edge of the landing area, matching its speed and orbit. In an incredibly delicate maneuver, Dylan activates his spacetime disruption weapon and Jazz brushes up against it.  
 
    In moments, water starts venting from the wounded drone and Dylan deactivates the weapon. The two drones slowly move away from the ice crystals that have formed, then position themselves for a quick burst from the bow maneuvering thrusters. 
 
    The initial burst of ions does not transfer enough charge to the ice crystals to create the effect required. But after four or five bursts, Cal says that the landing area is now ‘spiky’ enough to cause premature bubble collapse. 
 
    I have sudden concern that our plan won’t work. 
 
    “Cal? Can’t the aliens scan for this anomaly?” 
 
    “Yes and no. They can scan from far away and would be able to detect a strong ion presence. But they can’t come in close without contaminating the area themselves. The ion trails their ships create are enormous. 
 
    “Our drone thrusters don’t leave a trail strong enough for anyone to notice unless they are close. Same with the charged ice we left behind, difficult to see unless you’re up close. 
 
    “So yes, they probably will scan, but no, their scanners won’t detect anything because they’re too far away.”  
 
    ... 
 
    The maneuvering took longer than targeted, so long that the drone Dylan’s piloting might not have enough time to return to its original position. So instead of returning, Dylan puts his drone on a course that will eventually take it out of the system, and once up to speed, shuts down thrust, then enters stealth. In all likelihood this course will take this drone out of the game for the next round of arrivals, but it is extremely unlikely that the drone will be lost. 
 
    Jazz manipulates his drone into the other landing zone, the one we do not expect the aliens to use. He takes a position with line of sight to where we expect the lead ship to be if it comes to inspect the crash site. 
 
    Once in position, Jazz gives his drone a tiny burst of thrust, enough to impart a little momentum back toward his expected target. He then shuts down and goes into stealth mode. One way or the other, this drone will be destroyed today. If the aliens land where we expect them to, it will skewer the lead ship as it comes to investigate, then self-destruct. If the aliens attempt to land at the same site they tried to land in yesterday, then the drone will maneuver into position to collapse the spacetime bubble, triggering an uncontrolled reentry that will rip the ships and the drone apart. 
 
      
 
   

 

 STAGING SYSTEM FIVE    
 
    My plan for staging system five and eight is to take down the star-killers via compulsion. But in each of these systems, we are setting up drones to sacrifice if I fail. In each system, two drones have been sent on ballistic courses that will intersect the two landing zones. If I trigger an uncontrolled collapse of the spacetime bubble, then the drone targeting the bubble the aliens use will go to FTL, dropping an instant later in the target zone weapons hot. I’m hoping we don’t need to do it this way. Of the attacks we’re making today, this is the one with the highest probability of detection. I’d prefer to put off attacks of this sort until later in the conflict. But I want these star-killers destroyed, so will do what I need to do to make it happen. 
 
      
 
   

 

 STAGING SYSTEM EIGHT 
 
    As they did yesterday, the pilot team is on constant surveillance, rotating between drones in all ten systems. Surprisingly, System Eight is the first in which ships start arriving.  
 
    Earlier, we set up a therapy couch in the shuttle bay to make my work safer and easier. Summer is sitting next to me in a regular chair holding my hand. The physical contact along with a few crumbs of profecia aumentar is enough to allow her to listen in on what I’m doing. 
 
    As I cast my mind out, I can vaguely sense Summer’s presence. In moments, I’m on the bridge of the star-killer coming into System 8. The captain on this ship is older, calmer than the ones I dealt with yesterday. He is also disciplined. His nervous tic is tapping a finger. I trigger it, and he taps twice, then looks at his hand. I can tell he’s surprised that he let himself slip. 
 
    The tactical situation as he sees it is clear on his displays. They will be coming into the trailing landing zone, the one that is behind the planet in its orbit around its star. He is coming in at an angle different than the one taken by the ships yesterday. The captain believes this is a safer approach. I can tell that opinion is formed from experience. He’s done this maneuver many times and has absolute confidence that he can land this one, just as he has hundreds of times before. 
 
    His battlegroup has organized their entry similarly to the ones yesterday. Eight conquest ships will be reentering normal space in a way that will make for easy orbital insertion around the star. His backup escort will trail the eight conquest ships by a few minutes. 
 
    Two conquest ships are taking the rear. These ships will arrive a few minutes after he does. The battlegroup commander and the star-killer commander want additional forces coming in late in case the rumors of opposition are true. 
 
    That the aliens now think there may be opposition is new. The Jaramor elders have not discerned this yet, which makes me worry about the quality of the intel we’re getting from them. 
 
    Given that I have 20-ish minutes before I need to take action, I return to myself. 
 
    “I think I got most of that,” Summer says. “I’m also worried about the quality of the intel we’re getting from the Jaramor elders.” 
 
    I smile at her. “Anything happen while I was gone?” 
 
    “We’ve detected the ships coming into systems one and three. They’re maybe a half hour out.” 
 
    “OK. I’m going to head back to System 8. The star-killer’s captain has strong mental discipline. I may not be able to influence him, not that I need to. But I want to test his escort captains. If he has insisted on them having the same mental discipline that he has, then I may not be able to take this one down.” 
 
    Summer nods in understanding. 
 
    I take her hand, give it a little squeeze, then cast my mind out. Once again, I target ship four. In the normal sequence of events, this is the last ship to drop back into normal space time. That gives me the opportunity to track the exit status of the other four ships in the group. 
 
    As I was worried, the captain of this escort has been well trained. His discipline is not as strong as his commander’s, but it’s strong. His tic is rubbing his chin. I trigger him and he rubs. But as his hand starts dropping back into position, it stops, and he looks at it. Then of his own accord, he rubs his chin again and deliberately places two fingers on the edge of his control panel, then lets the arm rest. 
 
    Attempting to compel this guy probably won’t work and could get me found out. 
 
    The captain on escort three is equally disciplined. The captain on escort two is above average, but I can trigger his tic and plant thoughts with little trouble. 
 
    The captain on escort one is a different story altogether. He’s the first officer, a Lt. Commander, who has taken the chair while his commanding officer is recuperating from emergency surgery. This will be his first time commanding an escort dropping from FTL, and he’s terrified. He’s a good actor. No one else seems to notice his anxiety, but it screams out to me. He will be my victim. 
 
    His tic is scratching behind his ear. He does it on both left and right. Right more often. I trigger him. He scratches and doesn’t even notice. 
 
    I trigger him again, then plant the thought, “I’ve got this.” 
 
    He doesn’t notice the scratch, but visibly relaxes a little, newly confident that he can handle what’s coming. 
 
    I ride along with him for several minutes, then the one-minute reentry alarm sounds. The order to synchronize helms comes. He engages the lock as instructed and I trigger the tic. His hand goes from the lock button to his ear. As it comes down, I influence him to land his hand on the control panel with two fingers the way the captain of escort four did. 
 
    This one is so easy, I feel guilty. But he is part of the team that plans to either enslave or kill Caladon, so I have no mercy. 
 
    As the countdown approaches zero, I prepare to strike. The countdown reaches zero, the drop begins, and I trigger him. This time he seems to notice that he scratched his ear, but I can tell it does not surprise him, he does it all the time and knows it. The captain gives him lots of grief about it. 
 
    As the hand comes down, I push with as much compulsion as I can muster and the hand darts to the override button. It clicks and the light indicating that the helm synchronization is locked goes out. But nothing untoward happens until he overrides helm control to goose the ion-drive.  
 
    In that moment, I know what happened and what’s going to happen. The compulsion was strong enough that he disengaged. His training says that once he has dropped from FTL, he needs to accelerate away from the other ships, which he does. What he doesn’t realize until too late, is that he is stretching the now collapsing spacetime bubble, putting tremendous pressure on his ship and flooding the remnants of the bubble with ions. 
 
    I come back to myself in time to see a spectacular explosion. The nose of escort one had only started to emerge from the bubble when he hit the gas. The acceleration and increased pressure caused the bubble to burst the way a balloon would when pricked with a needle. 
 
    The entirety of the energy contained in the bubble, released in milliseconds, floods System Eight. The pressure wave it creates cuts through the backup escort, then the eight conquest ships. The devastation is complete. It’s as if they were rowboats being hit by a tsunami. The region of spacetime is so turbulent that two of our drones are destroyed. Ten minutes later when the two trailing conquests ships land, they are tossed around like toys. Neither ship is lost, but both are damaged. 
 
    As the shuttle bay erupts in celebration, I drop back into the mystery. In a minute, I find the armada’s commanding officer. I trigger his tic, which he notices, then plant suspicion.  
 
    The Purple Resistance has struck in staging system 8. 
 
    The thought startles him, but he doesn’t suspect it’s been planted. He turns to his tactical officer, “Status of staging system 8!” 
 
    A moment later, the reply comes. “We’ve lost contact with the battlegroup in that system, sir.” 
 
    The admiral puts on a good show for his command team, but I feel him wilt internally. 
 
    As I come back to myself, I see that several people have gathered around me.  
 
    “What happened, Jared?” I focus on Summer and see a tear in her eye. “The entire battlegroup goes down, then you go somewhere so suddenly I can’t follow.”  
 
    “Sorry, I had a sudden insight on how to strike a critical psychic blow. But I only had seconds to do it.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I visited the armada commander and planted suspicion that the Purple Resistance struck in System 8. The idea came through strong enough to scare him. When his team did a status check, they found that they’d lost communication with the battlegroup in System 8. He now has significant doubt that they will succeed with this mission.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 17: CASUALTY 
 
    The next group to land is battlegroup eleven, heading into System One. One by one, the eight conquest ships drop back into normal space without incident. They come in on a vector that suggests the star-killer will land in the forward landing zone as expected. 
 
    A few minutes later the backup escort ship drops back into normal space. Minutes tick by, then the distortion field associated with a controlled collapse starts to form. 
 
    I watch the 3D projection as seen from Jazz’s drone in anticipation. As I’m starting to wonder whether this will work or not, spacetime seems to rupture. A myriad of red-hot debris flings out like shooting stars as the star-killer and its escorts are ripped apart. The advance ships had wisely vectored away from the area, so none are damaged. 
 
    As anticipated, the command ship makes its way over to investigate. A reticule appears on the holoprojector. In stealth, Jazz has limited maneuvering capability, which he uses to bring the cross hairs closer to the ship. 
 
    He calls out, “We have a bad angle. The ship will need to turn more if we’re going to get a shot.” 
 
    I take that as my queue. I put my head back as Summer locks onto my hand, then cast my mind out and quickly find the bridge of the battlegroup’s flag ship. 
 
    The mood on the bridge is dire. The implications of losing their star-killer are not lost on this crew. Through no fault of their own, they have lost their star-killer. They will now have to share any bounty they earn with the ships in the battlegroups whose star-killer they use. 
 
    The battlegroup commander is consumed with rage. His orders are abrupt. His temper flaring at any triviality. I send an impulse to turn to starboard, and he shouts the words out. 
 
    Hoping he turned enough, I come back to myself and see the reticule drifting across the ship toward the vulnerable spot, which is now highlighted with a pulsing red dot. 
 
    As the red dot starts drifting under the cross hair, the holoprojection dissolves into chaos. Three seconds later, the feed drops. 
 
    The view from another one of the drones pops on. It’s taken from a different angle that cannot see the spot Jazz was aiming for, but as we watch, the stern of the ship starts to shake, then the aft third of the ship simply falls off. Flames shoot out but are gone in seconds as its air supply is depleted. Escape pods start ejecting from the bow of the ship. For several seconds it looks like numerous aliens will survive this catastrophe. Then the power systems for the ion drive and spacetime disruption weapon blow. A massive explosion erupts out the stern of the ship, propelling it forward, crushing the preponderance of the escape pods. The devastation playing out on the holoprojector is terrifying. My hands tremble at the devastation they set in motion. 
 
    My mind suddenly quiets, then calm spreads as one of Aurora’s spiritual blessings fills my mind. When it is done, she says, “Be still Jared. Let your mind be at peace. We are at war, one we did not start, but now must finish. Alien blood is on your hands, which is a far better thing than human blood on alien hands.” 
 
    As Aurora’s presence fades, I cast my mind out to the Armada’s commander. He has not yet learned of the disaster in System One, so I plant another thought. “Staging System One has fallen to the Purple Resistance.” I feel him shudder at the thought, then ask about the status of battlegroup eleven. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MESS HALL 
 
    It’s only our second day of combat. Our success is fueling another celebration tonight. But I feel mostly numb. Everyone wants to congratulate me. I play the part as best I can and pass as much credit to Cal and Jazz as I can. Cal has handed us the scientific knowledge needed to fuel our strategy. Jazz has whipped our pilot team into a force to be feared. 
 
    Summer comes over to join me bringing a tray with two plates of food and a small glass of clear golden liquid. 
 
    She whispers, “Irish Whisky. You deserve a little.” 
 
    I take a sip, feel the burn in my throat, then the warmth in my belly. The alcohol hasn’t had enough time to have an effect, but the act of doing something so closely associated with home and family helps melt the stress away. 
 
    I look at Summer. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You called everything right today. The systems, the ploys, the aliens to influence...” She sighs. “Without you, we’d be lost. Everyone here knows it. It’s as if your ancestor knew what was going to happen and put our defense in place 200 years ago.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about it this way before. But Summer’s words ring true. The old man was open about his belief that the Confederation would not survive if it continued down the path it was on. He also made no secret, well, not in Jaramor anyway, that he thought the mystery was the only way out. 
 
    As I ponder the topic, a thought starts to form but is dashed away when Jazz comes over to shake my hand. “Mind if I join?” He eyes the seat opposite me. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He sits, scoops a bite up off his plate, but doesn’t stick it in his mouth. “You caused the battlegroup command ship to turn into us in System One today, didn’t you?” With the question asked, Jazz takes the bite he’d queued up. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Jazz was apparently expecting a longer answer. When he finally swallows, he says, “We should make that kind of assistance part of the plan. If we can get the enemy to position where we want them, we can take down more of them faster. Similarly, if we know in advance where they plan to go, we can position in advance for maximum effect as we did today in System One.” 
 
    He takes another bite. Inwardly I smile. Maybe it’s the soldier’s way, maybe it’s just his style, but either way Jazz seems to pace the conversation with the food. 
 
    “Good idea.” I reply, then take another sip of the precious golden liquid. I’m not intentionally being terse with him, but I’m not particularly good at this game. 
 
    I watch as Jazz chews rapidly, then say, “Jazz there’s no need to beat around the bush. We’re all colleagues here working toward the same end. You’ve obviously got something on your mind, just put it out there.” 
 
    He swallows, while eyeing me. 
 
    “I’d like you to train with me and the pilots.” 
 
    Of all the things he could possibly have said, that’s the last one I would have ever expected. Me? Training with the military elite? I’m not exactly physically fit, am one of the most uncoordinated people I know, and have a very fragile head. I can’t help but laugh. 
 
    “Me?” I stutter. 
 
    “Try it. One hour. Tomorrow morning at 10:00. I guarantee that you will want to join us every day. It’s all about learning to work together instinctively so we can do things together that we’d never be able to do on our own.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM 
 
    Once again Summer and I are sitting across from the Jaramor Elders. They are in the private dining room.  
 
    We start as we usually do, Julian calling the meeting to order, Aurora giving us all a blessing. Then Julian starts in. 
 
    “You had an amazingly successful day today, four more star-killers destroyed, 32 other ships. The armada’s commanding officer is convinced the Purple Resistance is behind this. I assume you’ve had something to do with it?” 
 
    “I do. After battlegroup in System Eight was taken down, I planted the thought that the Purple Resistance took it down. He didn’t know yet, so the thought came on like a premonition. 
 
    “I did the same with the star-killer and five ships in System One. I planted the thought, triggering doubt. He checked status and found out the ships were missing.” 
 
    “Clever idea. And well implemented. The mission commander totally believes. Unfortunately, the data does not support that conclusion, which is causing a problem for him with the aliens’ central command. They have much different ideas about what’s going on. 
 
    “Aurora, Jack, would you like to give us an update?” 
 
    Jack nods. “Jared, you have really lit a fire under the alien’s central command. The only time the aliens have had this level of losses was when there was another FTL capable species fouling the landing zones of their star-killers.  
 
    “As an aside, we should find a way to get this information to Admiral Tang. He has the ability to shut down the star-killers FTL capability in system, which could give him up to a year in additional preparation time. 
 
    “But back to the aliens, they don’t think the humans have the ability to foul the landing areas enough to cause the losses they’ve experienced over the last two days. There is another species they think of as peers, whom they refer to as the Red Devils. You could probably translate their name better than I can, but for now, I’m just going with devils.  
 
    “The devils are about the same distance from the staging systems as we are, further out along the inner border of the spiral arm. 
 
    “They’ve tussled with the devils before and know that the devils know about both the thulium mine and the landing zones. To the aliens’ credit, their theory about the cause of their losses is more credible than the Purple Resistance theory, though equally wrong. 
 
    “I guess the good news is that they don’t think it’s us.” 
 
    “But, back to the main purpose of our meeting... The alien central command is about to issue an order. Later tonight our time. the star-killers will be ordered to drop back out of FTL in interstellar space. Replenishment will be done there. This is apparently more difficult, which is why they risk re-entries into nearby star systems. But with seven of 20 star-killers destroyed, they’re changing gears, they can’t afford the continuing losses. 
 
    “Last but not least, for the first time in memory, the alien’s central command is putting a loss limit on the star-killers. The limit is 20. If 20 are lost, then the star-killers and their escorts will be recalled. The conquest ships will be on their own to complete their mission and will be instructed not to come home until the last human world is tamed or destroyed.” Ryan nods to Julian indicating that he’s done. 
 
    “Questions? Or comments?” 
 
    “I agree with Ryan. We need to get word to Admiral Tang. Cal is writing a paper on the topic. I think we can leverage that. We’ll need to find a way to fast track it. But I will not contact the admiral again, so we’ll need to find another channel. 
 
    “My biggest concern about Ryan’s report is one that you’ve no doubt thought about, so let me say it out loud. If the aliens are willing to lose 20 star-killers, and if they are willing to tell the conquest ships not to come home, that means we have 2,000 conquest ships we need to destroy. That’s too many for our 401 drones to take down. Even if we can take down half, Admiral Tang will need to take down 1,000. At present, I doubt he has the ability to take down one.” 
 
    Julian passes control to Clarissa, who goes on about the status of the ships in the staging systems. But, in truth, I’m exhausted and simply can’t take it in. 
 
    I feel Summer nudge me and startle awake. 
 
    “Sorry Clarissa. I think I’ve hit my limit for the day.” 
 
    She smiles at me and says, “I know, Jared. I’m surprised you made it as far as you did. We can reconnect in the morning. Just reach out to us when you’re ready.” 
 
    There’s an exchange of pleasantries, then we close the meeting. 
 
    I look at Summer, expecting to be scolded, but I’m not. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s get you into bed.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 RUFARVEN 
 
    I wake early, my dreams troubled by skies full of alien ships and hordes of alien drones tromping through human cities. I can see no way out of our situation. Our plan to start an alien civil war was too little, too late. Our effort to build a small harassing force was incredibly successful, but it’s a fraction of the size needed to actually win the fight. 
 
    If we are to survive then I need to find a delaying tactic that will get me more than just a few months or find a way to change the game altogether. 
 
    It occurs to me that Ryan may have given a clue, the red devils. I cast my mind out to the staging systems, then try pushing even further out, sticking close to the inner wall of the spiral arm. I stop now and again to see if I can sense anything, but an hour or so into the exercise, I’m about to give up. Then finally I get a hit. I track in closer and find a sparsely populated world with smallish red creatures, whose bodies are covered with short thin fur. 
 
    It’s immediately obvious that these creatures are intelligent and technological. I’m drawn to a large city with tall buildings that reminds me of the big cities on New London. A holoprojection plays on the front of one of the buildings. It’s obviously a news channel. The channels logo is surprisingly similar to the Galactic News Network’s (GNN) logo on the exo-net, a star configuration, with one star marked larger than the rest. For GNN, the highlighted star is New Beijing, the capital. In all likelihood, the planet I’m looking for is in the system represented by the highlighted star in the logo. 
 
    I zoom out trying to make some sense of what I’m seeing, then think I know where I am. As I start moving toward the star cluster where I believe the capital world might be, I start hearing voices. The captain starts rising up in my consciousness, arguing that he knows something about these people. They call themselves the Rufarven. He thinks of them as a scheming people that cannot be trusted, people who will break any deal when it no longer serves their purposes. 
 
    It’s an odd thought if you ask me. The aliens hunt, kill, and eat other intelligent species, yet complain that the Rufarven are not to be trusted. As I hover above one of their cities, I see something unexpected. An alien king and queen, wearing light opaque robes walk down a street, accompanied by eight drones also draped in robes. 
 
    The captain whispers, “We have had diplomatic relations for over 20,000 years, but the Rufarven constantly violate our border agreements. More than one war has been fought over these offenses. 
 
    Unconsciously, I’ve been drifting closer to the king-queen pair. I see them suddenly look up at one of the holographic news reels playing on a nearby building. Focusing on the news reel I see something I would never have believed, a map showing the location of the thulium mine and the staging systems. 
 
    Projecting myself in close proximity to the aliens I see them scowling about the news coverage and quickly piece together the story. The aliens are complaining that the Rufarven have mined several systems in which they were staging military exercises. The Rufarven deny the claims, complaining that the systems in question are theirs. The map zooms out to show the border, then back in to show the staging systems as belonging to the aliens, but part of an exclusion zone. At some point, both parties had agreed not to stage warships or star-killers in the exclusion zone. 
 
    I hear the aliens on the ground complain about the biased news coverage. Curiously the captain confirms that the exclusion zone had been honored during his day, which is why they took the longer route into human space. He says he’s surprised that the central command was breaking the treaty and audacious enough to complain that the zones for the illegal weapons had been fouled.  
 
    I’m suddenly startled by Summer’s presence.  
 
    “There you are. You’re about to be late for your meeting with Jazz.” It takes a second to place the comment. 
 
    “Where are we by the way?” 
 
    “The capital world for the Rufarven confederation or whatever it is they call themselves.” 
 
    “Empire,” the captain slips in. 
 
    “Capital world for the Rufarven Empire,” I correct myself. “The Red Devils that Jack referred to last night.” 
 
    “Odd looking people, they’re kind of cat-like,” Summer comments, then a startled, “Are those aliens? They’re wearing clothes?” 
 
    “Yes. Apparently, they have diplomatic relations and our activities in the staging systems has kicked up something of a stir. We need to find a way to stir it up some more.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The alien civil war ploy isn’t going to work. A full-on war with the Rufarven will at least buy us time. Given another year, I think we can defeat the aliens in a straight up fight. Our drones are small and agile. Their ships are up against fixed targets, so we always know where they’re going to be. They never know where we’re going to be.” 
 
    Summer considers my points, then says, “I think you’ve blown your training window with Jazz. When we get back, be repentant.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE BAY 
 
    Any day that starts before dawn, after a night where you fall asleep while talking with friends, is destined for a bad ending. I feel it as I wake. I feel it even more as I walk into the shuttle bay. 
 
    Jazz is the first to greet me. He seems surprisingly upbeat. 
 
    “Hey boss, sorry the timing for our training sessions didn’t work for you today. But we do this every morning. So, when you’re ready, we’ll be here. And you’ll get a lot more out of it than you’re expecting.” 
 
    I grab the outstretched hand with both of mine. 
 
    “Thanks Jazz. I have deep respect for what you do and would love to be part of it. I look forward to the day I can do that, but it wasn’t today. Apologies.” 
 
    Jazz looks at me oddly, then says, “Not a problem boss. We’re here every day. When you can, stop in. We’ll all be better off for it.  
 
    “But remember, you’re the one who calls the shots. We’re the ones who execute them. The more you know about what we do and can do, the better your calls will be.” 
 
    I look at Jazz in a new light. He’s the pointy end of the stick. I’m just... In truth, I really don’t know what I am.  
 
    “Thank you, Jazz. Do you know where Moose is?” 
 
    “Um... No, sir. He kind of tied one on last night, if you know what I mean. Last I saw him, he was with Ta... Sorry, not sure who he is with.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Not my business who he’s with, but I need to talk with him.” 
 
    “I’ll pass the word, sir.” 
 
    I’m puzzled by the sudden formality. I know Moose and Tay have become a thing, and am puzzled why that’s an issue, why anyone would want to hide the fact. It’s what people do. 
 
    But that doesn’t reduce my need to see Moose. I message him. asking him to contact me, then head down to manufacturing. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    There are numerous ways I can use my influence against the aliens, but the only direct action I can take is with the drones. Now that I know I can’t turn the aliens back, the only direct solution available to me is to expand our fleet of drones. We have a viable design we can use, though I’d like to improve it a little. The problem is time and materials. 
 
    A quick inventory check shows we have enough materials loaded into the replicators, and the associated reserve hoppers, to build 21, maybe 22, more drones. 
 
    If I wanted to build a thousand more, I’d need 2,000 metric tons of alumina, 62 metric tons of scandium, 35 metric tons of thulium, and 709 metric tons of silica. 
 
    By my count, the aliens will attempt to take down New Beijing in 79 days. For the previous build, our peak manufacturing rate was twelve per day. The replicators could have been run faster at a rate of 20 or more. But we didn’t have the staff to support it, so didn’t try. 
 
    If we can staff up to get the daily rate up to 20, then I could have a thousand drones in 50 days. The early ones could get to New Beijing in time. But even if we already had all those materials in orbit, it would take more than 79 days to land them. 
 
    I sit in front of the replicator, deeply frustrated by our predicament. There must be something we can do, that will at least give us a fighting chance. I slam my fist down on the control panel, the boom echoing in the huge space. 
 
    Something about the echoing triggers a thought. What would happen if the Rufarven started taking down the star-killers? 
 
    I allow the captain to come up to the surface and let him consider the question.  
 
    “They would strike back.”  
 
    “How? Where?” I ask. 
 
    “They would take down the local force, then attack one or more nearby outposts.” 
 
    “What do the Rufarven call you?” I ask. 
 
    I can tell the captain doesn’t want to say the word. 
 
    “Well!” I demand. 
 
    “Lepodred. They call us Lepodred. The literal translation is People of Dirt.” 
 
    I push the captain back down, now confident of our path forward. We will use our existing drones to take down the remaining star-killers. We’ll do it in the name of the Rufarven. And we’ll do it as stealthily as we can to hide our real identity, and to reduce our losses. And when the star-killers are gone, we’ll take down as many of the conquest ships as we can. All while in Rufarven space. 
 
    I get up to leave, then stop and turn back to the replicator. I queue up a build for ten drones. It’s also time we put up some local protection. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE BAY 
 
    I walk into the shuttle bay and see the ships the drones are currently surveilling, then head over to Jazz’s station. 
 
    “Hi, boss. What’s up?” 
 
    “Can I have a word in private?”  
 
    “Can we just talk here? Protocol is that you don’t leave the cockpit while on mission.” 
 
    “It would be better if we discussed this in private.” 
 
    “OK, I’m only doing surveillance.” Jazz begrudgingly gets out of his cockpit, then taps on Dylan’s. 
 
    When Dylan looks up, Jazz points to the conference room. 
 
    “I’m heading over to talk with Jared. Ping me if anything important comes up.” 
 
    When the door shuts, I start in. 
 
    “Change of plan. The aliens are abandoning the staging systems. They’re going to do their replenishment in interstellar space.” 
 
    Jazz groans, then says, “Makes sense.” 
 
    “But it turns out, the interstellar space they plan to park in belongs to someone else. Their treaty allows for limited passage, but star-killers are specifically prohibited.” 
 
    “How do you find out stuff like that?” Jazz exclaims. 
 
    “Mystery to me,” I shoot back sarcastically. 
 
    Jazz groans again. “Bad joke, boss.” 
 
    “So, this is the new plan. We’re going to camp out on the border. As the alien battle groups approach, we’re going to pretend to be Rufarven and remind them that their star-killers are prohibited. Once across the border, we will use our spacetime disruption weapons to pop the bubble the star-killers are travelling in.” 
 
    Dylan looks at me shocked. “Boss, you got bigger cajones than anyone I trained with in special forces.” 
 
    “Let’s go kill some star-killers?” I reply. 
 
    ... 
 
    It takes a little longer to relocate four drones to the border than I’d expected. According to long range sensors, an inbound alien ship will be passing through this area in about a half hour. We know from experience that it takes the aliens about fifteen minutes to drop from FTL. So, to make our demand doable we will initiate contact when they are 20 minutes out.  
 
    The minutes tick by, ten of the slowest minutes in history. When the alarm goes off indicating the time, we queue our warning to broadcast on the telepathic comm device built into the drone. 
 
    “Lepodred battlegroup. Lepodred battlegroup. Prepare to drop from FTL for inspection. By treaty, strategic weapons are banned from Rufarven space. You are required to drop from FTL for inspection before entering our territory. Failure to comply will be met with deadly force.” 
 
    The message repeats three times, then stops. At the fifteen-minute point, the message repeats three more times. As expected, the alien battlegroup doesn’t reply and doesn’t slow down. 
 
    When the ships are ten minutes out, the star-killer’s image becomes distinct on sensors and the vector lock process begins. As each second ticks by, the uncertainty about where the star-killer will cross becomes less and less. As the killing field narrows, the drones maneuver into a tighter and tighter square. At one minute fifteen seconds out, the drones light up their spacetime disruption weapons. Each weapon projects out ten kilometers in an elongated teardrop shape 200 meters wide. The drones are about 20 kilometers apart. The bubble that surrounds the star-killer is about five kilometers wide. One or more of the spacetime disruption spears will slice its bubble open. 
 
    At five seconds out, the star-killer’s captain apparently discerns that they’re about to be destroyed. A panicked call comes in over the alien comm, requesting clearance to drop from FTL. This poor fool knows what’s about to happen to him. He probably also knows that no quarter will be given. 
 
    At the last second, Jazz switches the holoprojection to the forward view from the fifth drone. Almost immediately, a huge explosion rips through space. It’s spectacular in scope and violence. It’s clear that we got the star-killer and the four escorts that projected its FTL bubble. But the debris field clearly has more in it than just those five ships. 
 
    Three of the drones projecting the spacetime disruption fields were destroyed in the collision. Remarkably, one is completely unscathed. It and the observation drone go to stealth and begin creeping out of the area. 
 
    Well downstream, three conquest ships drop from FTL. One is broadcasting a distress beacon. The others are actively scanning the area looking for the Rufarven ships responsible. Unfortunately for them, they won’t find any. Our stealth works on a different principle than theirs does, one they would be unlikely to unravel. 
 
    Jazz puts the drones on a ballistic course back toward one of our rally points, then shuts down everything except the stealth field. At its current speed, the drone will take years to get there. In a couple days, we can wake it up again and scan the area. If it’s clear, then we can move the drones on to their next target. 
 
    That done, Jazz calls a five-minute break. When it’s done, we’ll move on to the next battlegroup. 
 
      
 
   

 

 VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM 
 
    We’ve pulled today’s debriefing forward in the hope of avoiding last night’s exhaustion problem. 
 
    The meeting opens as it usually does, then Julian asks. 
 
    “Jared, would you mind telling us what you did today and why? There has been a lot of activity among the aliens today, more than we’ve ever seen before. I assume you’re driving it, but it’s not clear what’s happened. We’re hoping that we can make more sense out of what we’ve seen once we know what you’ve done.” 
 
    I quickly go over the conclusions I drew from last night’s briefing, my observations on the Rufarven home world this morning, the strategy of starting a war between the Rufarven and the Lepodred (formerly known as the aliens). 
 
    ... 
 
    “So, you brought down five more star-killers today, their escorts, and 24 other ships.” 
 
    I nod. “We did. At the cost of twelve drones. Now that we know the weakness of the star killers, I think we will be able to take them all down. At least until they change tactics or improve their technology.” 
 
    Julian nods. “Now I understand more of what we’ve observed.” 
 
    He nods some more, then turns to Ryan. “Care to update us on the aliens central command?” 
 
    Ryan nods, then starts. “Four of the battlegroups you took on today reported that they were being challenged by the Rufarven.” 
 
    He looks at me, “Thank you for clarifying the name, by the way.” 
 
    “Two reported that they were about to be forced out of FTL. Only one of the battlegroup commanders survived. He reported that the Rufarven have made huge strides forward with weapons that effortlessly knock ships out of FTL, impenetrable stealth, and improved communications systems. 
 
    “This has sent the central command into a tizzy. Historically, the Rufarven have been close in terms of military capability, unlikely to win a war, if it ever came to that. But able to bruise the aliens badly enough that conquest in their space was no longer a profitable proposition. 
 
    “Now they fear that the Rufarven have passed them.” 
 
    “In the hope of bringing them to the negotiation table, the aliens have launched a series of missions to destroy some of the Rufarven listening stations along the border. They believe that the Rufarven are after something like additional trade routes, not war. So, they’d like to get the tit for tat out of the way quickly, so they can get on with business. 
 
    “If tomorrow is a repeat of today, then I expect we’ll see a lot more panic. 
 
    “One last item... The star-killers are extremely expensive weapons. The aliens only had 298 of them at the outset of the conquest mission. Dedicating just over a third of their fleet to human conquest was very controversial. If you come anywhere close to your goal Jared, it will lead to political turmoil on the alien home world.”  
 
    Ryan nods indicating that he’s done, and Julian passes the floor to Clarissa. 
 
    “I’ll be quick.” She starts. “All the ships in the staging systems have now left. The staging systems are littered with debris, but otherwise empty. 
 
    “The armada commander is planning to reorganize the battle groups around the surviving star-killers and he’s trying to get everything out of Rufarven space as quickly as possible. He’s hoping their focus on the border will allow the surviving ships easy passage to and through the dense star cluster that, in their mind, demarks the start of human space. 
 
    “One of the implications of their decisions is that they will no longer be able to do simultaneous attacks on the hundred most populous human worlds. That won’t help New Beijing, but smaller worlds like New Brazil look like they won’t be part of the first wave. 
 
    “The second implication is that some ships will make it to human space sooner, because of the expedited movement out of the staging systems.” 
 
    I nod. “Thank you for that last point. I suspect the Rufarven interest in the ships fleeing to human space is about to increase.” 
 
    Julian takes the final segment tonight. 
 
    “Sofia and I have started looking in on Admiral Tang again today. A number of the alien detectors are going off. The one on Nillsterdam is sounding non-stop like ours did five years ago. The alien detectors on two other Protected Worlds along that edge of human space are also sounding. 
 
    “Central command continues to deny the issue publicly. But Admiral Tang and his staff firmly believe the aliens are inbound, coming along a different path than before. Slightly complicating that part of the story, they’re also getting periodic chirps from us and from Taramoot. This happened about the time you launched the drones and has been silent since. But the admiral worries there may be another contingent of aliens out this way. 
 
    “The admiral has finally figured out that his research team has squandered the opportunity they had with the zero-point energy devices captured five years ago. He had authorized the grant that initially went to Frank. He only found out recently that Frank did not accept it and the grant was subsequently repurposed. 
 
    “He has asked his team, to find ‘that scientist’ and get him back. This obviously poses a problem for us. 
 
    “I guess the most painful part of this line of probing is that the Confederation believes the aliens are coming, but they’re basically doing nothing to get ready.” 
 
    A thought runs through my mind. “With less than 1% of Admiral Tang’s resources, I could win this war. But if I even try to help him, I’ll be arrested, and our work here will be destroyed.” 
 
    Julian looks at me and says, “No truer words have ever been spoken.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 MOOSE 
 
    Over dinner, I finally catch up with Moose. He’s very apologetic for having been offline most of the day. He claims to have had a spot of the flu. Both he and Tay still look a bit green around the gills. They must have really binged last night. 
 
    “Get better soon, Moose. We need you. If you’re up for it tomorrow, I’d like you to build out ten more drones for us. I initiated the replicator runs this morning, but they’ve undoubtedly stalled because the parts aren’t being cleared. Draw in the help you need from the engineering team. 
 
    “Also, I want to ramp up drone production again. It will be a while before we have the material. But I want a thousand drones as soon as we can get them.” 
 
    “Would you like me to take the lead on the materials too?” 
 
    “Yes, please. Let me know if you run into problems.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MYSTERY 
 
    Again, Summer asks if she can join me in the mystery. Years ago, I feared to go out without her, and she insisted that she accompany me every time I went out. Now, I am the mystery. It’s easier and more natural to be out there than it is to be in my own body. Maybe that’s what she senses. 
 
    She takes a little of the profecia aumentar. I project myself out, then wait. After a few moments, Summer appears. She’s so beautiful and innocent, I just want to melt into her. 
 
    But that’s not why we’re here. We have two different types of aliens to influence. First stop, alien central command. 
 
    I hover above the planet until I sense Summer’s presence next to me, then go down into the room where the central command is in emergency session. 
 
    Three Rufarven outposts were destroyed last night. The doves in the group say that’s enough, it’s time to start negotiations. The hawks in the room are outraged that twelve star-killers have been destroyed, each of which cost more and had more people aboard than any of the outposts did. Two of the proponents for further strikes threaten to sabotage any negotiations until at least three more outposts are taken down, or preferably an orbital shipyard is taken down. 
 
    I notice that one of the doves has a nervous tic. He seems to rub his chin every time someone says something thought provoking. I trigger his tic then compel the thought that taking an orbital shipyard is a more proportionate response. 
 
    He speaks up. “I agree. An orbital shipyard should be taken, possibly one for each of the nine star-killers still unavenged.” 
 
    His colleagues look at him questioningly, as the most vocal of the hawks says, “Agreed, nine shipyards should be taken.” 
 
    I can sense that the tide has shifted. I don’t know what action they’ll take, but my work here is done for now. Next stop, the Rufarven Imperial Fleet Headquarters. 
 
    ... 
 
    I appear above the Rufarven home world and quickly find the headquarters of the Imperial Fleet. The emperor’s niece heads the fleet. Her emotional emanations convey a degree of evil vindictiveness I’ve not experienced before. She’s pragmatic in her demands.  
 
    “We lost three outposts. They must lose three slightly larger outposts. They used their disintegration weapon to totally destroy our installations and our people. We will purify their outposts, bathing them in fire.  
 
    “I want incendiary strikes, maximum saturation. No survivors. No buildings left standing.” 
 
    I attempt to plant the thought that they should target small colony worlds, not just outposts. The result is unlike anything I’ve seen before. She jumps, lands in a crouched position, one hand on the floor, the other raised. Then, she hisses. In the raised hand, she holds a weapon unlike anything I’ve seen before. It has three sharp blades that protrude out from between her fingers. 
 
    She slowly searches the room with her eyes, while sniffing as if to detect a scent. This woman is terrifying. 
 
    Eventually, her eyes return to her commanders. “Outposts aren’t enough. Target three small colony worlds in the restricted area on their side of the border instead. Then, burn all traces of the vile Lepodred from the surface of each. 
 
    “You’re dismissed. Don’t return without evidence the job is done.” 
 
    The commanders flee the room. The fleet commander holds her position and scans the room carefully with her eyes. When she’s done, she relaxes, but I hear the thought. Something else was in this room. 
 
    ... 
 
    My plan had been to return to the alien armada and plant additional discord among the officers. But the experience with the Rufarven fleet commander has really shaken me up. 
 
    I come back to myself. Summer, laying next to me, does also. I feel her shudder. 
 
    “That woman is a truly terrifying creature! Did you see the way her commanders fled? And where did that weapon come from?” 
 
    “No idea. But she clearly knew we were there.” 
 
    I feel Summer shudder again. 
 
    “If I have to return there, I’ll need to find a different way to influence her. Just planting the thought doesn’t work.” 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 18: TWO FRONTS 
 
    I wake from a restless sleep, plagued by an evil Rufarven woman who hisses and wields a claw weapon. I fear it’s going to be a long time before I get her out of my head. 
 
    I hear my communicator sound. I grab it off the bedside table and look at it. Two calls, both from Aaron. I love my brother, but really don’t want to talk with him right now. I get out of bed as quietly as possible, grab some clothes, then head down to my office in engineering where Moose has installed a repeater that gives me a good connection. 
 
    “Jared, where have you been?” Aaron whines. 
 
    “Morning, Aaron. Please tell me you didn’t wake me up just to ascertain my location.” 
 
    I hear Aaron sigh. “No. I called because a lot of paperwork has come through that has your fingerprints all over it. I’m also curious about why you’ve missed five consecutive Elder Board meetings. People are starting to talk.” 
 
    “I did warn you that things were going to be very busy the last couple months.” 
 
    There’s silence on the line for a moment, then Aaron sighs. 
 
    “Some paperwork came in overnight from the Confederation Central Command. The cover letter is signed by an Admiral Arthur Tang. You back in touch with your old buddy again?” 
 
    “No. But I’ve been concerned that we might get an inquiry from him.” 
 
    I hear Aaron chuckle. “We got an inquiry all right. It’s entitled, ‘Demand for Supplies or Services.’ It’s like a thousand pages long.” 
 
    “Who was it addressed to?” 
 
    “The Board of Elders. We are required to contact the Jaramor Science Institute and other interested parties on three specific topics: 1) zero-point energy devices; 2) multiverse devices, I don’t even know what that means; and 3) advanced spacecraft materials and fabrication processes. 
 
    “If you ask me, that sounds like you.” 
 
    This list worries me. I’m OK with selling him a few zero-point energy devices, but I can’t give him any of the manufacturing technology. I only have the replicators themselves, not their designs. And I’m capacity constrained, so can’t give him that many devices. That does beg the question... Can the replicators make a replicator? I’ll need to check the replicators to see if they can. 
 
    “We also received requests for guaranteed landing for some 2,000 metric tons of materials. Let’s see. A thousand metric tons of alumina coming in from Millsburg. It’s 17 days out. They’ve requested bulk handling. You may want to upgrade that. Bulk handling for orders this large is ten metric tons per day. It will take 100 days to land your entire shipment at that rate. 
 
    “Next, from Taramoot, 1,000 metric tons of high-grade silica and 50 metric tons of thulium. Festus has requested priority handling. Delivery will be in seven days. We can priority land your thulium, but probably not your silica. 
 
    “Lastly from...” Aaron pauses to look at the name more closely. “I think this says New Swaziland. Never heard of it. 65 metric tons of scandium. Never heard of that either. This shipment is due in five days, and they requested landed delivery. You booked someone to land on the planet!” 
 
    I can hear him shaking his head. “They’ll still need to dock at the space station for inspection.” 
 
    I chuckle.  
 
    “For the record, I asked Moose to handle the materials management. I’m too busy. I asked him to get stuff here as fast as possible. He’s certainly spent enough of my money making that happen.” 
 
    “What are you up to, Jared? The value of these materials is unbelievable. 59 million credits for scandium. 61 million credits for thulium.” 
 
    “If I’m guessing Admiral Tang’s intentions correctly, one of the products he wants is made of alumina and scandium. Another is made of silica and thulium. I plan to sell those products to him for ten times what they cost me to build. And he’s going to want a lot more than I can build with the materials currently on order.” 
 
    Aaron runs the numbers in his head, whispering as he goes. “110 million credits just of the scandium and thulium. Ten times markup is...” The whisper is replaced by an explosion. “Over a billion credits!” 
 
    There’s a moment of silence, then I hear the lament. “We could run this planet for over a hundred years with a billion credits.”  
 
    “Times are changing Aaron. Jaredaan is slowly becoming a hub for very high-end products: supplements and pharmaceuticals today, zero-point energy devices and high-end materials tomorrow, new types of FTL propulsion drive and high-energy weapons next year.  
 
    “That’s what this request from Admiral Tang is all about, getting ahead of everyone else in the delivery queue.” 
 
    “OK. There’s a lot of paperwork we need to get done up here. Can the planetary government charge you an expedite fee?” 
 
    “Do what you need to do Aaron. The faster this gets done, the more we’ll all benefit.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE BAY 
 
    I enter the shuttle bay to find Jazz and the pilot team running exercises. He sees me and calls out. 
 
    “Jared, you here to train with us?” 
 
    “Sorry, no. But could I have a word for a few minutes.” 
 
    I can see that Jazz is not happy about this. But he turns to his team and says, “Let’s take five.” 
 
    As he dismounts, I indicate the conference room. When the door closes, I start. “Some big things were set in motion last night. A major confrontation is about to breakout between the aliens and the Rufarven. The aliens took down a couple Rufarven outposts and plan to take out more today. The Rufarven are planning a violent counter-offensive today, close to where we’ve been operating. 
 
    “We need all drones in that area to go dark and silent ASAP. While this exchange plays out, we need to refocus on the battle groups that left the staging systems and are now sprinting toward the far edge of Rufarven space, near the head of the spur. I want to call this our inside offensive. 
 
    “If I’ve counted correctly, thirteen star-killers are in the area. We need to take them all down while the aliens and Rufarven are sparring.” 
 
    Jazz takes the redirection well. 
 
    “I thought we’d need to do that soon. Seems the aliens are giving us that opportunity. I need to check, but think we know where all thirteen of the star-killers are. Let me put a plan together to take as many as possible today. Same ploy? Four drones to slice their bubbles open?” 
 
    “The priority is destroying the star-killers but see if you can do it with fewer losses. I’d like to get down to one drone per star-killer.” 
 
    Jazz smiles. “You’ve got it boss. And you still need to join us for training one of these days.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    The next stop is manufacturing. I enter and see that Moose has already taken a big step forward on the next drone build out. 
 
    “Hi, boss. Sorry about yesterday. I spent much of the night last night working the materials. I got a great deal on alumina from the mine on Millsburg. They had great references and a good price, so I gave them half the alumina requirement. The guys on Burgenstad that you used last time are short supply, up to 90 days out.  
 
    “I also connected with Festus. He had thulium in stock, which was easy. He also told me that they had high quality silica that he would sell me at a good price. When I asked how much, he wanted to know what we were using it for. When I told him about the zero-point energy devices, he told me he’d give me best pricing and ‘overnight’ delivery in exchange for ten of our megawatt power-cubes.” 
 
    This isn’t exactly what I wanted to hear, but in truth, I probably would have taken the same deal. 
 
    “I also got enough scandium for 1,000 drones. The mine on New Swaziland had a cancelation that I scooped up at market with surface delivery added in for free.” 
 
    “Good work. The shipment authorization requests have already been received.” I indicate the carts loaded with parts. “What’s all this?” 
 
    “As I said, I was up most of the night. So, I started organizing the parts you started. I also queued up the new one.” 
 
    “Good news. Anything else you need?” 
 
    “We need a place to do the builds. At present, the shuttle bay is the only place we have the space to do the build and then get the drone out of the ship. So, we have to either move the pilots or clear the stern of the ship so we can use the aft shuttle bay.” 
 
    “Could we build a second set of controls in the area you cleared on the starboard side?” 
 
    “Probably. Why?” 
 
    “To free up space in the shuttle bay and to have space to grow the size of our pilot team.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 INSIDE OFFENSIVE 
 
    I arrive back in the shuttle bay to whooping and hollering. 
 
    “Jared, you’re not going to believe this!” Dylan exclaims. 
 
    On the holoprojector, I see a lot of debris. 
 
    “The star-killer, its escorts, two of the leading ships, and the two trailing ships....” 
 
    Another round of cheers goes up. 
 
    Jazz completes Dylan’s sentence. 
 
    “...and we didn’t even lose a drone!” 
 
    I lift my hands in applause, then ask, “How?” 
 
    I can tell from Jazz’s expression that this intercept got botched and they scored a big hit by accident. 
 
    As the room quiets, Jazz confesses. 
 
    “We dropped from FTL a little too close to the aliens, so didn’t have time to lock the vector on the star-killer. We went ahead and put out our disruption weapons, not expecting to catch it. In retrospect, it was a bad idea, we could easily have lost four of ours. 
 
    “Anyway, we accidentally hit one of the leading ships. It hit another before fully dropping back into normal space. The two hit the star-killer. It took out the trailing conquest ships.” 
 
    Another round of cheers goes up. 
 
    “Luck has gone against us on several missions. This time it landed completely on our side.” 
 
    I nod, then share in the cheering. What we’ve done is amazing. At this point, we’ve taken down thirteen of the aliens’ star-killers at the price of thirteen drones. As a side benefit, we’ve also taken down 96 other ships. That puts the balance of losses at thirteen to 109, giving us a kill ratio of 8.4. 
 
    At the end of the day, every war is a war of attrition, one side whittled down to an unsustainable level before the other. That’s why you want to go into war with an overwhelming force.  
 
    Unfortunately, we don’t have an overwhelming force. They have 87 star-killers and 2,491 other ships. We have 387 drones and may not get more in time.  
 
    We will fight valiantly. We will fight intelligently. If we could keep our kill ratio, then we would prevail. But we can’t. We’ve been lucky, taking out seven alien ships with every star-killer. Once the star-killers are gone, our kill ratio will drop, and we’ll need another game changer. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ENGINEERING 
 
    My next stop is in engineering. I see Cal at his bench and realize it’s been a while since I’ve talked with him. 
 
    “Hi, Cal. What are you working on?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about the things you said the other night.” 
 
    “Which things?”  
 
    “We need more drones. It would be nice if the drones could tractor things like ice, rocks, and other stuff. It would also be nice if the drones could move faster, have weapons that could be deployed from afar. That sort of thing. 
 
    I don’t remember talking about these, but they’ve certainly been on my mind. “Did you make any progress?” 
 
    “Some.” 
 
    Cal is being surprisingly non-communicative today. But this time I wait, not prod. 
 
    He shakes his head as if to clear it. “Sorry, I’ve got a lot on my mind.” 
 
    Again, there’s silence for a moment. 
 
    “I’ve been doing math experiments, seeing if I could find layers of spacetime with a really high Stadler constant. Turns out, I’ve found several. The one I’m currently playing with has a Stadler constant of 16.48. That means we can enter FTL at only 0.02% of the speed of light. Main power could lose 200 kg, weight that could be used for more weapons. The ion drive itself would be a meter shorter, which would enable us to make the hull a meter, or more, shorter and therefore lighter. 
 
    “I haven’t had the time to do the math yet, but we might be able to make a new drone that’s a little bit smaller and get there in 24 days. Or we might be able to make a much smaller drone, half the weight, that can get there in twelve days.” 
 
    “Interesting idea, anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, but this one is weird.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Remember the demo I showed you for the space time disruption weapon?” 
 
    “I do, what about it?” 
 
    “I think we could make millions of them. Use them like darts. Lay a couple of those in the path of a ship and bam! If the ship hits one, while traveling in FTL, its bubble collapses and the ship is ripped apart. If the ship is just sitting there in orbit, toss some of these at it and punch holes in its hull.” 
 
    “Interesting thoughts. I’d like all three. Prioritize the 24-day drone, then the twelve-day drone, then the darts.” 
 
    Cal smiles. “Got it boss.” 
 
    As I leave to make my way back up to the shuttle bay, the thought goes through my mind. Could I sell the darts to Admiral Tang, without having to give up the technology? He could make much better use of them than I can. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE BAY 
 
    As I enter the shuttle bay another celebration breaks out. Jazz calls a break, then motions me over to his station. His excitement is clear. 
 
    “The aliens have no chance,” he blurts out as I approach. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We have their scanners, the ones that can find their ships even when travelling in stealth. Even though we can’t make out the individual ships until they’re close, the main mass of the battle group is easy to detect, its vector easy to plot. 
 
    “Anyway, we just tried something new and took down five battle groups within minutes of each other.” 
 
    “Impressive. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Dylan figured out how to sync the controls for multiple drones, so we’ve been moving out with each pilot controlling two drones. The lead drone lines up on the battlegroup adjusting course to hit the lead ship on the starboard side. The slave drone stands off about ten kilometers to starboard to observe. When the lead ship is fifteen seconds out, it deploys its disruption weapon. 
 
    “If it hits any of the lead ships, then it takes down the ship behind it, the star-killer, and one or both of the trailing ships. This last round, we all connected. All but one of us lost their lead drone. Dylan really seems to know how to thread the needle. His lead drone did not get destroyed.” 
 
    “The final tally this round?” I ask. 
 
    “Five star-killers and their escorts down. Seventeen other ships. Alien losses this round: 42 ships. Our losses this round: four drones. 
 
    “There are only seven more battlegroups that have moved past the staging systems. We expect to take them down this afternoon. I’m kind of surprised that they keep on coming. I’d think it would be obvious to them that someone has figured out a weakness in their battlegroups and is just slaughtering them.” 
 
    “Agreed. It will be interesting to see what they come up with.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB 
 
    As the day progressed today, I had the sense that the situation was changing. At this point, there’s so much activity on every front that I fear losing track of it all. The elders are probing round the clock most days, so I asked Julian if he’d be willing to host an in-person meeting at the pub tonight. 
 
    Dylan brought us up just before sundown and he could not stop talking. He took down three battlegroups today without losing a drone. It’s clear he thinks he’s the new ace pilot. 
 
    As we enter the pub, we are given a warm greeting. But the mood in the room is somber, not celebratory. Something must have happened. 
 
    After the usual greetings and blessing, Julian starts in. 
 
    “I’ve asked the kitchen to hold off on dinner for an hour. There is much to share and most of it deserves clear mindedness.  
 
    “Your accomplishments today are quite remarkable. Congratulations to you and your team. The alien high command has learned that they lost 117 ships today in Rufarven space and are convinced the Rufarvens are behind it. They’ve only been involved in one conquest where this many ships were lost on one day—their initial conquest of the Rufarven some 22,000 years ago. 
 
    “The losses are causing tremendous upheaval with the alien central government. The route chosen for this invasion of human space broke the treaty the aliens put in place with the Rufarven long, long ago. Some on the aliens’ central council are demanding criminal charges against the central command members that decided this would be a safe, low-cost, low-risk path into human space. 
 
    “But the aliens are far more shaken by something we did not do, the firebombing of three colony worlds in the treaty zone.” 
 
    I think about raising my hand but decide not to.  
 
    Julian senses my discomfort and locks eyes with me. 
 
    “You had something to do with the Rufarven attacks on those worlds?” The question is asked as an accusation. 
 
    I nod. “Summer and I visited the Rufarven central command last night. Their leader is terrifying. She avenges every assault with the intention of inflicting more pain than the aggressor. She was thinking about firebombing three outposts in response to the aliens’ assault on their outposts. I pushed the idea that a more painful response would be to take down small colonies, not outposts.” 
 
    Julian nods his head, indicating he understands my words. But it’s clear he thinks I crossed a line nudging the Rufarven to hit harder than they otherwise would have. 
 
    Julian continues his update. “At about the same time that the Rufarven were firebombing the colony worlds, the aliens hit nine more outposts. Word of this action is just now reaching the Rufarvens.  
 
    “While you were making your way up here, the aliens re-tasked their star-killers toward Rufarven space. Their intention is to take down as many Rufarven worlds as possible. 
 
    “Jared, it appears that you have been successful in starting a war between the two major alien civilizations that neighbor ours. If they should ever determine that humans were behind this, we will be in big trouble.” 
 
    “Are the aliens diverting all their forces to the Rufarvens?” 
 
    Julian shakes his head no. 
 
    “They are sending the 75 star-killers that remain and the 375 escort ships previously assigned to them. They are also sending 533 conquest ships to support them. 
 
    “The rest of the armada, under a new commander, is continuing on to human space to tame, or exterminate, us. As we speak, 1,400 conquest ships are being vectored around Rufarven space, targeting the 140 most populous human worlds.” 
 
    Julian’s words hit me like a hammer. We have 1,400 conquest ships inbound and only 379 drones to defend ourselves. Now I understand the somber mood in the pub. 
 
      
 
   

 

 RESIDENCE, JARAMOR 
 
    I have things I need to do that are better done in Jaramor, so Summer and I decide to spend the night. We can head back to the ship tomorrow night or maybe the next day. Once settled in bed, I cast my mind out. As much as I want to go check in with the alien and Rufarven central commands, the more urgent need is the locations of the alien ships that have been tasked with the conquest of human space. 
 
    I find the new command ship. Once aboard, I realize that the inbound ships are 140 of the original battlegroups that had not taken losses. They’re down the star-killer and escorts, down ships that were reassigned. But there are ten conquest ships in each battlegroup that have been there all along. These ships form a cohesive group, who have trained together for the last five years. 
 
    The ship I’ve boarded is crawling out of Rufarven space. Their instructions are not to be found by the Rufarven. I quickly bounce between the battlegroups and see that they’re all doing the same. 
 
    The stealth crawl out of Rufarven space will cost them 21 days. But without the star-killers slowing them down, they will gain back 23 days for the remainder of the journey. The simultaneous assault is now scheduled to occur in 74 days. 
 
    With renewed determination, I start probing different battle plans we can take in response. The results are surprising. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OFFICE, JARAMOR INSTITUTE 
 
    I have a lot to do today and know I’m going to lose a lot of time this morning to greetings and chit chat. So, I order up a horse drawn carriage to take me in. First order of business once I’m in the carriage is to message Jazz. “Stand down all offensive operations and quietly make your way out of Rufarven space. More to come later today.” 
 
    The second message goes out to Cal. It’s a virtual conference meeting request for 10:00 AM to discuss recommendations for possible drone changes. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CAL 
 
    Greetings behind me, it’s time to connect with Cal. 
 
    “Morning Jared. You decided to stay over?” 
 
    “We did. I have some work I need to do for the Planetary Elders Board. This seemed like a better place to do the paperwork.” 
 
    “Can I ask what it’s about?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s one of the reasons I asked for this call. A request came in from the Confederation High Command, specifically from Admiral Arthur Tang, the head of joint military forces. He is soliciting offers for advanced energy systems, spacecraft materials, propulsion systems, and weapon concepts. 
 
    “I was thinking in terms of offering him zero-point energy devices and Tay’s paint. After our conversation yesterday afternoon, I thought about offering him your propulsion or darts. Anyway, I wanted to find out if you’d made any progress on these things.” 
 
    “You’re thinking about selling him the technology?” 
 
    “No, just products.” 
 
    Cal nods. I can tell that he doesn’t like this idea. 
 
    “Anything you give him will allow him to fingerprint our drones.” 
 
    “Hmmm. I didn’t think of that. There’s a different zero-point energy device layout I could use, so I could still offer those. What about the darts?” 
 
    “You really want to give the Confederation spacetime disruption weapons? Technically, you’re not really part of the Confederation.” 
 
    It seems Cal has less respect for the Confederation than I do. 
 
    “The aliens have changed their plans Cal. In 73 days, they are going to appear above 140 human worlds, demanding immediate surrender. They won’t have star killers, but they will have ten conquest ships in each system. As it stands now, the Confederation has no weapons, no defenses. It seems that it would be to our advantage to give them something.” 
 
    Cal looks at me, then shakes his head. “No. They don’t have the wisdom to use this technology responsibly. We need to do this ourselves.” 
 
    I’m surprised by Cal’s stance on the issue. My first instinct is to use the power of my position to dictate what he’s going to do, but I know that’s a bad idea. The only reason we’ve been as successful as we have is because we collaborate. 
 
    “Then how do we stop the aliens?” 
 
    Cal smiles. The colleague I know seems to have come back. “Thousands of drones. I had a productive night last night. I knocked out the math for both the larger and the smaller drones we discussed. Then did the same for an intermediate size and a micro drone. 
 
    “The intermediate sized drone can carry ten of the micro drones and make the trip to New Beijing in 18 days. The micro drones are tiny. They’re basically a small power cube with an ion-drive, FTL field generator, and a one km long spacetime disruption spear. In principle, one of these intermediate sized drones with its ten micro drones, could take down an entire battlegroup. With 73 days left, we have 55 days to build as many of them as we can, then send them on their way. My guess is that we can build 30 to 40 of them a day.” 
 
    “Can you crank one out today?” 
 
    Cal shakes his head no. “I’ll need your help to create the replicator patterns.” 
 
    It seems my decision to work in Jaramor today was not a particularly good one. 
 
      
 
   

 

 AARON 
 
    Aaron ties in exactly on time. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Jared. You know what you want to send Admiral Tang?” 
 
    “Hi Aaron. Yes, but it’s probably less than what he wants.” 
 
    “What do you have?” 
 
    “The only thing I have right now is zero-point energy devices. There are a couple different voltages and sizes, but the units he’s probably most interested in are one megawatt units configured as 500 volts, 2,000 amps. 
 
    “We’re working on several other things on his list, but none of them are ready for prime time. We’re still working the bugs out of them.” 
 
    Aaron looks at me critically. “You’re further along than that. Aren’t you?” 
 
    “It’s all a matter of definition, I suppose.” 
 
    “Jared, what the hell does that mean!” 
 
    “It means that we can reliably make these power devices, knowing they will work reliably and fail safe.  
 
    “In contrast, we have some propulsion devices we can make, but at this point do not fail safe.” 
 
    “What do you mean, fail safe?” 
 
    “If the power device fails, it fails safe, meaning it just stops working. It doesn’t overheat, doesn’t catch on fire. 
 
    “If the propulsion device fails, it does not fail safe. It fails catastrophically, and the ship it’s in will be destroyed.” 
 
    “Oh,” Aaron says. “I wouldn’t want to sell that to them either. But...” He pauses and looks at me questioningly. “You’re really working on these things?” 
 
    I laugh. “Yes. I’m working on all these things, and we’re making a lot of progress. In a couple years we might have all this stuff. Ten or twenty years after that, Jaredaan could become the largest shipyard in the Confederation.” 
 
    “Wow,” Aaron whispers in awe. 
 
    My big brother can be a bit simple at times, but he is a person of good will, far better suited to his job than he realizes. 
 
    “OK. Get me the spec sheets and prices for the devices you have, and I’ll take it from there.” 
 
    “Thanks, Aaron.” 
 
    As the connection drops, I once again find myself wishing that Aaron and I weren’t separated by the distance and circumstances that we are. 
 
      
 
   

 

 FRANK 
 
    There’s a knock on my door, which is closed. “Come in.” 
 
    I hear the door open, look up, and see Frank. 
 
    “Frank, good to see you. I planned to stop by a little later.” 
 
    “Hi, Jared. Have a minute to talk?” He indicates a chair. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Frank?” 
 
    “I’ve made a lot of progress on the theoretical aspects of the project, but I need a real lab to get any further along. Unfortunately, that’s turned into something of a problem.” 
 
    “How so?” I ask, worried that this is just a ploy to get released from his contract. 
 
    “For most work like this, physicists don’t actually have equipment of their own. They rent time at the major planetary labs. We don’t have those kinds of labs here, so I contacted the labs on New Berlin, where I’ve rented time in the past. Unfortunately, access to those labs is restricted to certain institutions. The Jaramor Institute is not one of them, which puts me in a bind.” 
 
    “What other options do you have?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the problem. All the labs with the equipment I need are Confederation funded and only open to Confederation institutions.” 
 
    “How much would it cost to buy the equipment?” 
 
    Frank looks at me and shakes his head. “The big item is the linear accelerator used for the backscatter test. The one at our lab on New Berlin cost something like 90 million credits, which is crazy for a place like Jaramor. I’d run a dozen tests a year, then the thing will sit. 
 
    “The other major pieces of equipment, the molecular beam epitaxy system, chemical vapor deposition system, lithography system... there are twelve of these on my list... run one to ten million credits each and require special power and buildings.” He throws up his hands. “I had access to all these on New Berlin. None of them here. 
 
    “I really don’t know how to move forward.” 
 
    “Aren’t our ion-thrusters basically a linear accelerator?” 
 
    “Don’t know. There are ion-thrusters that operate on a similar principle, but they are targeted for different applications so optimized differently.” 
 
    “Let me see what we can get out of our replicator systems. We may be able to make the stuff you need, and it may be better quality.” 
 
    Frank nods his acknowledgment, then says, “I have one or two more weeks of useful work I can do here, maybe one or two more to get the corresponding papers submitted. But if we’re not on our way to a solution to the lab problem in that time frame, it’ll probably be time for me to move on.” 
 
    To his credit, Frank got to the point this meeting was all about. And he did so in a calm and respectful way. I respect him for that. 
 
    But I can’t let him go before the alien siege begins. If everything goes south on us, I’ll tie him up with paperwork until then. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MESS HALL 
 
    Shortly after the meeting with Frank finished, I called for an all hands meeting aboard the ship at 7:00. Summer ordered a massive spread from her favorite caterers in Jaramor, which were boxed for transport and reheat. 
 
    Now back aboard the ship, I can smell the meal being reheated.  
 
    “Does dinner smell great? Or what?” I call out to those present. 
 
    A ripple of approval passes through the room. 
 
    “A lot of information has come in today, which means we have a lot to discuss tonight. So, let me call this meeting to order.” 
 
    I hear Summer call out, “Dinner in 35 minutes, so make it quick.” 
 
    Her comment draws a round of applause. 
 
    “The boss lady has spoken!” I call out to another round of applause. 
 
    Then in a more somber voice, I continue. 
 
    “A lot of information has come in today. Some of you know most of it. Some of you little. This is the one-minute version.” 
 
    I mention the war starting between the aliens and the Rufarven, the aliens’ division of forces, the possibilities Cal has given us, and the Confederation’s demands. 
 
    “Which brings me to our plan of action.” 
 
    I let the words hang, then wait until everyone’s attention is on me. 
 
    “The mystery reveals that any action on our part in the next couple weeks will result in the Rufarvens discovering us. They have the power to defeat us and, in many ways, are the greater threat if their ire should be pointed in our direction.” 
 
    At this point everyone is quiet. 
 
    “The aliens have dispatched 1,400 ships, ten each, to the 140 most populous human systems. They will attack simultaneously in 73 days. My intent is to send the remainder of our drones to these systems, then flood them with as many of Cal’s new drones as we can produce, complete with their array of microdrones. Our goal?” 
 
    I let the words hang there a minute. 
 
    “To take down all 1,400 ships in 140 systems within minutes of each other.” 
 
    Whooping and hollering fills the room. I raise my hands for silence. 
 
    “Our goal tonight is to raise issues. I want to know every imaginable way we could fail.” 
 
    Again, whooping and hollering fills the room, then fades away as I lift my hands. But Summer’s voice cuts through. 
 
    “Dinner is ready!” 
 
    ... 
 
    Eventually, we go to Q&A, and as the night shapes up, the questions come pouring in. Many are technical and Cal handles them. Some regard features, such as stealth and towing, both of which are included in the design. 
 
    Others relate to process and timeline. I set the goal of having a tested intermediate drone and a set of tested micro-drones by the end of the week. 
 
    Then Jazz asks the zinger. “How can we coordinate the actions of 140 drones and their 1,400 microdrones with only five pilots? Even if we had everything positioned and all we had to do was say go, how could we send 1,400 quantum-entangled go commands at the same time? Do we even have 1,400 transmitters?” 
 
    “Good question. We’ll need to look into it.” I pause. “But let me say this differently. Every ship that does not go down in the opening salvo will kill tens of thousands of Confederation citizens, many of whom will be eaten alive. 
 
    “The issue is finding a way to take down the last ship before any of the other ships can act on news of the first ship’s loss. If we don’t have and can’t get the transmitters, then we need to find another way. If we don’t have the pilots, then we either need to get more or put in autopilots. 
 
    “And if we can’t do any of these, then we need to get this ship into space and find a new world to colonize. Because once the aliens get a foot hold, they will kill or enslave every human world, including this one.” 
 
    As I finish, I realize I let more emotion come out than planned. The room is silent for a moment, then Jazz stands and starts clapping. Moose is the next up, then everyone else. 
 
    ... 
 
    As we make the way back to our cabin, Summer whispers, “Good pep talk. Our team is incredibly dedicated. They’ve performed miracles. But I think they finally understand the stakes.” 
 
    There’s a pause, then she whispers, “Are you going into the mystery again tonight?” 
 
    I shake my head no. “I need sleep. Maybe in the morning, if I wake up early.” 
 
    “Good,” she says, and snuggles up against me as we walk. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 19: BETRAYAL 
 
    A week has passed. The first test version of the new intermediate drone will be run today. We are calling it our Carrier Drone. The test is planned to include the micro drones, which we are now calling our ‘Assassin Drones,’ or ‘Assassins’ for short, and our new automated local control and auto pilot system. 
 
    As it turns out, the aliens have run into what they call the ‘remote-piloted squadron problem’ before. In the notes I found in some backup documentation, this technology was developed for a conflict they were involved in some 12,000 years ago. According to the replicator logs, this group of patterns has never been fabricated on this ship before.  
 
    Today, Jazz will be piloting the test, which will be run in a system 27 light years away that has an asteroid belt. We’ll be attempting to destroy ten asteroids, then bring the carrier home. 
 
    ... 
 
    I enter the shuttle bay, to see the carrier drone on its launch cradle and the massive exterior door open. Most of the team is here, although Moose and Charlie are planning to leave shortly after launch. They will be loading raw materials into the replicator hoppers. 
 
    As I walk over toward the pilot stations, Jazz greets me. 
 
    “Jared, just in time. I’ve loaded the initial flight plan into the auto pilots. You’ve confirmed that this system is clear?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Good.” Jazz turns to the other pilots. “Let’s take her out. Kat, you want to take the honor?” 
 
    She smiles. “You bet!” 
 
    A minute later, the carrier lifts from its cradle and slowly makes its way out of the shuttle bay, where it comes to a stop. The carrier hovers about six meters above the ground below. 
 
    “Passing control back to you, Jazz.” 
 
    “I have control.” Jazz replies, completing the control handshake. 
 
    It takes a second for the words to sink in. 
 
    “I thought the drone was quantum entangled with one of the pilot stations.” 
 
    Jazz smiles. “Was. One of the transmitters is still quantum linked to the drone, but we’ve put switching in that allows any one of us to use the relevant transmitter.” 
 
    I nod my head in understanding, impressed again at how seamlessly the team adapts to every new need. 
 
    “Launch sequence engaged. Launching in 3, 2, 1...” 
 
    Outside the ship, the drone starts moving. It doesn’t accelerate as quickly as the previous ones did, that’s how we got the weight down. But about a minute later, we hear the sonic boom. 
 
    “It’s not as loud because it breaks the sound barrier further down range and higher in the atmosphere,” Jazz reminds me. 
 
    Jazz pops the view from the nose camera up onto the holoprojection. From its point of view, the sky is already black and the carpet of stars clearly visible. On the mission timer, I see that we are about ten minutes to the transition point. 
 
    I see Moose and Charlie turning to leave and hustle over to talk with them. 
 
    “Where are we with the materials?” I ask, while stepping up to Moose and walking along side. 
 
    “Good. The last of the alumina is ordered and will arrive in two weeks. We have everything else we need, although some alumina from the first delivery is still being landed. Charlie and I will finish loading the material hoppers today, so we can go to full production tomorrow. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we’ll also start moving the pilot cradles into the new cargo hold on the starboard side.” 
 
    “The new pilot cradles have already been installed?” I ask. 
 
    Moose nods. “All twenty new stations are installed. I think we can move the three Jazz wants moved tomorrow. Once all the new drones are launched, we can move the last two pilot cradles. You really going to get 20 new pilots?” 
 
    “I have five. I think we have a shot at fifteen more.” 
 
    Moose shakes his head. “You really make things happen, Jared.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Back in the shuttle bay, I watch as the carrier drops back into normal space. 
 
    “Scanning the system,” Jazz announces. 
 
    The room goes deathly quiet as the pilots test a new feature of their control system, which allows controls and feeds on the carrier to be split among the pilot stations. 
 
    “Upper forward quadrant clear,” Kat calls out. 
 
    “Lower forward clear,” Mel adds. 
 
    “Upper rear clear. Lower rear clear,” Nat, then Dylan, call out. 
 
    After a couple minutes, Jazz calls out, “Asteroid field clear. Targets identified. Assigning targets, two each.” 
 
    On the holoprojector, the display splits into ten squares. Each has a target displayed, highlighted by a circle around it. It also has the target’s speed, orbit, and relative position plotted. 
 
    “Launching assassins.” Jazz calls out. 
 
    The displays in the holoprojection change. On one, the positions of the drones relative to the carrier are displayed. Ten bright dots form in a straight line in front of the carrier. 
 
    “Plot your targeting solution for 1 hour, 30 minutes.” 
 
    One by one, the assassins move away from each other. In the displays showing the targets, cross hairs appear as each assassin calculates the vector it needs to hit its target and starts moving toward it. 
 
    I notice that some of the assassins place their cross hairs over their target, only to have them drift away. 
 
    Jazz whispers to me. “The assassins will go to FTL a few seconds before the target time. They will drop from FTL three seconds before impact on a vector that will intersect with the target. 
 
    “In those three seconds, the space time disruption weapon will be activated. It will skewer the target, then the assassin will move laterally, ripping the target open. 
 
    “Targeting solutions of this type are incredibly difficult, because both the targets and the assassins will be moving, both under some degree of gravitational influence.  
 
    “Once the target is locked, the computers in our control room and the computers aboard the carrier will track and adjust. If the target is powered and moves away, the computers will attempt to adjust and alert the pilots. If the target is locked when it’s time to transition, then the assassin will go to FTL. There’s little the target could do at that point to escape. If it’s not locked, then the drone will not jump. It will signal the pilots and wait for them to intervene.” 
 
    Over the next five minutes the assassins all lock on, then the long boring wait begins. 
 
    ... 
 
    There’s a half hour left on the countdown timer. I don’t know how the pilots do it. It’s all I can do to stay awake, and I’ve already nodded off once. I get up to pace and Jazz flags me down. 
 
    “Don’t worry. There will be a lot more action on strike day. In principle, the aliens will all be locked in orbit, cloaked. Our carrier will be also. The assassins won’t be because they are too small to see. 
 
    “But with 1,400 alien ships and 14,000 assassins watching them, we’ll constantly be losing lock. Trust me, things here will be tense.” 
 
    Jazz pauses. I’m confident everything he said was true. I’m also confident that it wasn’t the reason he flagged me down. 
 
    He whispers. “Where are we with the pilot search?” 
 
    “Five have committed and are in transit. Eight more offers are out. Fourteen candidates are still in the interview process,” I whisper back. 
 
    “We might get more than 25?” Jazz says a little louder than intended. 
 
    “Possibly. But it’s also possible we won’t get 25. The qualification and loyalty levels we’ve set are high, very high.” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    Moments later an alarm goes off. One of Dylan’s assassins has lost its lock. In moments it’s locked again.  
 
    “Solar wind,” he calls out. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Transitions beginning in 3, 2, 1...” Jazz calls out.  
 
    One by one in rapid sequence, the nose cameras on the assassins fall into chaos. Seconds later, they all come back on at the same time. An image of the surface of an asteroid, fills each frame in the holoprojection. Then, the blur of the space time disruption weapon hits the center of the asteroid, which starts turning to dust. Lateral thrusters fire and a path of destruction moves across the asteroid. The small ones break in pieces. The larger ones have a channel 200 meters wide and a thousand meters deep cut across its face. Most of the assassins ultimately hit their targets and are destroyed. A few sail past. These disable their weapon, then turn to obtain a vector that will plunge them into the star. Once the vector is obtained, they go to FTL and are gone. 
 
    The effectiveness of the carrier and its assassins is astounding. 
 
    After a few seconds, applause and celebration begins. Jazz lets it run a few seconds then gets everyone back on the controls.  
 
    “Time to bring the carrier home,” he announces. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CELEBRATION 
 
    Again, everyone gathers in the ship’s mess hall. The agenda is to debrief, then plan the days ahead, then celebrate. Summer has arranged for another wonderful dinner to be brought down from Jaramor, including a cask of Julian’s delicious ale. 
 
    The debrief runs quickly. Everyone knew what to do and believed they were equipped and trained sufficiently to execute their mission. The only real issue raised was the number of pilots. It took the better part of fifteen minutes to get their drones on course. In the hour and a quarter that followed, there were eight instances where an assassin lost its lock. 
 
    Kat, the seeming spokesperson for the newer pilots, summarizes the concern. “It took fifteen minutes to acquire the first lock on all ten drones. If we have to do that for 140 battlegroups, it will take 35 hours. But it’ll actually take longer than that, because we will have to stop periodically to assure that we still have lock on the earlier battlegroups. 
 
    “The scheme we have is good. With five sets of five pilots, we can do the initial set up in seven hours, then manage lock drops as they occur. Most locks automatically reengage. It’s really only the ones where an alien ship repositions, that our pilots will need to get involved.” 
 
    After lengthy discussion, I agree to up our pilot team to 50, though I doubt we will be able to find that many. 
 
    As no real issues related to the designs came up, we agree to go to full production starting tomorrow. Moose and Cal take the lead on that. 
 
    Jazz takes the lead on developing an appropriate test protocol for the drones as their assembly is complete. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MANUFACTURING 
 
    In the morning, I deal with some paperwork, then head down to manufacturing. Frank messaged me overnight asking about the status of his equipment list. Today, I’m going to research what I can get the replicator to build for us. 
 
    My first target? A linear accelerator. As expected, there are dozens of patterns available. The problem will be figuring out which is appropriate for Frank. There are dozens of specs for each. Translating them is challenging because of the technical terminology. I dump the specs to a file that can be viewed in an alien holoprojector. 
 
    Then move on to the next item in the list, molecular beam epitaxy. 
 
    Over the next two hours, I think I find equipment that does what Frank needs in each category. I send the specs for several patterns in each category to a file. Then send the file to Cal and Summer, asking if they can take a pass at translating. 
 
    The next task regards Admiral Tang. They sent a purchase order for one of the megawatt zero-point energy devices. I find the one I want and add it to the replicator queue. This device will take several hours to build. According to the replicator’s inventory manager, we will have all the necessary materials. According to the replicator’s scheduler, the next open slot is a week away. I up the priority and get a slot tomorrow night. 
 
    With this task complete, I head across the room to talk with Moose. 
 
    “Hey Jared, what’s up?” 
 
    “I have a zero-point energy device I need to have built. I entered it into the queue. It’s scheduled for tomorrow night. This one uses the alternate design with the more exotic dopants and vertical cell morphology.” 
 
    “Why are you building one of those?” 
 
    “Because it’s different than the ones we use, so can’t be tied back to us.” 
 
    He looks at me speculatively, then says, “This has something to do with the request from the Central Command, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    “Smart. If they ever capture one of our drones, the power packs won’t look alike or have a similar composition. We won’t be suspected. Smart.” He pauses, thinking about something, then says, “I’ll pull this order forward in the queue. There’s a number of items in front of you that aren’t on the critical path. It will be better for us if they’ve already dissected this unit before we launch the next wave.” 
 
    “Thanks Moose.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PROGRESS 
 
    Another week has passed. Our manufacturing rate continues to increase, but it’s still lower than initially planned. We anticipate building eight carriers today and the 80 assassins they will carry. That will bring us up to 36 carrier groups by the end of the day. Tomorrow we’re going to rearrange our production line, assigning the assassins to a separate replicator. Doing the two designs on the same line added too much complication. Moose continues to lead the overall effort and will manage the carrier line. Charlie will be taking over the assassin line. It’s curious to me how much better Charlie’s temperament is for building lots of small things. 
 
    We expect to get up to fifteen carrier groups a day by this time next week. That will get us up to four carrier groups per system by strike day. I’d hoped for five, and we will be sending five to a handful of systems. 
 
    My thoughts are interrupted when my tablet dings. I look at it and see something I hoped I’d never see again, a virtual conference request from Admiral Tang for one hour from now. 
 
    This undoubtedly has to do with the zero-point energy device we sent last week. Once we had it, Aaron contacted the central command regarding shipping. Amazingly, the admiral dispatched a fast packet to collect the device. He’s had it for three days now. I’ll be curious to hear what the admiral has to say. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CONFEDERATION CENTRAL COMMAND 
 
    I connect to the conference line a couple minutes early. As on my only previous call, the line connects to a waiting room where dramatic military music plays lightly, and warships of various types move slowly across a star field. 
 
    After about ten minutes, Admiral Tang and his command staff appear across the table from me. 
 
    “Mr. Daan. It is a pleasure to see you again. In truth, I didn’t expect I would. But it seems that your Jaramor Research Institute has been able to attract some prestigious talent.” 
 
    “Admiral, a pleasure to see you as well. I hope you received the zero-point energy device we sent you last week.” 
 
    “We did. Our scientists were duly impressed. They tell me that the internal structure of your device is different than the devices we recovered from the aliens years ago, and different from the nascent work done by Frank Taubman, before you stole him away from us earlier this year.” 
 
    “Yes. This is a different design. We believe it is unique, reliable, and well suited to integration in Confederation power systems. It’s also priced well below other competing technologies in its capacity range.” 
 
    The admiral nods. “As you said in the marketing materials that were sent to us.” 
 
    He pauses for a second, possibly thinking it will take that long for me to discern the subtle insult. 
 
    “I’ve also noticed the dramatic increase in thulium being sent to you from Taramoot. You are becoming one of the Confederation’s largest consumers. I presume that means you are ramping up for significant production levels in the next couple months.” 
 
    “Ramping up yes. But we are further out than a couple months.” 
 
    He looks at me sternly, then says, “I don’t believe you. You’ve spent over a billion credits on thulium in the last six months. No one invests in that much inventory, months ahead of an unannounced product. I think you are already in production, supplying other parties in secret.” 
 
    He stares at me, and I stare back. His accusation may be true, but I’m not going to confess to it based on his speculation. 
 
    “I’m told you’ve already shipped product back to Taramoot.” 
 
    “Yes, several small units, part of a deal to get expedited shipment.” 
 
    “And, to your northern cities of Jaredstown and Ashcrag.” 
 
    “Yes, test units to assure that our designs can be integrated into the electrical power grids without undue problems. Is there a point to this line of questioning?” 
 
    I notice an officer at the end of the table wince at my question. 
 
    “I suppose there is.” 
 
    He opens a folder and takes a data chip out. It’s of a type that I’ve only seen once before, at my sentencing. 
 
    “This is a demand order for one million of your megawatt power sources. As required by Confederation law, you must fulfill this order, before supplying any other entity.” 
 
    He takes a second data chip out of the folder and places it next to the first. It’s of the same type. 
 
    “This is an enforcement document. It requires you to provide a weekly accounting of your thulium intake and inventory levels. One of the safeguards in this process is that the suppliers are required to report their shipments, so we already know how much you are receiving and have received.” 
 
    I look up from the data chips and lock eyes with the admiral. 
 
    “I’m sorry sir, but we will not accept your order, nor will we comply with your information requests.”  
 
    “It’s a serious criminal offense not to comply with these orders, punishable by fines and imprisonment.” 
 
    “For Confederation citizens and entities, maybe. But I am not a Confederation citizen. Neither is the Jaramor Research Institute registered in any Confederation jurisdiction. We are a Confederation ally, operating under our own charter, which forbids actions like the ones you are attempting.” 
 
    From the look on his face, I can tell he was not expecting that response. 
 
    “Sir, I am your ally, not your subject. I will cooperate with you in any way that is consistent with our shared interests. Our cooperation has already been demonstrated by the fact that we pushed your order up to the top of our production queue.” 
 
    “Bah,” the admiral spits out. “This is what’s going to happen. An armed fast packet will appear in orbit above Jaredaan in seven days to pick up the first 100 units. If they are not ready, and the data packet is not complete, then an armed unit will come down to the surface and arrest you.” 
 
    He glares at me, trying to break my will. I lock eyes with him and calmly say, “Any assault of the type you suggest will be considered an act of war. And if war should break out between Jaredaan and the Confederation, Jaredaan will prevail. 
 
    “I would suggest that instead of fighting with each other, we cooperate with each other. As you surely must know, a large alien force will be arriving in 58 days. I am prepared to position defenses in every Confederation system. Defenses sufficient to eliminate the alien threat. Cooperate with me in getting that done. Don’t pick an unnecessary fight that you will lose.” 
 
    The admiral shakes his head. 
 
    “Son, you are delusional. I don’t know what’s going on inside that crazy little head of yours, but you are a danger to the Confederation. A militarized fast packet will come by in a couple days. You will be arrested, your facilities and inventory seized.” 
 
    He shakes his head again as his hand moves toward the disconnect button. 
 
    “I will attempt to disable your ship, not destroy it. And they won’t even detect how it happened.” 
 
    The admiral’s angry face disappears as the connection drops. I pound my fist on the table in frustration. Cal was right. I should never have replied to the admiral’s foolish demand for materials and services. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DEFENSE 
 
    I calm myself, then call Jazz and ask him to come down to my office. He agrees, but I can sense his anxiety. 
 
    A few minutes later he arrives. I close the door, then replay the meeting with Admiral Tang. 
 
    When it’s done, Jazz says, “Please tell me that wasn’t real.” 
 
    “It’s real, Jazz. And they aren’t going to wait three days. I bet they come tonight.” 
 
    “Jared, what are we going to do?” 
 
    “Defend ourselves! Put a couple carriers in high orbit. Deploy their assassins. Disable their ships. If we put everything in stealth, they won’t be able to detect us. We have a camouflage tent over the ship and its hull is stealthy.” 
 
    “We’d be better off rigging up a stealth field over the ship,” Jazz snaps back. There’s silence for a minute, then Jazz whispers, “Please tell me we’re not doing this.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, it’s time to choose sides. Are you going to lead the carriers going against the fast packet? Or are you going to let the aliens prevail?” 
 
    Jazz spits out an expletive. 
 
    “Let me call the other guys down. This needs to be a volunteer mission.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE BAY 
 
    The call came in moments ago, 2:15 AM. Confederation military vessels have just entered the space controlled by the Protected World Jaredaan. I grab some clothes and run up to the shuttle bay. 
 
    “They’re coming in slow, Jared.” Jazz announces. 
 
    “How long have you been on?” I ask. 
 
    He snorts. “Ten-minute bio-break every day. Otherwise, I’m here. This is where I eat. This is where I sleep. The others woke me when the Confederation dropped from FTL.” 
 
    He indicates the holoprojection that shows three Confederation cruisers. 
 
    “These ships are such an embarrassment,” Jazz whines. “I’m Confederation. I’ll admit it. But these clowns...” He indicates the ships in the holoprojection. “They’re an embarrassment. Heavy bloated ships that barely crawl through normal space, then transition to slow space time bubbles... If that’s the best Tang has, then the Confederation has already lost.” 
 
    Jazz’s disgust is not exactly a surprise. He was Confederation Special Forces at one point. I think his rage is now directed at their leadership. If he were still special forces, they’d be throwing his life away for nothing, just as they are with the lives of the dedicated crews that man the incoming ships. 
 
    I sympathize with his pain. I’ve had plenty betrayal of my own. 
 
    Mel speaks up. “I think I know how to stop them without harming them.”  
 
    “Go,” Jazz calls out. 
 
    “Can I have the holoprojector?” Mel asks. 
 
    I don’t get the question at first, then I see the holoprojection rotate and a cursor hover over the tail of the lead ship. 
 
    “I worked on one of these ships. First maintenance, then helm,” Mel explains. 
 
    The confession draws some glances. 
 
    “Right here.” Mel highlights the spot. “This is her vulnerability. All the controls pass through a conduit right underneath this section of hull plating. The backup lines pass through on the opposite side. Skewer it where the plates come together, and they lose all steerage. 
 
    She manipulates the image a little more, then highlights a different spot. “Main power distribution is located behind that hatch. Hit them there and they’ll lose all power except life support.” 
 
    She chuckles. 
 
    “What?” Jazz asks. 
 
    “All power.” Mel replies. Seeing that the penny isn’t dropping, she says, “Including comms. They will simply disappear off the Confederation’s monitoring systems.” 
 
    “Do we really want the Confederation to think we’ve killed these ships?” 
 
    “No.” Mel stretches out the word sarcastically, then highlights another spot on the hull. “There’s a power port under this cover used to power local RF when the ship is in drydock. We can use it to power their local comms without having to board the ship, which will enable us to communicate with them. 
 
    “Once they are adrift, we can tractor them to where we want them and set up an exo-net relay. That will allow us to control their transmissions, thereby controlling the message that gets out.” 
 
    It’s time for me to assert my authority. “Jazz, work with Mel, the mission is yours. 
 
    Jazz looks at me, then nods. “Thanks boss.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CONFEDERATION CENTRAL COMMAND 
 
    I receive a virtual meeting request from the admiral for 3:00 AM. I purposefully tie in at 3:10. 
 
    As the connection resolves, I ask, “How did the ships you sent on an illegal mission fare?” 
 
    As the cursing starts, I drop the connection. 
 
    A couple minutes later, there is a repeat. 
 
    The third time, there’s silence on both ends. We stare at each other for a while, then I say. “Don’t worry. Your ships and their crews are safe.” 
 
    The words trigger another round of swearing, and I drop the connection. 
 
    Another invite is issued. I wait twenty minutes, then tie in. 
 
    “Are we willing to speak civilly?” I ask.  
 
    Almost a minute ticks by, then the admiral asks, “How? How did you do it?” 
 
    I don’t reply. 
 
    “Are you aligned with the aliens?” He asks in full attack mode. 
 
    I hover my finger over my disconnect button. “No. But based on your total lack of preparation for the invasion, I’m starting to suspect that you are.” 
 
    I see the admiral attempt to disconnect. But another voice shouts, “No.” 
 
    A regal looking man steps up to the table and sits. The presence he projects is even more powerful than the admiral’s. Once seated, he turns and locks eyes with me. 
 
    “You are Jared Daan?” He asks. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “My grandfather knew your founder. Spoke highly of him, in fact.” 
 
    “And you are?” I reply. 
 
    “I was born Luiz Pires Álves, on the planet New Brazil. My grandfather was a seer, not as skilled as you or your ancestor, but skilled enough to break the chains of his bondage and rise to power.” 
 
    “I’m intrigued,” I reply. “But less than convinced.”  
 
    “Which is wise.” He nods his head sagely.  
 
    We stare at each other for a while, then he finally breaks the silence.  
 
    “My grandfather was captured and enslaved. But like you, he could see without the profecia aumentar. Enough was brought to him to extend his life over 100 years. He, like your ancestor, could see this nexus forming. He thought it should be fought from the inside. Your ancestor thought it should be fought from the outside. For better or worse, it seems their disagreement has brought us together.” 
 
    “So, here we are,” I say. “Any suggestions on how we should proceed?” 
 
    He eyes me. I assume he’s powerful enough in the mystery to read my motives. The realization triggers me to read his. What I see is dreadful. 
 
    “You lust for power,” I spit out. 
 
    “And you don’t?” He snaps back. 
 
    “Over our enemies, yes. Over our people, no.” 
 
    He chuckles and shakes his head. “So naïve. Our people are as drone-like as the aliens. Feed them, provide entertainment, and they’re like lambs to the slaughter. ‘Panem et circenses’, as the ancient Romans said. The only ones that matter are the ones that control our collective future. I have the will to exert that control. You, do not.” 
 
    I fume at the irrelevant intellectual nonsense being spewed at me. 
 
    “I think the question is whether we cooperate, or fight.” 
 
    “You will cooperate because you desire a good outcome. Me? I’ll cooperate as long as it’s in my best interest, then the game will start again.” 
 
    “Thank you for clarifying.” I lock eyes with the monster across from me. “I have the means to save the Confederation; you do not. The aliens will strike in 58 days. If you are still in power in 58 days, then I will leave New Beijing to your care. If you are not, then I will intervene and stop the aliens. I think our business is done here.” 
 
    I cut the connection and do not respond to the requests to reconnect. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DEPLOYMENT 
 
    For the last several weeks, we’ve been launching drones to every system. All 140 systems have four carriers at this point. Some have five. New Beijing is one of the ones that has four. As much as I would like to see the New Beijing regime come down, I can’t bring myself to act against its people.  
 
    The last group of fifteen drones goes out today, bringing the total to an even 600. As the last drones go out, I realize that I’ve now played the last of my cards. I can cheer, congratulate, and cajole, but beyond that, there’s very little I can do personally to affect the outcome at this point. Then I realize, that’s not true.  
 
    We have 600 carriers, 23 pilots. That’s all I could recruit. But there are three Confederation cruisers floating in our space. According to Jazz there are guaranteed to be four pilots on each. In all likelihood, ten that could manage a drone. 
 
    At this point I have superficially cordial relationships with the three captains, so I decide to make them an offer. Send me volunteer pilots willing to fight for the Confederation. I will train them on modern equipment and pay them 3x hazard pay. 
 
    The captains refuse, as I expected them to. Then I flood their ships with videos of my conversation with Luiz Pires Álves, Admiral Tang, and their captains. The response is overwhelming. 
 
    Jazz now has 18 days to train the twelve volunteers that have come to join us. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CONSPIRACY 
 
    As the hours tick by, the tension increases. In addition to the expected, a nervousness has set in among my original crew. Thirty newbies have joined us over the last 30 days, the 18 I recruited from off world, and the twelve that came over from the Confederation cruisers stranded in orbit. 
 
    The Confederation crew are confined to decks four and up on the starboard side. They’ve been given the same trackers that the rest of us wear. But the tracking system is more of a safety thing than an enforcement thing. Therefore, the restriction is a matter of honor code.  
 
    Most of the Confederation crew have integrated into the drone team well. Most have been congenial when not in training. But there’s an undercurrent of dissatisfaction that’s difficult to pinpoint and is coming to a head. 
 
    We’ve set up a separate mess hall for the Confederation team that’s closer to their quarters. Each day at dinner time, volunteers from our support team wheel over a cart with dinner and supply replenishments, then bring back the previous day’s cart. 
 
    As Summer returns from tonight’s duty, I can tell she’s on edge. She asks if it’s OK for us to head back to our quarters early. As we go, she snuggles up to me a little closer than usual.  
 
    I can tell from her emotional emanations that this is a ruse. But go along with it because I trust her. 
 
    When the door shuts, she reaches back to lock it, then whispers, “Jared, they’re coming for you.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I’m not sure exactly, but I overheard a couple of them talking on a communicator to their ship, as I was cleaning up after dinner.” 
 
    “What did they say?” 
 
    “They thought they had a shot at you tonight. That’s why I pretended to want to come back early.” 
 
    I see fear in Summer’s eyes. 
 
    I grab my communicator and quickly check on everyone’s location. There are people all over the ship, but curiously all twelve of the Confederation volunteers are in their quarters. 
 
    I step over to the cabinet, where I keep the timer device Julian gave me years ago, then go over to lay on the bed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Summer asks. 
 
    “I’m going into the mystery to find out who’s in on it and what they intend to do. Call Moose and ask him to come over. Jab me with this if something happens while I’m away.” 
 
    I sense Summer’s fear spike. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Just call Moose.” 
 
    I close my eyes and moments later am in the hallway outside the cabins where the Confederation contingent is being housed. One-by-one, I flash in and do a five-second probe. The first three are completely clean. The fourth is disturbing. It’s one of the less cordial volunteers and he’s oiling the blade of a ceramic knife. The probe tells me that he is planning to use that knife on Jazz in about two hours. 
 
    I step through the remaining cabins. There are two conspirators, equipped with ceramic knives. They’re planning to get together in an hour to do something unthinkable. Two others are missing, their tracking devices laying on their respective tables. 
 
    I snap back to reality as Summer is opening the door to let Moose in.  
 
    “Do we have any weapons aboard?” I ask Moose. 
 
    “What kind of weapons?” 
 
    “Personal weapons, guns, blasters... That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Why are you asking?” 
 
    “Two of the Confederation volunteers are about to sabotage the drone control room and kill as many of the pilots as they can. Two others have abandoned their tracking devices and are missing.” 
 
    “What kind of weapons do they have?” 
 
    “Two have knives. The other two? Unknown.” 
 
    Moose smiles. “One guy with a knife has no chance against me if I know he’s coming. Four?” He ponders a moment. 
 
    “How long do we have?” 
 
    “A little less than an hour.”  
 
    “Vera has a shotgun, but it might be in her cabin at the ranch. Cal has an experimental thing that’s crazy. We can replicate alien blasters.” 
 
    “Moose, get Cal and anything that looks useful. He’s probably in engineering. Summer, find Vera and get her shotgun. I’m going to replicate a blaster. Hurry, we don’t have much time.” 
 
    We each take off running. I have to go down the steps to get to manufacturing and fly down them recklessly. As I enter the room I pause, uncertain which replicator I need to go to. The pause saves my life. 
 
    One of the sharp ceramic knives, mounted on a pole and being used as a spear, swings down right in front of my face. As the thought, how did they get down here, goes through my mind, I hear my assailant laugh, as he starts moving in for another swipe.  
 
    “You’re not the only one with the gift, Daan.” 
 
    With all the power I can muster, I say, “Stop! Stab yourself.” 
 
    He does, then cries out. The pain apparently frees him from my influence. “You’re stronger than they thought you were. Not that it’s going to save you.” 
 
    With blood still dripping from his leg, my assailant thrusts his improvised spear at me, and I’m hit. But not by his spear. By Moose, who shoves me out of the way. 
 
    The spear slices Moose’s side.  
 
    Moose grabs the spear by its shaft and pulls it out of the assailant’s hands. Then, roaring in anger, Moose slams the spear’s blunt end into the assailant’s solar plexus. The assailant lands on his back, wind knocked out. Moose approaches him, flipping the spear over, knife toward our attacker, and plants it, sharp end down, in his belly.  
 
    “Choose the wrong side, pay the price.” Moose spits out, then with a vicious twisting motion, slices the attacker’s abdomen open. 
 
    I’m stunned, still catching my breath, as Moose pulls me up. 
 
    “We need to go. They played you, Jared. Summer, Vera, Jazz and our equipment are at risk.” 
 
    We make our way back up the steps and start trotting towards Vera’s quarters, then I hear Summer scream. I sprint, trying to keep up with Moose, who can apparently outrun me even with blood running from his side. As we turn the corner toward Vera’s quarters, I see Summer’s disheveled form unmoving on the floor. Fear and rage burn through me. As we come up on an open door, Moose skids to a halt. 
 
    “Turn it off, Cal.” Moose says calmly, holding out an arm to stop me from going by.  
 
    I look in and see something I never thought I’d see. It’s Cal, holding a device from which a space time disruption field is being projected. Its narrow beam has impaled one of the Confederation volunteers and punched a hole through the ship’s hull. The volunteer, whose name I don’t remember, is clutching a chair, trying not to move. But it’s clear he’s losing the battle as bits of dust puff out of his stomach now and again. Vera’s shotgun is on the floor behind him. Vera is laying in front of the man. She’s been badly cut and is bleeding profusely, but trying to crawl away, terrified of Cal’s weapon. 
 
    “Cal,” Moose coaxes. “Turn the weapon off. The damage is done. He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    As Cal, clearly overcome by shock, starts to swoon, the disruption beam cuts through both volunteer and hull. Moose steps forward, grabbing Cal’s hand and stabilizing the beam. The disruption field wiggles around, as Moose tries to work the weapon free. The now dead volunteer falls through the field, what’s left of him landing in a grisly mess on the floor.  
 
    Moose slowly works the weapon out of Cal’s hand without hitting anything else. He lowers Cal to the floor, then finds the switch that turns the device off. 
 
    “I knew this weapon was going to be a problem.” Moose mutters. 
 
    In the hallway, I hear Summer waking up. I quickly scramble over to help. 
 
    Dylan and Charlie come running down the hall as Moose steps out of the room. 
 
    Moose calls out to them. “Dylan, you’ve got Vera. She’s bleeding badly. Cal’s OK, just shook up. The other guy... He’s gone. 
 
    “Charlie, get the shotgun, and follow me. Jared, you, too.” 
 
    I want to protest, but Summer says, “Go.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SABOTAGE 
 
    We race toward the control room. Charlie quickly takes the lead, well ahead of Moose who’s starting to slow down from the steady flow of blood. Nonetheless, Moose is well ahead of me because... Well, he’s Moose and I’m not. 
 
    I turn the corner, 20 meters from the entrance to the control room, and hear the boom of a shotgun blast. A moment later, I hear a buzz that I cannot place. The sound modulates a few times, then there’s a scream, and the buzzing stops. 
 
    As I come in through the door, I see Jazz unconscious on the floor. Turning I see another volunteer a meter or two in front of Charlie, face down in a pool of blood. Further to the right is the fourth volunteer, at least the little bit of him that’s left. Behind him, two of our piloting stations have been mangled, unintended victims of the spacetime disruption weapon. Moose is sitting against the wall, conscious but starting to look a little gray. 
 
    He glances at the mangled equipment. “Sorry, I got a little carried away.” 
 
    Charlie goes over to Jazz to check his vitals.  
 
    “Pulse is strong.” He calls out. 
 
    Jazz stirs and Charlie helps him sit up. 
 
    Jazz looks around, then says, “Thank God you got here in time, they were going to blow this room, then exit the ship. Two had this side. The other two were sent to get you, Jared.” 
 
    Jazz notices the blood puddling around Moose. “You OK, Moose?” 
 
    “Just a flesh wound, but it’s bleeding like crazy. I think I’m going to need stitches.” 
 
    I hear noise in the hallway, then three more of the Confederation volunteers come running in. I recognize the first one and think his name is Chaz. They stop in their tracks as they come in the door. 
 
    “What happened?” Chaz asks.  
 
    I reply with a question of my own. “Do you know these two?” 
 
    “What in the world happened to Jackson?” Chaz points to the one killed with the disruption weapon. 
 
    “What’s the other one’s name?” 
 
    “Thomas, Alvin Thomas. They were both on the spy ship.” 
 
    “Spy ship?” 
 
    “Yes. The lead ship in our taskforce is a spy ship. It has equipment that can find anyone on the surface of a planet, or up to ten meters underground. I take it these guys were sent down to sabotage your plan to save the Confederation?” 
 
    The words shock me. “Did you suspect?” 
 
    “It’s the Confederation,” Chaz answers. “You suspect everybody.” 
 
    I struggle to believe those words are true. “It’s really that bad?” 
 
    Jazz answers. “That’s why most of us like it better here.” 
 
    I shake my head wondering whether or not I should be saving the Confederation. Then dismiss the thought as stupid. 
 
    Moose speaks up. “Guys, I think I’m going to need some help.” 
 
    I grab my communicator and call Dylan. 
 
    “How’s Vera?” 
 
    “Not good.” Dylan’s clearly shaken up. 
 
    “The medic at the camp has patched her up enough to get her to Jaramor, but we need to hustle.” 
 
    “Send him over here. We need to evacuate Moose, too.” 
 
    “On it. The guys over here are about to wheel Vera out. I’m going to start pre-flight on the shuttle. Once Vera’s on board, I’ll send them back for Moose.” 
 
    ... 
 
    A few minutes later, Summer enters. She’s followed by a very sober looking young woman. 
 
    “Jared, this is Anna Bates, the new camp medic.” 
 
    “Anna, pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    I point to Moose. “He’s your patient.” 
 
    She turns toward him. “Oh, my goodness. Two more attackers.” She shakes her head. “Why do people do stuff like this?” 
 
    She goes over to Moose to examine the wound. “I’ll need to cut your shirt off. It’s begun to cling to the wound.” 
 
    She gets the materials she needs from her bag, then starts working on Moose. I see him wince, but he handles himself well. 
 
    “This is a little more than a flesh wound.” Anna says with concern. “His blood pressure is also starting to get dangerously low. We need to get him out of here quick.” 
 
    She starts moving faster. A minute later Tay comes in leading a team that has a grav cart. One look at Moose and she wilts. 
 
    She comes over to hug him as Anna is putting tape over the wound. 
 
    I hear Moose whisper, “Sorry baby. But someone needed to save Jared’s butt. I just didn’t dance fast enough.” 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER 20: STRIKE 
 
    It’s been four days since the attempted sabotage. The mess has been cleaned up. The hull has been repaired. Moose is back, but he’s been restricted to light duty. Something he complains about incessantly. Vera is still in the hospital. She’s out of danger but expected to remain there for another couple weeks.  
 
    Training has been suspended since the attack. It will resume tomorrow. Strike Day is now only fourteen days away. 
 
    Tonight, we’re having a big dinner to celebrate the repairs in the drone control room and the resumption of training tomorrow. At least that’s what we’re saying. It will be a big dinner. And there will undoubtedly be some celebration. But the real purpose is for Julian and Aurora to evaluate and test the loyalty of all the new recruits.  
 
    Since the incident, access to the drone piloting room has been restricted to the designated repair team. It will only be reopened once we have full confidence in everyone aboard. Anyone that does not pass tonight’s test will be removed from the ship.  
 
    Jason and five of his most trusted rangers are accompanying the Elders. They are fully armed, and will put down any disturbance, before it has a chance to really break out. 
 
    Summer, with help from Ethel and Norah, who also came down, has transformed one of the huge, repaired spaces on the starboard side into a banquet hall. It’s divided into two areas. The forward end of the hall has a table set for fifty. At the aft end of the hall, there’s a podium set on a small stage. Twenty small standup tables are arranged in front of the podium. Along the starboard wall, hors d'oeuvres are set on a large table. On the inner wall, there’s a bar setup with cider and ale. 
 
    The doors opened fifteen minutes ago, I’m one of the last to arrive. As I enter, I see a crowd around the hors d'oeuvres table, and a slightly smaller one drawing ale or cider in the bar area. A few have moved over to the standup tables, talking between nibbles and sips. 
 
    I stand watching and sense a lot of good will coming from the crew. 
 
    I feel a hand on my back, then the familiar snuggle against my side.  
 
    “I hope everyone has a good time tonight.” 
 
    “Between your cooking and Julian’s ale, I don’t think we have anything to worry about.” 
 
    Summer chuckles. “We had it catered. Two each of Julian’s beef and smoked pork platters, plus a dozen of the savory dinner pies from the Jaramor bakery.” 
 
    We watch together in silence a few minutes, then I’m greeted by another familiar voice. 
 
    “Nice show you’re putting on tonight, Sonny Boy.”  
 
    It’s Ethel, whose wit and humor I’ve missed during our extended stay aboard the ship. She’s holding a wine glass in one hand, a butter knife in the other, but still wraps both arms around me and pulls me in tight anyway.  
 
    She releases me and points toward the crowd, then says, “Time to start. I think you’ll need these.” 
 
    I say, “Thanks,” give Summer a discrete peck on the cheek, then head up to the podium. 
 
    As I step up, I tap the glass with the knife, getting everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Tonight’s event is sponsored by the Jaramor Elders, two of whom have come to celebrate with us.” I motion toward the door. “Please give a big welcome to our hosts Julian Daan and Aurora Simpson Lake.” 
 
    Julian and Aurora, who have been waiting in the hallway, enter the room. They wave as they make their way up to the podium. Julian gives a few words of welcome, then turns it over to Aurora for a blessing. 
 
    Aurora’s blessing tonight is as powerful as any I have heard, but longer than usual, and more detailed. She speaks of the willingness to fight and courage to face overwhelming odds, the oneness of the mission and selflessness of sacrifice. Then she closes with the imperative of victory and deathly consequences of failure. I find her words, and the inner emotion they evoke, impossible to resist. Then I realize, this is the test. Julian can sense those that do not respond. 
 
    As Aurora finishes, a trance-like silence settles over the room. It only lasts a moment. But, in that moment, I notice Julian’s eyes furtively glance at someone near the keg of ale. I also notice the nearly imperceptible nod from Jason.  
 
    Light applause breaks the silence along with hushed whispering. As the applause fades, the party begins. I see Jason slap two of his men on the back jovially and indicate the ale. The two men, excitedly chattering, move toward the ale, by all outward appearances anxious to get a glass for themselves. 
 
    I watch as they approach the keg of ale. Just as they get there, a man swoons as if drunk.  
 
    I hear the one ranger call out, “Look out friend, you seem to have had a little too much. Let me help you.” 
 
    The one ranger steadies the man as the other takes the mug of ale out of the man’s hand and sets it on the table. 
 
    “Let’s get you down to sick bay.” 
 
    The man nods and says, “Thank you.” 
 
    A few people notice, but no one suspects anything. Once again, I am astounded by the Elders skills and the finesse with which they use them. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ARRIVALS 
 
    It’s four days to Strike Day and the first alien ships start arriving. They arrive in stealth and remain cloaked. Nonetheless, our alien sensors detect their presence. 
 
    Our stealth mechanism is different than theirs. We cannot detect ourselves using the alien sensors, so assume the aliens can’t either, although we don’t know for sure.  
 
    But our drones are in stealth mode, otherwise unpowered and drifting through space on ballistic courses. They’re hard to detect under normal circumstances, presumably impossible to detect when in stealth. For now, we just sit and watch.  
 
    ... 
 
    Over the last 24 hours more ships have arrived. We now count ten each in 40 systems. Caladon is one of the systems they arrived in today. What once seemed like a great idea—letting the alien ships settle into position, then blowing them all up at once—now seems crazy. But we stay the course. 
 
      
 
   

 

 STRIKE DAY MINUS TWO 
 
    The alien ships have mostly followed the same pattern. In systems with only one major populated world and no significant moon, ships are positioned at four of the Lagrange points:  
 
    -    Lagrange 2 (the opposite side of the star from the planet), 
 
    -    Lagrange 3 (the opposite side of the planet from the star),  
 
    -    Lagrange 4 (60 degrees ahead of the planet in its orbit), 
 
    -    Lagrange 5 (60 degrees behind the planet in its orbit).  
 
    The other six ships are placed in distant equatorial orbits two or four times higher than geosynchronous. 
 
    Our pilots speculate that the six ships are part of the strike team that will hit on day one. The other four are being held in reserve at the low energy orbits, where detection is difficult even if they are not in stealth. 
 
    Although there are variations on this theme, all the configurations we’ve seen this far use one or more of these positions. So, in systems where the aliens have not yet arrived, we’ve started pre-positioning our assassins. 
 
    ... 
 
    As the day closes, the quiet dance begins. Each of our carriers release their assassins. Each of the assassins is assigned a target, and the lock process begins.  
 
    Every system has at least 40 assassins in it, four per alien ship. Each takes a different angle, all from within the star’s orbital plane. One by one, the assassins gain lock. But the lock is based on a painfully weak assumption, the exact timing of the strike. We don’t want to start before the last of the alien ships have arrived. We’d prefer to start before the alien ships announce themselves. 
 
    Our current plan is to strike at Noon, Confederation reference time, the day after tomorrow. That’s the strike time being used to set the lock. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CONFEDERATION CENTRAL COMMAND 
 
    Given the number of alien ships in human space, we think the Central Command must have some knowledge of it. Julian and the elders have been popping in on Admiral Tang’s daily briefings. But have been unable to fast forward. Our decisions are blurring the timelines making our observations unreliable. 
 
    Tonight, I’m going to sit in with them. 
 
    We depart separately, planning to meet in his conference room. 
 
    When I arrive, the admiral looks up as if he’s sensed a disturbance, then goes back to work. Julian and Sophia arrive a few minutes later and join me. Right on time, his assistant comes in and starts the evening briefing. 
 
    “Evening admiral. There is little new to report tonight. Most of the alien detectors around the rim are still sounding, but not as loudly as they were three weeks ago. 
 
    “It would be nice to think the aliens have turned around and gone home again, but we’ve been getting a barrage of sensor anomalies around the majority of the core planets. 
 
    “There has been no further word from our ships parked in orbit above Jaredaan. The team sent down to spy has been completely quiet. We suspect they’ve been captured but have no evidence, other than their silence, to support that theory. 
 
    “It’s been five weeks now since a major materials shipment has arrived in Jaredaan. They have either secured the material they needed or chosen to get out of the energy industry.” 
 
    Admiral Tang gives a harrumph. “No new news.” He shakes his head. “I know the aliens are here. I can feel it in my bones. If Daan has detection technology and hasn’t shared it, I’ll have him eviscerated!” 
 
    “As you’ve said before, sir.” 
 
    “Is that all you have for me tonight?” 
 
    The assistant hands the admiral a stack of paper. 
 
    “Ship movements and status, as usual, plus the updated fitness reports you requested.” 
 
    The admiral nods. “Thank you, commander.” 
 
    The commander spins on a heel and leaves the office. 
 
      
 
   

 

 STRIKE DAY MINUS ONE 
 
    The last of the alien ships have arrived. 1,400 in total. All under our observation. The last to arrive is the battlegroup over New Beijing. Its ships are moving to the predicted positions but doing so faster than the ships did in the previous systems. Our best guess is that they will be in position by midnight. This raises the possibility that they will demand surrender before our strike time, which is set for noon tomorrow. 
 
    As soon as the word comes, I head for what the team now calls my ‘mystery couch.’ Once there I cast my mind out to the aliens’ flagship. I arrive on the bridge and watch the excitement. The ship’s captain is cycling around to each station checking in with each of his officers. The trace of the captain that still lives within me rises near to the surface. He approves of this captain and the way he handles the crew. 
 
    As we watch, the mission commander comes in. In a tradition surprisingly similar to the human one, a whistle sounds at the entrance to the bridge, and someone shouts, “Admiral on the bridge!” 
 
    Unlike the human tradition, everyone bows, bent nearly in half. 
 
    “Back to your stations,” he commands. 
 
    Everyone turns back to their work as the mission commander summons the ship’s captain. 
 
    “How soon before we are in position?” 
 
    “A half cycle,” the captain replies. 
 
    His words send a spike of panic down my spine. That’s too soon. 
 
    “Confirm that all battlegroups plan to be ready by then, I want to announce as soon as possible.” 
 
    The ship captain bows his head. “It will be as you say sir, but may I remind you that will come in the middle of the night for the humans. No one of consequence will be awake to hear your demands.” 
 
    The mission commander smiles.  
 
    “Thank you for the reminder, captain. We will go at dawn.” 
 
    With that the mission commander turns toward the exit and leaves. 
 
    “You heard him. Prepare for invasion as the sun rises over the human capital!” 
 
    ... 
 
    I come back to myself in a panic and shout, “Heads up everyone. The aliens plan to strike at dawn over the capital city.” 
 
    I hear multiple groans. 
 
    Jazz pops up. “Jared, that’s less than ten hours out.” 
 
    I grab my communicator and check the time for sunrise at the capital tomorrow. 6:47 AM Confederation Standard Time. 
 
    “We strike at 6:45 AM. Call in every resource. We need the repositioning pulled ahead to 6:45.” 
 
    This is a nightmare. We have 600 carriers in the field, 600 flight plan computers on board. Together they synchronize the flight plans of 6,000 assassins, many of which are now grossly out of position. It’s going to be a race against the clock, getting this many weapons retargeted in time. Have we come all this way, just to fall flat on our faces at the last hour? 
 
    ... 
 
    We’ve gone to an all-hands alert. The pilots had planned to be on duty all night, helping the assassins maintain their target locks. With 6,000 assassins deployed, it would be busy, but manageable. Now we have ten hours to redo all the work of the last three days. There’s little the remaining crew can do to help. But we’re here, ready and willing to do anything asked of us—fetch food, handle simple equipment adjustments, anything we can be instructed to do.  
 
    I’ve been sticking with Jazz. He’s a master, working multiple carriers at the same time. He whispers to me. “We made a mistake in our planning. We didn’t think through the issue of strike time change. For our targets in solar orbit, they’ll only have moved a fraction of a degree in their orbit in six hours. Most of the assassins will be able to auto-relock on their own. 
 
    “But the targets in planetary orbit could have moved a quarter of the way around the planet, possibly below the horizon.” 
 
    Although I understand the point about how the targets will have moved, it’s not quite sinking in why this is such a crisis. “Won’t the assassins have moved also?”  
 
    Jazz chuckles. “The vast majority of the assassins are way out there on inbound hyperbolic trajectories around the planet. They’re moving slow. Their positions relative to the planet won’t have changed that much in six hours, so from their perspective, the targets will have moved a lot. 
 
    “Our challenge is to put the assassins on a new trajectory that will be perfectly aligned with the target at strike time. Then they can use their FTL drives to ‘jump’ in next to the target. The math on this is incredibly complex. The computers are up to the task, but it takes time.” 
 
    “Can you re-task the assassins for different targets?” 
 
    “Sometimes yes. Sometimes no. Either way, it takes time.” 
 
    “Should we drop the redundancy? Two assassins per ship, not three, or four?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m doing, but I’m not sure the others are.” 
 
    Jazz taps some switches, then says, “Team, make sure we get at least one assassin on each ship before lining up a second. Click to acknowledge.” 
 
    I hear his voice directly, the pilots through their headsets. Then, I hear the clicks as the various pilots acknowledge. I sit back in quiet vigilance, waiting to help any of the pilots that I can. 
 
    ... 
 
    We are five minutes out. We have one lock on every ship, two on most. On a couple we have three. That said, there’s a beep every couple seconds, indicating the lock has been lost and is in the process of reacquiring. 
 
    One of the carriers has an excellent aerial view of the capital city. It’s been getting brighter and brighter. I watch as the terminator zone, the line that separates day and night, approaches, and suddenly realize I may have made an incredibly stupid mistake. 
 
    The words... “Oh, no.” ...escape my lips moments before the terminator arrives at the capital. 
 
    “What is it, Jared?” 
 
    “I set the strike time based on the Confederation clock. The aliens know nothing of that. They’ve got to be on geologic time.” 
 
    I point at the aerial image in the holoprojection. And just as the first gleam of light reflects off the top of the capital building, an emergency alarm sounds and the first alien ship decloaks. 
 
    Then a voice comes over the speaker system. 
 
    “Human worlds, your destiny has arrived. The Lepodred demand your immediate and unconditional surrender. Failure to surrender, or any show of force against our ships, will result in planetary bombardment. 
 
    “You have fifteen minutes to acknowledge your surrender. If it is not received promptly, bombardment will begin.” 
 
    As the message starts to repeat, I see that the strike time will arrive before the fifteen minutes are up. I watch as the seconds count down.  
 
    Two minutes before strike time, Jazz points at one of the screens in the holoprojection. “Jared, I think we have trouble.” 
 
    I look to where he’s pointing and see three Confederation ships vectoring toward the alien ship. 
 
    “Please don’t fire,” I whisper aloud. 
 
    One launches a pair of missiles. Seconds later, another ship fires off multiple rail gun rounds. 
 
    An alarm sounds on one of Jazz’s assassins. “Fools,” he spits out. “The alien command ship is maneuvering. I just lost lock.” 
 
    As the first two Confederation ships peel away, a huge ion trail emerges out the back of the third ship. 
 
    “How can you be this stupid,” Jazz yells at the ship.  
 
    I watch as the ship accelerates. I’ve never seen a ship change speed so quickly. Suddenly, I know what’s happening. I run for the mystery couch shouting, “I need to stop this!” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CONFEDERATION CENTRAL COMMAND 
 
    I cast my mind out and, in moments, I’m in Admiral Tang’s office. He’s standing next to his desk shouting, “Ram it! 125% military power. Ram the alien ship!” 
 
    On the admiral’s huge holoprojector, I see the alien ship and quickly deduce what’s happening. The image is taken from the bow camera on the ship that’s accelerating so fast. 
 
    “Admiral Tang, stop!” I send with all the compulsion I can muster. 
 
    The admiral seems frozen for a second, then comes out of it. He turns to look at me. “Daan! What are you doing here?” 
 
    Before I can answer, his service pistol is out, and two shots pass right through me. I’m stunned by his speed. 
 
    “Admiral, stop. We will take down the alien armada in another minute.” 
 
    He looks at me dumbfounded. His bullets had no effect on me, but made a mess of the wall behind. 
 
    “Admiral, I’m a psychic entity, not a corporeal one. Your weapons cannot hurt me. Nonetheless, you must stop this attack.” 
 
    Realizing that he cannot touch me, the admiral turns back to his holoprojector. 
 
    “Now!” He shouts at the holoprojection. A moment later, the image dissolves into chaos. The ship has gone to FTL. 
 
    “It’s running away?” I ask in incredulity. 
 
    “No,” the admiral whispers. “A loyal crew is sacrificing themselves. Something you would know nothing about.” 
 
    A second later, the image on the screen resolves. The alien ship is rushing toward us, filling the entire screen. The image goes black, then switches to another view. It shows a huge cloud of debris spreading around the bow of the alien ship. I’m stunned, but I hear the admiral groan. 
 
    “We barely dented it.” 
 
    Moments later, the screen whites out as two missiles hit the alien ship. 
 
    “Maybe we weakened it enough for the nukes to have an effect,” the admiral whispers in desperation. 
 
    As the screen clears, I see the rail gun rounds hit the alien ship. 
 
    “Come on,” the admiral coaxes. “Let at least one penetrate.” 
 
    I watch, trying to discern what I’m seeing. 
 
    A voice comes in over the comm. “Admiral, five more ships have just decloaked. They’re firing on the other ships.” 
 
    The holoprojection splits into multiple frames. On one, a space time disruption beam strikes out and hits the orbital shipyard. On another, a beam strikes out and hits the ship that launched the nukes. 
 
    Then I notice the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen. The lead alien ship, the one that had been rammed then nuked, comes back to life and starts rotating toward us. I watch as it seems to exactly line up with us, then its powerful spacetime disruption weapon fires. 
 
    The building rumbles as if struck by a massive earthquake. It shakes hard enough to knock the admiral to the floor. Amazingly, the holoprojector continues to operate. In it, I see a wall of spacetime disruption. The beam must be kilometers wide. 
 
    The building continues to shake so hard the admiral can’t get up. He sees the image in the holoprojection and points. “It’s only a half kilometer away from us.” 
 
    I can sense his despair and am overtaken with immense sadness.  
 
    “Admiral, I could have saved you, if only you’d given me the chance.” 
 
    He sneers at me, then unholsters his service pistol. As a stream of bullets pass through, I shake my head at the pitiful creature on the floor in front of me. Then, with the building starting to fall apart, I withdraw. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    I come back to myself wondering what I’m going to find. Summer, whose been holding my hand, looks at me with sad eyes. She was obviously tracking what I was doing. 
 
    “Jared, you did what you could for him and for the Confederation. But there’s only so much you can do for people that refuse to accept help.” 
 
    I’m brought back to the moment as I hear a string of expletives erupt out of Jazz. The sound of relock sequences engaging increases, as the strike timer begins its final count down. When it reaches five seconds, the audio countdown begins, “5, 4, 3, 2, 1... Launch.” 
 
    I know the strike will come in three seconds when the assassins emerge from FTL, but my eyes are drawn to one of the images on the holoprojection. A gouge at least ten kilometers wide and three deep has cut through the capital, city blocks turned to dust in seconds. Then, the beam suddenly stops. 
 
    On the various insets in the holoprojector, alien ship after alien ship is hit, their sterns slowly shearing off. On some, multiple assassins must have hit, because the sterns don’t slowly shear away, they explosively fly off. 
 
    Another display, labeled ‘enemy status,’ appears in the holoprojection. This one tracks the ships destroyed and is organized by system. It’s a simple table 140 rows long, ten columns wide. To the left of each row is the system’s name. Across the columns are green dots, ten per row. But the dots are flipping to red faster than I can track.  
 
    At the top of the display, a counter showing the number of confirmed kills is racing up. At about 800, it slows to the point where I can read the tens digit, the ones digit is still moving too fast to see. 
 
    Jazz says, “We did it, Jared.” 
 
    As the kill count reaches 1,000, a cheer rises up from the room. Then someone shouts. “Our first round of assassins has finished on New Beijing, but we only have nine confirmed kills.” 
 
    Jazz moves at lightning speed to find the problem. 
 
    “We never locked on the ship at Lagrange Two.” 
 
    “That’s the mission flagship.” I call out. 
 
    “We have line of sight. It’s charging the planet, firing some sort of plasma weapon, but it’s a long way out.” 
 
    “I have lock,” Kat shouts. 
 
    “Take it,” Jazz replies. 
 
    “Launched.” Kat confirms. Seconds tick by. “It’s on the holoprojection!” 
 
    The familiar chaotic image seen from a nose camera in FTL comes up. A second later the assassin drops from FTL and its spacetime disruption spear forms, but it’s clear the assassin is going to miss. 
 
    “Still too far away for a straight on shot.” Jazz calls out. 
 
    I look up at the kill chart and see the count has stalled at 1,378. 
 
    “22 conquest ships are still alive.”  
 
    Jazz hears me and looks up. 
 
    “Look alive everyone, we still have twenty-two conquest ships in the air.” 
 
    It must be the headiness of battle, but I find the expression ‘in the air’ to be funny and can’t hold in the laughter. My heart races as I laugh, and I feel like I’m about to pass out. 
 
    Jazz looks at me, then calls, “Medic!” 
 
    Anna, who’s been on standby all night, comes running over.  
 
    Jazz points at me and says, “Battle shock.”  
 
    Alarmed, she grabs a needle out of her bag and stabs me in the arm with it. Despite the dizziness, I try to pull away, but she has me in her grip. “Hold on, Jared!” 
 
    A moment later, the needle is out and she’s rubbing the injection site. “Your adrenalin was out of control, Jared.” Anna looks at me and smiles. “It’s going to be alright, just take a deep breath and hold on.” 
 
    I feel my heart starting to slow as the dizziness fades and look at my arm, which Anna has continued to rub. 
 
    She notices my stare, then smiles again. “The rubbing gets the medicine into your system faster.” 
 
    The comedy of a minute ago has suddenly turned to embarrassment. 
 
    “It’s OK, Jared. Happens to most of us the first time,” Jazz consoles. 
 
    One by one, shots are taken at the remaining ships. An hour later, the last green light turns red, and cheering fills the room. 
 
    We did it! 
 
      
 
   

 

 AFTERMATH 
 
    I wake. In my bed. No memory of how I got here. I remember that we won the war, at least this installment of it, and I take comfort in the fact. But that doesn’t answer the question of how I got here. 
 
    Summer is asleep next to me. She’s so beautiful. She radiates an innocence that I no longer feel. I reach out to touch her, then pull my hand back. I don’t want to intrude on her innocence. I’ve somehow acquired a violence that I never sought. 
 
    I suppose that’s what happens when you’re drawn into a war you didn’t seek and never wanted to participate in. 
 
    I start to get up, but don’t have the will. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Wake up, sleepy head. Day’s a wasting.” 
 
    My eyes open. I see Summer and am filled with desire. 
 
    “Time for that later. You need to get up.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Slowly, the world starts coming back to me. We defeated the aliens. But the capital was destroyed. I can only imagine the crap that’s going to be rained down on me for not being able to save 100% of what our leaders failed to protect, or should I say, totally abandoned. 
 
    We head up to the mess hall, the ship oddly quiet. There’s nary a sound as we approach. I can tell Summer is hiding something from me, but can’t bring myself to ask what. 
 
    We enter the mess hall and moments later it erupts in celebration. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PUB 
 
    It’s hard to believe the war is over. In truth, I don’t believe it is. But maybe we’ll get a longer respite this time. The Jaramor Elders continue to track the Confederation, the aliens, and the Rufarvens. They’ve developed a lot of skill in this role, so I’ve left it to them to manage while I’ve caught up on my sleep. From the news I’ve heard, the Confederation is in chaos. I suspect the aliens are as well. There are undoubtedly a hundred things I need to deal with, hopefully Julian can help me get my head around it all. If nothing else, tonight’s meeting will get us started, help me lift my head above the drones. 
 
    ... 
 
    As Summer and I enter the pub, we’re overwhelmed by well-wishers. The people here have always been courteous to us. In the early days it was a bit put on, sincere, but not really personal. Now we are treated like family, like people who belong. 
 
    We slowly make our way through the crowd, then enter the private room. The elders are there waiting, as is someone I didn’t expect to see, Dr. Astrid Simpson. Greetings are exchanged. And I get a particularly tender hug from the doctor. 
 
    “Dr. Simpson has some news to share Jared. I thought you’d like to hear it.” 
 
    I look at her questioningly. 
 
    “It worked. It actually worked.”  
 
    I think I know what she’s talking about but wait to hear the words. 
 
    “Yesterday, a child was born on New Lyon. The first live human birth in over five years. It was a girl. They named her Astrid. 
 
    “As if to celebrate, the Confederation’s Pharmaceutical Control Agency on New Lyon issued a clinical trial license to your subsidiary there. Dr. Pascal and I have been named as the principal investigators.  In a year, maybe two, we expect emergency use authorization and the human worlds flooded with babies again. 
 
    “You made this possible Jared.” 
 
    Astrid’s words leave me a little choked up. I did what I could do, once the mystery led me to it. The real heroes are the Astrid’s and Pascal’s of the world. 
 
    In my mind, I hear Aurora’s words. “This worked because the right people collaborated to do what only they could do.” 
 
    I lock eyes with Aurora and give her the slightest nod. 
 
    “Well, that’s the news I have to share. I’ll leave you to your business.” 
 
    There’s a quick round of good-byes, then I get another hug from the doctor. She whispers, “You truly are our prophet. I look forward to seeing what you’re going to do next.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    A week has gone by since the aliens fell. For most Confederation citizens, life has gone back to normal. The only real upheaval is on New Beijing and within the central government. 
 
    In the handful of seconds, the aliens had gone weapons hot, the only planet fired on was New Beijing. There, only a couple ships got shots off before they were destroyed. The ship that fired directly on the capital cut a groove thirty kilometers long, ten wide and three deep. The heads of the Confederation’s executive, legislative, and legal systems were wiped out. All representatives from other worlds stationed on New Beijing are gone, as is the Central Command. 
 
    The other ships targeted the shipyard in orbit around New Beijing, the Confederation’s largest, destroying 10% of the Confederation’s military assets and half its capacity for hull production. 
 
    The biggest non-governmental problem facing the core worlds in the aftermath of the attack is space junk. There are massive pieces of wreckage in unstable orbits that are likely to reach the surface when they finally de-orbit. To top it off, there’s enough other debris to threaten commercial shipping. 
 
    For the aliens, things are going much worse. Their war with the Rufarven is going poorly. The Rufarven are not as aggressive as the aliens when it comes to acquiring territory. But they are far more vicious when they fight. Of the 75 star-killers assigned to the Rufarven war, fifteen have been lost and none of the attempted star kills have succeeded.  
 
    On the aliens’ home front, word has leaked that the invasion of human space was a total loss, and the foolish violation of Rufarven space has dragged them into an unintended war. In the wake of the revelations leaking out over the last couple months, there has been an uptick in reports of Purple Alliance activity, the original resistance movement among the aliens whose name we leveraged. 
 
    On our home front, the Planetary Elder board has elected Aaron as new Prime Elder. They’ve also changed the rules regarding the Second Elder, making it an appointed position. Kinsley has become the first appointed Second Elder. They’ve also officially established the Jaredaan Space Command, a space-based military operation. They‘ve made me the Secretary of Defense and given me the task of bringing up an orbital shipyard and building out our fleet. 
 
    On the commercial front, Cousin Kiera has brought the scandium mining and refining operation online. As the mine produces almost as much yttrium as it does scandium, and because the price of yttrium is as stratospherically high as scandium’s, she’s started construction of an yttrium refinery. By the end of next year, revenue from the southern mining company will eclipse that of the north.  
 
    Among our crews, the Confederation pilots loaned to us have requested reassignment to the Jaredaan Space Command. The former military pilots that joined have also applied for commissions with us. 
 
    Lastly, Dylan and Vera have announced their engagement, as have Moose and Tay. It seems my network of closest friends is growing. 
 
      
 
   

 

 NO GOOD DEED GOES UNPUNISHED 
 
    My communicator sounds. It’s a message from Aaron asking me to tie into a virtual conference line. I do as asked, and moments later the planetary Elder Board appears in front of me. I can tell by the way they arrive that they’re tying in from multiple locations, the synthesis the system does is only so good. 
 
    “Thank you for joining us, Jared.” Aaron begins.  
 
    From the stern look I get, I can tell that I’m in trouble. 
 
    “The alien invasion force that arrived last week functionally destroyed the Confederation’s central government. 140 planets were invaded. I suspect you know that. Only one suffered significant loss. I suspect you know that also.” 
 
    Aaron pauses and locks eyes with me. 
 
    “There’s a rule in the Confederation’s charter that makes no sense to me. It states the following... ‘If the capital of our great Confederation should ever fall, then a new capital must be declared.’” 
 
    This is something every school child is required to recite, so I wonder why Aaron starts this way. 
 
    Aaron continues. “It goes on to say... ‘If a sufficient core should survive the collapse, one strong enough to continue as the leader of worlds, the preference in establishing the new capital, should be given to the world from which the leader of the remnant originated.’” 
 
    “A claim for that distinction has just been filed by Caladon. It has been claimed in the name of a man named Luiz Pires Álves, who claims that he turned back the alien invasion aided and supported by trillionaire Jared Daan. 
 
    “Is this true?” Aaron demands. “Did you work with this fellow to turn back the aliens?” 
 
    I lock eyes with Aaron. “No,” I say with complete conviction. “Luiz Pires Álves is a despicable person, a monster. I did not work with him. The Jaramor Research Institute did this completely on its own.” 
 
    “Then we must contest this claim,” Aaron asserts. 
 
    There’s silence as I contemplate Aaron’s words. 
 
    “No. No need.” 
 
    Aaron eyes me. 
 
    “Mr. Álves is about to suffer from a dreadful accident.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DRONE CONTROL ROOM 
 
    “This is going to be tricky, Jared.” Jazz whispers, not wanting his words heard by the other pilots. 
 
    In the holoprojection, the nose views from a dozen assassin-drones are shown in separate frames. 
 
    On one, the image is mostly dark. It’s night. The assassin is low in the atmosphere. Its targeting reticule wavers over a basement window in a huge mansion. 
 
    On the other eleven, large solid pieces of space junk appear.  
 
    “We’ve trimmed these as best we can, but our tools are only so good.” Jazz warns. 
 
    “Cal says it will work.” I reply. 
 
    A count down timer is running for each drone in the holoprojection. 
 
    “You’ve confirmed he’s there?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Yes, I’ve confirmed he’s there.” 
 
    “OK, the first drone will fire in 3, 2, 1... Fire.” 
 
    It’s hard to see in the display, but a small hole appears in the mansion’s basement window. 
 
    “We hit it,” Mel calls out. “The gas line has been severed.” 
 
    One-by-one, the frames showing the space junk dissolve into chaos, as each is encased in a spacetime bubble. 
 
    Seconds later, the nose camera images solidify, showing the pieces near the surface, hurling straight for the mansion where the self-declared leader of the Confederation is sleeping. Each begins to glow red. Several break free of the assassin towing them. They start to tumble, veering left or right. Four strike the mansion. 
 
    On the nose camera of the assassin that severed the mansion’s gas line, we see a huge explosion that destroys the mansion. 
 
    How did we do it? The last feature added to the assassins before we went to production was towing. Each assassin can tow up to 1,000 kg in normal sub-light mode, or in FTL mode.  
 
    For this mission, we released twelve of the assassins not used in the defense of Caladon. Eleven of them found and trimmed pieces of space junk, then towed their pieces into position. Once they had acquired a lock on the mansion, the twelfth assassin found and severed the main gas line running into the mansion. The remaining eleven assassins then used their Stadler drives to jump their space junk through most of the atmosphere. The short, blazing atmospheric flight that followed, looked like a meteor strike. 
 
    The impact alone might have done the trick. The hundred cubic meters of natural gas in the basement eliminated all doubt. 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMPEROR’S COURT ROOM, RUFARVEN HOME WORLD 
 
    The emperor extends his scepter, allowing his niece to approach. He watches her as she moves with grace, agility, and power. Never has his pride included a warrior like this one before. 
 
    She 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. 
 
    “Speak to me, dear one.” 
 
    “I have news to share, dear uncle. News relevant to the balance of power in our region.” 
 
    “Then speak this news, make me aware.” 
 
    The emperor sees the sly smile and revealing twitch of her tail. He smiles in return, knowing a delectable bit of knowledge is about to be revealed. 
 
    “The Lepodred crossed into our space in conquest of worlds beyond it. The species they were targeting apparently learned of this and entered our space to destroy the Lepodred’s inbound fleet.”  
 
    “The mindless Lepodred assumed we were the ones attacking them, so launched counter strikes against us. As their losses mounted, they divided their forces.” She shakes her head. “A third of their forces were sent to attack us, two-thirds were sent to continue on their conquest, bypassing our space. 
 
    “When the Lepodred arrived in their adversaries’ space, they demanded immediate surrender. They were attacked, their entire conquest fleet destroyed in one day.” 
 
    “How!” The emperor stands, releasing a thundering roar. His guards assume attack positions, their heads swiveling to discern the threat. 
 
    “This species, who call themselves Human, have advanced technology. Far more advanced than ours. Far more advanced than the Lepodred.” 
 
    “Can that be true?” The emperor asks quizzically. 
 
    “I have data to support the claim. Of course, we cannot know for sure until we meet these people.” 
 
    The emperor smiles, then sits, triggering his guards to return to their normal state of readiness. It did not escape the emperor’s attention that his niece paid no attention to the guards. 
 
    “Come, sweet one. Sit with me.” He indicates a petitioner’s chair. “And tell me everything you know.” 
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