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“Alright, Hunter, let’s have it.”




Deep space pilots called the Jupiter Skyway Approach Port “Max Boomtown.” The value of the cargo passing through the facility on any given day could easily rival the total output of one or more colonies along the Reach. The man in charge of it all was a no-nonsense merchant marine inspector by the name of Jeremiah Foobing.




“Honestly, Inspector, I can’t believe you, of all people, could think I would violate fleet contraband policy.” Jason Hunter was standing with his hands folded behind his back and wearing his most un-threatening expression along with his flawlessly pressed and shined Skywatch officer’s uniform.




Around the inspector’s office hummed the vital operations of Merchant Customs Authority. Max Boomtown was one of the largest civilian freight inspection stations in the Core Sector, often processing more than 100 ships a day ranging in size from personal interplanetary cruisers to billion-ton star trains.




“Sure you don’t want to come to the party?” Hunter asked, trying to distract the overworked customs officer.




Inspector Foobing sat at his desk, fiddling with fiddly scraps of paper. He believed computers were 100% of the reason his numbers failed to add up correctly, so he kept all his records in writing. His prodigious weight scarcely fit between his sagging desk and the wall. The office looked like an 18th century British librarian’s closet, with tiny wooden drawers, brass cabinet fittings and enough accounting books to sink a small rowboat. Out the window behind him, Hunter could see the line of ships docked for inspection. His shuttle was the closest and the smallest by a factor of at least six.




“Hunter every time you come through here, we go through the same dance. You and I both know you’re carrying illegal booze. I call you on it. You deny it. Then I have to decide if I want to send a squad of officers out to climb through your ship deck by deck looking for it. The next time I’m just going to shoot you. It’s less paperwork. Get that juiced-up hot rod off my docks.” Foobing shoved a customs clearance into Hunters hands and waddled towards the door, wheezing impatiently.




“It’s going to be a bash, Inspector. Sure you won’t–”




“Get out, Hunter!” Foobing shouted across the bustling customs office.




“Just one drink?” he called back. 




“OUT!” The voice echoed.




Moments later, Hunter spied his favorite Boomtown official. She went by the name Tisalee, and she had been persuaded on multiple occasions to let the Captain skate by when the Inspector wasn’t looking. He snuck up on her desk and appeared from behind her overhead cabinets.




“Hi,” Hunter grinned. “Miss me?”




“You get out of here!” Tisalee whispered urgently. “The last time you and that–that creature almost got me fired!” The Captain was leaning over the half-height wall to look down on her desk. He picked up her tablet and flipped through the pages nonchalantly. 




“I see you’re still reading those naughty books with the shirtless pirate captains on the covers,” Hunter teased as he raised an eyebrow. “Ooh, the pirate has a tomato...” Tisalee ripped the tablet out of his hands and put it in a drawer.




“Do I have to call security?”




“Oh, don’t be like that,” the Captain replied, reclining his chin on his arms and over-doing the smoldering look. “I was going to invite you to our party. Annora got her SAR ticket. We’re flying in to Scary’s for a drink and dinner and maybe a little something extra. That sounds like something you would have jumped at before you turned into Tisalee the worker bee.”




She actually hesitated, looking into the Captain’s dancing eyes and gazing at his sandy boyish hair for a moment and remembering how many times he was the only reason she smiled. Then she remembered the time she had to be bailed out of jail half-dressed and her expression darkened again. “I have plans.”




“Oh well, I tried. Say hi to your mom for me.” Hunter sauntered off. “Hey Mike! How’s the new sled?” Tisalee watched as the Captain greeted at least five more people before walking out into the softlock.




She quickly suppressed her second thoughts and went back to her rows and columns of numbers.





Two



“Neek, what’s the good word?” Hunter removed his coat and stored it in the inboard bay before donning the upper half of his flight suit.




“Welcome aboard, Captain. Status of Command One is nominal,” the pleasant electronic female voice responded over the shipwide intercom. The Argent command computer’s name was “Dominique” but Hunter preferred fewer syllables, so it was quickly shortened to “Neek.” 




“What’s the weather forecast on this dark and starry day?”




“The Jupiter primary is relatively quiet. No unusual readings to a distance of point one.”




“Very good. Engage communications autosystems and begin flight checks.” Hunter closed the door to Command One’s aft storage. The boxes of scotch, rum and various brews were stacked eight-high.




“Affirmative. Autosystems engaged.”




The Captain switched his commlink. “Hunter to Argent.”




A brief pause. Hunter pulled on his flight suit pants and began working with the pressure seals on his boots.




“Argent. Ensign Walls here.”




“Walls! Who’s my Officer of the Watch today?”




“Err– uhh–I am, sir.” The young officer’s voice was tremulous. It was pretty clear he hadn’t been in command of the watch for long, and it was also pretty clear he wasn’t used to addressing the Skipper in person.




“Are you taking good care of my ship, Ensign?”




“Yes sir!”




“Outstanding. Plot a course to Jupiter Five and give me a best speed ETA.”




Soft voices could be heard in the background, just loud enough to trigger the pickups in Ensign Walls’ high-gain microphone.




“Sir, uhh– sir, the ETA to Jupiter Five is nine hours best speed.”




“Very well, Argent. Plot your course and bring the ship about. Command One will rendezvous at the Autonav Beacon. Hunter out.”




After bounding into the pilot’s seat, Hunter expertly activated the magnetic locks on his flight harness, sealed the ship’s environmental controls and cleared the moorings. Neek was busy negotiating a departure vector which the computer knew from experience the Captain would ignore. The main idea was simply to let Spacelane Traffic Control know when Command One was going to rocket into the approach and blast its way free of the launch corridor.




“STC, this is Command One, requesting jets and standing by.” The turbine-like whine of the shuttle’s mains filled the ship with the thrum of fusion-energized power. Hunter skillfully tapped out the remaining configuration commands and flexed his gloved hands as the vessel’s maneuvering controls unlocked and rotated into position on either side of his flight couch. HUD readouts glowed on the inner surface of the viewport and Hunter’s tac-suit stabilized pressure and life support with a cheerful bell-like sound.




Hunter activated the “dock lock” release, breaking the last physical connection between the shuttle and Jupiter Station.




“Command One, this is Spacelane Traffic Control. Navigate departure lane One-Four. Autonav is disengaged. Have a nice flight.” 




“We are free and clear to navigate, Captain,” Dominique calmly announced.




“Affirmative, STC,” Hunter replied. The sleek white shuttle pivoted weightlessly. Its pilot punched the maneuvering thrusters and blasted free of the shipline. Captain Hunter nudged the lateral flight controls. The vessel banked to starboard. He throttled the engines up to one-quarter power. His ship silently accelerated as the large control bank numbers indicating relative velocity spun higher. 




The tiny ship slid into the station’s electronic launch corridor just ahead of an immense commercial freighter. Captain Hunter pinged their navigational comm frequency with a friendly greeting before pulling away into open space.





Three



The newest crop of hotshot officers readily agreed there was something almost magical about the way modern warships were constructed. Jason Hunter had fallen deeply in love with the third-generation ships of the line the first time he had seen the design, and the Argent was most assuredly the “prettiest girl at the prom” when it came to the Captain’s Corps and their bragging rights.




Hunter was a self-admitted romantic. He often opined there was no more glorious creature in all creation than a “maiden resplendent in all her finery.” This was usually interpreted by colleagues and rivals alike as a fanciful metaphor for the unblemished Citadel-class hull Seven-Four-Zero.




Command One approached the enormous weapons platform from her port quarter. He tapped the transponder indicator with a gloved finger in the academy-approved manner to make absolutely sure his shuttle was transmitting multi-frequency encrypted “friendly” signals on all of Argent’s pickups. He knew what his baby was capable of if she detected an unauthorized scanner contact inside her command zone, and he knew well the only thing worse than being vaporized by your own ship’s point defense was knowing that your ship had opened fire on eighteen cases of 30-year-old scotch.




Green and white running lights glimmered. A ship of the line was a vessel engineer’s expression of sheer power. The shape was meant to convey an intimidating potential for destruction. Her formidable engines, mighty main batteries and lithe energy weapon emplacements were breathtaking even for someone not acquainted with the design genius. The soaring main hull gave the enormous vessel a majestic profile. Her sweeping triple flight decks were as innovative as they were formidable. Hunter’s ship could launch and recover squadron after lethal squadron of smaller ships ranging from deep space fighters to surface mechs.




Argent was brand-new. There were some inboard spaces where crew recruits swore they could still smell new paint. Some of the officers had to admit they had never seen so much expensive hardware in such pristine condition all in the same place before. Hunter had made a point of “walking the decks” and visiting every compartment, berth and space within hours of receiving orders to take command. He knew a 23-year-old skipper already had his share of challenges to overcome. Breaking tradition would be nothing more than tempting luck, and all captains, young or old, knew one thing about Skywatch duty: Luck was at least as important as everything else put together.




Hunter had his enemies. At least three flag officers directly opposed his rapid promotions, but when faced with the realities in his jacket, that gleaming Skyshield Legion decoration on his uniform, and his short, fiery billet as flight leader of “Yellowjacket Nine,” where he became the first ace fighter pilot under the age of 20 in fleet history, even the most shrill objections were inevitably quieted.




What he had was the respect of the men and women he had fought with. There were some things even Skywatch Academy couldn’t teach, and there were some collars where a captain’s insignia belonged, age be damned. There were also some ships that needed a crew up to the task of following a captain like Jason Hunter into battle. The officers that recommended his promotions had high expectations, and Hunter knew that no matter how accomplished his crew became, he needed even better officers.




Re-assembling those officers was the captain’s current mission. 




After expertly landing Command One on starboard flight deck three, Hunter powered down and disengaged his shuttle’s controls. The atmosphere normalized and the environmental computers balanced pressure between the shuttle interior and the crowded, magnetically sealed seven-acre flight deck before the airlock indicators switched to green. Hunter’s commlink went live and the familiar voice of the ranking crew chief sounded from the omnidirectional crystal speaker in the saptain’s uniform collar.




“What have ya got, skipper?”




“I’ve got the hard stuff, Chief,” Hunter punched the hatch interlock and opened the shuttle’s side door. Duncan Buckmaster was always a welcome sight. He was at least twice Hunter’s age, with the service stripes to prove it. Within an hour of learning the captain had requested his assignment to one of the most prestigious commands in the entire line, he had become Hunter’s staunchest ally. The speed with which he shaped up the Argent’s flight crews was the stuff of legend. He was three weeks from mandatory promotion to Master Chief Petty Officer: The highest non-commissioned Skywatch rank.




“Good to have a non-trainee command officer back aboard, sir,” Duncan said as he activated the shuttle’s disembark ladder. “Everyone’s been nervous as a new bride’s first Thanksgiving around here with the junior division in charge, and I’m starting to feel like a dad left home with all the kids.”




“Master Chief, I can only promise you this:  When I finally round up my truant officers, you just might long for the days of the junior division. I’ve got some of the fleet’s biggest delinquents waiting for us on Jupiter Five, and we’re going to blow the roof off of Scary’s.” Hunter slapped Buckmaster’s shoulder. “Why don’t you take the hop down with us? We’ll set you up with a steak and a stein and tell some story!”




“I appreciate that, sir, but you told me before we left Oil Can City you wanted paladins, T-Hawks and wildcats ready for action in two weeks. Well, today is day ten. I’ll take that steak if you’ll take two out of three.”




“Point conceded, Master Chief. Let’s call it a rain check.” Hunter turned and pointed as he made his way to the magneto-lifts. “I owe you one. If I don’t deliver in a week, you have an open invitation to the captain’s table for dinner!”




“Much obliged, sir. Where do you want all this hooch?”




“Just put it somewhere customs can’t find it in case we get waylaid!”




Hunter synchronized his personal chronometer with shipboard time and jogged to the flight level lifts. This was one party he couldn’t be late for.





Four



“Captain on the bridge.”




The two dozen officers and crew hastened their activities as the battalion marine corporal stationed at the bridge entrance announced Jason Hunter’s arrival on deck one.




“Walls, since I don’t have an XO, how would you like the job for the next nine hours?” Hunter asked abruptly as he took his command chair.




“Aye, sir,” the ensign replied nervously.




“Very good. Get me a flight operations status report. Comms, bring us up on the J-A and get me this morning’s priority messages. Ops, I need deck status. Neek, give me an intraship channel to engineering. Helm, report our position.”




A chorus of quiet “ayes” followed each of Hunter’s orders. The activity was well-rehearsed and efficient, even if the crew members themselves were unusually nervous. The combination of their sudden assignments, the new hardware and the confidence of their boyish captain combined to make the bridge of the Argent seem like a training exercise, even though it was clear this was anything but.




“Our position is two nine zero miles bearing one three one mark sixty relative the Boomtown tower. Course plotted for Jupiter Five and on the board. ETA eight hours fifty three minutes.”




Hunter waited an appropriate interval while the activity bustled around him. He pretended to check items off a tablet before he spoke. “Well done, ensign.”




Walls almost blushed. “Thank you, sir.”




“Do as fine a job getting me that flight status and you’ll be on your way to an official XO’s command.”




The ensign startled himself out of his self-congratulatory haze and turned back to the wraparound display of his vessel’s intricately mapped and scrolling flight deck operations status reports.




“Intraship channel open,” Dominique replied.




“Madison! Are the boilers lit?”




“Like jack-o-lanterns, sir,” came the snappy reply.




“Outstanding. Can you give me best speed four by four?”




“And then some, sir.”




“Very well, stand by to engage the mains, bridge out.”




“Operations reports deck status one through thirty-four green. Crew secured for all flight modes.” The operations officer could have easily passed for a recent high school graduate. In fact, the more Hunter thought about it, he realized she probably was precisely that.




“Helm, engage main engines and stand by to navigate.”




“Aye sir, helm answering. Mains at your command.”




The comms officer spoke up. “I have one priority message, sir. It’s from commander, DSS Fury.”




Captain Hunter had actually taken a breath to issue his next command before he seemed to deflate like an attacking Spartan general interrupted by a crying infant.




“Let me guess,” he sighed. “My long-suffering darling sister wants a word?”




“It’s from Commander Hunter, sir.”




“Very well, open a channel.”




The blue and white Pegasus-emblazoned emblem of Task Force Perseus filled the Argent’s main viewscreen.




“Well, well,” Hunter began with a sarcastic tone. “A task force! Haven’t we reached the rare air?”




Commander Jayce Hunter’s eyebrow-raised expression replaced the circular task force banner. Her trademark garrison cap looked especially intimidating when magnified to fit the Argent’s forward bulkhead. “You got something to say about my ships, sir?”




“I wouldn’t dream of it, Commander.”




Several of Argent’s bridge crew looked back and forth between the viewscreen and their skipper. Were they not opposite genders, most would have immediately agreed the two ship captains could easily be mistaken for one another.




“My crew is just now realizing I have a twin sister,” Jason said in a deadpan tone.




“I already explained to Fury’s bridge officers you were a lab experiment gone terribly wrong, sir.” Jayce replied. “I just wanted to send along my compliments to Doctor Doverly. You will remember to give her the card I had flown from one end of known space to the other, won’t you?”




“Of course! Do I look like a heartless lout?”




“Permission to speak freely, Captain?”




“As you were, Commander. By the way, since when have you been flying your own flag?”




“Fury took the point at Gitairn Station last month. When the task force arrived, they were down three ships. I was senior officer present, so I got the job.”




“Congratulations!”




“Thank you, sir.”




“Now the important question. Have you built me a robot that can clean a room yet?”




“With all due respect, sir, my minibots are not cleaning utensils! Now, if you’d like to borrow Echo for a couple of weeks, I’m sure she could get Argent’s house in order.”




“No! For the love of all that is green and growing, don’t you dare let that siren-obsessed wheeled alarm clock anywhere near this ship! My medical officer would have to submerge me in tranquilizers to stop the nightmares. Belay the request for a cleaning bot. Just– draw me up some ideas for a swabby machine or something!”




“I’ll do what I can, captain. Fury out.”




The bridge crew did their best to look serious, but several of them were too busy covering up their smiles and desperately trying not to sputter a laugh.




“Operations reports Argent spacelanes secure. Navigation cleared for all flight modes.”




“Thank you, acting XO Walls.”




The ensign blushed again and tried to sit up straighter without inadvertently pulling a muscle.




“Helm, navigate course one three one, mark sixty. SNS screens to fifteen percent power. All ahead full.”




“Aye, sir. Helm answering. Mains engaged. All ahead full.”




Captain Hunter reclined in his command chair and toggled the main viewscreen to a forward view of space and the overlay of the navigational corridor to their destination. A clock began ticking the ETA down from eight hours and fifty three minutes in the upper right corner of the screen.




The five-million-ton DSS Argent surged forward and accelerated towards the Jupiter system’s fifth planet.





Five



Jason Hunter walked into Scary’s Bar and Grill like Bill Russell walking into Boston Garden. Even people who had no idea who he was acted like they knew him. His Argent baseball cap with his rank insignia made it clear to any and all fleet personnel who he was, and although technically regulations didn’t require them to salute him off-duty, many did anyway just out of respect for his brief but colorful reputation as a pilot, flight leader and now battleship captain. He smiled and greeted everyone warmly, as if already celebrating a big victory. It made people feel like they were participating in the mystique.




Simon “Scary” Huntington was the proprietor of “Fleet Inn” as it had come to be known over the years. The proximity of Jupiter Station made the establishment the obvious stop-off point before ships moved on to deliveries, other assignments or back to Jupiter to pick up ships that couldn’t be inspected right away. Huntington’s nickname came from his tall, gaunt appearance and shock of black hair. Most joked he could play the part of Frankenstein’s monster without make-up. That didn’t stop him from doing himself up as a monster every Halloween, of course. Nevertheless, he was often the most human-looking creature in the building. He shook hands with Captain Hunter and made arrangements to store the down-low shipment of bottle service Hunter had delivered aboard Command One. 




Over the years, the Fleet’s favorite bar had grown large enough to accommodate several hundred. There was a full-fledged dining room, banquet facilities, gaming areas for card players, a makeshift dance floor of sorts and of course, one of the most well-stocked bars in a radius of ten light years. “Scary serves it all” was the slogan. Even so, Huntington still tolerated Captain Hunter’s occasional insistence on bringing his own adult beverages from time to time. He and his party could never drink several dozen cases, of course, but “forgetting” what they didn’t drink and leaving it behind was Hunter’s way of paying for the privilege. It was also the only place in twenty light years where a Skywatch Officer could get away with an act that would be blatantly illegal pretty much everywhere else in space.




Jupiter Five was officially “neutral” under interstellar law. It had completely independent law enforcement and explicitly prohibited both military and civilian officials from exercising any jurisdiction on the surface or in orbit. The ruling council was also careful to bar extradition outside the system. Aside from its own governance, the only law that functioned on Jupiter Five was bounty hunting, which was also illegal but rarely enforced absent an extraordinary lack of discretion.




There were three tables reserved for the Argent party. Hunter had barely slid into one of them and ordered his trademark drink in an old-fashioned glass from his own reserve when an attractive skimpily-dressed young woman poured herself like honey on his lap and put her arms around his neck.




“You never call.”




The girl’s piercing blue eyes were painted with flawless black mascara and light green highlights. Her pouting expression gave her a kitten-ish look, and her long feather-decorated brandy-colored hair added just the right touch. She was toned and tight and seductively curvy in all the right places. She wore a black and brown tactical harness tailored to reveal all the smooth caramel-colored skin possible. It was decorated with a number of ominous insignia and set off by a pair of skin-tight tac-suit pants that hugged her shapely form in ways that were flat-out unfair. She was also armed with at least three weapons, two of which Hunter guessed were illegal. Hunter also guessed she had at least one unannounced knife hidden in a boot or glove as well. 




“And you broke jail.”




“Oh, Jason, you didn’t even bother to look after me. All the charges were dropped. Those mean convoy merchants never even showed to testify. Besides, nobody wants to see me exiled.” She smiled, walked her fingers up Hunter’s t-shirt and drew little circles on his neck with a perfectly manicured nail.




“Last I checked you and that gang of yours were facing six dozen counts of piracy. You wouldn’t have been exiled. You would have been thrown to the wolves!”




“You wouldn’t let that happen, would you?” She blinked and focused her gaze directly into Hunter’s eyes. “If you didn’t have me to chase, whatever would you do for fun?” Her lips were scarcely a few millimeters from his. He noticed the mesmerizing scent of her alluringly understated perfume.




“Next time I’ll just lock you in my brig, Cerylia.”




“Mmmmmm...” She gathered her shoulders together and snuggled as if wrapping herself in a warm blanket.  “As delicious as that sounds, it would put a bit of a crimp in my style.” She gave Hunter a mocking pouty frown.




“Hey, this is a family bar!” Lucas Moody shouted. The burly marine officer stood at Hunter’s table and gave Cerylia more than a lingering glance. He wore fatigues and a black and silver Camp Oscar Boxing Team t-shirt. The Argent’s captain responded with a scoundrel’s smirk. 




“Major, I don’t think you’ve ever been properly introduced. This is Cerylia L’Orleans. She’s wanted for piracy, bootlegging, smuggling, claim-jumping and just about everything else in the Core Systems Interstellar Code short of insurrection.  Captain L’Orleans, this is Major Lucas Moody. My paladin squadron leader.”




“Charmed.” L’Orleans gave Moody a smile that made him think the wrong thing.




“Captain,” he replied with a textbook courteous nod. Then he glanced at Hunter, who offered him no clues on what to do next. To avoid any uncertainty, the major chose to take a seat and grab a bowl of mixed legumes and crackers, making a point of not looking in Hunter’s direction.




“I’m also wanted for kidnapping,” Cerylia purred, lifting her knees together and giving Hunter a squeeze.




“You haven’t killed anyone, have you?” he asked with a raised eyebrow of his own.




She nuzzled Hunter’s ear with her lips and whispered. “Far as you know.” She slid off his lap and gave him a teasing look over her shoulder. Hunter leaned sideways, playfully tried to swat her backside and missed.




“Cross the line, captain, and I’m going to lock ya up.”




“Ooh, I can’t wait! See you out there, captain,” she giggled. A moment later Cerylia slipped into the crowd and vanished.




Hunter returned to his drink and smiled the smile of a guy remembering that particular girl.




“Is this where I change the subject, sir?” Moody asked without taking his eyes off the half-emptied cracker bowl.




“No, Moo, this is where you get yourself something and take a drink with your captain! Rae! Hey!” Hunter whistled through his fingers. A dizzy-looking overworked barmaid looked through the crowd in his direction. “Get my mech commander a stein and fill it with a beer-like substance! Let’s get this party started!”




Moments later a half-gallon of sudsy brew landed with a thud on the wooden table in front of the major. His eyes widened at the sight of so much golden happiness in such a huge quasi-transparent ceramic container.




“That’s not a beer! That’s a glass of heaven!” Moody exclaimed.




“Let it never be said the captain of the Argent doesn’t take good care of his men!” Hunter held up his glass and toasted the major. Moody responded in kind and the two officers took matching swigs.




Jason’s internal radar snapped on. He had heard something, but was still trying to separate it from the surrounding noise when Major Moody rose from his seat and looked across the room. Hunter stood. Although he wasn’t quite as tall as the imposing marine officer, he could still see two Skywatch personnel engaged in what looked like some kind of altercation at a table filled with drink glasses and snacks and surrounded by a dozen more Skywatch NCOs and crewmen. 




A junior lieutenant was standing over an exhausted-looking man who was wearing the distinctive uniform of a Skywatch petty officer. It didn’t look like a healthy conversation to Jason or Lucas. Hunter made his way through the crowd and arrived at one end of the table just in time to hear the lieutenant shout the word “hey!” as if trying to get the petty officer’s attention. Lucas walked up behind the lieutenant and scanned the table. He rapidly concluded all the present ranks combined wouldn’t add up to enough authority to change the thermostat. 




Hunter remained quietly in plain view as he observed and noted the officer’s tone of voice. The word “badgering” came to mind. The NCO looked close to unconsciousness, head bent towards the table. Major Moody took another look around. It reminded him of a room full of frat guys halfway through a keg. One of them started to light a cigarette. The major had had enough. 




“Attention on deck!” 




The only thing that broke the relative silence that followed was the dish that tumbled across the floor, scattering crumbs and broken crackers everywhere. Seventeen people stood at rigid attention. More than a few of them had narrowly avoided involuntarily relieving themselves at the sound of the major’s command voice. Pale straining faces stared straight ahead. 




Hunter watched as the petty officer tried to get to his feet and caught the man just before his buckling knees let him drop to the floor. Jason helped him back to his chair and tried to lean down to see the man’s face. 




“Petty officer? Are you alright?” 




“I’m at the tail end of a 40-hour run, sir. Permission to stand at ease.” 




Hunter looked up at the major. 




“Why don’t you take a couple days liberty on me, petty officer? Get some rest. You look like hell,” Hunter said.




“Thank you sir. I will sir.” His voice sounded like it required most of his remaining strength to speak.  Hunter stood and directed his attention to the lieutenant. 




“How does that sound?” 




“The petty officer was absent without–”




“I don’t care what the problem was, mister. You all start from one again in two days. Is that clear?” 




“Yes sir.” 




“Very well. Carry on, lieutenant.” 




Moody took another look around with glaring eyes. Then he gave the order to stand down. The two officers returned to their own table.




By the time Lucas had wiped the suds off his upper lip from his next swig, a strangely quiet girl was rounding Hunter’s table. In her hands was a small blinking electronic device of some kind. She was oblivious to everything else in the room, but she did take a seat at Hunter’s table.




“Yili,” Hunter said pleasantly.




The girl nodded. She was dressed in a Skywatch senior lieutenant’s uniform with a rare red and black Orbital Combat Engineering patch insignia on one shoulder and several decorations it would have taken most officers at least one or two glances at the medal book to identify. She wore a garrison cap similar to Hunter’s sister and had long-ish white hair. She went back to fiddling with her little blinking toy.




“What can I get you?”




“Earplugs.”




Moody grinned.




“How about a drink?”




She shrugged.




Hunter gestured and whistled again. Moments later a festive, brightly colored drink was placed in front of the young woman. She ignored it.




“Doctor Doverly, I presume.” Standing before Hunter in an impeccably-pressed medical corps commander’s uniform was an attractive auburn-haired young woman. Her expression was pleasant, but it was clear from the look in her eyes she was possessed of a formidable intellect.




“Jason, it’s so good to see you again,” she replied graciously. The two officers hugged each other like long-lost friends.




“Oh, before I forget and encourage my lovely sister to have me court-martialed, here.” Jason picked the card up from the table and gave it to Annora. She opened it and smiled as she read the greetings, congratulations and many signatures of the Fury officers and crew.




“Awwww, this is wonderful, thank you,” she gushed. “I’ll send a communique the very next chance I get.” Hunter noticed the new gleam of the coveted golden search and rescue badge on Annora’s uniform. The training the device represented was among the most feared and respected in the fleet, second only to special warfare training. 




Major Moody greeted her with an overwhelming bear hug. “Glad to see you, Doctor.”




Hunter was busy greeting more acquaintances while Yili shook Annora’s hand and smiled. It was the first time the lieutenant had looked up since arriving. The doctor put down her things and took a seat on the female side of the party’s head table before quietly ordering a glass of white wine. Yili still hadn’t touched her drink. She was far too engaged with her mechanical distraction.




Just as the captain was ready to take his seat again, a slender young woman in a uniform very similar to Yili’s jumped up and down and waved across the room. “Jason! Jason Hunter! Is that you?!”




She ran with her hands outstretched directly towards the Captain. He had just enough time to recognize Zony Tixia before she jumped into his arms and the two spun in circles with her feet lifted off the floor. One would have thought they were newly engaged by the bubbly energy of the girl’s laugh. Her short pink hair only added to the sweetness of the scene.




“I haven’t seen you in so long! I’ve got so much to tell you! You just won’t believe it all!”




“Well, I’m glad to see you too, Zony!” Hunter roared. “I think you’ve grown since last time.”




“You stop that!” she chirped, whapping his shoulder. “I’m still almost as old as you!”




Hunter pulled out a chair for her. “What will you have?”




“A margarita in the biggest glass they can find!” 




“Outstanding!” Hunter snapped his fingers. “Rae!”




Zony took Moody’s hands and squeezed them, whispering a cheery greeting. She did the same for Doctor Doverly. Most who saw Zony Tixia alongside the rest of Hunter’s party would have suspected she wasn’t quite the same as the others, and they would have been right. Tixia was only three-quarters human. Her paternal grandmother hailed from a vaguely elf-like humanoid race native to one of the Reach Worlds. It gave her skin an understated shiny quality and a color just a bit pinker than human skin should be.




Among the benefits of being not-entirely-human, Tixia had perfect pitch and hearing more sensitive than a bloodhound wearing a directional microphone. On her shoulder was the blue and white patch of the Signals Corps, and like Yili, her collar was decorated with a senior lieutenant’s insignia. Besides Hunter, she was also the only other officer at the table with the crossed bronze shotguns of the Indian Forks campaign affixed to her uniform. However, unlike Hunter, Tixia’s decoration included a sapphire palm device. She had been asked on many occasions to tell the story, but up to now she never had.




Apparently the captain had surreptitiously put plans into motion right after Zony arrived, because after taking his seat and having his old-fashioned glass refilled with impeccably aged amber-colored liquor, the food began to arrive. A platter of roasted chicken surrounded by dippable vegetables was placed right next to an enormous tureen of vegetable soup and a stack of large fat-handled cups. On the opposite side of the chicken platter, a carved roast appeared moments later. Everyone was presented with a plate and utensils before Hunter tapped his glass with a fork a few times. The sound got the attention of his officers and more than a few close bystanders. 




“I’d like to take a moment to tell you all how much I appreciate your responding to my hastily arranged party invitation. I only have one piece of official business to conduct before we all get far too undressed and involved in the evening’s food and drink. I’ve put in requests to transfer all of you to my command aboard the Argent.”




“Just like that, huh?” Zony teased.




“One of the perks of being a captain,” Hunter replied with another boyish smirk. “Skywatch Command has signed off, but I figured I’d still need to get you all appropriately inebriated before the night’s over so as to avoid a mutiny before we even get back to the ship.” Annora stifled a laugh.




“So let’s see who’s in.” Hunter reached into his pocket and produced a shining painted titanium playing card. The ace of spades. He showed it to everyone at the table. Zony smiled and rested her chin on her fists. Hunter put the card down in the center of the table.




“Major?”




Lucas produced a similar card. His was the Jack of Clubs. He placed it on the table, covering most of the ace but leaving the black “A’ and the suit in the corner visible.




“Right there with you, Cap.”




Zony stretched, reaching up and out with her slender arms as if yawning. Before she leaned her elbows on the table again, she pretended to snatch the Jack of Diamonds out of her pink hair. She twirled it in two fingers and placed it on the other two cards, forming a three-card fan.




Annora retrieved the Jack of Hearts from her leather folio and gently added it to the hand. 




Yili continued playing with her little mechanism while the others waited. Several moments passed. Lucas grinned. He half-expected the strangely quiet girl to do something unique. Sure enough, the Jack of Spades slid out of a slot in the device. Yili placed it on the other four cards and took a sip of her drink before going back to playing with the device. She didn’t say a word.




“Always was a tough hand to beat, Cap,” Lucas said with a wink.




“The Jacks are back,” Zony added.




“Then let’s celebrate! The doctor gets first choice. You’re the guest of honor after winning your search and rescue badge!” Lucas banged on the table while Zony and the Captain and more than a few bystanders cheered. Yili smiled and Annora blushed. Hunter picked up the carving utensils and started with the roast.





Six



Roaring laughter punctuated story after story from all five members of the Argent’s newly minted officer corps. More than a couple Skywatch non-coms and plebs asked Commander Doverly for her autograph.




Lucas showed off the titanium poker hand they had made for themselves during their tenure as yellowjacket pilots. He told and re-told the story of how Yellowjacket Nine developed a reputation for stealing victory from the jaws of defeat and first became known as the “Bandits.” It wasn’t until Jason’s ace award they decided to re-christen themselves the “Bandit Jacks” and emblazon playing card insignia on all their ships. The squadron flew together for over a year, racking up victory after victory until the first-generation yellowjacket fighter configuration was retired and Hunter was promoted to Commander.




Meanwhile, it wasn’t often the rank-and-file got to meet an honest-to-goodness SAR command officer. Aside from Fleet, rumor had it there were only a dozen or so on active duty, with the rest of the wing comprised of medics, pilots and cybernetics specialists.




Zony was asked to dance more than once, and graciously obliged, eventually finding herself recruited into a group to learn how to dance to what Hunter explained was “country” music.




Yili won several bets with both marines and fleet crewmen over who could field strip and reassemble her blaster pistol the quickest. The OCE Lieutenant’s best time was just nineteen seconds, which left several of the young men both dumbfounded and slightly poorer for their trouble. Yili used her winnings to buy dessert, consisting of an oversized sundae dish heaped with chocolate ice cream.




The captain held court, flirting with the girls, high-fiving the guys, downing one drink after another and having a loud, cheerful good time of it. He would often interrupt the revelry to make an announcement while pointing to one of his officers, which would result in another cheer going up while the assembled all raised their glasses and enjoyed another drink together.




Hunter’s commlink alert went off. The sharp red light was instantly noticeable even in the crowded bar.




A moment later, an all-business Skywatch officer appeared at the table.




“Captain Jason Hunter?”




He looked up at the young brunette. She was obviously not here for the party.




“That’s me,” Hunter replied with a grin.




She saluted and handed him a sealed transmittal chip. “I have new orders for you, sir.” The captain took the locked container and looked at her with a confused expression. She saluted again. He returned the gesture before she turned on her heel and left the bar.




He fumbled with the channel selector on his commlink. Finally the indicators switched over.




“Argent to Captain.”




“Hunter here.”




“Sir, ComSat reports reception of a sixteen-part scrambled flash message on fleet priority frequency keyed to your identifier. Code Zero Zero Black. I say again, code Zero Zero Black.”




Zony was already at his side. Lucas put his arm around Hunter’s shoulders and cradled his half-empty stein. “Whaddya got there, Cap?”




“That’s a disaster signal,” Zony said quietly. A moment later her commlink lit up. Moody pulled a buzzing handheld radio out of his pocket and checked the readout. Then Yili’s communicator started blinking. Annora was already in communication with someone on her headset. The music, laughing and dancing continued around them, but for the five senior Skywatch officers, the world had changed in the space of only a few seconds.




“I think the party’s over, Major.”





Seven



Less than sixty seconds after the communication from the Argent bridge, the Bandit Jacks were racing through an abandoned fuel station terminal. They had only moments to gather what they had brought with them. Hunter made the decision to try and find a shortcut through the darkened and supposedly secured facility, and he was cursing himself every step of the way now that the clock was ticking. Command One was less than 200 yards away, but every time they turned in the right direction, they found a locked door.




“Walls, I want you to listen to me very carefully! Remember when I said you were on your way to a real command? Well, this is it! Signal emergency condition two! Notify engineering I want all the fires lit! Alert section chiefs I want to muster the crew on Flight Deck One thirty minutes after we hit the jump gate! Acknowledge!”




“Affirmative, sir! What is your status?”




“We will board Command One in three minutes and rendezvous with Argent on your next orbit, Hunter out!”




The ad-hoc landing party rounded another corner and found stacked metal boxes in front of twin warehouse doors.




“Blocked again!” Moody shouted. He put his hands on his knees and tried to catch his breath.




“I don’t believe this!” Hunter barked. The sound echoed in the abandoned hallways. The others stood hesitantly for a moment before Yili wordlessly took action. She drew her blaster, turned it sideways to change settings and then took aim.




“Wait! What are you–!?”




The percussive sound and searing bright light shook the small side corridor like a metal cabinet falling down a flight of stairs. The engineer fired again and again, tearing huge fiery holes in the empty containers as one bolt of reddish energy after another exploded through the tangle of debris. Within seconds, a six-foot ragged exit had been torn in the doors. Molten steel dripped from its edges.




“Well, I suppose that’s one way to do things,” Hunter quipped. “If you can’t find an unlocked door, make one.”




Yili holstered her weapon and gestured to the others with a hand as if showing them out. Hunter stepped over the sharp, hot pieces of wreckage as quickly as possible. The others followed. Once past the loading doors, the group ran across the tarmac through the night air. Cold lights glowed from the corners and rooflines of the buildings. In the distance, they could still hear the music from Scary’s.




“Neek! This is Hunter! Scramble all systems for immediate dustoff!” The Captain held a hand to his ear as the group ran towards the waiting shuttle.




“Affirmative, Captain. Command One liftoff prep countdown thirty-five seconds and counting. DSS Argent is reporting emergency condition two. Surface scanners have picked up possible weapons fire in our defense perimeter. Are you in any danger?”




“Negative Command One. Stand by for liftoff. I’ll have a briefing when we hit system’s edge!” The group arrived at the shuttle’s hatch all at once. Neek deployed the ladders and one by one the Argent’s officers piled aboard.




Hunter scrambled inside and sealed the hatch. “Sorry about your party, Doc.”




“That’s okay, Captain,” Annora replied as she laced up and snapped her power harness into position across her shock couch. “I know how painful it was for you to leave all that good scotch behind.”




“Everybody in?” Hunter asked as he quick-configured the flight controls. The engines spun up rapidly.




“Punch it, Skipper!” Moody shouted.




Command One bounded into the sky on a superheated jet of thruster exhaust and then rocketed almost straight up. In moments, the tiny ship had reached a velocity of just under ten miles a second.




“Hunter to Argent.”




“Go.”




“Patch us to CIC and report all contacts.”




A moment passed.




“CIC to Hunter. Negative contacts. SRS is clear. No further updates since the original ComSat bulletin.”




“Very well, Argent. Navigation, give me a position report.”




“Azimuth two six zero. Estimated time to intercept your escape track is three minutes. Stand by to lock ILS. Approach control will key horizon LOS datalink and intercept closure in five.. four.. three..”




“Oh, wow...” 




Everyone leaned forward to look out the starboard ports of Command One. Within moments, the impressive shadow of the battleship Argent emerged from behind Jupiter Five and approached their position, growing larger as it orbited along the edge of the planet’s atmosphere. The moment the huge vessel’s antennas cleared line-of-sight, the shuttle’s navigation systems all switched over to automatic. Hunter secured them and swiveled his pilot’s seat.




“Time to introduce yourselves to my ship and lock your codes.”




All four of the other officers nodded and murmured their agreement.




“Neek, engage Argent’s command computer. Scramble signal and authenticate Hunter, Captain Jason M. Identifier Victory Seven-Seven-One-Five. Match voice print, stand by for record write and confirm.”




“Affirmative. Identity Captain Hunter, Jason M. confirmed. Argent is standing by for new orders.”




“Stand by to authenticate assignment to Executive Officer post, DSS Argent. Voice print follows.”




Captain Hunter nodded to Annora. She cleared her throat gently.




“Commander Doverly, Annora C. Identifier Marigold Nine-Zero-Five-Six.”




“Affirmative. Executive Officer Commander Doverly, Annora C. Officer posted.”




“Stand by to authenticate assignment to Commander, Marine Ground Forces, DSS Argent. Voice print follows.”




“Major Moody, Lucas R. Identifier Thunderbolt Zero One Zero Five.”




“Affirmative. Commander, Marine Ground Forces Major Moody, Lucas R. Officer posted.”




“Stand by to authenticate assignment to Chief Signals Officer, DSS Argent, Voice print follows.”




“Lieutenant Tixia, Zony, Identifier Hummingbird Eight Eight Seven Seven.”




“Affirmative. Signals Officer, Tixia, Zony. Officer posted.”




“Stand by to authenticate assignment to Chief Engineer, DSS Argent, Voice print follows.”




“Lieutenant Yili Curtiss, Identifier Ghost Two Nine Four Six.”




“Affirmative. Chief Engineer, Yili Curtiss. Officer posted.”




“Alright boys and girls. Now you’ve got keys to the executive washroom. Let’s get aboard and get situated. I’m mustering the crew in twenty minutes to announce our orders. The quartermaster will show you where you can park and stow your gear for the time being.”




By now the Argent filled the forward viewports. It’s tractor beams were guiding the shuttle to Flight Deck Three. The four new officers stared quietly. They had been told stories about the new Citadel battleships, but being told about a ship and then flying under it into a flight bay the size of five football fields was something else entirely.




The flashing red alert indicators, however, left precious little time to be awestruck.





Eight



“Skipper!”




It wasn’t often Lucas Moody found himself rushing to keep up with his somewhat shorter commanding officer, but this was one of those times.




“Sir, I need a moment–”




“We’ve got a crew briefing, Major. I’m short on time here.”




“Hold on a second, old man,” Lucas said assertively. He pulled on Hunter’s arm to slow him down and get his attention. The Captain looked both impatient and terribly nervous.




“What exactly is going on here, sir? We’re not even five years out of flight school. You’re five pounds of officer wearing a hundred pounds of brass, and you’re about to bring a room of nearly seven hundred people to attention! Now I realize we scored a few touchdowns flying the Jacks, but all this?” Moody gestured at the spotless metal walls of the corridor around them. “This ship should be under the command of a guy old enough to be our grandfather!”




“I’m technically not at liberty to discuss it, Moo.”




“You’ve been ordered to keep quiet?”




“Negative. Just encouraged.”




“What is all this anyway? Captains normally do this kind of briefing on the intraship.” 




Hunter looked even more impatient. “I have some co-stars in the flight bay I can’t put on video, Moo. This isn’t just about a briefing. This is about making a statement to everyone watching.” 




“Including–” 




“Our enemies, wherever they might be.”




Moody took a deep breath and exhaled. His urgency had abated somewhat. “With all due respect sir, if I’m going to lead Second Paladins into harm’s way, I need to know we’re all on the same page here. I’m betting the rest of the Jacks are going to agree.”




Hunter hesitated. He knew well the difference between Moo’s expression during a party in a bar and the look he wore now. This was their business, and if he couldn’t have his senior staff’s trust...




“This stays with us. Understand?” Hunter locked gazes with the Marine officer. Moo nodded attentively.




“There’s been a schism in the upper Skywatch ranks over the past three years. Half the flag officers are convinced Fleet isn’t doing enough to prepare for hostilities along Gitairn. The other half have been spending time and budgets painting the first group as alarmists and trying to sabotage their plans. It all came to a head right after the last council election and the appointments to replace two key members of Joint Supreme Command.”




“I remember reading quite a bit about that,” Lucas said quietly.




“Open war broke out on the council floor, and the split vote forced the highest-ranking ally of the so-called “alarmists’ into early retirement. All the officers that had publicly supported him were singled out by the opposing flag officers. Most were stripped of their commands. Skywatch lost almost 40 Captains in a matter of a few months. It got so bad some of their ships were decommissioned, all to prove a point. The cooler heads at Fleet need to gain ground and also need to avoid anyone likely to be a target for the more numerous “anti-alarmist’ faction. Unfortunately, that means pretty much everyone above the rank of lieutenant.”




“And you’re the new poster boy.” Moo’s expression lit up as he assembled the puzzle pieces. “No wonder they promoted you so fast!” 




“It’s why they promoted all of us so fast.” Hunter replied. “This plan’s been underway for two years. What we did with the squadron earned us just as many enemies as friends, and now we’re right smack in the middle of the spotlight. Everything this ship does, good or bad, is going to be used against us. I’ve been advised to get as far away from the Core Systems as possible to avoid saboteurs and spies until I can hammer this crew into a team.”




“Skywatch flag officers plotting sabotage against one of their own ships?”




Hunter nodded. “It’s gotten that bad. There are two people at Fleet I can trust, and one of them might be aboard the missing ship we’ve been ordered to locate.”




“I’m sorry I asked, sir.”




“Now you know why I requested you and the others, Major. There may be people aboard this ship with orders to kill us. I need officers I can trust.”




Moo’s expression hardened. “You need to tell the others.”




Hunter nodded and put his hand on the taller marine’s shoulder. A wordless exchange said everything the two brothers-in-arms needed to say. They both headed for the flight bay.





Nine



Despite Flight Deck One’s seven-acre area and it’s five-story-high ceilings, The murmur of hundreds of people engaged in hundreds of conversations was loud enough to fill the precisely filtered air with a dull roar. A row of Tarantula-Hawk gunships was arranged behind the seating for the Argent crew, and Wildcat fighters were parked on opposite sides of the dais set up for the crew address. The vessels were a reminder to everyone present the magnitude of the firepower at the command of the young skipper. In light of the non-public political situation, they were also meant to remind anyone with designs against Hunter or his ship what they were up against.




Argent’s majestic raptor-adorned logo was emblazoned on the wall behind the speaker’s platform, and a royal blue banner depicting Captain Hunter’s rank insignia and the Argent’s designation was draped across the front of the lectern.




At the precise moment the briefing was set to begin, the marine sergeant stationed at the egress hatch closest to the platform barked the command to come to attention loud enough to pierce the noise. The abrupt sound of an entire battleship watch snapping their heels together exploded like a rifle bullet and echoed twice. It was suddenly quiet enough to hear Captain Hunter’s footsteps on the deck. He arrived at the lectern and set down his tablet.




“Be seated.”




A short burst of noise preceded total silence once again.




“I have ordered a standing yellow alert.”




A careful murmur quickly subsided.




“A Gitairn sensor beacon in Sector Eight last reported a transponder reception from the starship Dunkerque over sixty hours ago. The Dunkerque is a Strike Cruiser with a crew of 200 officers and men. Vice-Admiral Hughes is in command. He is in the sector to show the flag and establish a forward post from which to observe activity along the Reach. Since the Sector Eight contact, there has been no sign of the Admiral’s ship or any other contacts in that region of space.”




Hunter paused. The crew listened attentively and silently.




“I have orders to navigate to the last known position of the Dunkerque and conduct search and rescue operations. There may be hostile forces in the area. We are authorized to defend ourselves and any friendly vessels. We will enter Gitairn space in approximately 28 hours. Between now and then our new department chiefs will schedule four sets of combat readiness drills, one for each watch.” 




The captain closed his tablet.




“I realize we’re still a shakedown ship with a shakedown crew. But I expect all of us to perform to the best of our ability. This is a battleship. Let’s make sure nobody forgets it.”




The sergeant barked again and the crew returned to attention. Hunter gathered the items off the lectern and stalked off the platform.  




“Have the senior staff assembled in my in-board cabin in ten minutes.”




“Aye, sir,” the battalion marine replied.




The captain stalked down the corridor.





Ten



The officers of the Argent sat together in a contemplative silence. 




“You requested transfers for all of us to protect us,” Zony finally replied after listening to Captain Hunter’s short briefing. 




“That’s one way to look at it,” Hunter replied. The five pilots were seated around the captain’s luxurious conference table. Behind Hunter’s chair was a spectacularly colorful real-time map of the Gitairn Reach lit up in glowing vector graphics projected on a transparent 12-foot high slab of dense reactive crystal. At the lower edge, a small replica of the Argent’s flag crept along towards the sprawling asteroid field that separated the Core Systems from the rest of space. Next to the avatar was a readout of the ship’s position and designation.




“I haven’t had time to do a complete control check yet, but if your stories about your sister are accurate, you might want to take her up on that robot offer,” Yili said evenly. “The last thing we need is a concussion charge popping off in our life support circuitry during a critical situation.” 




“We should rig the ship to catch any saboteurs in the act,” Moo offered. 




“That could take days,” Annora replied. “I think we should be careful not to start second-guessing ourselves and we definitely shouldn’t be running here and there preparing for potential enemies when there are plenty of real ones.” 




Zony and Yili nodded.




“Agreed, XO. I want all of you armed until further orders. Each of you will quietly select one person from your department you can trust. Tell them I’ve ordered an unusual drill and they need to be prepared to take over for you at a moment’s notice. Moo, I want you to recruit fifteen marines you know well. Order them to shadow each of us two by two in shifts. Don’t make it too obvious.” 




Moo nodded. 




“No officers. Quietly keep ship’s security on emergency condition one even if we stand down from quarters, understood?” 




“Aye, sir.” 




The ComSat console beeped.




“Hunter.” 




“Captain, we have a new contact designated Mockingbird One One Four bearing three-one-nine mark seven, range 22 million miles.” 




“Identification?” 




“Negative, sir. Navicomp thinks its a sensor echo. Battle computer thinks its a ship. Signals isn’t reading a transponder in any known frequency range. It appears to be moving, but we can’t establish a track. Energy emissions are present, but spectrometry is inconclusive.” 




“Are we active?” 




“Negative. We haven’t lit it up yet. All scanners and sensors are on passive readings only per your orders.” 




“Alright, put a pin in it and start a tape. I’ll be up in a–” 




“Captain, unidentified contact has just changed course. Threat board just went active. Battle computer reports Mockingbird One One Four now hostile. Shift designation to Kilo X-Ray One. Now vectoring One Five Six on intercept course and closing–”




The channel clicked.




“Sir, this is Skywatch on emergency intraship. Combat STC reports hostile contact Kilo X-Ray One now inside our defense perimeter–” 




Hunter was already on his feet. “Signal the officer of the watch to sound general quarters. All hands to battle stations.” 




A moment later the clear channel alarm sounded over all communications channels. A pleasant female voice echoed through the intraship address system.




“Attention all hands. Attention all hands. Officer of the watch has signaled general quarters–”




The klaxon began echoing. All the lights shifted to a hellish red glow and the five members of the Bandit Jacks stood around the conference table wearing expressions common to all soldiers about to join battle. 




“All hands man your battle stations. Repeat:  All hands man your battle stations. Time out two minutes. Deck officers report alert status to the first officer–”




“See you on the beach, sir,” Moo said calmly. 




The Argent’s officers rushed out the door with Hunter in the lead.





Eleven



“Captain on the bridge.” 




Hunter took the center chair and lashed up his emergency harness. 




“Zony, tell me everything I don’t already know.” 




The signals officer was already hard at work, her fingers dancing over the impossibly elaborate bank of controls at the communications station. She wore old-fashioned over-the-ear headphones equipped with a small boom mic near one cheek. 




“Annora, get flight one on the box. I want two Jacks and a T-Hawk in space in sixty seconds. Have flight two ready a Nemesis and park them on station one megaclick off our starboard wing. Everyone stays scanner passive until further instructed.” 




“Affirmative,” Commander Doverly swiveled in her chair and began coding the flight orders. 




“Helm, all stop. Thrusters at station keeping.” 




“Aye, sir. Helm answering all stop.” 




“CIC, report status of Kilo X-Ray One.” 




“Contact slowing in space. Range now fifteen million miles. Vessel type still unidentified. Energy emissions suggest a warship in the 80,000-ton range. No active signals.” 




“He can see us and he knows we can see him,” Hunter mused. “Skywatch, what have you got?” 




“We confirm CIC’s report. They’re still closing, but they’re also slowing down.” 




“Sir, flight two reports Nemesis Eight standing by to launch,” Doverly reported. “Space force patrol Cavalier Eleven is standing by on rails two and three.” 




Hunter turned back to the tactical display. “Signal STC rails are green. Launch all alert spacecraft.” Doverly switched the launch board over and signaled clear space. 




The twin-engine Yellowjacket fighter’s cockpit was filled with cool oxygen-rich air. The whines of the overbuilt fusion engines on either side of its main section rose in unison as the pilot’s tac suit inflated and normalized the ionization of its internal fluid circulation. 




“Yellowjacket Ten, this is Skywatch. Spacelane control has cleared the rails. Stand by for full power launch in five.. four.. three.” 




The cylindrical magnetically charged rail tunnel around the angry-looking little attack craft began to thrum with millions of volts of barely restrained energy. The pilot saluted the armored and receded bunker right next to the flightway, and the rail operator returned the salute just before the count reached zero. 




The pilot’s anti-inertial circulation went to full pressure as his body was slammed into the flight couch. Yellowjacket Ten was pulled down the ninety-yard rail tunnel by impossibly strong magnetic forces until it was literally fired out the port side of Flight One at a speed of more than 350 MPH. Its powerful engines kicked in and rocketed the heavily armed little ship up to nearly 2000 MPH in a matter of seconds. Moments later Yellowjacket Eleven and T-Hawk Black performed a textbook rendezvous at the innermost combat space patrol range of 400 miles and began to circle the Argent. 




Beneath the mighty battleship, the same ritual played out again, this time for the much larger Nemesis electronic warfare corvette. Her crew of five harnessed themselves to their shock frames before the rail launcher blasted the sleek vessel into a heading towards the starboard edge of the Argent’s command area. It banked its way through a tight maneuver before literally disappearing into the inky vacuum and vanishing from the Argent’s instruments. Only her pinpoint directional LOS datalinks remained active, transmitted across a shifting hyper-accelerated LASER impossible to detect from anywhere in space except a point directly between Nemesis Eight and her mothership. The datalink gave her both communications and telemetry without alerting any hostile ships to her position. 




“Combat space patrol on station and standing by, captain,” Annora reported. 




“Very good. Zony, have Ice Station start turning this region of space into channel three. Ops–” 




Zony turned to face the captain’s chair, but didn’t say anything. She was listening intently, one hand on her headphones and staring at the floor. 




“Zony?” 




She held up her hand, as if trying to quiet sounds that might make it hard to hear. 




“Wh–” Hunter stopped himself. He knew that look Zony had. She was doing that thing where she could figure out what note on a piano would match the sound of a door creak down the hall...




... in the building next door. 




“Captain, I have a microwatt-strength signal coming from Barker’s Asteroid. It sounds like a human voice. They’re hailing us,” Zony said without looking up.




Hunter stared at the tactical plot. Barker’s Asteroid was far beyond the unidentified contact on the opposite side of the Argent’s projected Z-axis. 




“Hailing us? At this range?” 




Commander Doverly performed some quick calculations before getting to her feet. “That’s impossible. We would have detected active scanners, Even then they’d have trouble identifying us.” 




“Let’s hear it, lieutenant,” Hunter said quietly. 




The channel popped and sizzled with static and background noise. Buried deep in the electronic haze there was a thin, tinny-sounding voice clearly audible. Hunter couldn’t tell who the voice belonged to, but it sounded for all the world like a 1940s radio broadcast. 




“Argent! You’re walking into a trap. It’s a set up. Run! Before it’s too late!” 





Twelve



“Sir.” 




The marine snapped to attention and saluted. The officer returned the gesture.




“What’s on your mind, corporal?” Major Lucas Moody was standing at the lectern in the squadron briefing room working his way through equipment readiness reports. The unsheathed sword of the marine mechanized infantry’s crest filled the wall behind him.




“Sir, well–  see, the guys and me, we’ve been talking, and..” 




“Just say it, corporal. Second Marines are a team, commanding officer to gas can.” 




The major’s encouragement didn’t seem to do much for the young marine’s uncomfortable expression. 




“Well, sir, I found out the skipper’s just a little older than me, and I was wondering if that’s, you know, a normal thing in the fleet?” He scratched the side of his nearly shaved head with a confused look.




“You have plans to join the officer corps, marine?” 




“No! I mean no, sir. I’m pretty happy just being one of the guys.” He chuckled nervously. “My mom would disown me if I messed up my marks in basic, sir. But I was just wondering, because–”




“I went to flight school with Jason Hunter. I was one of the men he rescued when he won the Skyshield Legion. He charged an enemy frigate squadron in a single seat Yellowjacket fighter. They went this way, he went that way. He made it. They didn’t.” 




“I– I didn’t know that, sir.” 




“Most people don’t. The skipper isn’t the type to brag. There’s no man alive I’d rather have on the bridge of any ship I’m taking to war than Jason Hunter. If you went missing, marine, he’d bring every man and woman in this command with him looking for you.”




For whatever it was worth, the look on Major Moody’s face seemed to provide the young man some comfort. The corporal stood at attention again and saluted. Moody returned the salute again and the marine dismissed himself. 





Thirteen



As heroic as Major Moody made the young captain sound, at that particular moment he didn’t look like he was ready to slay any dragons. Captain Hunter was pacing the bridge of his ship while his executive officer and signals officer watched with concerned expressions.




“I’m tempted to call it a ruse,” he said, looking up at the massive tactical display of Gitairn Sector 8. On the port side of the Argent’s avatar was Alert Three, consisting of two fighters and a Tarantula-Hawk gunship. On the opposite side was an indicator for the last known position of Nemesis Eight, an electronic warfare corvette stationed nearby to assist the much larger battleship in the event hostilities broke out. 




And by the looks of things, Hunter thought, they just might. Although his flight decks were still at general quarters, Hunter had ordered the rest of the ship to alert condition one. Unidentified contact Kilo X-ray One had neither advanced nor retreated in the last three hours, and Hunter remembered well the lesson he learned in officer’s training about crews that remained at high alert for too long. 




“At this range, there’s no way to tell. I can’t give you any details on the hardware they’re using, or why we’re getting such weird signal attenuation,” Zony replied. “They’ve set it to automatic broadcast, so either they know we’re here or they know we’re coming.” 




“Still doesn’t make sense,” Annora Doverly countered. “They called us by name. No designator. There wasn’t even an attempt to conceal our identity or theirs. They just fire off this minimum bandwidth signal, hoping we’re here to receive it and then tell us to run? What about them? Barker’s Asteroid isn’t exactly well known for its five-star accommodations.” 




“I’ll give you that much, Commander,” Hunter replied with his back still turned. “If I was crashed on that spinning junkyard, I’d be more concerned about survival than setting up warnings for ships I don’t even know are–” 




It hit Zony and Jason at exactly the same moment. He turned around and her face gradually lit up into a delighted expression of sudden discovery. “What if the admiral knows we’re coming?” 




Hunter pointed at Lieutenant Tixia in a wordless gesture of agreement and turned to his executive officer, whose frown indicated she wasn’t quite as enthusiastic about their electromagnetic sleuthing skills. 




“A flag officer would not set up an emergency beacon and start broadcasting ship names in the clear,” Doverly said. “Look at this.” She rose from her seat and walked over to stand by the captain at the forward bridge tactical display. 




“Here is Alert Three. They got the same signal we did only a few hundredths of a second sooner. Nemesis Eight is over here. They got the same message a few ticks later. That means if Barker’s Asteroid is broadcasting the signal, it’s omnidirectional. With all due respect to the admiral and the captain, sir, it takes a special kind of imbecile to start listing ship names in a clear frequency omnidirectional broadcast with hostiles in the area.”




“Yeah, the next thing you know, they’ll be asking us to confirm our position,” Lucas Moody added. He was leaning against the edge of the main bridge entrance portal behind the tactical console and munching on a piece of celery. 




“Exactly,” Annora said. “Whoever that is, they aren’t Skywatch.” 




“Alright, let’s come at this from the other direction. Kilo X-Ray One is between us and the signal. They must be getting it too. But they’ve been sitting out there for three hours. They’re not moving. No emissions. No energy readings. Nothing. What’s their purpose here? Drawing a line and daring us to cross it? Why wouldn’t they respond to the signal?” 




“Maybe the signal is bait?” Zony speculated. 




“Could be, but that ship is no match for Argent,” Lucas said. “Why draw a line in the sand if the guy’s just going to push you down and step on you?” 




“Maybe that’s why they’re trying to stay out of reach,” Hunter mused, looking back up at the tactical display. “I wish I could get a line on their weaponry and loadout. If that’s a missile cruiser, a couple squadrons of jacks could carve it up like a pheasant. But if they’re loaded up with energy weapons...” 




“How sharp his teeth are only matters if he bites us,” Commander Doverly said. 




“Want me to take a flight of paladins out there and kick the door in, Skipper?” Moody asked. 




“I’ve got a tougher job for you and the boys, major,” Hunter replied. “When the time comes I want you to set a squadron down on Barker’s Asteroid and find out who’s playing with the radio. Bridge to sensor section.” 




The overhead intraship commlink switched over and a pleasant female voice answered. “Sensor section, Ensign Cavanaugh.” 




“Do we have anything on the Dunkerque we can get through passives? Radiation trail, reactor signature, last known course, anything?” 




“Negative, Captain. Unless we go active, we can’t turn the clock back that far. Nemesis Eight could probably do it, but covering the sector yard by yard is going to take a while.” 




“How much of a “while?’” 




“At least a couple of days, captain. Gitairn is a big box of rocks, and every asteroid out there is a special signal-reflecting, interference-producing snowflake.” 




Hunter ran his fingers through his light-colored hair. “Well, I’ll say this much. Whoever decided to drive me up a wall today sure planned ahead. Bridge out.”




The bridge crew quietly continued monitoring their instruments and waiting for orders. Hunter paced. 




“Alright, we didn’t fly all the way out here to watch the paint dry. I want the Dunkerque found and right now the prime suspect in her disappearance is Kilo X-ray One bearing three-one-nine.” Hunter fell into his command chair and punched the intraship. “Alert Three, this is Charlie Oscar. I want a loud ID pass on target Kilo X-Ray One. Acknowledge.” 




“Yes sir,” came the confident reply. 




Hunter switched the transmitter. “Nemesis Eight, blanket the sector. I want everything dark.” 




A moment later the tactical display went haywire. Ships began appearing and disappearing all over visible space. Zony indicated loss of contact with the Barker Asteroid radio signal. As the tiny electronic warfare orvette began filling the spectrum with noise, the Argent bridge crew watched carefully as the trio of attack vessels designated Alert Three veered towards the unidentified contact. 





Fourteen



Yili was engrossed in her work. The Argent engineering section had to be seen to be believed. Reactor Seven towered over the assembly chamber where the Chief Engineer had set up shop. Lieutenant Yili was seated at a workstation observing changes in the chemical residue from alternative fuel mixtures and absently poking at a salad. 




After her quiet and unheralded arrival as the new officer in charge of the entire engineering staff aboard the Argent, the other crew members weren’t too sure what to make of her. It took some time to get her to mention her last name was Curtiss. Some of the junior officers suggested a nickname of “Annie” while others preferred “girl with a gun” as she seemed to be permanently armed with a heavy blaster/disruptor pistol in a low holster on one side. Engineers were almost never armed. For one thing, they had enough tools and equipment to carry around. For another, most of the engineering crew had long since let their rifle and pistol skills wither. As crew aboard a Skywatch starship, they were required to pass basic training, but once they got their ship and assignment, most found themselves far too involved in their work to worry about regular visits to a rifle range for training. Besides, there were always sentry marines posted.




During the first few shift changes and especially during the battle drill, Lieutenant Curtiss had started a habit of wandering around the section and arriving on the scene of less-than-successful efforts by other engineering crew members precisely when the raised eyebrow of a senior officer would do the most good. She would rarely speak. She would only observe, add a quiet “mmmm” and then leave. At first, the engineering crews thought she was being critical, but she never followed up. After a few rounds of this they weren’t quite sure what she was doing. 




The results, however, could not be argued with. Engineering crews would start obsessively checking their own work to avoid the nod and the “mmmm” from the chief engineer and in the process, in the space of scarcely a day, both efficiency and productivity had started to climb. Without a word, the OCE officer had turned the sprawling department into the beginnings of a self-checking, self-supportive team. All this was just fine with the lieutenant, of course. What she really wanted was peace and quiet so she could learn the ins and outs of the Argent’s reactor array and power systems as quickly as possible. One thing her new ship was not was a Yellowjacket fighter.




The assembly bay for multi-axis laser-activated (MALA) fusion Reactor Number Seven was appropriately spacious. Most of the atmosphere exposed surfaces were coated with white anti-static paint to help prevent charge buildup from the ionized coolant mixture. The Von Mansfried design reactor chamber resembled the base of an enormous grain silo surrounded by waist-level control consoles and the emergency isolation shield mechanisms. Two levels of gantry walkways were constructed overhead, each designed to grant crew members access to the baffles, electronics access panels and emergency facilities at assembly levels two and three. Each was thirty five feet higher than the one below it. A ladder extended from gantry three to the chamber escape hatch at the ceiling level more than 12 stories above the deck.




It was impressive enough on its own. What Yili and all other chief engineers knew was politicians and press were always humbled when they learned Citadel-class capital ships like the Argent had seven more just like it, each one capable of a sustained maximum output of 40 megawatts and theoretical burst capacities of up to half a gigawatt. Reactor Seven was currently quietly operating at a fairly reserved 1.5% of full capacity, with most of its energy being used by Flight Deck Three to cycle fighter and gunship battle screens for testing.




Other engineers occasionally wandered through the Reactor Seven assembly room, most carrying man-portable pieces of testing equipment from one place to the next. Some of the heavier stuff was mounted on wheeled trucks for convenience, and some of the really heavy pieces of equipment and tools were transported by driven vehicles.  




Unfortunately, none of those crew members, engineers or patrols noticed the shadowy humanoids gathering on gantry three. Their plans had been underway for several minutes without detection. Some of the marine guards had been lulled into a false sense of security by the formidable nature of the automatic intruder alert systems and as a result, they had allowed their powers of observation to become rusty. 




The fact that everyone would later agree saved the ship was that Reactor Seven was also being guarded by Major Moody’s low-key guards for Lieutenant Yili Curtiss. 




“Intruder!” 




Yili looked up with a start and saw one of the incognito marines dive towards the deck alarm. The soft sounds of beam weapons fire filled the chamber and blinding lances of white light rained down from the overhead gantry. The young marine never made it to the alert console. 




The boarding party knew they had only a few moments delay before the entire ship would know they were there, so they put those moments to deadly use. The other of Lieutenant Curtiss’ undercover guards actually managed to return fire before he was driven behind an auxiliary power generator to avoid being vaporized where he stood. 




The next group of crewmen to enter Reactor Seven’s assembly chamber came under immediate attack. The one leading the truck carrying oil and fuel residue from Paladin landing mechanisms was instantly vaporized by a center-of-mass shot to the chest. The others had more fortunate cover positions behind the truck and managed to escape the chamber altogether. 




The Lieutenant moved quicker than most would have believed she could. She ducked under her workstation and swiftly moved towards a cover position behind Auxiliary Power Two. She was only three yards from safety when one of the intruders confronted her at deck level. 




All Yili could see was a dark humanoid form of some kind wearing what might have been an all-black tac suit. Whatever it was, it seemed equally surprised to find anyone so close. 




The intruder drew a bladed weapon and lunged, driving the point down towards Yili’s back. Argent’s chief engineer ducked into the motion and slammed both her fists down on her opponent’s instep. She actually felt at least two bones break. There was a muffled cry of pain before both of them crashed to the floor in a rolling struggle. 




The lieutenant’s combat training took over and in moments she had driven the intruder’s knife into his chest. She dragged the body with her behind Auxiliary Two and activated her commlink. 




On the bridge, Zony was busy punching a hole through Nemesis Eight’s interference to establish a solid channel with Alert Three. When the indicator for an intraship hail directly to her designator came through, she answered it right away. 




“Bridge, Signals.” 




Yili’s voice was an urgent whisper. “Zony, this is Yili in Reactor Seven. Intruder alert. I say again, Intruder alert. They’ve shot two of my men and wounded a third. I need Moo to deploy assault teams at all the strike points on the port side of Reactor Six. Acknowledge.”




“Affirmative, Jack Four. Hold the fort. We’re sending the cavalry.” Zony switched intraship communications over to wired channels and activated an EM communications blackout. Dominique responded with a series of security options, which the signals officer activated on her own authority. 




“Captain, we have an intruder alert in Reactor Seven. Communications are black. Engineering is requesting backup.” 




Hunter turned to Moo and shouted “Go!” The Major scrambled back down the Deck One corridor towards the magneto-lifts, activating his commlink as he ran. It detected the ship’s communications blackout and shifted to one of three pre-selected frequencies not affected by the electronic noise the rest of the ship’s repeaters were broadcasting at maximum power.




“This is Tango Charlie! Repel boarders Reactor Seven! Repel boarders Reactor Seven! Assault armor to all strike points!” 




“Annora, sound General Quarters all decks. Intruder protocols. Stand by environmental defenses. Neek, let’s start with protocol one.” 




“Affirmative, Captain. Signals has already activated all automatic security protocols.” 




“Three cheers for efficiency,” Hunter said. “Zony give me a tactical view of Deck Twenty Nine, port side aft. Overlay locations of all biological life signs and then subtract anyone wearing a commlink.” 




“Acknowledged. Tactical on screen.” 




The Captain had just gotten out of his chair to take a closer look when intraship wired communications channels sounded the alert tone. “Bridge, this is Skywatch. Kilo X-Ray One is on an intercept course bearing three-two-one range seven million miles and closing!” 




“Zony, scrub Alert Three’s ID pass! Scramble formation and stand by for attack orders.” 




“Bridge! CIC! Missiles in space and tracking! Vampire! Vampire! Vampire!” 





Fifteen



Aboard the Alert Three gunship, Junior Lieutenant Maxwell Abee successfully ordered an evasive maneuver that rocketed T-Hawk Six into a diving roll. The rest of his five-man crew breathed a machine filtered sigh of relief as they silently thanked him for not listening to the steady stream of complaints about orders to keep their shock harnesses threaded and fastened. 




Moments later a formation of lethal warhead-tipped missiles ripped through space directly through their previous course.  Right behind them was the still-unidentified Kilo X-Ray contact. 




“Target acquisition! We’re being lit up!” Flight Specialist Katsa shouted. 




“Pivot on your bearings and bring our forward screens to double power!” Abee replied. The relatively tiny gunship turned to face the enemy cruiser’s starboard edge like a vicious little insect ready to take on a cat. “Take your best shot, you sonofa–!” 




Red and white beams exploded from the emplacements on the cruiser’s upper hull. Each shot pounded and ripped against T-Hawk Six. Her overloaded battle screens glowed angrily. But, like an experienced prize fighter, the gunship took the punches, absorbed as much of the energy as she could, and struck back.




The Tarantula Hawk hunter-killer gunship was second only to the Paladin multi-role hull in its formidable array of combat abilities. Among the many things a T-Hawk could do was convert a limited amount of enemy weapons energy to capacitance potential, and then feed it back into its own short-range defenses. In other words, the more you shoot at a T-Hawk, the more ammunition you’re giving it to shoot back at you.




This, among other things, was one reason the little gunships were so damn annoying. They were built like little bricks of ablative armor and bristling with nasty weapons. Absent a truly overwhelming center-of-mass shot with a hypervelocity shipkiller missile, they were virtually impossible to disable completely much less destroy outright. T-Hawks were roughly three times the mass and volume of a fighter, but could bring as much as four times the equivalent firepower to bear.




T-Hawk Six lived up to its reputation moments after being staggered in space by the enemy cruiser’s short range energy weapons. The tiny gunship opened up with its brawler cannons and pounded away at the much larger vessel’s shields. The cruiser shuddered with the punishment, and an alarming number of its armor plates buckled under the first barrage. For a few moments the two ships traded punches like it was the 12th round of a mismatched and unsanctioned bout in a speakeasy basement.




What the enemy ship didn’t realize was T-Hawk Six was only one part of a three-ship alert group. Long before grappling with the gunship, enemy fire control had completely lost track of the two Yellowjacket fighters that had peeled off evading the cruiser’s missiles. With the Nemesis corvette blasting EM interference all over the sector, by the time their point defenses recovered, it was too late. 




The rest of Alert Three came screaming in on the cruiser’s ventral Z-axis like diving peregrine falcons. The angry-looking little ships were no match for the cruiser in a toe-to-toe fight, but that wasn’t what made Yellowjackets threatening. These two second-generation fighters were armed with the most advanced torpedoes ever deployed aboard a Core ship of the line. Their technical designation was the “Mark Five Gravity-Activated Rail-launched Oxygen Compression Torpedo.” Jack pilots called them “Fives.” In keeping with the traditional playing card metaphor of the Yellowjacket fraternity, the saying went that “a pair of fives beats anything.” 




The reason these particular weapons were so devastating was they took full advantage of the pressure differential and consequential energy potential between the vacuum of space and the pressurized interior of a starship. Any ship with a combustible element in its atmosphere mix was vulnerable to a “Five” torpedo. Given the traditional realities and requirements of biology, there were few species with ship atmospheres without at least one energetic element, and that’s all the torpedo’s warhead needed to unleash a fiery vengeance on everything exposed to that atmosphere.




Twin “fox fives” separated from their launchers and locked targeting frequencies with identification data pulled from all five Core ships in the vicinity. In a space of a few nanoseconds, the onboard logic systems confirmed to six decimal places of certainty the big enemy cruiser in front of them was the correct target. At that moment, acquisition alarms were likely sounding a hellish din on the ship’s bridge, but at this range, such a sound was only useful to warn crew members their world was about to literally turn upside down. 




Both torpedo’s went hypermach in the same instant and slammed into the ventral hull of the enemy cruiser just forward of her main engine cowlings. The dense points of the torpedos punctured the coated metal frame and buckled the ship’s support structure in several places. Twin deck-shattering explosions ripped twisted chunks of scorched metal out of the vessel’s interior and covered everything visible with a light-absorbing grayish paint-like substance. From outside the ship it looked like someone had popped a huge black bubblegum bubble all over the inside and outside of the ship. The pause lasted for about four seconds. Then the ship began to bleed atmosphere, and what started out as black goo very rapidly turned into what appeared to be molten white-hot glass.




Plasma began to stream from the enemy cruiser’s aft section as its energy dampeners and shields fought mightily to control the unusual chemical and magnetic reactions taking place both inside and outside its primary hull. Had the proper equipment been present, it would have registered the perfect conditions forming in the breach between the inner atmosphere and the hard vacuum of space. At the point where the hull had been punctured, a highly compressed combination of a temperature inversion and a bubble of pure oxygen had formed, with all the other trace elements drained out of the atmosphere and into the chemicals left behind by the armor-piercing explosions.




The molecular clock ticked until finally the ionization reached a tipping point and a small bolt of lightning arced across the enemy ship’s deck, igniting a dangerously compressed oxygen hypernova. Almost exactly five seconds after impact, twin explosions lit up space for two million miles. 




Staggered, off course and bleeding from nearly a dozen hull breaches, the enemy cruiser somehow miraculously righted itself and bore down on DSS Argent. T-Hawk Six pursued, engaging the larger vessel’s aft point defense in a running firefight towards Captain Hunter’s command.





Sixteen



“CIC, report!” 




“Point scanners are tracking 68 inbounds with harmonics up the range to five frequencies. At least a quarter of those birds are track-on-scan and another 20% are likely track-on-signature. Forty seconds to impact.”




“Helm, reverse all engines, full power. Give me a course 170 by 180 and reorient our heading seventeen degrees starboard to bring port heavy point defenses to bear on the inbounds.” 




“Aye sir, helm answering all engines reverse. New course one eight zero orienting heading to one-seven-zero relative.” 




The autosystems opened up, spitting sixty high-energy superhot bolts of plasma energy a second at the rapidly approaching missiles. Half the incoming wave detonated, filling space with plasma disruptions, debris and interference patterns. The remaining missiles screamed out of the fireballs and continued to accelerate, dodging and swerving to avoid the Argent’s formidable screening weapons.




By all modern battle protocols, Hunter was playing it by the book. His biggest problem was his big ship. Citadel-class vessels were designed to direct maximum firepower at big enemy targets. While they were no slouch in a stand-up fight, they were three times as powerful in a battle group, where smaller, more specialized vessels like anti-missile frigates and escort destroyers could sweep the battlespace clear of missile barrages and fighters and leave the capital ships free to do what capital ships do best. 




If any criticism could be directed at the young captain, it would have been his choice not to launch a larger combat space patrol. A properly formed strike squadron might not have been able to replace a battle group on a one-to-one equivalency, but it certainly could have provided Argent with far more effective screening. 




Hunter wasn’t worried. Three dozen missiles were a concern, but even with X-ray or anti-matter warheads, they shouldn’t be able to overcome the mighty battleship’s heavy shields or magnetic armor belt.




“Tactical, launch countermeasures. Maximum power to heavy point defenses. Reinforce port side battle screens and stand by to sound collision.”




“Aye, sir. Launching countermeasures.” 




A swarm of more than 100 tiny rockets packed with electronic warfare circuitry exploded in all directions from Argent’s hull. They all went live at once, pouring millions of watts of power through transmitters designed to scramble everything from short range ultrawideband to two cans and a piece of string. Some were set to pretend they were entire ships. Others were simply set to blast noise on a wide frequency range as long as possible until their tiny capacitors were drained of their energy. 




“Zony?” 




“Nemesis can’t punch through all this at once, sir. Some of those missiles are going for the countermeasures, but most aren’t. We’re just too big a target and we’re too close.” 




“Then we’ll do it the old fashioned way,” Hunter said rhetorically. “Helm, bring us up on the Z-axis and stand by port heavy point defense.” 




“Aye, sir, heading Z now zero four zero true.”




“Sound collision.” 




The alarm sounded on all decks as the first missiles broke threat range. The entire bridge crew watched and waited for their heavy point defense batteries to obliterate the missile barrage.




Nothing happened. 





Seventeen



Heavily armed marines from Second Paladins advanced two-by-two down the darkened reddish corridor leading to the loadlane for Auxiliary Power Seven. Internal sensors had confirmed more than two dozen distinct signatures of humanoid life forms at various locations in and around the engineering deck, but by now the intruders were doing a more than adequate job of concealing their locations with man-portable sensor scrambling equipment.




What was clear was the boarding party was heavily armed and highly motivated. They weren’t attacking or trying to advance and capture larger sections of the ship. For reasons unknown they seemed to be content to fortify Aux Con Seven, Reactor Seven and one of the coolant systems overload control mechanism chambers aft of the Assembly Room where the initial attack had taken place. 




They seemed to be waiting for something.




“Left and right, Sanders. Left and right.” 




Major Moody’s mic pickup thumped as he closed the transmitter. The three marines nearest the point of the squad were armed with Tennerith-Klivers 40/40 Assault Guns. They were two-handed weapons designed for short-range punch. The TK40s could fire concussive bolts of energy with ranged burst capability and do so as part of any pattern of fire. This eliminated the need for over-under designs with two kinds of ordinance. Like a grenade, a conc bolt could be set to detonate at range or detonated at range with another shot from the same gun.




At ranges under twenty meters, they were the equivalent of combat shotguns, if such weapons were being wielded by fifteen-foot-tall gorillas. One marine could lay down enough suppressing fire to pin a small company if he got far enough out in the open and really let his weapon get the bit in its teeth.  Sustained fire from six marines could rip the first floor out from under a six story building in a matter of a few seconds.




Vital to the Argent’s marine units were the ship’s own defensive systems. All of the Second Paladins’ weapons were tuned to the deck battle screens such that any shot fired by an Argent marine would be absorbed by directional shielding around the decks, bulkheads, ceilings and doors. Properly configured, they prevented the assault teams from blowing holes in their own ships with their guns. The systems could also be tuned in reverse, allowing Argent forces to fire their weapons unimpeded while blocking enemy fire. 




Unfortunately at the moment, the shielding on the port side of the ship was operating on reserve power at only 40% capability.




First Squad Corporal Benjamin Sanders stopped at the loadlane and peered around the corner. His tac systems performed a half-second analysis of the sixty foot corridor and reported no targets. He made a quick hand gesture and waited for instructions. 




“Set ambient and advance. Two by two.” 




Sanders crept quickly down the hallway and stopped, back to the bulkhead. The two marines following his lead silently arrived at his side a moment later. His tac suit alerted on the door, and the signal was transmitted to the rest of the squad instantly. 




“Major, I have hostiles inside Aux Con Seven. Hatch is sealed. No damage visible to decks or bulkheads.” 




Moody keyed his commlink. “Zony, this is Moo in Engineering. Confirm hostiles only in Aux Con–” 




The hatch opened, and one of the hostiles casually emerged. When the lights from the assault team’s tac suits hit him he tried to scramble back inside and ran directly into the face of the rifle-armed intruder behind him. A shot punctured the ceiling and sparks showered all over the deck. 




One of the marines behind Corporal Sanders fired a single shot form his TK40 which flashed down the hall and detonated, nearly overloading the battle screens and causing the deck to buckle and shudder. More intruders ran to the door and an all-out melee ensued. Sanders pulled one of the black-suited humanoids into the hall and slammed him back-first against the opposite bulkhead. Another marine struggled with the armed intruder and his weapon, causing another shot to go off. This one blasted a foot-wide hole in the opposite bulkhead. The overpressure from the explosion knocked Sanders off balance and he fell, pulling his opponent with him. 




This left the armed intruder alone in the middle of the hall. He leveled his weapon and aimed at Major Moody before the marine officer punched three blinding white conc rounds into his midsection. He wheeled back over the other two and landed hard. His rifle clattered on the deck.




“Say again Assault Team. Say again!” Zony’s voice was modulated by static and harmonics over the intraship channel. 




“Confirm hostiles only in Aux Con Seven, Zony. We’ve got weapons fire down here. You! On the floor! Hands where I can see ‘em or you’re next!” 




Sanders and the intruder’s struggle abated somewhat, and finally the unidentified humanoid raised his hands in a gesture of surrender with Corporal Sanders’ arm tight around his throat. 




“Confirmed, Assault Team. Six hostiles only in Aux Con Seven.” 




“Private! Seal that hatch!” 




“Sir?” the private replied. Unsure why they would close the door on the bad guys. 




“Seal it!” Moo replied. “Sanders. Bring him and pull back. Let’s go.” 




Sanders pulled the prisoner to his feet and shoved him down the corridor towards the Major.




“Zony, patch me to intraship, but only inside Aux Con Seven.” 




“Affirmative, Major. You’re on.” 




“Attention unidentified personnel! You have exactly fifteen seconds to put down your weapons and surrender your position or we will depressurize the chamber and take it by force! Acknowledge by knocking on the hatch three times with a weapon!”




Five seconds passed. 




“Major, I’m getting odd readings from Aux Con Seven, are you sure–?” 




The deck alarms all went off at once. The lights shifted to a painful bright yellow. 




“Explosive alarm! Everybody out! Move! Move! Move!”




Moody grabbed one of the marines by the scruff of the neck and the prisoner with the other and charged back up the corridor away from the loadlane.




The explosion surrounded everyone and everything with a flaming gale force wind before the shockwave shattered the deck and bulkheads.





Eighteen



Lieutenant Yili Curtiss knew what the intruders had done. She knew what was happening to her ship and she had to admit it was a beautifully executed act of pure sabotage. Argent hadn’t taken the enemy cruiser seriously enough, and it was about to pay a heavy price for being last across the line. 




None of that stopped her from frantically trying to re-route the power systems she knew were about to go up like a volcano full of gunpowder. Her hands flew over the controls at Aux Con Four, one of the power matrices constructed closer to the center axis of the ship. She had activated the blast hatches around her little mechanical sanctuary and taken the extra few moments to rig up a triple-redundant wired channel to the bridge in the event radio communications were cut off. 




Unfortunately, so far she hadn’t heard a sound over that channel.




The lights went out for the fifth time. She grabbed her shock couch harness with both hands and braced herself. The subsequent crash and metal-tearing lurch in the deck plating shook the small chamber she was in like she was inside a flimsy aluminum storage cabinet being thrown down a flight of steel stairs. Alarms sounded everywhere. Alert signals were being transmitted throughout the ship’s systems, and her contact boards all shifted to various shades of red. 




“Engineering to Bridge.” 




Nobody answered. 




“Engineering to Bridge, Lieutenant Yili here. Acknowledge.” 




Still nobody answered. 




“Dominique, this is Yili Curtiss, Chief Engineering Officer of DSS Argent. Identifier Ghost Two Nine Four Six. Match voice print and acknowledge.” 




“Acknowledged, Yili. How can Argent help you today?” 




“Report status of this vessel.” 




“DSS Argent is at general quarters. Vessel is currently operating at 81% combat effectiveness. Reactors Seven and Eight are off-line. There are hull breaches port side on decks eleven, fourteen, sixteen and twenty-one. There is a magnesium fire on deck thirty-one in section seventy approximately–” 




“Stop. Report status of Bridge personnel.” 




“Deck One is currently on emergency life support. Medical personnel are responding to reports of casualties. Systems failures prevent any direct contact with the Bridge.” 




“Who is in command of this vessel?” 




“Captain Jason Hunter was last known to be in command of DSS Argent.” 




“What is his status?” 




“Unknown at this time.” 




A cold shot of adrenaline landed in Lieutenant Curtiss’ hips. She knew the risks of war better than most personnel aboard, but she also knew what the dreamy detachment of experiencing the worst felt like. It didn’t help she was practically isolated in one of the smallest rooms on the ship. 




She keyed her commlink. 




“Yili to Moo.” 




Static. 




“Yili to Moo, come in.” 




Silence. 




Lieutenant Curtiss’ cursed through gritted teeth. 




“Dominique, are you in contact with any of the senior officers?” 




“Negative.” 




“Understood. Since I cannot establish contact with any of the senior officers either, I am assuming command of this vessel.” 




“Acknowledged. Senior Lieutenant Yili Curtiss now in command of DSS Argent.” 




“Note the time in the ship’s log and raise Skywatch on Flight Two.” 




“Affirmative. Coding your message.” 




Yili took a moment to reconfigure the engineering command system to feed her console with the relevant status updates from the other subsystems in and around the Argent. Primary among her priorities was life support, which she discovered, to her considerable relief, was still functioning at 95% capacity. 




“I have Skywatch on subchannel J-Nine, switching comm nets.” 




"–affirmative. Skywatch to Engineering. Come in–” 




“Engineering, Lieutenant Yili here. What is your status, Skywatch?” 




“Aye, ma’am. About a dozen missile strikes impacted Argent’s port quarter. The first wave knocked out our screens. The second wave inflicted critical damage on our transmitters and point defense batteries. Alert Three reports they have engaged Kilo X-Ray One bearing two-niner-zero, range two million kilometers.” 




“Very well, Skywatch. Does bridge have control of the helm?” 




“Negative. The independent navicomp activated and put the Argent at station keeping when the bridge went dark. We’re stopped in space, ma’am.” 




“Understood. I’m engaging emergency overrides. Engineering has the helm. Stand by for a starboard pivot maneuver. What is the status of our main batteries and flight decks?” 




“Main batteries are operational. Flight One reported a fire on deck approximately four minutes ago. We haven’t been advised of their status. Flight Two and Flight Three are both fully operational.” 




“Very well. Prep emergency alert squadrons from both rails. Energy weapon loadouts. Advise me on jets request.” 




“Acknowledged, Lieutenant. Skywatch out.” 




“Dominique, raise Nemesis Eight on scrambled datalink.” 




“Affirmative. Coding your message.” 




Yili switched her console to navigational control and pulled up a tactical view of Gitairn Sector Eight. It was just as she suspected. Kilo X-Ray One had veered off following its successful missile attack and in the process had drawn Alert Three out of position. Nemesis Eight was still on station and doing her job, which was likely the only reason Argent hadn’t been hit with a second salvo. 




She quickly combined the tactical report with the firing arcs of Argent’s weapons and confirmed her pivot maneuver just might work. Now all she needed was the power. Fortunately, she just happened to be sitting near four rather large fusion reactors, none of which were damaged or offline. After a few seconds of re-routing power, she had two fully-energized rail cannon with both forward and starboard firing arcs. Now she needed a target. 




“Lieutenant, I have Nemesis Eight on sub-channel K-5.” 




Perfect.




“Nemesis Eight, this is Lieutenant Yili in Engineering, acknowledge.” 




“Affirmative, Argent. We copy.” 




“We are about to perform a reverse starboard pivot and bring our main rail cannon batteries to bear on hostile target Kilo X-Ray One. Our battle computers are offline. I need a firing solution and I need you to paint my target.” 




“Affirmative, Argent. Stand by.” 




Yili watched as the chaotic real-time tactical display suddenly went from a snowy distorted mess to a crystal clear view of everything in the sector right down to the designation on Argent’s hull. Apparently Nemesis Eight had launched a couple look-down probes when nobody was paying attention. This gave the fleet little ship a bird’s eye view of everything happening in and around the action. And, since Nemesis Eight was on Argent’s side, it gave the battleship crew an equally clear view of local space. 




One thing any electronic warfare ship always made provision for was its own view of the battlespace. Jamming the enemy is generally a good idea. Jamming yourself in the process was almost never a good idea, since there weren’t many advantages to having an effective fighting force if nobody knows what the hell is going on or where anything is.




The Nemesis corvettes were designed to produce asymmetric interference. They were practically invisible to enemy vessels. They could just about make themselves look like a three-ring circus tent at ranges as close as half a kilometer if they had the power available. They were also equipped with everything they needed to defeat their own signals so they could keep their motherships in the loop with real time updates on where the bad guys were and how fast they were moving.




And if a Nemesis ship was tough to find, their look-down probes were nigh unto impossible. The little winged cameras were quasi-intelligent automatic evasive action machines. Tracking them down was like trying to catch a greased chicken with a cloaking device and a camera to take unflattering pictures of you while it runs you ragged.




By the time they were called on by Lieutenant Curtiss, Nemesis Eight had deployed a half-dozen such probes. If what was going on in Sector Eight was a sporting event, the EW corvette was basically controlling enough automatic equipment to turn the battle into a Monday Night Football telecast. The only thing missing was Howard Cosell. 




Meanwhile, what was immediately apparent to the Argent’s Chief Engineer was that Alert Three was distracting enough to the enemy cruiser that it wasn’t going to be in position in time to fire a second salvo. But that was going to be true only if Yili was able to pull off her pivot maneuver in the next twenty seconds. The battle looked and felt like three small dogs chasing a carnivorous giraffe, but it was the best Argent could muster at the moment.




“Nemesis Eight has your target bearing two-eight-six mark seventeen, relative range 2.12 million kilometers. Synchronize manual targeting to key Baker Echo Papa Victor One Four Four Eight. Acknowledge.” 




Lieutenant Curtiss scrambled to pull up the manual targeting interface in time to copy her spotter’s directions. She hesitated a moment, trying to remember how to manually synchronize the targeting system. Somehow she managed to recall the rusty instructions from memories of late-night hacking sessions at her Yellowjacket controls, driving her squadron commanders crazy with unauthorized re-configurations of the flight deck computers. Finally after a half dozen rejections and errors, the manual system synchronized and began following Nemesis Eight’s telemetry. 




“Acknowledged, Nemesis Eight. Targeting control at your command. Stand by for weapons lock.” 




Yili pulled up a more familiar interface:  her engines. In a matter of moments she had engaged the engineering overrides and taken a crude control of Argent’s helm by simply alternating engine power. The mighty ship nudged itself into motion, backing away from the enemy contact. Yili throttled the port engines in reverse and engaged the starboard engines forward. 




Gradually, the firing arcs for the two main weapons batteries she had energized had rotated far enough to bear on the enemy target. When the overlay for the second rail cannon switched from amber to green, she keyed her sub-channel.




“Nemesis Eight, Rail Cannon are bearing on hostile target Kilo X-Ray One. Lock weapons and stand by.” 




A moment passed. The enemy cruiser continued to bank, exchanging fire with the bobbing and dodging little craft chasing it. 




“Affirmative, Argent. We have a waveform lock and a bearings match on target Kilo X-Ray One. Fire control at your command, ma’am.” 




Far from Yili’s station on Deck 29 next to Aux Con Four, the enemy cruiser was turning back in Argent’s direction with a second barrage of deadly anti-ship missiles locked on the enormous battleship. For reasons none would have been able to explain, all the interference in the sector had disappeared in a split-second, leaving the enemy vessel with a wide open five by five frequency lock on the larger ship’s space traffic ILS beacon. There were some anomalous readings, but the enemy fire control mistakenly concluded it was due to residuals from the previous interference. It didn’t realize it was an invisible electronic warfare corvette providing range and position data to their target. 




The first rail cannon shot missed, but the subspace disruption didn’t. The flash from the passing projectile caused all of the cruiser’s polarization systems to reflexively darken its external-facing ports. By the time the cruiser’s automatic systems realized they were under attack, they had no time to evade the second shot, nor did they realize Yili had echeloned her weapons in a continuous firing cycle. 




The second shot ricocheted off the cruiser’s dorsal engine cowlings, slamming against already weakened armor and re-igniting the fires damage control parties had fought to control ever since the torpedo attack. The cruiser stumbled, but continued to close range with Argent, waiting for the moment when it would reach optimal range for another missile barrage. 




Yili waited patiently, living up to her brief reputation, except now she was a girl with some rather larger guns than before. She maintained her weapons and their synchronization with Nemesis Eight’s sophisticated targeting computers. Rail cannon three finished reloading, snapshotted the targeting data and fired again, lighting up space for hundreds of thousands of kilometers. The deuterium slug punctured the cruiser’s secondary hull through-and-through, blasting a cloud of mangled circuitry, armor and metal fragments into space.




The cruiser began to skid, as a secondary explosive decompression event over-thrusted the vessel’s port side. This gave T-Hawk Six a magnificent target against its already damaged ventral engine superstructure. Lieutenant Abee opened up with his brawler cannons again and began landing punch after overloaded punch into the largest chink in the besieged vessel’s defenses. Fires re-erupted and secondary explosions started to answer the lightning-fingered impacts of white-hot plasma energy one after the other.  Seconds later, the vessel performed its final maneuver, attempting to bank away while protecting its vulnerable port side. 




Argent’s rail cannons both chose the exact same target bearings. Twin slugs, each roughly the size of a WWII diesel submarine, ripped through the cruiser’s center of mass at appreciable percentages of light speed. The resulting detonation blew the forward section of the cruiser clear moments before a secondary explosion vaporized her engines. Alert Three veered in all directions and spiked their escape jets to reach a safe range. Argent’s fifth shot was a pinpoint impact on the enemy ship’s fusion assembly. There was a brief sun-bright nova of explosive energy and then only debris strewn darkness remained.





Nineteen



“Notify Flight Two and Flight Three I want an alpha-strength strike force on a fifteen minute alert as soon as possible.” 




“Affirmative, Lieutenant, Skywatch out.” 




Yili unlatched her shock harness, drew her blaster pistol and went to the hatch. She had just about finished configuring her life support alarm and commlink when the sound of a fist pounding on the outside metal almost made her jump out of her boots.




The fist pounded again. “Is anyone in there?” 




Curtiss thought the voice sounded familiar, but after what she had been through the last hour she wasn’t about to take any chances. She leaned close to the hatch, her blaster at the ready.




“Identify yourself.” 




“Room service!” 




Yili tried to keep herself from smiling. 




“I didn’t order anything!” 




“Sorry, Lieutenant. I thought you said you wanted some earplugs!” 




She unlocked the hatch and Moo stepped through. He had burn marks on his armor and Yili instantly noticed his weapon was down to 15% reserve energy. Smudges and soot residue covered his chiseled face, but he still managed a grin.




“You’ve been through hell.” 




“That’s affirmative, Engineer. We’ve still got intruders on Deck 31 but they’re pinned below the vital energy conduits for Reactor Six. They got two of our fusion plants and cut power to all the control systems above deck six just before the missile attack. It couldn’t have been timed better.” 




“Any contact with the bridge yet?” Yili asked with concern in her eyes. 




“Negative. To be honest, the only people I’ve had a chance to talk to in the last hour have been wounded marines and medics. Sickbay set up a triage in the machine shop loading area on deck 19.” 




“Then you need to take command, sir.” Yili said in a matter-of-fact tone.




“I’ve got a boarding party to neutralize, Lieutenant. Are you sure there aren’t any officers reachable?”




“The bridge has been cut off since the first missile impact. I’m in nominal command because frankly, I couldn’t find anyone who outranks me until now.” 




“You stay in command, Lieutenant. You know the ship a hell of a lot better than me. I’ll make sure you get to the bridge or at least someplace where you can run things until we figure out what happened on deck one.”  Moo keyed his mic. “Dog block, this is Chuck Wagon. Brass secured. Rendezvous at point Indigo. Confirm.” 




A moment passed. 




“Confirmed, Chuck Wagon. Dog block out.” 




Moo hefted his weapon. “Let’s go join the party, Lieutenant. I’ll take point, you cover.” 




“Anything to get out of this phone booth for a few minutes.” 





Twenty



A few minutes later, a dozen members of “Dog Block” were escorting the Argent’s Chief Engineer to the deck 29 magneto-lifts. The ad hoc marine defensive unit had been formed by the Major from the unwounded strays and mongrels he managed to scavenge after the Aux Con Seven explosion.




Damage above and below the strike point had prevented reinforcements from helping the stranded soldiers directly, so the Major had ordered the men he could find to cut their way through to the lower deck and fight their way back to the lifts. It was the long way around, and it was dangerous, but they had finally joined up with a squad of fresh rifles without sustaining any further casualties. Now that they had access to the lifts, they could form a perimeter and isolate the threat. 




“Moo to bridge.” 




“That’s not going to work until we can restore power above deck six.” Yili sighed. 




“How long will that take?” 




“No clue from here. I have to see what they did first. My guess is the damage control parties can’t restore the connections because the intruders found their way into one of the automatic routing subsystems. Until I get up there and switch the system back to manual routing, they’re on emergency power only. That plus the fact the anti-intruder system is off controls presents us with a number of related problems.” 




One of the escorting marines punched the code in for the magneto-lifts.




“What about their personal commlinks?” a fresh-faced young PFC asked.




Moo raised an eyebrow. 




“Uhh– ma’am,” the PFC added quickly.




“Power levels, private. Argent has been jamming everything except wired connections. Since they set off that firecracker in Aux Seven, so have the intruders,” Yili replied. “I’m sure Zony is up there trying to make it work right now, but without those subsystems, she just doesn’t have the horsepower yet.” 




“Where to, Lieutenant?” Moo asked as the gantry gate opened. 




“Skywatch STC. If we can’t get to the bridge, we’ll have access to most of the command functions from there.” 





Twenty-One



The magneto-lift opened into a scene of abject chaos. The observation deck outside STC Command was nearly covered in scoring, scorch marks and impact points. Flashes of weapons fire were going off inside the darkened control room. Moo gave the rest of his squad an abrupt hand signal and the marines advanced on the access hatch.




Forward and aft of the starboard side bulkhead, Yili could see the sweeping dorsal surface of Argent’s hull. She felt a little twinge of pride when she noticed rail cannons three and four were still oriented for an off-starboard shot. It was pretty clear at this point they may have been the difference.




A debris cloud and intermittent venting atmosphere were occasionally visible over the leading edge of the port quarter. From this vantage point, Yili could see the superstructure of the bridge, but at this angle it was hard to make out any details or possible damage. She did note all the forward running lights were still dark. She cursed the fact she couldn’t get forward far enough to evaluate the problem.




The fact remained DSS Argent was badly wounded. Lieutenant Curtiss felt the difficult to ignore urge to get out there and evaluate the damage, everything else be damned, but she also knew the ship needed stable command and control. Without it, they were defenseless, and based on the events of the last hour, she was fairly certain there were more attack cruisers out there. If the next one arrived at the wrong time it could make the situation dramatically worse in a hurry. 




Two heavily-armed marines bracketed the hatch while two more took up head-on positions, ready to fight their way in to the room if need be. The STC control room had become unsettlingly quiet in the few moments since their arrival, as if whomever was inside was preparing for something.




Moo moved up and keyed his command access code into the small control console. The lights shifted from amber to green and the hatch opened. 




“Argent Marines! Acknowledge!” 




Silence. 




“Argent Marines!” 




Moo looked to Yili and she nodded.  He signaled his men to advance. The two at the door moved inside and took up defensive positions with side-to-side fields of fire. The two head-on riflemen advanced quickly and secured lines of sight. 




“Clear!”




“Clear!” 




The major rolled around the edge of the bulkhead and stood the doorway, TK40 at the ready. 




“Nobody home, sir.” 




Yili was getting that feeling something was just off enough that it didn’t make sense. She had just ordered Skywatch to ready a strike force on the flight deck. There was weapons fire. Where did everyone go?




“I don’t like it Moo. I gave this station orders ten minutes ago.” 




“Correction, lieutenant. You gave me orders ten minutes ago.” 




Moo whirled. Yili felt the cold business end of a blaster pistol press against the side of her head. The voice behind her spoke in a commanding tone.




“Weapons down, gentlemen, or I’ll vaporize the lieutenant’s head and most of this deck with it.” 




Standing behind Yili in a somewhat dilapidated marine colonel’s uniform was a man that looked to be at least in his sixties. He wore a fancifully styled mustache and had thin slicked-back gray hair. His eyes were small and gleamed with menace.




“That was not a request, major. This entire facility is wired. If I don’t activate the deadman switch in my coat pocket in twenty seconds, you’ll have a front row seat to the biggest explosion since the Gitairn primary went nova.” 




The major looked like he was weighing his options right up to the point when the colonel announced there were explosives wired into the STC control facility. 




“Stand down, marines,” Moo said coldly. His arms relaxed and he let his weapon drop. After placing it on the floor, he rose back to his full height and glared at the colonel. The rest of his men reluctantly followed his lead.




“You too, lieutenant.” 




Yili carefully placed her blaster on the deck, making sure it was within reach in case things got dicey.




“What’s this all about, colonel?” Moo challenged, putting a particular sarcastic emphasis on their opponent’s supposed rank. 




“This is about a young crew that doesn’t seem to want to listen. I warned you to stay away. I told you this sector was a trap, but you wanted to do things your own way. Now you’re tangled up in this, and you’re going to have to pay your own freight to get out of it.” 




The man pulled an electronic detonator out of his pocket and clicked the deadman switch. “That buys us another sixty seconds.” 




“Colonel, if you’ll kindly lower your weapon, I will promise you no tricks.” 




“Very well, lieutenant,” the colonel replied calmly. “No tricks.” He relaxed, pistol in one hand, detonator in the other.




Yili backed away a few steps and stood near the major. “What do you mean “tangled up in this?’  What are we tangled in?” 




“What you’re experiencing here, lieutenant, is what happens when two opposing groups are in charge of the same military operation. The Dunkerque wasn’t sent here to ‘show the flag.’  Admiral Hughes was out here to make pretended peace overtures. His real orders were to mine the Reach side of Gitairn Sectors Eight and Ten and try to lure the enemy’s strength into it.” 




“A sneak attack?!” Moo exclaimed. “Why start a war against a superior force?”




“Because they won’t be superior any more if the minefield goes off, boy!” the colonel shouted.




“Everything was going according to plan until some handwringing apron-wearing busybody at Skywatch Command took Hughes’ cover orders seriously and declared him overdue. Then you geniuses show up with your big shiny battleship ready to make a name for yourselves. If enemy command sees you here without a good explanation they’ll think Hughes is up to something, and it will blow the whole operation straight to hell!” 




“Then it was you who fired on a Skywatch vessel, sir?” Yili asked. “You tried to blow up two of my reactors?” 




“You had to be stopped.” 




Moo wasn’t buying a word of it. There was something else going on here, and he was bound and determined to get at it one way or another. “Colonel, where is this enemy fleet of yours? So far we’ve seen one ship.” 




“An old automated hull with a set of pre-programmed drills plugged in to its navicomp and battle computer. You saved us the trouble of disposing of it.” 




The colonel clicked his deadman switch again. 




“That old hull almost took our port quarter off!” Yili snapped. “That’s an act of war, sir, no matter what your rank or your supposed orders!” 




“Grow up, lieutenant. I didn’t come all the way out here to listen to your idealistic accusations or your histrionics about who hit who first.” The older officer gestured in the direction of Barker’s Asteroid. “The strike force on the opposite side of that asteroid field is anchored by twelve heavies including four carriers. When they move on Core’s Edge, there will be fifteen billion lives at stake, and that’s a hell of a lot more important than a new paint job. Now I’m going to ask you this one time, major, as I’m presuming you are in charge of this little field trip. Are you going to join the winning side or not?” 




Moo’s face darkened. The colonel stared right back at him.




“If not, I’ll just drop this switch down the lift shaft and let eight tons of explosives solve your problem for you.” 





Twenty-Two



“What’s it going to be, major?!” 




The edge in the as yet unidentified intruder’s voice was unmistakable. Even Yili could tell the man was in a rush for some reason. His face looked drawn and his fingers were white around the grip of his blaster pistol. 




“I can’t speak for the entire ship, colonel. I’m not in command.” 




“Well then who is!?” 




At that moment a faint greenish glow appeared all across the colonel’s body. It flickered and shifted back and forth a few times before focusing bright and sharp. It was a targeting matrix. The intruder looked down at his shoes and pants. 




“What the–?” 




By now he was covered in a pattern of two-inch-square glowing green targeting lines. From somewhere nearby, Yili and Moo felt and heard sympathetic vibrations in the floor and walls. The nearby observation window darkened. 




“That’s a drive field,” Yili muttered. 




A moment later, the unmistakable sleek lines of a Two-Gen Yellowjacket fighter rose into view outside the Skywatch access bay observation port. It was roughly the size of three racing boats parked side by side, and the sharp leading edges of its weapons emplacements made it look like an angry metal bird of prey. On its forward edge was the proud emblem of Argent Squadron Four - the Tigersharks.




At its controls was Captain Jason Hunter. 




A blinding green targeting laser illuminated the shocked colonel’s face and then performed a mass and position scan of his entire body. The fighter’s short range guns rolled out of their inboard weapons bays and locked into place. The targeting grid reflected from the colonel’s jacket and clothing shifted red. Hunter’s voice came over the intraship. 




“I believe I have you covered, colonel.” 




The intruder did not speak. He looked as if he were trying to catch his breath. 




“Major, relieve the colonel of his weapon and take him into custody.” 




Moo activated his commlink. “All due respect, sir, he’s holding a detonator.” 




“It was a bluff, Moo. He’s just trying to buy himself time. His co-saboteurs have been cut off, and we’ve got some fascinating information about the little operation going on all the way out here at Shangri-la.” 





Twenty-Three



Zony, Moo, Yili and Annora were seated in Captain Hunter’s in-board cabin once again. This time they looked a little less awestruck and a little more determined to get to the bottom of whatever was happening to their ship. All four officers were armed with blaster pistols and Moo was still wearing the wrist appliques from his powerarmor. 




They were engaged in a boiling discussion over what went right, what went wrong and just who exactly they should consider their enemy. 




“Attention on deck!” Moo snapped. All four of the Bandit Jacks rose to academy-perfect postures.




“As you were,” Captain Hunter said quickly. He was also armed and the look on his face told the others this meeting was at least going to start all business. “Be seated.” 




Hunter placed a tablet on the conference table. Behind him, the crystal projection screen was displaying the Argent emblem and vessel designation. The letters spelling out the ship’s name were at least a foot tall. 




“Our visitors have been pinned on deck 34 for several hours. Doctor Doverly has assured me they will not be permanently harmed by the introduction of a narcotic compound through the life support systems. Lieutenant Simpkins has been instructed to give them another 30 minutes.” 




“What are they holding out for, sir?” Moo asked, genuinely interested in why a dozen men would barricade themselves on someone else’s ship and still expect to prevail. 




“That falls into our other subject of discussion. Apparently, there’s a little more going on out here than an overdue ship.” 




“A lot more,” Annora added.




“Colonel Atwell hasn’t been very helpful yet. Although his stories about deadman switches and tons of explosives were certainly entertaining, they didn’t give us much in the way of clues regarding his involvement.” 




Yili was drawing little imaginary circles on the table. Her posture made her look like a teenage girl listening to her parents lecture her about getting a job. “We should have listened to the doctor, sir.” 




Hunter stopped and considered his lieutenant’s words. “Go ahead, Engineer. I called this meeting for opinions.” 




“We knew sabotage was a clear threat. We didn’t do enough to prepare. It cost me two men and it just about cost us the ship.” 




“It wasn’t your fault, Yili,” Annora said gently. 




“I’m not trying assign or avoid blame here, ma’am. I’m just pointing out we all got caught flat-footed. I don’t know the ship’s systems well enough. That cost us critical time that put more people in danger.”




“They were one step ahead of us the entire time,” Moo said. “Even the colonel and his stories about poison gas and the fake light show in Skywatch got me to at least think about striking a deal to save whatever was left.” 




“It was my fault,” Zony said. “We froze down communications too soon. By the time we realized the whole thing was going sideways it was too late to restore our emergency channels, and then the bridge got cut off and I–” 




Hunter held up his hand. Zony quieted down and shrank back into her seat. 




“If there’s any blame to be laid here, it’s mine and mine alone. I’m the Captain of this ship. I’m responsible for the lives of every man and woman aboard and I’m responsible for the safety and survival of this vessel. Yili?” 




The Engineer looked up, recognizing that peculiar tone Jason Hunter was capable of that told her he was about to say something heartfelt and important. 




“We lost two men in Engineering, but you saved almost a thousand lives by your quick thinking. The best way we can honor the memory of those two men is to avoid making the same mistake twice.” 




Yili nodded.




“And to go pay our friends a little visit,” Moo added. 




“I’ve got a couple of ideas in that department, colonel,” Hunter replied.  Moo looked up with a shocked expression. The Captain tossed him a medal box. He almost fumbled it before catching it with both hands.




“Orders came through right after we hit the Gitairn jump gate. Skywatch Command moved you up after I requested you for Argent. Congratulations.” 




“I– I don’t know what to say, sir.” 




“Tell me what you think about promoting our Chief Engineer soon.” Hunter said. “I think something should be done to recognize her.. shall we say, innovative approach to command?” Hunter grinned and Yili smiled a little despite herself. 




“What action’s been taken?” the Captain asked, reclining in his tall leather chair. 




“I’ve ordered the CSW to maintain full combat space patrols until further ordered. Wildcat squadrons are rotating three by one to a range of ten megaclicks,” Doverly reported. “I have a Paladin Strike Force on a ten minute alert off rails twelve and thirteen and a T-Hawk Strike Force standing by off rails one and two. Senior Chief Buckmaster has assured me Zony’s plan code-named “Jackrabbit’ isn’t just something to add to the dinner menu.” 




“Tell me about that, lieutenant.” 




“Well sir, it’s part of a thing me and my friend Louis were working on at CATS right before I got my civvie assignment. We had this old Gen-One Jack hull parked in storage. Louis was spending all his spare time tinkering with the jump engines and the drive field generators and that left me standing there with nothing to do except listen to his stories about horse racing.” 




“Oh for the love of Mike, not those stories,” Yili said. 




“Yeah, those stories.” Zony rolled her eyes. “Anyway, just for fun I took apart the subspace transmitters and the radio amps and since the hull didn’t have any weapons I plugged them in to the empty bays and I noticed something.” 




“I think I know where you’re going with this, Zony,” Hunter said with a twinkle in his eye. “Go on.” 




“Well, sir, you know how the old Bearcats used to have those enormous shielded magnets bolted to the undercarriage of the wiring harness?” 




“They dumped that whole assembly when the Wildcats replaced it with the carbon lattice circuitry, didn’t they?” Annora asked. 




“Exactly,” Hunter said. 




“Yeah, and that left this big hole because the Wildcat hull is just a Bearcat hull without the external capsule reactor mounts. So I took a broken EW package from the spare parts depot, mounted a really crappy battlecomp component on it and wired it up with those amps and ran some frequency tests on it and I think I invented a new ship.” 




“So it’s a fighter with all radios and no weapons?” Moo asked. 




“It would be if it weren’t for the Two-Gen datalink,” Zony said, almost bouncing in her chair and trying to contain her excitement. “Normally if you just fly the thing out there it’s a Nemesis without the really advanced gear. But a Nemesis can’t lash up with a Yellowjacket datalink because–” 




“Because it would give away their position,” Yili said nonchalantly, still drawing little imaginary designs on the table with her finger. 




“Right!” Zony exclaimed. 




“So what happens when you put this ship of yours in a squadron datanet?” Annora asked. 




“You get a whole squadron of nasty little flying point defense emplacements with exactly the same fire control circuitry as an anti-missile frigate,” the Signals Officer replied proudly. “Right down to the model numbers on the components.” 




“Interesting...” Moo exhaled. 




“Are you suggesting we convert a battle squadron of fighters to missile defense?” Hunter asked, bringing the conversation back down to Earth. 




“No sir, you don’t have to do anything that drastic,” Zony replied. “All you have to do is add the radio ship to the formation and let them pick their own targets. They don’t have to stop being fighters. They get advanced missile defense capability without losing a thing.” 




“And that means we could put three “anti missile frigates’ on our perimeter as part of our combat space patrol,” Annora said. “Not exactly a battle group, but impressively close.” 




“What do we call this thing again?” Hunter asked. 




“A Jackrabbit, sir!” Zony announced, clearly just as excited about the name as she was about the invention itself.




“Alllllright, have Buckmaster modify one Yellowjacket for each squadron with your circuitry.” 




Zony beamed. 




“Where does that leave us on OOB, commander?” 




“We can put 54 Wildcats and 23 Yellowjackets in space at your command. If we raid parts storage Buckmaster assures me he can field 19 T-Hawks with full weapons loadouts.”




“Outstanding. What about ground forces, colonel?” 




“Second Airborne has 21 Paladins on ready alert. Seventh Air-Ground Task Force has 18 Heavy Paladins. I can have a mechanized battalion planetside in twelve minutes.” 




“Sounds awfully violent to me, colonel,” Hunter said with a smirk. 




“If we can’t eat it or kiss it we’ll kill it, sir.” 




“Commander?” 




“Damage control has restored all operations on deck 11. Hull breaches have been secured,” Annora replied. “Argent Search and Rescue is fully operational.” 




“What did you come up with?” 




“Whoever did the final equipment checks before Argent launched forgot to tell me about the corvette situation. We’ve all been so busy talking about fighters, T-Hawks and Paladins nobody bothered to check up on our support craft.” 




“We were in kind of a hurry,” Zony said with a grin. 




“I know we’ve got launch facilities set aside for at least four vessels,” Moo said. 




“We have five as it turns out. We’ve got Tranquility Three, which is a specialized medical corvette. There are three evac rescue lifters and get this, a brand new Nightwing SAR Patrol Flyer. I think we stole the medical boat. Someone painted over her designation.” 




“That or we stole the Nightwing too,” Hunter quipped. 




“Never heard of those ships, Doctor. What have they got?” Zony asked. 




“Well, it’s pretty much a Nemesis built around a hospital trauma unit,” Annora replied. “Nice and agile with lots of remote probes, a couple of heavy look-bots and four Angel recovery craft.” 




“I saw one of those Angels in action at the last flight demo at CATS before I left,” Zony said. “Incredible what they can do.” 




“Autonomous search and recovery,” Doverly said. “Like your mother’s arms. One of those things could fish you out of a suitcase buried under a mountain at the bottom of the ocean and fly you home with a little umbrella drink in your hand. They’re like Saint Bernards with anti-grav.”




“Ha!” Zony said brightly. Moo chuckled. 




“Very good. Alright Jacks, listen up, because we’re not looking for missing Admirals any more,” Hunter said.




Everyone quieted down. 




“Hughes is off the reservation, and speaking only for myself, I can understand his concerns. Atwell’s story checks out, at least for now. I ordered launch of a long-range probe into Gitairn Sector Nine right after we secured the bridge and I got the results right before this meeting. It picked up gravitic reactions from at least sixteen vessels on the opposite side of the Reach. Five were heavies.” 




“Sounds like a war looking for a place to start,” Moo said. 




“That’s a task force one four-hour jump from three populated systems, boys and girls. And the only Skywatch vessel standing between them has a name that starts with ‘A.’ That’s the situation, plain and simple.” 




“Any word from command?” Annora asked. 




“I’ve formulated and rejected at least three different strategies for calling home, all of which end with what I’m sure will be us ordered back to base. Then there’s the Barker’s Asteroid situation.” 




“There’s more?” Zony asked, eyes wide. 




“Oh, it gets better and better,” Hunter replied. “The ‘Admiral’ and his gang of cowboys dropped a Sentinel emplacement on the asteroid field side of that deserted rock. That combined with the colonel’s now confirmed minefield gives the former crew of the Dunkerque a way to present the enemy formation with a Hobson’s choice: brave the minefield or get carved up like a roasted turkey by long-range proximity bursts from that gun.”




“We ran the transponders from his monitoring stations,” Annora added. “Those mines are the big boys. He’s got anti-missile, anti-stealth, anti-ship, X-ray, anti-matter and clusterpacks. Every one of them is equipped with a maneuvering ring and at least half the field is cloaked. It would take a squadron of minesweepers a month to fly the length of a football field in that salvage yard.” 




“And Barker’s Asteroid is parked right in the center of it. There’s no way to get at the Sentinel without flying through at least half those mines. Now we could probably clear it with rail casters, but if we open up we’ll draw the attention of both the Sentinel and the enemy task force, so I’ve got a plan.” 




“I figured you might,” Zony said with a grin. 




The display behind Hunter switched to a view of the Rho Theta system. In the center of the display was a formation of nine Skywatch warships, with DSS Fury at their center. 




“It just so happens I’ve got my own task force,” Hunter announced proudly. 




“Perseus, huh?” Moo said. “That’s Jayce Hunter’s outfit, isn’t it?” 




“The same.” Hunter switched the large display back to Gitairn Eight with Argent at the center and the asteroid field at the upper edge.




“With all due respect, sir, isn’t this just the Hunter family doing what we’re about to blame the Admiral for?” Yili asked without looking up. 




“It would be if I had plans to attack. My orders are to get out of this system with the crew of the Dunkerque safe. If that means I have to take the Admiral into custody, then so be it. If I’m about to do Jutland in space, I don’t have the tonnage with Argent solo. But if my darling sister joins my command, we become Strike Fleet Perseus and punch in a much higher weight class.” 




“Argent and Fury with the Perseus battle group can sure bring the lumber, sir. No doubt about that,” Moo said. 




“I’d be happier with more muscle and less finesse, but with our datalink and advanced battlespace controls, we can at least make it a running fight back to Core’s edge if it comes to that. Commander Hunter reports Fury and her battle group will rendezvous with Argent in six hours.” 




“Well, it looks like we’ve planned ahead this time,” Annora said.




“Sir? What is that system upper left on the display?” Zony asked. “It looks like tactical isn’t quite sure how far it is from the enemy contacts.” 




Hunter swiveled in his chair and scanned the screen. “Up there?” 




The lieutenant got out of her chair. Annora and the others watched. “This up here,” she said, pointing at a small planet on the outer edge of the Gitairn companion star’s system. “Isn’t this one of the Raleo system’s planets?” 




“Looks like it but those planets are just volcano-covered wastelands. The Raleo system is brand new in cosmic terms. I recall astrometrics thinks it might have been formed from the remains of the Gitairn nebula. Too young for much,” Doverly replied.




“What’s on your mind, lieutenant?” Hunter asked, his intuitive antenna buzzing.




“Well, sir, I just notice how the minefield, the gun and the enemy ships are all set up right between the Core and the Raleo primary. I mean, the colonel’s story about the big bad enemy fleet coming to kill everybody sounds appropriately scary and all, but if that gun were pointed in our direction and trying to stop us from getting to the Raleo system, it would be a textbook interdiction strategy.” 




“I’ll be a–” Moo said. 




“Don’t have to remind anyone here we’ve got no reason to trust the colonel,” Yili said. “Leaving aside for the moment he put a gun to my head, his story about rigging the ship to blow up turned out to be a hoax.” 




Something dark and ominous tugged at Hunter’s insides. Both versions of events sounded perfectly reasonable, but so far he had been hit with impossible-to-believe revelations about a Skywatch flag officer’s involvement in unsanctioned operations and now the only evidence he had things were as they seemed was the word of a man who had already been demonstrated to be a liar at least once. Then there was the fact Argent had been sabotaged and fired on.




Hunter made the decision and keyed his commlink. “Hunter to bridge.” 




“Bridge, Walls.” 




“Ensign, I want you to listen to me very carefully. Patch me to the pilot’s station nice and easy. Don’t panic and don’t make it look like you’re doing anything unusual. Stay on the channel and tie in CIC and Skywatch.” 




“Aye sir,” Walls replied with an impressively calm tone. “You’re on.” 




“Hunter to pilot, acknowledge.” the Captain said quietly.




“Helm, Lieutenant McInerney.” 




“Status report.” 




“Argent at station keeping per your orders, sir. No navigational hazards reported. CSP maintaining standard perimeter. We are space clear for all flight modes.” 




“Very well, lieutenant. Maneuvering thrusters only. Back us off from Barker’s Asteroid nice and slow. Five meters per second SNS, shields nominal.” 




“Aye, sir. Helm answering. All engines back one percent. Aft velocity now 5 MPS course one eight zero mark zero heading one eight zero relative.” 




“Sir?” Zony asked. Hunter held up a hand as if waiting for something. The lieutenant noticed he was gripping the arm of his chair a little harder than normal. 




“CIC to bridge, something or someone just went active inside the Gitairn spacefield, Sector Ten.” 




“Hunter to Nemesis Eight. Analysis. Quickly.” 




“Compiling, sir. Battlecomp is inconclusive. Navicomp thinks it’s some kind of ILS beacon. Do we have traffic out there?” 




“Negative, Nemesis.”




“ILS Beacon? We’re not active, are we!?” Yili asked with an edge of urgency in her voice. 




“Negative, aside from the ECM we’ve had no active sensors or scanners since we got here,” Annora replied. 




“Then they’re piggybacking a targeting sweep in an ILS harmonic!” 




“Nemesis Eight, give me a position for that contact.” 




“Bearing Zero Two One mark 28 range 0.4 megaclicks and stationary.” 




“Plot it!” Hunter switched the display to pick up the Nemesis tracking telemetry. 




A red dot glowed to life near the asteroid field only one light-minute from Barker’s Asteroid.




“Battlecomp just lit up, sir! Argent is being targeted for range!” The Nemesis Signals Officer shouted and the audio signal spiked, distorting his voice. “Permission to jam the channel!” 




“Blast it! Walls! Full power astern!” 




A painfully bright weapons impact overturned the conference table and all the chairs at once just before the lights flickered then went dark.





Twenty-Four



Ensign Walls cursed through gritted teeth. He meant to secure himself at the conn, but he was doing his best to help the other crew members maintain contact with the elusive sensor readings at the edge of Gitairn Sector Ten. The weapons impact threw him at least twelve feet. He landed flat with a painful grunt and all the air was driven from his lungs.




The Officer of the Watch reached way down and somehow found the strength to keep from passing out. His hearing cleared gradually, and the reddish glow of the battle alert had replaced the soothing lights of the spacious Argent bridge with a storm of sound and urgency. He climbed to his feet with the help of the center chair. 




“Emergency power to forward battle screens! Stand by your main batteries!” 




At his command, power surged from the battleship’s sprawling reactor assembly like adrenaline through a leviathan’s heartbeat. The forward screens magnified their power output. The glow obscured the unrepaired damage from the previous missile attack. 




“Helm, reverse your turn, course One Six Five Mark Ten! Tactical, energize starboard armor! Energize rail casters Three and Four! Stand by for a firing solution!” 




A girl barely old enough to legally sign her own name piped up from the tactical console. “Enemy contact Kilo X-Ray Two now tracking starboard bearing Three Three Five range zero point four. CIC and battlecomp report a bearings match and waveform lock!”




Walls turned to the forward display with a feral glare. “Snapshot casters one and two! Echelon second battery and overlay main power cycle for a full barrage!”




Argent continued her reversing maneuver. Her main batteries came to life and turned gradually to engage the enemy starship like the heads of gargantuan mythical serpents.




The searing fury that followed would have bleached the Gitairn star  had it still existed. 40-foot-wide lances of incredible disruptive energy exploded into the distance. Just over a second later, both speared the darkness just aft of another enemy cruiser, on for range but wide right. The enemy ship immediately returned fire. 




The Argent bridge heaved with the force of multi-megaton explosions against her forward battle screens. Space beyond the vessel’s leading edge burned with uncontainable white-hot energy for a few moments. Then all that was visible were afterimages of the secondary disruptions. 




“Snapshot three!” 




Another angry beam flashed through space. Another clean miss. This time on for deflection but high. The shot burned just over the cruiser’s bridge. The smaller vessel began to veer off and fired again, this time with all four of its considerably smaller energy batteries. 




Again Argent bucked. Impact patterns rolled across her nose and began to bleed across to her starboard edge. The bridge crew held tightly to their shock harnesses as they were blasted back and then thrown forward by the inertial compensators. 




“Magnification lock! Waveform now 15% over amplitude!” 




“Overlay auxiliary power cycle and stand by to echelon casters five and six! Report reloads on casters one and two!” Walls was barely seated. His posture suggested a man about to start a footrace from a seated position. 




“Casters one and two charging. Ready to fire in twelve seconds!” 




“Snapshot four!” 




Argent’s rail caster four glowed menacingly. The energy increased until the light from inside its 200-foot magnetically-energized chamber grew to blazing intensity in less than a second. Another colossal beam of disruptive energy sliced into the distance–




–And slammed into the port-side engine section of the enemy cruiser. The smaller ship’s shields screamed against the power overloads, flickered weakly and then collapsed. The vessel drifted to starboard and began to yaw into her turn.




“Got ‘em sir! Direct hit aft! Battlecomp reports enemy vessel’s port-side shields have collapsed!”




Walls crushed an imaginary object in his fist and rose from the center chair. “Hold that range and deflection! Snapshot five!” 




Argent’s fifth shot pulverized the cruiser’s armor amidships. Secondary explosions shook the vessel’s interior and flashes of fire became visible through the seams being blown in her hull. She doggedly returned fire. This time two of her beams skipped high while the other two crashed into Argent’s starboard battle screen. Arcing electrical energy snaked across the mighty ship’s defenses but once again, the screens held. 




There was a glimpse of victory. Then a bone-chilling flash obscured Barker’s Asteroid momentarily. Argent’s bridge crew had only seconds for realization to dawn:  the time it took for the hammer of the gods to traverse just over a million miles and slam into Argent’s forward screens.




It was as if the entire ship had been thrown against the ground. One moment, Ensign Walls was preparing for the first mission kill of his career and the next he was yanked off his feet and launched across Argent’s bridge.




Someone was shouting into a commlink. “Emergency medical team to the bridge! Watch Officer has been injured!” Suddenly all of the intraship channels had come to life. Voices began overlapping and shouting trying to be heard. The bridge crew hesitated, unsure what to do in the absence of a commanding voice.




The girl at tactical shouted over the din. “Lieutenant! Ensign Walls is hurt! You have to take command!”




“Negative! Get on the MC and raise the Captain or the XO!” McInerney fought her controls, trying to keep the gigantic ship on her bearings. 




“Lieutenant–!” 




McInerney whirled, her eyes afire. “As you were, Petty Officer! It’s against regulations for a pilot to assume command, even in an emergency! Now follow my order! Get on the MC and get a command officer up here now!"




The girl at tactical looked frightened, but she followed the pilot’s order. “Captain or XO to the bridge! Captain or XO to the bridge! Emergency! We–” Her voice trailed off, as if she weren’t quite sure what to say next. 




Two other bridge crew members had unhooked their shock harnesses and went to Ensign Walls’ side. He was still unconscious. His face was bruised and at least one large gash was visible down the side of his face.




Another impact from the cruiser’s guns shook the bridge, knocking the two unsecured crew members against the backs of their chairs. 




A voice came over the engineering channel. “We’re losing the starboard generators! Something’s got to be done about that ship out there or we’re going to be down and vulnerable on our right edge!” 




Commander Annora Doverly rushed through the Deck One access hatch right behind the emergency medical team. The group of medics went to Walls while Doverly took the center chair. 




“Report.” 




“We have two enemy targets ma’am. Kilo X-Ray Two is on the board and bearing three four one at a range of point five. We’ve also been engaged by a ground emplacement on Barker’s Asteroid. CIC can’t provide us with any targeting information on the big gun.” 




“Got to hand it to Walls,” Annora said. “He would have made a fine pirate if he were given enough cannon. Doverly to Skywatch, patch me through to CSW.” 




“Affirmative, Commander. You’re on.” 




“Hatch?” 




“Standing by, ma’am.” 




“Report status of alert space patrol Gitarin Ten.” 




“Archangel Zero on station and awaiting orders, ma’am.” 




“Synchronize CIC and patch confirm orders from Force Commander. Vector three four one and engage Kilo X-Ray Two. Your signal is Tango. Alpha-Zero is weapons free. Sink the target.” 




Hatch almost snarled his reply. “Yes ma’am.” 




Somewhere between Argent and the enemy cruiser, the 22 Wildcat fighters of Archangel Squadron banked in a perfect triple-gyro diamond formation, energized their drive fields and accelerated to 300 km/s.  The calm voice of Flight Leader Lieutenant Zack “Full Keg” Roscoe sounded in their headsets.




“Avenger Wings, this is Archangel Zero. Close and overload anti-proton energy guns and stand by to engage in flight order.” 




“Affirmative Alpha-Zero.” 




Archangel Squadron expanded its formation into tight groups of four fighters each, with each diamond “set” rotating their positions on the vertical axis as they maneuvered into firing lanes. The two lead fighters flipped on their spotting transmitters.




“Engage Triple-S and accelerate to attack speed!”




Twenty-two lethal fighters rocketed forward, approaching speeds of nearly 400 kilometers a second. All pilots engaged their full spectrum combat telemetry systems and activated their sight-sound environments. 




Immediately every fighter’s onboard computers added sound, temperature, air pressure, tactile and olfactory stimuli to the battlespace, or at least that’s what the pilots thought. Their tac-suits were responsible for the sensory inputs and the subtle changes in the air filtration. The pilot’s brains interpreted all the new information as if they were riding Harley-Davidson motorcycles across Omaha Beach during Operation Overlord. 




The sight-sound system gave Wildcat and Yellowjacket pilots dramatically increased capabilities in space combat, as it allowed their minds to gather information on the battlespace on multiple levels simultaneously instead of trying to synthesize only visual information from their instruments and occasional spoken instructions from their flight leader. Explosions were heard and felt. Fires had scent and heat. The approach of enemy vessels and missiles were often heard before they were seen. Space was given an atmosphere and the roar of wind. There was even taste added to some of the scents. 




Pilots utilizing what came to be known as “Triple-S” during initial combat performance tests swept instruments-only squadrons from space with almost comedic consistency. The analysis of their performance was crystal clear. Human beings, provided with the ability to fully utilize their reflexes, intuition and subconscious thought processes performed at a much higher level than those forced to interpret machine readouts.  They utilized energy better, had better physiological reactions and put far less stress on their ships’ environmental and emergency life support systems. Ultimately it came down to numbers. Pound for pound, a Triple-S-equipped fighter was as effective in engagements as three equivalent fighters not so equipped.




No technology in fleet history had been rushed on to the battlefield faster.




Twelve seconds later, the Archangels came screaming through the enemy cruiser’s defensive perimeter on wildly divergent attack vectors.




A pitched howl came over the battlenet as Roscoe’s lead Wildcat strafed the cruiser’s communications arrays. The little ship’s AP guns frantically poured anti-proton destruction across the larger ship’s hull. A line of explosions followed by secondaries ripped and thundered, throwing debris and ablative hull plating in all directions as Alpha-Zero peeled away.




When the rest of the squadron opened fire, the results were not unlike two dozen angry mongooses savaging a disoriented hog.




Weapons fire from the relatively tiny craft flashed and strobed from every direction. The cruiser’s point defense returned fire as best it could, but Wildcat fighters were notoriously difficult to track at such close ranges. Orange impact bursts, debris and blasts of venting atmosphere appeared in locations all over the cruiser’s hull. 




Moments later, Commander Annora Doverly, Executive Officer of the battleship DSS Argent, unleashed the full power of the fleet’s precision synchronized battle data network. With the enemy cruiser now engaged with the growling and swirling furball of angry little fighters, it left their mothership free to resume the iron-heavy body blows. 




“Reconfirm range to target and re-establish waveform lock on previous bearings.” 




“Affirmative, Kilo X-Ray Two bearings match. Waveform lock confirmed,” the petty officer at tactical replied. Her voice sounded far more confident now that there was someone in charge. 




“Snapshot six!” 




Rail caster six glowed to life and then unleashed another immense bolt of destructive power across the dark expanse of space. The datanet made sure fire control was timed to tolerances of a thousandth of a second in order to avoid hitting any of Archangel squadron’s fighters. The shot detonated against the enemy cruiser’s port side hull just aft of her bridge. It was the space combat equivalent of hitting an unprotected opponent’s neck with a wide swing of a headsman’s axe. The explosion shook the damaged vessel like a crash dummy being ejected through a windshield. 




“Skywatch, this is Force Command. Message to Commander, Paladin Strike Force on Flight Three. Launch all spacecraft. I say again. Launch all spacecraft. Vector rally point Gold and stand by for target instructions.” 




“Yes, ma’am. Highlanders are in the air.”




“Very well. Monitor Archangel Zero and report status at first opportunity. Signals, get me Nemesis Eight on scrambled frequency.” 




The rest of the bridge crew exhaled in awe as they watched the Argent First Officer do her deadly work. She had already launched enough firepower to level a small city in a matter of minutes, and everyone aboard knew there were yet more squadrons buzzing on Argent’s other two flight decks just waiting for the young doctor’s nod. Watching a refined young woman sipping tea between opening the cages of rabid, hunger-crazed wolves to chase fleeing robbers would have been less unusual-looking.




“I have Nemesis Eight on scrambled channel J-9.” 




“Very well. Nemesis, can you give me an estimate on the cycle time for the Sentinel?” Doverly asked. 




“It all depends on their power systems, ma’am. We’re not reading any reactor signatures from anywhere inside that asteroid field. If they’re running on batteries or planet-side portables that may have been their only shot for a while.” 




“Understood. Any change in readings you raise me directly on my headset, clear?” 




“Acknowledged, Force Commander.” 




“Bridge to engineering. Get me a damage report as soon as possible. Report readiness to Tactical station.” Annora keyed her mic silent. “What is the ensign’s condition?” 




“He’s stabilized, ma’am. Request permission to evacuate him to sickbay.” 




“Granted. I’ll be down in a few minutes. I suspect our medical staff has their hands full with a most difficult patient right now. Get Lieutenant Austin from astrometrics up here on the double. I need someone to mind the store for a few minutes.” 





Twenty-Five



“I’m walking out that door.” 




“Sir, I have orders to–” 




“I know all about your orders! My ship is under attack! Now you either get someone in here with my clothes or so help me I will walk on to the bridge and assume command of this ship wearing nothing but a surgical glove!” 




The enlisted medical staff peered out from laboratory storage. To them, a Captain might as well have been an emperor wearing golden armor and riding a dragon through the halls. They were used to reporting to buck petty officers and the occasional ensign.  Having him roaring and spitting fire in their trauma unit was most unsettling, especially when he started barking threats to have them all busted down to mudrollers and assigned to the bowling alley.




Colonel Moody managed to twist himself far enough to one side to see what was going on. It was a painful move, but the voice of reason had to be heard. “Hey Cap? I don’t think the doc was kidding when she said–” 




Hunter threw himself back against his pillows. “Whose brilliant idea was it to give the XO and Chief Medical Officer jobs to the same person?” 




“Yours,” Doctor Doverly said as she strode into sickbay. “Are you still huffing and puffing?” 




“Don’t you start with that ‘huffing and puffing’ thing again. You get me crutches, a bed with wheels or three sturdy crewmen and get me back on the bridge of this ship or by all that is good and right in this world, I’ll–!” 




“Acknowledged, Skipper! I’m sorry, but you’ve been overruled,” Commander Doverly replied, checking the Captain’s charts. 




“By whom and under what authority?” Hunter roared. 




“By the Chief Medical Officer of DSS Argent,” she replied calmly. 




“And that gives her the authority,” Moo said, wincing as the metabolic stimulators on his broken wrist lowered the temperature around his hand in preparation for another treatment. 




Doverly took out a portable medical scanner and re-examined the contusion on the side of the Captain’s head. “You’ve had a concussion, Jason. That and you’ve got a broken ankle and two broken fingers. I can mend the easy stuff, but if that concussion isn’t evaluated properly it could be very dangerous for both you and the ship.” 




“Austin to XO.” 




Doverly keyed her headset mic. “Go ahead, lieutenant.” 




“I have assumed command on the bridge as Acting Officer of the Watch. Target Kilo X-Ray One is burning in space.” 




“Very well, signal Archangel Zero to return to CSP pattern and stand by for further orders. Doverly out.” 




“You and your combat space patrol,” Hunter sighed. Annora smiled. A moment later, the emergency medical team brought Ensign Walls in to the trauma unit and placed him in one of the life sustainer units.




“Is Walls going to be alright?” Hunter asked. Doverly looked over at the ensign’s LS unit and verified he had been secured properly. 




“I think so. He’s got a lot of injuries from the last attack. I think he got a little overzealous stalking around the bridge during his moment as Admiral Nelson directing his gunnery. I have to say, he scored some points. He just has to remember to fasten his seat belt before he starts flying teeth-first into enemy weapons fire.” 




“What happened to him?” Moo asked. Then he groaned as the stasis units nearly froze both of his feet. 




“Same thing that happened to us,” Doverly replied. “He tried to knock Argent over and the ship won.” 




“Am I going to be like this for long, Annora?” Zony whined. She stood in the doorway to the trauma unit with her arm in a sling and a bandage around her head. “I can’t run transmitters properly pecking around with one finger!” 




“Well don’t you look like a forlorn little orphan!” Doverly exclaimed. Zony stuck her lower lip out. “No reason to be sad, lieutenant. You’ll be good as new in a couple of days. Where is Yili? Wasn’t she with you?”




“She grabbed an oxygen injector and a stim scanner and said she was going back to engineering. Said she was worried they would mess up damage control on the energy systems after all the re-routing she did.” 




“I’m telling you, trying to keep all of you under control and properly treated is like trying to corral two litters of six-week-old puppies!” Annora exclaimed. “Zony, you need to be off your feet for the next six hours.” 




“I have to get back to the bridge, Doctor! Austin can’t run the whole ship by himself!” 




“Bed Five. Now. That’s an order, lieutenant.” Doverly’s voice had that combination of motherly certainty and command tone that told the Argent Signals Officer she wasn’t kidding. Zony sighed. 




“Fine.” She slouched over to the LS unit and plopped herself down, staring at the ceiling with a pouting look on her face.




“How are you doing, colonel?”




“Don’t ask,” he replied. “These machines you’ve got me hooked up to make me feel like I’m living in a delicatessen refrigerator.” 




“Well, at least you won’t be wandering off.” The doctor met the Captain’s gaze. “Another word out of you and I’ll pump you so full of sedatives you’ll forget your name.” 




Hunter made a face then collapsed on his pillows again. 




“Janice, you can tell the orderlies to stop hiding in the lab now,” Doverly said to one of the nurses still working on Ensign Walls’ LS unit. “I have to go find our engineer before she falls and breaks something else,” She handed her blaster to the nurse. “Set this on stun. If any of these delinquents tries to leave sickbay, shoot them.” 





Twenty-Six



“There’s no way this many things can go this wrong this quickly,” Commander Jayce Hunter grumbled.




She strode quickly through the nearly empty corridors of Survey Station Nineteen, located at the extreme “western” edge of the Gitairn asteroid field. Her battle group was only a few hours out from its rendezvous with her brother’s battleship, but the readings from one of her group’s frigates left her with no option but to stop and confirm the data. With her was her XO, Lieutenant Commander Tom Huggins, and several lower-ranking signals analysis officers representing some of her escort ships. 




“We’ve never seen cloak warnings like this. It’s almost like they’re using some kind of technology we haven’t seen yet. We’re still getting gravitics from the main body reported by our probes, but if the Ajax is right–” 




“Tom, if the Ajax is right, we’re about to jump into the biggest open space battle since the Praetorian Campaign. Amy, did you correlate the readings with signals and astrometrics?” 




“Yes, ma’am,” Lieutenant Sutherland replied. “I have all the readings in this portable unit. I need about fifteen minutes with the station’s tracking logs to confirm. If we’re right, we can track the last known positions of the unusual readings and be ready when the cloaked formation makes its move.” 




“Outstanding,” Jayce replied as her team rounded the corner. Two marines were guarding the door to the astrometrics records storage. “Open the door, corporal,” she said impatiently. 




“I’m sorry, ma’am, access to records storage must be authorized by the station commander.” 




Commander Huggins interrupted. “We already checked. The best we could come up with was the approach officer. Apparently there’s nobody in charge out here except a couple of accountants and a guy with a flashlight.” 




“Corporal?” Hunter’s expression made it clear she wasn’t in much of a mood for litigation. 




“Ma’am, I’m sorry but I have my orders.” 




“Corporal, can you identify my rank insignia?” The Fury Skipper borrowed Lieutenant Sutherland’s tablet device and started looking up the emergency regulations.




“Yes ma’am.” 




“And what rank is that, marine?” 




“You wear the insignia of a Skywatch Commander, ma’am.” 




“And the opposite device?” 




The corporal hesitated. Tom gave him two extra moments and then cut in. “That’s the badge of a Task Force Commander, corporal.” 




The marine swallowed, trying to emphasize his regulation-perfect attention posture. Somewhere in his adrenaline-hazy memory he recalled the qualifications for that particularly rare designation. The star-spangled gold insignia would be hard to find on a command officer two ranks higher. Nevertheless, here she was. Judging by the numerous tightly-packed pips, there were at least nine ships including two ships of the line under her flag. The difference in firepower between a marine sentry armed with a blaster rifle and this slender young woman was roughly the difference between an underfed earthworm and an angry Bengal tiger.




“How many rank insignia is that, marine?” Hunter asked, still scrolling through the regulations on her tablet. 




“Three, ma’am.” 




Hunter stepped forward until she was nose-to-chin with the taller marine. “That’s right. That means I’m so close to being a captain I can smell that fourth insignia. Now you either open that lab and let my people in there or I’ll snap you back so hard your hair will change color. Do you read me, marine?” 




Her voice had that tone particular to officers with experience leading thousands of men and women in battle. The sentry marine correctly recognized his authority, whatever its justification, was not going to successfully compare. He could only imagine the cosmic levels of hell someone roughly six hundred ranks higher could rain down on his life. The images of ten-foot-tall admirals and courts-martial crawled out of his blackest fears before he finally decided to favor discretion over valor. It was one thing to bravely charge the enemy. It was another to choose to die on a hill targeted by an entire artillery division with nothing but a time card punched by a junior lieutenant for protection.




Jayce watched impatiently as her signals specialists unpacked their gear in the records lab. Commander Huggins stood nearby. 




“Last thing I need today is a lengthy debate with some rifle-lugging grunt over who is allowed where,” Hunter muttered. “After this is over I’ll tow this entire station back to Core Ten and drop it in a box.” 




“When we find out who abandoned their post out here I think you’ll have a hide to go with that tow job,” Huggins replied. 




“Hunter to Fury, report all contacts.” 




“Fury, Mallory in CIC, ma’am. No contacts except King One. Bearings unchanged.” 




“Very well. We’re in the records lab. We should have some answers shortly. Stand by.” 




“Affirmative, Skipper. Standing by.” 




“Hunter to Echo.” 




“Hi Jayce! Isn’t this station the coolest?!” 




Tom smiled. Commander Hunter’s self-built team of miniature robots all had the personalities of children between the ages of about four and seven. Despite the fact none of them were larger than a gallon bottle of milk, as a group they were a surprisingly effective outfit, capable of acting on their own up to a point. Echo was their combination early warning alarm and medical unit.




“Yeah, it’s pretty neat. Are Rebel and Butterfly with you?” 




“Uh huh! Do you wanna talk to them?” 




“Not right now. Keep me advised. If you get any weird readings, you make sure to tell Rebel and Butterfly first and then tell me, okay?” 




“Okay Jayce! See ya!” 




Sutherland and the other officers were well into their work by now.




“Do you always bring your robots with you on landing missions, ma’am?” Amy asked. 




“She certainly does, lieutenant.” Tom was examining a large map of Gitairn space behind the records consoles. “I’ll never get over Fleet Officers who ask why you travel with a group of remote controlled toy cars and aircraft,” he said. “Always a source of entertainment when we drop in at Scary’s.”




“I’ve been dealing with raised eyebrows since cybernetics school,” Hunter replied. “High ranking officers have a bad habit of not checking the records before they start barking at us.” 




“I learned my lesson in a hurry,” Tom said. “After I found out both Rebel and Wave had been nominated for valor awards and that Echo has an Indian Forks campaign ribbon I’ve been earning a fortune making odds on the next admiral to step in it.” 




“Ma’am?” 




The Task Force Perseus Officers gathered around Sutherland’s console. She had called up the historical records gathered by the many sensors and scanners Station Nineteen had been operating continuously for many weeks. 




“There,” Tom said, pointing at a spike in the electromagnetic signatures at system’s edge. “Those are the same readings we got from Ajax.” 




“And right here are the readings that confirm it,” Jayce added. “Those anomalous datasets are following a lateral line. Station Nineteen has been tracking them for over a month. There aren’t sixteen ships out there. There’s more like forty ships, and some of those power plants are our designs.” 




“Why would Skywatch ships be cloaked on the far edge of Gitairn? We don’t have any bases or spacelanes this far out,” Tom said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say that’s a–” 




Hunter keyed her commlink. “Fury, this is Hunter. Bring fleet up on the Z-pack and patch it to my personal designator.” 




“Affirmative, Commander, you’re on.” 




“Hunter to fleet. Set emergency condition three. Stand by battle stations.” As the acknowledgments poured in, Hunter switched channels. “Mallory, re-plot our course to rendezvous with Argent and prepare for departure.” 




“What’s on your mind, Skipper?” 




“That’s an interdiction formation, and they’re not prepping a defense. That fleet is massing for an attack on someone or something, and I’m betting it’s populated Core worlds. Skywatch would have to muster our entire strength on this side of Boomtown to match that kind of firepower.” 




“How could they keep this off everyone’s radar this long?” Tom asked. 




“Unknown, but I can guarantee you we’re going to pull the really loud fire alarm in the hall in about twenty minutes.” 





Twenty-Seven



Echo rolled about in the station cafeteria and then down the long corridor. All her short range scanners and sensors were on maximum gain, looking for anything unusual on the virtually abandoned station.  There was a brief moment of excitement when she came across a maintenance crew member doing inventory on cleaning supplies, but he was wearing a proper fleet ID badge, so she said hello and moved on. 




The little vehicle’s onboard sensor suite had an audio component which continued beeping softly as she traveled from place to place. If those watching didn’t know better, they would think she was a toy ambulance or truck of some kind. Until they heard the beeping and the sing-songy humming. She sounded like a girl of about five dressing up her stuffed animals for a pretend tea party. 




What made Echo particularly dangerous to potential enemies was the fact she was patched in to the Task Force command net, and had the same authority as Commander Hunter to sound general alerts, activate the threat board, engage security protocols and so forth. On more than one occasion, Echo had been the difference between a prepared crew and a lot of casualties.




She had been engaged in a long-running conversation with Butterfly about whether pink or yellow was a prettier color, and just for fun, she had kept her audio patch open so anyone nearby could hear both sides of the discussion. 




Those sounds were just confusing enough that Echo saw the intruders before they saw her. There were five of them. They were heavily armed and they had no identifying signals of any kind. In fact, Echo’s on-board radar tried to ping their location for range and got no signal back.




There was a brief, soundless moment as the little vehicle looked up at the darkly dressed humanoids and they looked back at her. 




And then all hell broke loose. 




“Emergency! Emergency! Intruders! Requesting assistance! SOS! Survey Station Nineteen deck six! Mayday! Mayday! Sound the alarm! The British are coming!”




Echo lit up like a pachinko machine. Her strobes, spinning lights, flashers, power-loss lights, threat indicators, targeting lasers and tiny little red light bars went into full operation. She looked like the ground floor of a casino on wheels. 




“Red Alert! Battle stations! Code Three! Abandon ship! Evacuate! Keep your hands and arms inside the vehicle! Man overboard!” 




As the torrent of high-pitched panicked noise poured from the little vehicle, she peeled backwards with a startling rate of acceleration, turned sharply and roared back down the corridor at an unsettling speed. After a few more seconds, a full power ambulance siren went off and mixed with her chattering alerts. The most annoying car alarm ever invented would have literally deflated if put up against the storm of sound Echo produced. Her voice was audible all the way up and down the curved corridor, reflecting off the metal surfaces and making it sound like she was running into a canyon. She definitely lived up to her namesake. 




Two of the unidentified intruders gave chase, only to find another vehicle parked right in the center of the corridor and blocking their path. This one looked like a camouflaged gas can on tank tracks. It was pointing a non-trivial-looking gun of some kind at them. 




“Identify yourself!” it shouted. The voice was that of about a seven-year-old boy trying to start an after-school fight. “You better listen ‘cause Echo already said you were intruders!” 




One of the men made the mistake of pointing a weapon at Rebel. His first shot ricocheted off of the tiny tank’s shields. The little armored unit returned fire. The painfully bright blast tore a six-foot gash in the ceiling fixtures. Ripped and blasted metal clanged on the floor. Sparks rained down as the corridor lights flashed and strobed, then went out. 




The two intruders fired wildly in Rebel’s direction and quickly retreated. The little tank gave chase. It was basically an iguana pursuing racehorses, but Rebel did his best. 




“Butterfly! Butterfly! Where are you?!” 




A small helicopter fluttered into the corridor just as Echo screamed past, lights still flashing brightly enough to illuminate the corridor for ten feet in all directions. 




“Where did you go?” Butterfly said softly, pivoting around and flying back into the medical lab just as Echo came roaring back out.




“Butterfly! Where are you?!” Echo skidded out the door, swerved and continued down the hall, shouting for her friend, sirens blaring.




“I’m here, Echo! I’m here!” 




Finally after a couple more near-misses, the two little craft found each other. 




“Butterfly! We have to tell Acey! There’s intruders! And they’re wearing all black clothes! And they have guns! And they’re not supposed to be here because Acey said nobody except people with fleet IDs are supposed to be on the station, and we gotta–” If Echo weren’t built on wheels she would have been jumping up and down while shouting.




“Echo! I can’t understand you when you talk so fast! Do you remember the code for Acey’s designator?” 




“Uh huh!” Echo sounded like she had just run the length of a football field. 




“Okay, then can’t we use that code to call her for help?” 




“Uh huh!” 




“Okay, then why don’t we do that? She can help us!” 




“Okay!” Echo was operating on a completely different energy and panic level than Butterfly was. The little helicopter was far less excitable but was also far more likely to fly somewhere and hide rather than get involved in the action. 




“Acey! Acey! It’s Echo! Remember when you said to call you for help when there was trouble?” 




It would later be viewed as fortunate that Echo had engaged the fleet-wide emergency channel. Her transmissions sounded in the pickups of nine signals officers and the entire landing party at once. 




“Echo, this is Acey. Go ahead.” 




“Intruders on Deck Six! Rebel shot them! And I sounded all my alarms! Even the really loud ones! And then Butterfly said we should call you, and–” 




“Okay, Echo. Calm down. You did fine. We received your alert,” Hunter said reassuringly. 




“Then everything’s okay?” Echo asked. “Are you okay? Do you need help? Butterfly and me will come help you if you need help!” 




“No, Echo. We’re fine. Go to alert condition four, can you do that for me?” 




“Okay!” 




“Then what I need you to do right now is monitor the intership and tell me if any of our signals officers calls. Can you and Butterfly do that for me together?” 




“Okay! We’ll tell you if anyone calls!” 




“Affirmative, Echo. Hunter out.” 




The other officers stared at their Skipper. They had never heard someone reassure a robot before. 




“She gets... excited,” Hunter said. “Tom, raise the Exeter and use her command codes to transmit Echo’s tactical data. I want a marine shock platoon with Echo’s targets down here in sixty seconds.” 




A small metal object rolled into the records lab. 




“Grenade!” Commander Huggins grabbed Hunter and dove towards the mainframe cage. 




A violent explosion shook the entire deck!





Twenty-Eight



“Jason, I’m being serious here. You took a hard crack to the head. I want you to take it easy. I know how you get when you get wound up.” 




Captain Hunter knew that look. Annora Doverly was a doctor first and an Executive Officer second. If she weren’t here doing her duty she would be running a small pediatric practice in a farming village somewhere and giving away toys and candy to her patients. 




“Promise me,” she said, her eyes sincere. 




“I promise, doctor.” Hunter winked.  “I’ll keep it tamped down to a medium-sized dinosaur fight.” His grin and infectious confidence made it very hard to doubt him.




“I suppose that’s the best I can hope for under the circumstances.” 




Hunter and Doverly walked on to the bridge while the Captain read the status report. “So the Highlanders are launched and standing by?” 




“Affirmative. Hatch’s recommendation was the correct one. Both Wildcat squadrons are on CSP. I have a Yellowjacket strike force standing by off Flight One and a T-Hawk strike force standing by off Flight Two. Both are on a 15 minute ready alert. I’m going to leave the ground forces loadouts to the colonel, but we’ll have plenty of firepower in the air when they hit dirt.” 




“The new rail casters did well, I’m told,” Jason muttered, scrolling through the damage reports. 




“They pack quite a punch in their energy configurations. Yili tells me the projectiles are even more effective at shorter ranges,” Annora replied as she manned the XO station. “I practically had to have her restrained in sickbay. She’ll be back on her feet about the time Zony and Moo have recovered. If she doesn’t sneak out a ventilation duct first.” 




Hunter sat in the center chair and finished up the report, looking for anything unusual enough to change his plans. Satisfied he knew what he needed to know for now, he stowed the tablet and sighed, examining the tactical track displayed on the Argent’s main screen for any new information. 




“We’re here, they’re there. Nothing has changed in the last ten minutes?” 




“Negative, sir,” Pilot McInerney replied. “Although Nemesis Eight reports there are readings indicating another spotter ship has apparently relieved Kilo X-Ray Two while they recover their boats.” 




“But we were right,” Doverly interrupted. “That Sentinel gun on Barker’s Asteroid took a shot at us. It was only one shot, but it was enough to almost collapse our starboard point battle screen. We’re working on the theory they don’t have a full power structure down there yet, but I wouldn’t be at all surprised if that’s what they’re buying time for. Once that thing is fully operational it can lob rounds at us for days before we can fight our way through that minefield to stop it.” 




Hunter swiveled in his chair. “Tell me if I’m wrong, doctor, but can’t a Nemesis and a couple of Paladins lash up and work as a minesweeper?” 




Annora took her headset off and placed it back on the console. “It wouldn’t be the first time that’s been tried with a battleship squadron, but it’s dangerous. If a skirmisher suddenly pops up in that field with the transponder matrix, they can run and gun the mine team to pieces before they get out of the hot zone.” 




“I bet Zony could beat that strategy,” Hunter replied. “Just having the friendly transponders for the minefield doesn’t give them total protection from a false positive.” 




“Agreed, but you’re not reckless enough to fly your Signals Officer into that junkyard, Captain. It sounds like a great way to pull off an epic riposte, but one thing goes wrong and your plan literally goes up like a breached fusion bottle.”




Hunter frowned at the tactical display. “Alright, what if we brute force it? Three waves of proximity warheads, maximum spreads. Blow the whole thing to slag?” 




“The minute we open up, that fleet will walk over here and button us up like an overstarched dry cleaning order.” 




“With all due respect, ma’am, why haven’t they done that yet?” McInerney asked from the helm. “What are they waiting for?” 




“No reason to risk the hardware yet,” Hunter replied. “The longer this standoff continues, the more time they have to energize that gun. Once they have that, they’ve got a nearly impregnable interdiction zone. Anything that tries to breach the minefield gets carved up by the Sentinel. Everything on the Raleo side of the gun becomes their base of operations. They can launch strikes against every Core system within a light year and always have a safe place to run if things get hairy.”




“They’ll hit the jump gate first,” Annora added. “Once that’s secured, they’ve got every tactical advantage and a way to close up everything coming to stop them.” 




“Why can’t we just go around, sir?” Lieutenant Rollins piped up. Can’t we just drop the Z-axis and fly under it?” 




“Yes, Lieutenant. Every young Skywatch officer comes up with the same genius plan at some point in their career,” Annora replied with a smile. 




“But all those plans presume your enemy will continue to operate in two dimensions while you operate in three. It sounds good in a classroom, but in practice, by the time you realize your brilliant plan nobody else ever thought of didn’t work, you’re floating home,” Hunter concluded, looking over at Rollins with a reassuring expression. “That gun can fire in any direction we can fly, and we can’t leave it here for the next ship to discover suddenly. The challenge here is getting to Barker’s Asteroid without tipping off the fleet we’re sweeping out their mines and without putting our sweepers at risk of being picked off by skirmishers.”




“That’s the puzzle, alright,” Annora replied. “And the clock is ticking on that Sentinel.” 




“Sir, we’re being hailed by Nemesis Eight,” the acting Signals Officer reported. 




“Put them on speakers.” The channel clicked over. “Argent, Hunter here.” 




“Sir, we have a reactor signature pattern match on the new contact near the location of Kilo X-Ray Two designated Mockingbird Eight Zero. You left standing orders to report on any registry matches.” 




“What’s she look like?” 




“It’s the Dunkerque sir.” 




Hunter raised his eyebrows. “The Admiral’s ship? How certain are you?” 




“Five decimal places. She’s running a first-generation fusion/fission combination power design with the old gas-operated valves. Makes more spectrometry noise than a busted chainsaw.” 




Hunter turned to Annora with a wide-eyed look of discovery, astonishment and certainty on his face. 




“What.” 




“You know what that ship has that we don’t?” Hunter asked with a sly grin. 




Annora realized it moments later. 




“A mine-friendly transponder.” 




Hunter pointed at the Doctor and made a fist. “Rollins, you have the conn. Doctor, you’re with me.” The Captain and XO strode off the bridge. 




“Where to?” 




“Sickbay. Zony is about to win this war and we’re going to do it while eating a sandwich.” 





Twenty-Nine



“Exeter to landing party, come in.” 




The bridge crew of the heaviest destroyer in the Perseus Task Force formation looked at each other with stark eyes as they waited for a response. Their signals officer keyed the intership again. 




“Exeter to landing party. Commander Hunter, come in please.” 




“They’re not answering. Something’s wrong. First we got that fleetwide from Echo, and then nothing,” Lieutenant Hawkins urged. “We need to raise the Fury and investigate.” 




“What we need to do, Lieutenant, is follow protocol. Force Command has us at Emergency Condition Three, which puts Fury’s Skipper in charge of any further action. Our job is to wait for orders,” Third Officer Pierce replied. “If we start going off on our own all that’s going to do is make us start bumping in to one another and cause confusion.”




“Echo reported intruders!” 




“That robot would sound general quarters if a small dog walked into the mess hall and stole a piece of bacon,” Petty Officer Grant replied, causing a couple members of the bridge crew to crack smiles. “It probably saw someone sweeping up and thought they were trying to take over the quadrant.”




“You’re hilarious, Petty Officer. Check your regs. Perseus has Echo authorized to issue alerts by order of the Commander herself.” 




“But Echo didn’t issue an alert, Lieutenant,” Pierce replied with a sigh. “It reported intruders to the landing party, which is probably trying to figure out if we’re about to send three million tons of starships after two guys and a mop.” 




“Then why doesn’t the landing party answer?” 




“The Skipper is probably getting ready to board us and deliver a swift kick to somebody’s backside for chatter on the emergency channel. The only officer authorized to speak for Task Force Perseus right now is the Force Commander on the bridge of DSS Fury. Our job is to keep our mouths shut and stop dreaming up phantom threats so when the time does come, we’ll be ready.”




“Sir–” 




“That will be all, Lieutenant.” The look on Pierce’s face told Hawkins the matter was closed as far as the bridge crew was concerned. 




“Aye, sir,” she said as professionally as she could before turning and stalking off the bridge. 




The Exeter was officially designated a “War Destroyer.” She was a Thunderbird-class hull with heavier armor, short-range weaponry and, most importantly, most of the Task Force’s marine strength in the form of a full company of shock troops. The Exeter was the only ship under Hunter’s flag capable of launching additional warships into action. She had a small but capable flight deck with four tough little assault transports on a rotating 30 minute alert. 




The reality of the situation in Skywatch was that fleet followed the book, almost to a fault. Pierce couldn’t be blamed for following orders, but there were times when a leader needed to go with intuition instead of waiting for signatures from three flag officers and a legislative resolution. Hawkins believed this was one of those times. She knew most of the Perseus crews tolerated Echo and Jayce’s robot hobby to a point, but she also knew they didn’t ascribe much credibility to the excitable little vehicles and their child-like personalities.




Then again, there were only a handful of people in the Task Force who had ever seen Hunter’s bots in any kind of real action. Hawkins was one of them, and she knew there was another currently supervising deployment drills with First Marines on Deck Four. 




The other reality of the situation in Skywatch was while marines followed the book, they were far more likely to at least listen to alternatives. This was especially true if it meant getting the drop on a hidden enemy before they showed up in the wrong place at the wrong time. 




As far as Lieutenant JG Brittany Hawkins was concerned, this was shaping up to be one of those times. 





Thirty



“Rebel, I’m scared.” 




The mini-robot summit had convened on Deck Five, not far from where the small tank had broken off pursuit of the two intruders after a short chase. 




“We lost contact with Lieutenant Sutherland’s commlink transponder,” Butterfly added as she hovered overhead. “It must be broken.” 




“See? Butterfly thinks so too. We should go help,” Echo said. “We should get Wave and Lunar too, “cause they’re good at stuff like this. Commlinks can’t get broken unless something is wrong.” 




“Acey’s orders were to monitor the intership and go to alert condition four, and that’s what we did, so we did good,” Rebel said proudly. The nod at the end was implied.




“Yeah, but we tried to call Acey and she didn’t call us back!” Echo exclaimed. “We should go see. Acey always calls us back. Even when we bother her in the middle of the night with stuff she still calls us back.” 




“Dudes and dudettes!” A miniature half-track vehicle rolled up and parked in front of Rebel and Echo. “Blessings to the brethren and awesomeness to all. Wave is here and the party can begin!” 




“Hi Wave! Hi Lunar!” Echo said cheerily. “I wish things were better.” 




“I think Echo is right. We should go find the bad guys and blast “em!” Lunar said. The rocket-shaped miniature spacecraft hovered overhead, facing Butterfly. His high-tech weapons and freshly painted hull gleamed.




“Are you sure? We should be careful and be sure before we start blasting people. We should ask Acey first,” Butterfly replied. “What if we blast the wrong people?” 




“I’m the biggest robot and I get to say!” Rebel said with a tone of finality. The other robots waited while the tank thought it over. 




“And I say we go find the bad guys and blast “em!” 




“Righteous!” Wave said. If he had hands he would have high-fived the fat little tank.  “Echo, let’s go!” The tiny half-track turned and backed up a couple of feet, lowering a ramp. Echo rolled aboard Wave’s vehicle bed and the little gate closed behind her. “Last one there has to build the fire for marshmallows!” Wave and Echo led the way.




Butterfly extended her heavy-lift harness down and energized its magnetic assembly. It clamped against the sides of Rebel’s heavy armor jacket and bolted itself into place. She revved her little engines. Her rotors increased rotational speed and she picked the sturdy little tank up off the floor. Air transport was always preferable to the entire group waiting for Rebel’s relatively ponderous top ground speed of what Wave once described as “slower than January molasses.”




“Echo, use all your little gizmos and be sure nobody is following us!” Lunar said as he floated forward and hovered into formation with Butterfly as her wing. “If you see a bad guy tell me who to zap!” 




“Okay!” the little ambulance replied as she activated her ground survey scanners and sophisticated radar.




Acey’s bots rolled and flew in a compact little formation down the Deck Five corridor towards the records lab.





Thirty-One



“How many power-armored marines can we fit in a T-Hawk?”




Lieutenant Colonel Moody looked up at Captain Hunter as if he had just asked about putting 12 men into a field goal formation. 




“Well, there’s room for a crew of five, sir, I–” 




“No, no. I want to pack “em in. Shoulder to shoulder, how many can we cram in there?” 




“Maybe ten or so. Why a T-Hawk? Why not a Paladin? The heavies have deployment tethers for ground troops.”




“Because I want that cruiser to think we’re coming out there to shoot at them, not board them.” 




“You’re flying out there wide open? Sir, we can lash up a Nemesis and fly in cloaked!” 




“I don’t want to fly in cloaked,  I want to fly in there with a gun pointed at their head. I want them to be worrying about whether to shoot us with Argent backing us up with her big guns. Before we get out there XO will go weapons active. By the time they get through their fight or flight hesitation, we’ll be tapping on the window.” 




“That’s an awfully big risk, Cap,” Moo replied. 




“Agreed, colonel. If it pays off, we’ll have that ship intact and under our command so fast they won’t know what hit them. I’d take a bigger force if I were up against a true enemy vessel, but Dunkerque is friendly. Yili can flip a few switches and have us in control in a matter of seconds if we give her the chance.” 




Doctor Doverly was busy reviving Zony. It seemed the sedatives had done their job. Despite the pouty Signals Officer’s protestations, she really had finally gotten some rest. 




“Zony, how are you feeling?” 




She looked groggy. “Wha– Doctor? Is everything okay?” Hunter joined Doverly next to Zony’s bed. 




“You look like hell, lieutenant,” he said. Zony smiled weakly. 




“Just give me a radio and a frequency, sir.” 




“That’s good to hear. We’re lifting off in 15 minutes.” 




“Where to, Skipper?” 




“The Dunkerque is out there, and I want her captured. Even if we can’t take the Admiral into custody, she’s got technology we need to defeat that minefield. I’m taking you, the colonel and Yili with me. We’re going to commandeer that vessel and drill a hole through that minefield so the Highlander Paladins can bomb the Sentinel emplacement.”




“Are you sure we can do all that with one ship?” 




“I can’t, but you and Yili can. Moo and I will be there with a marine boarding party to handle any overzealous enemy defenders.” 




Hunter left the colonel and Zony to contemplate his plans and stepped into the corridor outside sickbay with Annora. 




“I’m leaving you in command of the Argent, XO.” 




“They’re in no better shape than you are, Jason.” 




“Understood, but we may only get one shot at this. Just tell me they’re patched up enough for an hour’s worth of action.” 




“If I pump them full of stimulants and pain killers, barely.” 




“It’ll have to do. Maintain CSP and position until we have the Dunkerque under our flag.”




“Affirmative. We’ll mind the store.” 




“Anything more from Atwell and the belligerents from Deck 34?” 




“The intruders are still under from the knockout gas. Atwell has been reclining on a slab of dense plastiform in his cell since his apprehension. Hasn’t said a word.” 




“He knows what we need to know,” Hunter muttered. “He’s going to tell me why Admiral Hughes is involved in all this, and he’s going to tell me what’s aboard the Dunkerque before the launch.” 




“I admire your confidence, Captain, but he’s not talking.” 




“He doesn’t know we’re about to take over his precious ship, Doctor,” Hunter said as he stalked towards the brig. “In fact, for all he knows, we already took it. Notify Flight Three I want two Wildcats and a T-Hawk prepped for launch, and I want ten of the nastiest from Dog Block armored, powered, locked and loaded in fifteen minutes.” 




“Acknowledged.” Doverly watched as Hunter descended the ladder to Deck Eight.





Thirty-Two



Another impact shook the records lab. Sparks showered and the backlit consoles flickered dangerously again. Commander Huggins ducked away as flashes of weapons fire strobed in the corridor outside.  He was cradling a broken arm and holding an exhausted blaster pistol in his other hand. 




“Eight hostiles! Maybe ten!” 




Jayce Hunter worked madly to stabilize the Constellation’s Signals Analyst. He was unconscious and bleeding from two catastrophic shrapnel wounds. The standard medikit from the lab’s emergency supplies was useful, but Jayce knew if he didn’t get the attention of a trauma unit within the next 20 minutes, he wasn’t going to make it. 




Tom lunged into the hall and sprayed rapid-fire plasma bolts in the general direction of their attackers. A secondary explosion caused the floor to lurch, and a wave of acrid smoke drifted back into the lab. The Fury’s XO took the opportunity to drag one of the unconscious marine guards back into the lab to safety.




Lieutenant Sutherland was barely conscious. Her uniform had enormous chemical burns along one side. The advanced fabric narrowly saved her skin from being incinerated in the blast.




“We were pretty lucky, eh, ma’am?” 




Hunter continued working furiously. “Only because this room is packed with gear and consoles, Lieutenant. If that center unit hadn’t been here, we’d all be strumming harps right now.” Jayce pulled out her handheld comm unit. “If I give you this do you think you can figure out why we’re off the air?” 




“I’ll do my best ma’am.” 




“Outstanding.” The Commander handed the young Signals Officer the device and finished her work on the other wounded man. “That will have to do until we can get a medical team down here.” 




“He doesn’t look too good, ma’am,” Amy said. 




“In about fifteen minutes, he’s going to look a lot worse. Get us back on the air, Lieutenant.” Jayce slapped the woman’s good shoulder to encourage her.




“Aye.” 




Hunter moved quickly across the lab and retrieved the TK40 rifle from the unconscious corporal she had threatened earlier. She put her hand to his forehead. Up to now she hadn’t been aware of just how young he was. She paused for a moment to think a good thought and then she performed a quick field evaluation of his weapon. It was in perfect working order with a full charge.




Now we can hit back she thought. She joined her XO at the door. “What’s the situation out there?” 




“They’ve got heavy rifles and they’re moving up along the reinforced corridor to the right and further down.” 




Jayce pulled the mechanical power lock on her weapon and let the connectors snap into place with a satisfying metallic thud. “Range?” 




“Ten meters, maybe less.” 




“Perfect. Let’s blow them a kiss.” 




Jayce Hunter suddenly appeared in the center of the besieged corridor and leveled the relatively large rifle at her hip. A flash of stark light reflected from the drifting smoke, launching a fast moving bolt of energy down the corridor. A half-second later, Hunter detonated it with another shot, and a savage explosion twisted and battered the bulkheads up and down the passageway. 




Two shadowy forms slipped across the passage, drawing a barrage of rifle fire from Hunter. At least one of the attackers fired back, but the shots were wide and impacted against the ceiling. Jayce pumped lance after blinding lance of white-hot energy into the floor and walls, causing debris to eject, splinter and scatter all over the corridor.




Another figure appeared and hesitated in the open. In a split-second, Hunter realized the attacker was readying another grenade. She fired another bolt down the hall just as a second attacker broke from cover. The detonation filled the hallway with fire. 




There was a scream, followed by a burst of weapons energy. A deafening vicious second explosion from the dropped grenade ripped a hole in the station’s internal atmosphere. One of the attackers ran headlong from the conflagration, his entire body in flames. Jayce ducked to one side as more weapons fire followed shouts and the sound of falling machinery. 




In the ensuing confusion, Hunter managed to hit two more of the attackers with bursts of lethal plasma energy. The safety systems had long since been out of commission, so every shot that missed blew another cloud of hot, razor sharp debris off the walls and ceilings. Hunter fired another extended burst, causing several more violent explosions, and then ducked back into the records lab. 




“Having fun?” Huggins asked. 




“Always preferred a stand up fight,” Hunter exhaled, holding the rifle muzzle straight up as regulations required. “Sutherland! Tell me a happy story!” 




“We’re being jammed! We don’t have the power to punch through the local distortion field with this equipment!” 




“Fine,” Hunter sighed. She pulled a second handheld comm unit out and tapped configuration codes into it. “Let’s see them jam this.” 




“What is that for? You’ve got two of those things!?” 




“Yep. This one is a VLF ultrawideband transmitter. Takes several seconds to send a data packet, but unless you’ve got a matter/anti-matter reactor powering your jamming equipment, you’ve got no chance of modulating the signal.” 




“Who are you calling?” 




“The world’s smallest invasion force.” 




Not far away, Commander Hunter’s mini-bots were still in formation, headed up a well-lit but empty corridor towards the research side of the station. 




A little red heart-shaped indicator light on Echo’s forward-facing chassis snapped on. “It’s Acey! It’s Acey!” she shouted. “She says she’s in trouble and she needs help!” 




“Let me at ‘em” Rebel growled. He revved his drive train, but only managed to spin his tracks. 




“You have to wait until you’re on the ground, Rebel” Butterfly said in a “bigger kid reminding little kid” tone of voice. She carefully maneuvered along her flight path. 




“Brothers and sisters,” Wave began. “As we prepare to take the field of battle, let us all remember though we be awesome individuals, we are also one, and as one we will prevail.”




“You know it,” Lunar added. 




“Don’t be scared, Butterfly! I’ll protect you!” Echo shouted. 




“I’ll be okay!” Butterfly was picking up residual weapons fire readings.




“Acey sent me a battle plan! I’ll share it with everybody!” Echo said excitedly. 




“That’s the corridor!” Wave said. “Shaka, dudes and dudettes. Let’s carve the chop!” 




To a spectator, what happened next would have looked for all the world like a 1950s monster film with little model trucks and tanks attacking a guy in a hairy rubber suit. Butterfly performed a textbook assault airlift maneuver, descending at maximum safe speed and placing Rebel in the center of the corridor. She detached and reeled in her magnetic harness as she pitched forward, using her main rotors to accelerate up the battlefield. Rebel’s powerful quad-drives kicked in and the chunky little tank rolled towards the action, climbing over small pieces of debris effortlessly.




Wave pulled up along Rebel’s right flank and collapsed his bay ramp. Echo’s lightbars began rotating red emergency lights as she backed down the ramp to the corridor floor. As soon as all four of her wheels were on the ground, she swerved to one side with a chirp of her tires and accelerated, following Butterfly’s lead. 




Lunar banked into a position about six feet above Rebel and Wave. “I’ve got targets! Establishing telemetry and battlespace datalink! Acknowledge!” 




“Rebel acknowledges!” 




“Wave acknowledges!” 




“Echo here! I read you Lunar!” 




“I see it, Lunar!” Butterfly said.




One of the intruders had fallen back to swap energy packs in his rifle. He saw the little vehicles first. As usual, there was a moment of hesitation and amusement as he saw a tank in the distance roughly the size of a thick encyclopedia climbing slowly over a pile of broken conduits and rolling ponderously down the other side. That hesitation was what the mini-bots always counted on, as it gave them time to close range. 




Before he knew what was going on, a tiny helicopter burst from the drifting smoke and accelerated up the corridor right at his head. The shadowy intruder stumbled back as Butterfly whizzed past. By the time he had regained his feet, the sound of buzzing emergency horns, chattery sirens and chirping alert signals filled the corridor. He looked down to find a lights-rotating ambulance bumping into his ankles. 




“Emergency! Emergency! Clear the road! Clear the road!” 




Finally a 110-decibel compressor-charged banger siren sounded, which was enough to drive the intruder back several yards. Echo accelerated down the hall, swerving around the wreckage of the battle, lights spinning. He turned and Lunar was hovering six inches from his nose. A targeting laser appeared right between the intruder’s eyebrows.




“My name is Lunar, and you are my prisoner.” 





Thirty-Three



“You can tell me now, or we’ll just pull the plans from the Dunkerque’s memory banks. It’s only a matter of time, colonel. Give it up and tell me what’s going on between you and Hughes.” 




Atwell continued to stare at the ceiling. The only evidence the man was even alive was his open eyes. The brig cell’s invisible forcefield hummed. 




“What are you protecting at Raleo?” 




That got the reaction Hunter presumed it might. Atwell turned his head and harumphed. “You’re so far behind at this point, Captain, your only hope is to run for home and kiss your loved ones goodbye.” 




“Big words from a man in a cell, colonel.” 




“What we discovered out there will change the very nature of reality itself. Your meaningless attempts to understand what is happening here do not concern us in the slightest.” 




“And who is “us,’ colonel? I see a lot of Skywatch ships. I see an interdiction formation and I see a big gun with no power system hooked up yet. If I didn’t know better, I’d start wondering if this isn’t all an elaborate bluff just like your little toy.” 




Atwell got to his feet silently and walked right up to the forcefield to stare Hunter down. 




“You were warned. You were warned again. You chose to come here knowing full well things were not as they appeared. I tried to save you. The admiral ordered me to save you. But you didn’t listen. And now you and your crew are going to die. You speak of time, Captain. You have no idea how little of it you have left.” 




“If you’re so certain of yourself, colonel, then why the constant stream of riddles? Speak plainly for a change. What is going on at Raleo?” 




Atwell hesitated, apparently believing he was going to be able to get Hunter to blink. Finally he turned and went back to his mattress-less bunk and sat down. The man looked exhausted, as if he hadn’t slept in days. Perhaps he hadn’t, but Hunter had to have answers.




“The Dunkerque detected a structure on the surface of Raleo Two–” 




“That planet is a ball of lava and thousand-degree rocks, colonel. Any “structure’ down there would melt into ashes in a matter of minutes no matter what it was made out of.” 




“The structure we found is sixty million years old.” 




Hunter didn’t answer right away.




“Then how–” 




“How, indeed, Captain. When the obelisk was built, the Raleo system didn’t exist. Are you getting the picture now? Are you willing to put aside your cowboy hat and six shooter and allow your tiny mind to glimpse the true destiny of humanity?” 




“Let’s say you’re right and the structure you found doesn’t make any logical sense. What does that have to do with Admiral Hughes and the crew of the Dunkerque?” 




“Our first readings didn’t make any sense. They weren’t scientifically meaningful. They couldn’t be explained by anyone aboard, even our archaeological team. But that was just our first attempt. After a series of experiments, we determined the laws of physics were breaking down the closer our instruments got to the obelisk. Finally, we managed to complete a molecular analysis of the planet’s surface around the object and discovered five completely new elements, but that’s not what made us take the next step.” 




“You sent people down there?” 




“Our scientists had to know. Even our non-technical command staff knew something huge was right under our feet. So we concocted a likely story and came back out here with our cargo bays filled with specialized equipment. We have observed the impossible, Captain. What happened next cannot be explained by any science known to man.” 




“What are we talking about here, colonel? You found El Dorado? Another dimension? Gateways? What?” 




“Our astrophysicist calls it ‘quantum reflection.’  It’s as good a term as any, because our best efforts to catalog and replicate our experiments have all failed. Every time we test the zone around the obelisk, we get another set of readings that have nothing to do with the previous set. None of it makes any sense!” 




“And all this data is on the Dunkerque?”




Atwell nodded wearily. “One thing we did find is that isotopes don’t decay here. They strengthen. So instead of going from unstable to stable in one direction, they go from unstable to more unstable in the other. Our theory is there is something affecting matter and energy that causes quantum effects to form feedback loops that build up unstable energy. The only thing keeping it from ripping the planet to pieces is the effects lose energy the further they get from the obelisk, but that’s not going to last.” 




“Why is that?” 




“Because the nature of these effects mean they build on each other, Captain. The longer that object stays in our space, the more powerful it gets. Eventually it will start to affect Raleo Two itself, and then it will start affecting the Raleo primary. If it gets a hold of that star’s energy, we theorize it will go hypercritical in a matter of hours. We have no idea what will happen next.” 




“Then why don’t we just destroy it?” 




“Still thinking with your guns, eh, Captain? This is why we don’t share important discoveries with average people!” 




“I took an oath, colonel! And so did you! If that thing is a threat to human populations, I’m going to fly out there and punch its ticket! That’s my duty as a Skywatch Captain!” 




“You can’t destroy it any more than we could. That thing would eat your weapons like candy and spit them right back at you. That’s assuming whatever is on the other side of that obelisk doesn’t simply kill you first!” 




“What do you mean ‘other side?’” 




“We got a voice transmission before we called in reinforcements. The commanders of those ships have all been apprised of the possible dangers. We still haven’t been able to translate it. The only thing our linguistics banks came up with was there are apparently over a thousand voices in the message, all overlapping in the same data stream.” 




“There’s an intelligence involved here?” 




“Far beyond our own, Captain. We could be facing an invasion, or any of a hundred other larger threats!” 




“Well, there’s one certainty in all this, colonel. The answers are aboard your ship, and one way or another, I’m going to get at them.” Hunter started for the exit. 




“Watch yourself, hot shot.” Hunter paused at the exit as Atwell raised his voice. “The Dunkerque was parked in orbit over that obelisk for days before we were able to evacuate the crew!” 




Hunter left the brig and hurried for the Flight Deck.




“We have no idea what’s left aboard!” Atwell’s voice echoed throughout the detention section as Hunter climbed into the magneto-lift.





Thirty-Four



“New contact bearing zero mark zero! Collision alarm!” 




The sudden shouts from the Fury’s tactical officer startled everyone on the bridge. One moment everything was functioning smoothly and the next, they were surrounded by screaming nightmares. 




Senior Lieutenant Sabrina Mallory swiveled in the bridge command chair. “Reflex batteries forward! Fire! Point blank!” 




A frigate-class vessel hurtled at full power towards the Fury’s bridge, its engines glowing red-hot through their cowlings and hull plating. A moment later, the enormous strike cruiser’s forward point defense weapons exploded to life, filling space with a terrifying yellow-white fusillade. Sixty shots per second poured from each battery. The overloaded plasma energy produced a huge cloud of residual particles in the cubic mile of space forward of the Perseus flagship.




Dozens of bolts ripped into the ablative nose armor of the smaller ship, tearing huge spinning chunks off and throwing them into space in its wake. Dust and electrical arcs formed an enormous static shockwave forward of the vessel as its atmosphere ignited against the suddenly intense surface heat of the rapidly disintegrating hull structure. A secondary explosion shook the ship’s inner decks, but still it came, streaming atmosphere and burning debris. 




The boot of the gods impacted Fury’s port armor and the bridge crew fought to retain consciousness as the entire vessel pitched a good 35 degrees to starboard. The auto-alert systems activated and decompression alarms began to sound. 




“What the hell was that!?” Mallory barked. 




“Weapons fire port!” someone shouted in response. 




“Veer us off, pilot! All engines back full. Give me a port reversing turn! All battle screens to maximum power!” 




“Too late!” 




For only a moment, the fireball-trailing frigate filled the screen and then another incredible blast plunged the Fury bridge into complete darkness. 




“Auto alarm! Fury’s been hit!” shouted the weapons officer on the bridge of DSS Spruance. “I have weapons fire bearing one zero five!” 




The mighty cruiser’s captain calmly shifted into action. “Sound fleet-wide general quarters, Ensign. Helm, bring us about, course seven seven mark one five! All ahead one half power! Comms, bring us up on the J-A. Patch us in as Zero Juliet Four. Signal all ships. Code Zero Zero Black. I say again Code Zero Zero Black. Engage battle conference on this channel and stand by for strike operations.” 




The communications officer responded with precision efficiency as he performed five tasks at once. “Affirmative, Captain. Coding your message.” 




Encrypted LOS channels opened across space in all directions. The jangling clear channel alert tone sounded. 




“All stations, this is Spruance Force Command on emergency channel. Acknowledge Code Zero Zero Black and report alert status to Signal Station Zero Juliet Four. Standing by.” 




“Affirmative, Spruance, this is Revenge, acknowledging strike alert at time out three zero mark. Vessel at your command.” 




“Constellation acknowledges.” 




“Minstrel is at point five. Station Eight Juliet Four. Standing by.” 




“DSS Jefferson acknowledging. Battle alert engaged!” 




“Rhode Island at your command, sir.” 




“Exeter acknowledges.” 




“DSS Ajax has the point, Spruance. Acknowledge battle stations code Zero Zero Black. Standing by.” 




“Comms, raise the Fury as soon as you are able. Tactical, report all contacts.” 




A chorus of “ayes” responded, one for each of the Spruance Skipper’s commands. Lieutenant Commander Francis Teller swiveled back to examine the main viewscreen. An atmosphere-fueled fire was burning on Fury’s dorsal section just aft of the bridge. Teller’s jaw tightened. He knew what that damage meant. 




“CIC, I want an origin point and a firing solution for that weapon in ten seconds.” 




The Perseus Task Force went from station keeping to a perfectly choreographed swirl of motion all at once. Three destroyers and three frigates moved to screen their flagship from further weapons fire while the two heavier cruisers pounded away with their active scanners, combing nearby space for the source of the weapons fire. 




“New contact! Eight eight mark five! On a collision course with the Rhode Island!” The tactical officer on the Spruance bridge jumped to his feet. “This doesn’t make any sense! Where the hell are they coming from?!” 




This time, the command data net gave seven vessels a track on the suicide attacker all at once. The Exeter, Constellation and Jefferson opened up first, firing hypervelocity point defense missiles from their efficient and deadly rotary mounts at the inbound target. Then the Rhode Island’s energy batteries joined in. In a matter of seconds, 80 missiles were in space and screaming towards the attacking starship. Jamming signals managed to confound some of their their weapons locks, but did nothing to protect the attacker from DSS Revenge. 




The Fury’s escort cruiser calmly pivoted all four of her heavy weapons mounts to bear on the diving enemy frigate and opened up with a hurricane of proximity blasts. Ten megaton explosions shocked and pounded space for a thousand cubic miles around the inbound track of the wildly swerving vessel as the point defense missiles began to impact. A savage storm of incredible destructive energy streamed through space and finally faded. There was no wreckage.




“CIC, talk to me!” Teller shouted. “I want to know who is shooting at us and I want to know now!” 




“I have an indeterminate series of targets at extreme range, sir, but I can’t vouch for any of this data. Nothing on my screen makes any sense!” 




“Blast it, ensign! I don’t want to hear about your theories! Give me something to point my guns at! If they can target us, we can damn well target them!” 




“That’s the problem, sir. We can’t lock up any of this! Every time we match bearings, the waveform changes!” The tactical officer wore a frantic expression. 




“That’s impossible!” the pilot shouted. “How the hell can a ship change its composition and EM signature?” 




“Incoming!” 




The bridge of the Spruance buckled and shuddered as the lights flickered ominously. A thundering explosion rumbled through the huge vessel’s interior decks. 




“Overload your forward screens, tactical!” Teller shouted. The cruiser’s shields glowed with excess energy. Another gigantic blast pounded the vessel’s port side and the bridge crew pulled themselves back upright in their shock harnesses. 




“CIC! Report!” 




“Sir, I can’t give you what I don’t have!” 




“Then give me a direction and range! Anything!” 




“Acknowledged, bridge. Our best guess is–” 




“New contact, Zero Five by One! Range point one! Collision course!” 




This time Minstrel and Ajax banked in pursuit of the suicide ship. 




“That’s not a frigate this time!” the Ajax Signals officer warned. “The angle is closing too fast! Veer off, Constellation! Veer off!” 




The Minstrel angrily launched a full spread of track-on-signature shipkiller missiles. All sixteen warheads managed an instant waveform lock on their target, but their overtake time was plus five impact. Too late to save their fleet-mate.




“Kill that ship now!” Teller shouted, jumping to his feet. A full-size War Destroyer hurtled towards the evading Constellation. Explosions bracketed her hull and debris started to trail, but destroying a ship this size was going to take time, and the range was closing too fast. 




“Constellation! Evasive!” Teller screamed. 




Out of nowhere, a full power war shot speared the oncoming suicide destroyer amidships. A blinding explosion shook the very fabric of space as two more shots blasted hundred-foot breach points in the spinning vessel’s disintegrating hull.




DSS Fury’s other two main batteries swiveled silently and opened fire.




Shot four blasted the destroyer’s engines into a cloud of spinning debris, fire and trailing radiation. Shot five missed. Shot six detonated across her ventral hull, igniting a screaming, shrapnel-ejecting hypernova before the seventh shot impaled her fusion assembly. An impossibly bright explosion flared to life briefly and then vanished, leaving a ghostly after-image, a long trail of radioactive fuel and an expanding wake of fast moving debris.




The scene on every Perseus bridge was the same. It wasn’t often they got to see their flagship unload. When she did, it was a sobering event. Where a 70,000-ton vessel had once been, there wasn’t a single piece of wreckage larger than a coffee can.




“Spruance, report! Come in, Spruance!” 




Teller finally looked down from the scene of utter destruction on his bridge viewscreen and activated the intership.




“Good to hear a friendly voice, Fury. We have multiple targets on the board. Firing solutions are imminent. What is your status?” 




“We’re hurt, but we’re still in the fight. Transfer Force Command to One Juliet Four and prepare to re-establish an attack posture. Acknowledge!” 




“Affirmative. Fury has the ball. Spruance shifting to Force Escort on Zero Juliet Four. Vessel at your command, ma’am.” 




“They’re gone, sir!” 




Teller turned back to his screen. The tactical officer was right. All their previous tracks were gone. There was nothing in space except the nine ships of the task force.




“What the hell am I looking at, Ensign?” 




“I don’t know, sir. One second they were there. The next they were gone.” 





Thirty-Five



“Are you certain, Argent?” 




“Affirmative, Captain. They’ve been actively targeted for the last two minutes, forty seconds.” 




“And no response at all?” 




“Negative. No change in aspect. No emissions. That ship is dead in space,” Annora replied. “Confirmed and re-checked, Captain. Shall we run a life signs check?” 




Hunter sat at the pilots controls aboard his gunship. T-Hawk Eight was parked 300 yards off the Dunkerque’s starboard quarter. At the navigator and tactical stations sat Zony and Yili. Behind them stood eleven armored marines. They were ready to commandeer the renegade Skywatch vessel and return it to fleet control. 




“Go, Argent. Let’s find out what we’re dealing with here.” 




“Scanning.” 




“There’s no running lights either, Skipper,” Moo said. “I don’t think anyone’s home.” 




“This fits in nicely with Atwell’s story,” Hunter muttered. “I got the distinct impression Hughes marooned the crew somewhere. Perhaps they’re on Barker’s Asteroid manning that ground station.” 




“Or maybe they’re on Barker’s Asteroid as prisoners,” Yili offered. “With all due respect to the Admiral, it sounds like the man has gone right around the bend.” 




“T-Hawk Eight, Argent.” 




“Go ahead, XO” 




“No life signs aboard the Dunkerque”




“Goodness,” Zony whispered. 




“What did he do, kill the crew?” Hunter blurted out. Moo winced. “There are 170 men and women on that ship!” 




“Not any more, Skipper,” Annora replied. “No life signs. No bodies. No nothing. That ship is completely abandoned.” 




“Does it have an atmosphere? Is life support functional?” 




“We’ve got signs that reserve power systems are operating at a greatly reduced power level. Mains are off-line. No reactor signatures or heat signatures in her plants. No engine trail either.” 




“Sir?” 




“Hold on XO.” Hunter muted the intership. 




“What she just said doesn’t make any sense. If all that is true, how did the Dunkerque get here?” 




“That, engineer, is a very good question.” Hunter replied as he opened the channel to the Argent again. “XO? Keep us on scanners. We’re going to board her as planned. Hunter out.” 




The Captain closed the channel and set the ship on auto-approach. “Alright, let’s suit up. Make sure we’ve got hatch clamps and everyone’s weapons are charged and ready. Neek, take us to five meters, engines at station keeping, channels open.” 




“Affirmative, T-Hawk Eight on approach.” 




The small company turned their equipment over and over, snapping, opening and closing the control mechanisms, checking and re-checking the indicator readouts. Hunter, Zony and Yili all donned their own power-armor and pressurized their tac-suits. 




“Engage triple-S. There may not be an atmosphere over there,” Hunter said. 




“Affirmative. Watch your pressure and temperature differentials and don’t touch any surfaces without your anti-static and heat-fields up. Any exposed metal over there could be two hundred below zero. We don’t want your gloves or precision surfaces to freeze and get stuck,” Moo added. 




The marines all nodded while Zony worked through their comms checks. 




“T-Hawk Eight to Argent. Boarding party in space.” 




Meanwhile on the bridge of the Argent, everyone’s attention was riveted on the real-time video feeds from the boarding party’s helmet-mounted cameras. It wasn’t often a commanding officer led a space walk, and many of the younger crew members were in a combined state of utter shock and complete disbelief as they saw Jason Hunter float out the airlock of the gunship and maneuver his tac-suit in the direction of the Dunkerque’s much larger external hatch. 




Then the impossible happened. 




“What did I just see?” Annora said with an urgent tone in her voice. The rest of the bridge crew went back to their instruments, trying for all the world to decipher the data that would explain how the Dunkerque faded away and then reappeared. 




“Report!” 




“Ma’am, these readings don’t make any sense. One second she’s there. The next she’s gone.” 




“Argent to boarding party!” Nothing happened. Commander Doverly whirled on her comms officer with a look that demanded answers.




“Channel is open, ma’am and you are five by five.” 




“Doverly to Hunter, acknowledge!” 




The Dunkerque faded and then reappeared again. 




“This is impossible! Mass can’t just vanish like this!” the tactical officer exclaimed. “It’s like that ship is changing its atomic structure moment by moment!” 




“Are we in contact with the boarding party or not!?” 




“We’re transmitting, they must be hearing us.” The young ensign switched her console over to a diagnostic cycle. Every indicator showed green. “No fault in the equipment ma’am. We’re broadcasting in the clear on all frequencies.” 




“Jason!” 




Meanwhile, Captain Hunter was confidently listening to Commander Doverly’s calm advice on how to open the Dunkerque’s external airlock. One by one, four Argent officers and ten marines boarded the abandoned cruiser. 




Ten seconds later, the Dunkerque vanished from the Argent’s instruments.




This time, she didn’t reappear.





Thirty-Six



Jayce Hunter heard a commotion outside the records lab. Weapons fire preceded the sounds of small engines and shouting. Then a banging sound. She checked her weapon and leaned far enough into the mangled doorway to see what was going on. 




The intruders appeared to be engaged with an enemy behind them. Flashes of more weapons fire strobed in the hallway. A few seconds later, Echo came barreling up the corridor, emergency lights in full operation and sirens blaring. Butterfly was escorting her from a few feet overhead. 




“Acey! Acey! There’s bad guys back there!” Echo screamed through the door and skidded sideways to a halt. Butterfly arrived a moment later and pivoted in the air, apparently ready for more action.




“Are they hurt? Are they hurt? They’re hurt!” she exclaimed. “Echo, we have to help them!”




“Okay!” Echo said, revving up alongside Lieutenant Sutherland.




“Klivers first,” Jayce said. “He had the worst injuries. We didn’t have the equipment to stabilize him.” 




“Acknowledged,” Echo said as she swerved around and parked by the wounded man’s shoulder. Her wheels locked and she deployed her sensors over his face and chest. An indicator panel rose from her dorsal chassis and began to display the wounded officer’s vital signs. A small clamp reached out and fastened itself around his arm. A pressure-operated intravenous system went into operation and began to restore blood volume, fresh plasma and oxygen levels. Almost immediately his condition improved.




Lieutenant Sutherland stared in blatant disbelief. She thought the words “mobile trauma unit” were just talk. But here she was:  a robot with the apparent personality and voice of a girl not yet out of elementary school treating her wounded comrade like a veteran battlefield medic. 




“Don’t worry! He’s going to be okay!” Echo said, her little lightbars still going. “He’s just tired ‘cause he got hurt.”




Sutherland couldn’t help but smile. Echo sounded like she was on a weekend excursion to the park to fly kites. Butterfly had landed nearby and was busy monitoring the local area communications channels. Little indicator lights blinked all around the lower edge of her airframe.




“Our transmissions and reception are still being jammed, Acey,” she said. “I can’t hear Rebel, Wave or Lunar!” 




“We’ve got to find that jamming unit,” Hunter said. “Until we put it out of commission, we’ll never be able to re-establish communications with the Fury.”




“What about the rest of the mini-bots?” Huggins replied. “They can’t take on the entire enemy force alone. Can that VLF unit communicate with the task force net?”




Jayce shook her head. “Range is too short. We can get simple messages from one side of the station to another, but we don’t have the power to transmit very far beyond that.” 




“Next time, we’ll just have to remember to bring more army with us.” 




“That’s affirmative, XO,” Hunter said. “But you know, there’s still one thing we can try.” She pulled out the VLF transmitter again. “Butterfly, did you see any airlock facilities on Deck Five on the way over here?”




“Yes, ma’am!” the little helicopter replied. 




“Yeah!” Echo agreed. “There’s an emergency one right by the corner at the end of that hall!”




“Lunar, this is Acey. Can you hear me?” 




The progress bar on the unit moved gradually from one side of the screen to the other as the antenna converted the message to data and slowly transmitted it across the limited bandwidth available. Seconds passed. A light appeared on the unit and another progress bar crawled across. 




“This is Lunar! Standing by!” 




Commander Hunter keyed her message into the unit manually, using Lunar’s op codes instead of his voice interface. After several dozen keystrokes she hit the “enable” key and closed the channel. 




“What’s the plan, Skipper?” 




“I planted a message for the Task Force in Lunar’s memory. He’s going to open the airlock and fly it out to the Fury courier-style.” 




“Yay! Lunar gets to go to space!” Echo cheered. “I love it when he talks about going to space.” 




“Then all we have to do is hold out for reinforcements,” Huggins said. 




“And hope Rebel and Wave don’t get vaporized in the meantime,” Hunter replied. 





Thirty-Seven



“I want that ship found, Lieutenant. I don’t care if it takes every fighter, gunship and corvette we have. I want the Dunkerque located within the hour. Doverly out.”




Annora waited impatiently for the magneto-lift doors to open. There was one man aboard who could shed light on the events of the last thirty minutes, and he just happened to be locked in the Argent’s brig. When the lift doors opened, a detachment of marines was waiting.




“I’ll put my hands around his neck and leave him just enough air to explain himself,” Commander Doverly muttered. She marched towards the detention deck with the four heavily armed marines from Second Paladins trailing her path. She rounded the corner into the detention section. “Sergeant, open Brig A.” 




“Yes ma’am.” The duty sergeant keyed his identifier and the heavy security door released its vapor seal and silently pivoted on its balanced magnetic hinges. The Argent’s Executive Officer strode into the bay where the total prisoner population of one waited. 




“Alright colonel, it’s time for answer–”  




Atwell’s cell was empty. 





Thirty-Eight



Brittany Hawkins rounded the corner into the centerdeck passage on Deck Four of DSS Exeter at exactly the wrong moment. Or exactly the right moment depending on your side.




The intruders had their backs turned.




The Lieutenant dove into a service junction and drew her weapon. She keyed her commlink and set it to intraship.




“Hawkins to bridge.”




Nothing. 




“Hawkins to bridge, come in. Emergency.” 




Static. 




Jammed? 




Without time to make a plan, Hawkins peered out into the hallway, pulling her blaster weapon up by her ear. A sudden grasping weight slammed her against the bulkhead. She tried to turn under her attacker’s hands, but she was off-balance and stumbled out into the hall. Her weapon clattered to the deck just before a gloved clout spun her back against a locked hatch. At that moment, a marine PFC rounded the corner. 




“Hey!” 




Everyone looked up at once. The black-suited intruder and the marine grappled violently for a moment before the PFC was heaved back. Hawkins dove for her weapon. A blast of white-hot plasma energy impacted the bulkhead. Showers of sparks lit up the small hallway and junction just as the marine regained his footing. The lights flickered.




“Intruders! Intru–!” A hard arm to the neck silenced the young PFC, but the sharp sound of his warning had carried. Three more men and one woman emerged from hatches on either side of the cross-corridor and ran towards the disturbance. 




Finally Hawkins gathered up her weapon and opened up on the large group of unidentified personnel at the opposite end of the centerdeck passage. She fired twice, hitting one in the leg and missing wide with her second shot. A burst of rapid-fire plasma answered and she scrambled into the cross corridor.




A voice shouted from further down the hall. “Sound the deck alarm! Repel boarders! All Exeter Marines acknowledge!” 




Hawkins finally got to her feet and ran towards the small squad. The lights shifted red and the ship-wide alert system began to sound.




“What have we got, ma’am?” a young Strike Sergeant who couldn’t have been older than 20 asked. 




“Two dozen. Armed. Not sure why they picked Deck Four or how they got aboard but there you have it. Communications are–” 




Hawkins’ commlink beeped. 




“Bridge.” 




“Get me the Officer of the Watch!” 




“Commander Pierce has the conn. Report.” 




“Intruders, Deck Four! Exeter First Marines engaging! Hawkins out!” 




The sergeant pulled the bolt on his TK40. 




“What’s the word, ma’am?” 




Hawkins glared past the wide contusion on the left side of her face, still trying to catch her breath. “Get those bastards off my ship, Sergeant.” 




The young marine hefted his shock rifle and grinned.




“Yes ma’am.” 





Thirty-Nine



Lunar emerged from Survey Station Nineteen’s jamming field just in time to hear DSS Exeter’s sitrep. Constellation and Minstrel were already veering in the chunky little destroyer’s direction to provide screening and protection from any potentially hostile vessels.




The minibot’s sensors did not have the range of the larger ships, but Lunar was able to verify there were no hostile contacts in his command area. For now.




He added himself to the Perseus datanet and requested instructions from the Force Command battle computer. He was directed to establish contact with Exeter, relay his message and then join Exeter’s escort formation.




So that’s exactly what he did. 




Exeter’s communications officer shouted over the overlapping orders and general urgency on the bridge. 




“I have a priority message from Commander, Task Force Perseus!” 




There was near-instant silence. 




“Say again?” 




“It’s from Commander Hunter!” 




“On screen!” Pierce ordered. The comms officer switched displays and Jayce Hunter appeared on the Exeter’s main viewer.




“This is Hunter on Survey Station Nineteen. My minibots have engaged intruders near records storage. We have wounded. I need Exeter squads two and four and an emergency medical team to board this station and relieve our landing party immediately. All ships to battle stations, intruder protocols. I want a hard perimeter around Station Nineteen at five hundred miles. Unidentified ships get one warning. Hunter out.” 




The Exeter bridge went to work with the quiet, smooth efficiency Skywatch was known for. In a matter of moments, orders had been coded and received by the Exeter First Marines, and assault ships were powering up their engines. 




It just so happened this was all taking place during a brutal firefight on Exeter’s Deck Four.




“Sooner!” 




Lieutenant Hawkins climbed past a grim-faced squad of heavily armed marines and ran up to the man she had originally come to Deck Four to see.




“Brittany! What the hell are you doing here? This place is a shooting gallery! What happened?!” She always got a flutter when she saw that tough face change into a look of tender concern for her. Sooner guided her in to a small out-of-the-way room to avoid the quick-moving security details filling the cross-corridor outside. 




“Your face is bruise–” The moment the door closed, she reached up and hugged his neck and kissed him desperately, then they embraced tightly and she sighed. 




“I was so worried you would run out a door at the wrong time!” she gushed, eyes closed.




“You’re not going to tell me why your face is bruised, are you?”




“Nope.” 




Gunnery Sergeant Jack “Sooner” Daly held Hawkins and stroked her hair. Times like this were always hard on the two young Skywatch leaders. Their whirlwind affair had begun at the Academy, where Daly had been a hand-to-hand combat instructor. In the six weeks between Hawkins’ graduation and her official acceptance of an officer’s commission, falling in love with her martial arts instructor was technically not against regulations.




The two lovers found themselves assigned to the same ship not long after. Their professional relationship only made things more awkward since technically she now outranked him. There was also the small matter of officers and Gunnery Sergeants being prohibited from fraternizing. 




“You need to get out of here and someplace safe.”




“I’m accompanying the team down to the station,” she replied. He took a breath to answer and she put her fingers on his lips. “No arguments this time, baby. I think I know what the intruders are after and I need to be on that station and get the Commander to green-light my theory. Just get me a tac-suit and a power pack for my weapon.” 




“It will interfere with my squad.” 




“And why is that?” 




“Because my squad’s sergeant is going to be too distracted trying to keep the lieutenant from getting shot.” 




“Well, the sergeant’s just going to have to rationalize that decision with two things. One, you don’t have a choice and two, the lieutenant is going to be making sure the sergeant doesn’t get shot.” 




“You know I love you, Brit.” 




She beamed. 




“But one of these days, you’re gonna get it.” 




“After we take care of business, Sergeant Daly.” 




“Gunnery Sergeant, ma’am.” 




“Yeah.” 




They kissed again.





Forty



“When Hearts said this thing was deserted, she wasn’t kidding,” Lucas Moody said. The only illumination in the Dunkerque airlock was from the Argent Marines and their helmet lights. 




“Yili–?” 




“I’m on it, sir.” The engineer pulled one of the junction boxes loose and patched in her diagnostic unit. “Reactors operating at mass maintenance temperature only, sir. Just enough to emit a signature, but not enough to produce excess power. All energy damps are in. Vessel is operating on battery power only. Life support is down. Air temperature minus two one zero. No oxygen content. All systems off-line.” 




“Battery status?” Hunter asked, a tone of annoyance already creeping in. 




“Seventeen percent and stable. Makes sense. There’s nothing running on this vessel.” 




“Sir?” 




“Yes, colonel?” Hunter was busy training his lights on the bulkheads and ceilings, checking for structural damage. 




“There are atmospheric compounds in this ship incompatible with human life. Five percent of the gas mixture here is sulfuric acid. I’m also reading bromine crystals.” 




“Will that affect our tac suits, engineer?” 




“Negative, as long as you keep your anti-static and temperature fields up, your suits will repel all non-ionized elements in the atmosphere,” Yili replied. 




“It shouldn’t affect communications either,” Zony added. “I recommend we stay off the intraship until we secure engineering and the bridge.” 




“Good call, Lieutenant,” Hunter replied.




“Where would elements like that come from?” Moody asked. 




“Unknown. Bromine is used as a sealant in high-pressure lamp assemblies. The sulfuric acid could be coming from anywhere,” Yili said.




“Colonel, run a life signs check again.” Hunter said. The Captain couldn’t shake the suspicion there was something about this situation that just wasn’t right. Everything was too well organized aboard the Dunkerque. It was as if... 




“Scanning. Affirmative, Captain. I have respiration readings on Deck 12 aft. Whatever they are, they’re not breathing oxygen.” 




A shudder swept through the boarding party’s marine contingent. Some of the men clutched their weapons tighter. 




“How many?” 




“At least a dozen, possibly more. Volume and temperature readings indicate alien life forms in the 300-pound range.” 




“Hunter to Argent.” 




Nothing. 




The Captain activated his commlink’s permanent connection to T-Hawk Eight. The signal was not returned. 




“What the hell–?” Hunter looked out the airlock’s port. There was nothing visible on the Dunkerque’s starboard side. In fact, the stars were completely different than Hunter remembered them. 




“We’re not in Gitairn any more.” 




“What?” Moody asked, checking the port nearest him. “Where is Argent?” 




“A better question colonel is where are we?” 




Just then, the thrum of approaching footsteps echoed outside the airlock. 




Captain Hunter hefted his weapon, set the power output to maximum and pulled the bolt. He spoke calmly and efficiently.




“Weapons free, ladies and gentlemen, maximum power amplification. Target anything not wearing an Argent insignia. Fire at will.” 




Every order was by the book. In fact, the orders were issued in the recommended order from the book. The Argent marine squad quietly and quickly configured their equipment and engaged their tac-suit magnetic and power deflectors. Colonel Moody was as impressed as anyone else in the squad.




Jason Hunter had made a career out of seat-of-the-pants decision-making, but it always seemed when the time came to lead by example, he was able to set aside the hip-shooting frame of mind and do things so as to satisfy a regular line officer his duty had been done. Then again, this wasn’t the first time Moo had served alongside the Captain in a crucial situation and it certainly wasn’t the first time he had seen Hunter switch from maverick to regulation Skywatch.




Yili had stowed her engineering equipment and had a heavy blaster in each hand. Zony was equally well-armed, except she settled for a single pistol.  For a few moments, the sound outside stopped. The Argent landing party waited and listened. Only the hum from their equipment’s power packs was audible. Even their highly sensitive Triple-S antenna were silent. There was simply nothing inside or outside the room to translate into audio-visual or tactile information. 




Still they waited. 




Hunter watched the tiny chronometer he had set. Twenty-six seconds had passed since the sound had stopped. There were no other anomalous readings of any kind. Things were beginning to exceed reason. Only a mechanism would be capable of remaining motionless long enough for the sensitive Triple-S circuitry to completely lose track of it at such short ranges. Even through a ship’s bulkheads, there would be respiration, heartbeat, circulation, weight settling, weight shifting. Something. 




“Colonel–” 




It happened so fast no human being would have been able to react in time. A calamitous explosion of sound, metal, energy discharge and organic brute force obliterated the airlock’s inboard bulkhead and filled the room with an enormous dark vaguely insect-like shape. Whatever it was, it had a hard, chitinous shell of some kind. A razor sharp combination of claw and pincer slashed across the chamber, slamming three marines against the metal wall. It’s bulk twisted and it prepared another attack. 




Colonel Moody was far enough away from the creature to take aim. He pumped at least nine conc rounds from his TK40 into the creature’s side. Each shot strobed white in the suddenly crowded space. Hot fluids, wispy smoke and broken pieces of the creature’s shell exploded in all directions. There was a high-pitched, dissonant scream consisting of at least a half-dozen different voices followed by a spasm that crushed Moo, Yili and two other marines up against the opposite wall. 




Once the creature careened to the opposite side, Captain Hunter was able to pull himself far enough out of the way to move. Realizing he didn’t have room to aim his weapon, he drew two seven-inch sonic knives from his tac harness and raised them as high as he could reach. Using all of his strength and weight, he plunged both weapons into the creature’s shell. The contact blades energized the moment they hit the solid carapace.




It was the melee equivalent of setting off two shaped charges against a solid obstacle. The shell cracked and shattered in all directions. Blue and white electrical energy arced across its back. Hunter held on to the two knives’ hilts as long as he could. The vibrations rapidly became unbearable, and threatened to transmit dangerously powerful sympathetic vibrations into his skeletal structure. Moments before the bones in his hands shattered, he released his grip and fell back. 




The knives continued doing what they were designed to do. Once in contact with a solid object, their internal power systems poured more and more energy into a narrow-field sonic envelope carried by the gas synthesis produced from the weapon’s electrical capacitors. The destructive effect was terrifying. They operated on roughly the same principle as an underwater welding torch, producing all of their own chemicals, power and destructive motion. The sound rapidly became unbearable. The marine tac suits compensated by producing and amplifying a counter wave. The knives bored their way into the creature, causing more screams and more spasm-like slamming attacks against the Argent squad. 




The creature threw itself back in Hunter’s direction, which freed the colonel’s weapon again. He and Yili opened fire with brutal effect. The TK40 blasted two ragged wounds the creature’s side. Yili’s weapons punctured two of its legs and the muscle structures where they attached to its body. It swiped at them weakly but missed. Finally it sank to the floor, twitching. 




Hunter retrieved his knives. “Did you say a dozen, colonel?” 




“If we don’t count the ones that just appeared on Deck Six, sir.” 





Forty-One



“Attention unidentified personnel. This is Captain Uriah V. Cleghorn, DSS Exeter First Marines. You are hereby ordered to surrender your weapons and stand down. If you do not comply we have orders to engage with lethal force. Acknowledge.” 




Cleghorn was well aware of the fact the jamming field likely attenuated any possibility his message was received, but regulations required any Marine assault force approaching a friendly target to make at least one challenge.




Twin boats from Exeter roared towards the cargo locks located in a ring around Survey Station Nineteen’s center section. They were relatively large egress points for the facility, designed to soft-lock most vessels in the 100,000-ton and up freighter classes. Each boat held 31 heavily armed marines in fully powered tac suits. The personnel bay shook and heaved as the assault boat twisted and banked in its evasive approach pattern.




“I need an escort to records,” Lieutenant Hawkins announced. Hers was the only suit in the blue and silver colors of Skywatch Fleet. All 30 of the other tac suits were decorated with the green and gold of the Skywatch Marines. Hers was, of course, one of only three with an officer’s insignia and transponder.




“We do this one by the numbers, lieutenant,” Cleghorn replied. “We don’t know what we’re up against yet. I want to hit the deck with everyone squared away. Squad order, two by two and you secure every hatch, corner and light switch from hell to breakfast. Is that understood, Marines?” 




The platoon barked a hearty “RAH!” in unison. 




“We need to secure the landing party first,” Hawkins said. “I think I know what’s going on in there!” 




Cleghorn turned to look back at the fleet officer. “As you were, Hawkins. You may outrank every sergeant aboard Exeter, but this is my company, my command. You will follow my orders during this mission without question. Is that understood, lieutenant?” 




Hawkins was used to having the upper hand when interacting with Exeter marines. There was a lot she was allowed to get away with around certain gunnery sergeants and enlisted. One, because she was his fiancee and two, because for the last year or so she always had the option to playfully pull rank. 




But here, 100 miles out from a potentially deadly firefight there was one inescapable fact: a Marine captain outranked a Fleet junior lieutenant, and Hawkins had now cashed in her one free screw-up. The look on Cleghorn’s face told her further outbursts were unlikely to be tolerated. 




“Yes sir.” 




“Outstanding. Rollins, hand me that exterminator.” 




A marine corporal who could have easily passed for a starting defensive lineman on any championship-caliber pro football team reached up and dislodged an oversized shotgun from its wall mount and handed it to the captain. He inspected the weapon quickly and cocked it with a satisfying clik-clak sound. 




“Captain has the point.”




A rapid-fire series of communications was exchanged between the station’s security systems and the two assault boats. The Exeter, of course, had all the necessary security overrides as it was a Skywatch ship attempting to re-establish contact with a Skywatch survey station. The docking systems aboard Station 19 authorized the approach of the two Marine shock platoons and set the bay doors to external control. 




The boats approached very quickly, only applying their counter-thrusters at a range of 200 meters for final approach. They fast-locked into the station’s approach control lanes, immediately overrode all the safety mechanisms and established magnetic contacts with the outside bay assemblies. Five seconds later both ships had soft locks with the station’s hull. The doors breached and twin platoons of power-armored Marines poured into the cargo bay, weapons raised, sweeping the field of fire. Captain Cleghorn was first to touch the deck. 




Not a word was spoken. A group of ten streamed right. Another group rapidly covered the distance across the bay to the personnel hatches. Around them were various conveyor assemblies, overhead cranes, loaders and pressurized containers. There was minimal light, but all of the Marines had fully-equipped tac suits with independent helmet lights and a variety of rangefinding options including infra-red, magnetic and scatter-band. 




Cleghorn caught movement in one corner of the largest open area and raised his weapon to advance. 




“Exeter Marines! Hands where I can see them!” 




A tentative burst of weapons fire answered. The sound of energy ricochets echoed in the huge bay. Another burst blasted pieces of the floor in all directions. Cleghorn dove to one side and grunted when his back hit the containers he was now using for cover. 




“Hostiles! Look sharp!” 




Light strobed as short bursts of energy fire were exchanged. Given the number of obstacles in the room it wasn’t surprising most of the shots hit inanimate objects rather than their targets. Cleghorn heard running footsteps and consulted his tactical map. 




“Six targets bearing three one zero!” He scrambled back to his feet and ran to a vantage point behind the barrier of pressure containers. He arrived at the corner of the stack at exactly the right moment. 




“Hey!” 




One of the intruders turned and pointed his weapon but it was too late. 




BOOM!




The twin slugs from Cleghorn’s rail-assisted shotgun blew a foot-wide hole in the intruder’s torso.




clik-clak 




He reloaded and moved up to a more aggressive vantage point just in time for one of the load frames to explode in dozens of mangled metal pieces overhead. Another blast of energy streamed past. Rapid-fire bolts sprayed across the open area in front of the Captain. He waited patiently until the enemy power pack drained, then he exploded from cover like a lawman in an old west prairie town. 




BOOM! 




A cry of pain echoed. 




clik-clak




BOOM!




clik-clak




BOOM! 




The third intruder’s startled shout faded quickly. Three shots, three neutralized intruders. Cleghorn marched forward, turning his weapon’s barrel skyward and reaching into his bandoleer for a slug pack. He reloaded.




clik-clak 




A moment later, another intruder emerged from cover with his weapon pointed the wrong way. He turned an instant too late. 




BOOM!  




His left leg was vaporized by an exterminator slug. 




clik-clak 




BOOM!  




His gurgling scream was silenced. 




The flash of a much heavier weapon drove Cleghorn back into cover. The deck shook with explosions from overloaded concussion rounds.




“Second squad, report!”




“Maximum of eight, sir. Retreating along a two one five and headed for the magneto-lifts.” 




“Affirmative. Secure your position and stand by. Comms, what’s the status on intrastation communications?” 




“Working on it, sir.” 




“Work faster, son. I want to know where the hell the commander is, and I want to know right now.”





Forty-Two



“Is he okay?”




“Uh huh.” Echo was putting the finishing touches on Ensign Klivers’ recovery. His condition was now medically “stable” by most criteria. 




“I’m glad.” Butterfly said. 




“I wish we could talk to Lunar. I bet he’s having so much fun on the big spaceship. It’s been so long since I saw all my friends on Exeter.” 




“We could talk to him if I could see the ship,” Butterfly said. “Remember when we talked on the LOS that one time?” 




“Uh huh. Rebel was being funny and yelling about stuff. He’s always so serious.” 




Commander Hunter was busy monitoring the EM situation with her handheld signals analysis unit, but somewhere in her subconscious she was also listening intently to Echo and Butterfly’s conversation. Something had gotten her attention and she couldn’t shake the feeling this was one conversation she should be part of. 




“Tom, listen,” she whispered. 




Commander Huggins perked up and watched Jayce Hunter’s raised eyebrows as the two little minibots conversed. 




"–yeah. I remember that. When Rebel was running around and trying to hide from the laser net he didn’t know you were watching him from way up in the sky. That’s why I could always find him when we play hide and seek. I think that’s why Acey gave him new engines and stuff, ‘cause he was mad he couldn’t win like before.” 




“I don’t get it,” Huggins whispered. 




Hunter kept her voice low. “They’re talking about LOS communications. Laser-assisted data networking. Same stuff Skywatch uses for their electronic warfare protocols.” 




“Yeah. Same stuff we use for battle conditions.” 




“Butterfly knows how to do LOS communications, and so does Lunar.” 




It hit Tom in an instant. 




“LOS can’t be jammed! All we need now is a window!” 




Commander Hunter crouched down by Lieutenant Sutherland. 




“How is she doing?” 




“Hi Acey!” Echo chirped. “She’s sleepy now, but everyone’s all better.”




“Butterfly, do you remember how to do LOS communications with the other minibots?” Hunter asked. 




“Yes I do. It’s really easy once you taught us how.” 




“Do you think you could find a port on the opposite side of the station and talk to Lunar for me? And do you think you could relay communications from my designator to the Exeter bridge?” 




“Yeah! If Lunar is out in space I can see him and send him messages!” 




“Then let’s get started. I need you to fly back to where Rebel and Wave are and find the hatch Lunar used to leave the station. It will have a port in it. Use that port to establish LOS contact with Lunar and set up a comm net with my designator and the Exeter bridge.” 




“Okay!” 




“Can I go too?” Echo asked plaintively. 




“I need you to stay here and take care of my officers,” Hunter replied with a smile. “You’re doing a great job.” 




“Awwww,” Echo whined. Then she turned to face the little helicopter. 




“I have to go,” Butterfly said. 




“I know. Send me a message if you get in trouble and I’ll come help you.” Echo said. 




“Call me if you need help and I’ll come help you too,” Butterfly replied. 




The humans watched the two little minibots reassure each other with wonder in their eyes. It was very much like watching two best friends on moving day for one of them. Even through her drowsiness, Sutherland was certain they would have hugged each other goodbye if they could. 




Finally Butterfly engaged her engines and brought her rotors to flight velocity. She rose quietly from the deck and pivoted towards the exit. Echo followed her to the door and watched her fly away. Then she rolled back to Lieutenant Sutherland’s side and resumed monitoring the two wounded officers’ vital signs. 




Hunter noted Echo had quietly activated her wide-spectrum monitoring antenna. She might not have been able to go with her friend, but she was now listening intently on more than sixteen thousand broadcast frequencies for Butterfly’s designator. If the little helicopter shouted, Jayce knew Echo would be there before the sound faded.




Perhaps that’s an even more apt description of the little robot’s namesake, Hunter thought. She switched frequencies on her EM monitoring unit and waited for Butterfly’s signal.





Forty-Three



“We’ve got to get out in the open, Skipper,” Colonel Moody said. “In a cramped space like this we can’t use any our advanced weapons capabilities. Even a corridor is better than this airlock.” 




“How many, Lieutenant?” Hunter asked as he helped one of the landing party marines fix his environmental controls. 




“Now more than 40 confirmed readings, sir,” Zony replied. “I estimate a new creature appears roughly once every 160 seconds.” 




“Yili, what if we rigged the environmental controls to re-pressurize the ship with an atmosphere poisonous to the creatures?”




Curtiss shook her head. “That level of environmental control would take an hour to establish and that’s only if I can get to engineering.” 




“I doubt we can fight our way that far down, sir, and even if we did, we could get pinned and not be able to get back to the bridge,” Moo added. 




“We can fight our way out, sir,” one of the marines said. “Just give me a target.” 




“You’ll get your shot, sergeant,” Moo replied. 




“What can we do from here, engineer?” Hunter asked. 




“I can restart the mains and power up the ship in about 20 minutes if we ignore the checklist, sir. But with respect, where to? We can’t operate all the systems on the Dunkerque without more manpower, and even if we could, we have nowhere to go.” 




Hunter’s eyebrow rose, which intrigued the colonel. Then Jason grinned, and Moo could tell he was on to something. 




“What about maneuvering?” 




“Sure, I guess. If we can get to the bridge and barricade ourselves in there, we can drive around for a while. We can’t use the jump engines without navigational and SRS personnel, though. Sublight is do-able within reason,” Yili replied.




“Reason?” Moo asked.




“Without shields or armor power we don’t want to get going too fast to avoid debris or obstacles.” 




“We don’t need to go anywhere,” Hunter said. “We just need to be able to stop.” 




“Sir?” 




“Our guests don’t have seatbelts, and if we conveniently forget to activate the drive field, they’re going to get a first class education in what it’s like to ride in a moving van during a Mach One slalom event. Let’s get to the bridge. Zony, you keep us out of our guests’ way.”  The Captain hefted his weapon and peered out into the loading deck corridor. It was clear in both directions. 




“Smartly now.” 




Hunter slid up the airlock corridor quietly and took a cover position at the junction with the cross-tunnel that led to the Dunkerque’s magneto-lifts.




“Nothing on this deck, sir,” Zony said quietly over the squad commlink. 




“Watch our back, Moo,” Hunter said. 




“Affirmative, Skipper.” 




Hunter led the column swiftly along the cross-tunnel while Zony kept her local area sensors locked on the creature’s biological profile. 




“What about the lifts, Yili?” Hunter asked. 




“They have autopower systems, sir. They’ll run off the batteries without any extra work.” 




“Outstanding.” Hunter stopped at the airlock deck core structure and looked around with his helmet lights. The ship’s interior was beginning to show signs of condensation. Water vapor in the residual atmosphere was gathering on flat surfaces and cooling to a liquid state as the internal temperature fell. Every boarding party member’s suit was reading the atmospheric pressure at about seven pounds per square inch and air temperature at just over thirty degrees Fahrenheit. 




“Lift Four to the bridge. Yili, Moo and Zony first. Marine squad in Lift Three. I’ll follow you up.” 




“Sir, I–” 




“Understood, colonel. These two are more important. Let’s go.” 




The Argent’s senior officers didn’t look convinced, but they followed their orders. In a few moments Lifts Three and Four were on their way to Deck One. 




Hunter moved around the core structure to Lift Two and saw that it was operational. He keyed in the universal access code and listened as the pressure door released the seal. He trained his weapon on the lift car as the doors opened, but there was nothing waiting for him except an empty space.  He climbed aboard and keyed Deck One. 




“I don’t understand where the crew went,” Zony said as the squad occupied the Dunkerque bridge. “If they were forced off the ship, that would be one thing, but how do you get 170 people to involuntarily abandon ship?” 




“That’s a very good question. There wasn’t much of a fight, because I haven’t seen a single mark anywhere on this ship,” the colonel said as he directed his squad to take up defensive positions at the two bridge entrances. He keyed his commlink. “Skipper?” 




Zony and Yili set to work reactivating the strike cruiser’s systems. The first priority would be to generate a position report and get at least auxiliary power operational. As long as all the control systems were in place, it wouldn’t take long. An entire marine squad guarded the two officers and the bridge while they did their vital work. 




“Skipper?” Moo said again. He waited and listened to the silent channel. 




Jason Hunter exited Lift Two and quickly made his way up the Deck One center corridor to the bridge entrance. 




Deck One was empty. 





Forty-Four



An indicator light appeared on Commander Hunter’s EM unit. It signaled contact with Butterfly and the newly established communications network between herself, Butterfly, Lunar, and DSS Exeter. They were still limited by Hunter’s need to use short-range wideband frequencies, but it did give her a voice channel with the Task Force. 




“Exeter, Pierce.” 




“Afternoon, Commander.” 




“Ma’am? You’ve defeated the interference?” 




“In a manner of speaking. Patch me through to the Fury bridge.” 




“Affirmative. Switching nets.” 




A moment passed. 




“Fury, Mallory.” 




“Lieutenant, I need you to do me a favor.” 




“Commander, it’s a relief to hear your voice again. How can Fury help you?” 




“Configure the ECCM antenna to all voice capable frequencies north of the data wave on this channel. Wait thirty seconds, then direct maximum power on all frequencies to everything within a mile of my coordinates and maintain broadcasts for sixty seconds. I will re-establish contact then. Hunter out.” 




The Commander quickly reconfigured her handheld unit. She utilized her minibot’s op codes to instruct them all to shut down their receivers so as to avoid the destructive signal that was about to be beamed at them. 




“Okay, Tom, let’s close that hatch. It’s going to get ugly out there in a minute.” 




Huggins helped Commander Hunter bar the records lab door as best he could. Moments after the pressure seal indicators shifted to green, a buzzing sound became audible outside. 




“Echo, shut down your antennas.” 




“But I won’t be able to hear Butterfly!” 




“It’s okay. I can hear her on this unit. I don’t want your systems to be damaged. The ship is going to send us a really powerful signal in a second.” 




“Okay.” Echo didn’t sound convinced. 




The buzzing sound increased intensity by several orders of magnitude and the hatch began to vibrate. The lights went out in the outside corridor and flickered in the weapons lab. Finally a thump sounded followed by a bang. 




Hunter was watching her EM unit’s timer. The moment it hit 60 seconds, the sound vanished. She keyed her intership channel. 




“Hunter to Fury.” 




“Fury, Mallory here.” 




“Enemy jamming equipment has been neutralized. We’re back on the air, lieutenant. Give me the shock leader’s designator.” 




“Stand by, landing party.” 




“Saddle, up, commander. I want prisoners.”




Huggins retrieved his weapons and the equipment pack. 




“Echo, I need you to clear all combat frequencies, re-establish contact with all minibots and get me a sitrep right away. Go to alert condition three, signals silent.” 




“Okay!” The little ambulance re-activated her high-gain antennas and began sending scrambled status response op codes to the rest of the data network. Within moments she had permanent multi-frequency channels with all nine task force ships, the marine shock platoons and four minibots on the same network.




“Not bad for a collection of toys, Commander,” Huggins said as he unlocked the pressure door. 




“Not bad at all,” Hunter replied with a grin. The two officers emerged from the records lab and began making their way back up the corridor towards Rebel and Wave’s perimeter.




“I have Captain Cleghorn on priority frequency, Commander.” 




“Very good, Lieutenant, switch us over, if you please.” Hunter waited a moment or two. “Captain, Hunter here. Status report.” 




“Good to hear your voice ma’am. We’re clear to deck five and will rendezvous with you at station control platform three.” 




“Affirmative. I need a medical evac from the records lab before we do any heavy lifting. Echo has the coordinates. Hunter out.” She switched her commlink back. “Mallory, I want a full sensor sweep of this station. Find those intruders now. I want bearing and distance in thirty seconds.” 




“Yes ma’am. Stand by for telemetry.” 




The Task Force flagship turned gradually in the direction of Survey Station Nineteen, bringing all of her most powerful sensors and detection equipment to bear. Life sciences personnel configured the automatic data collection routines and the sensors began a systematic analysis of every cubic foot of the station’s internal volume. 




“Got “em, Commander. Deck Two bearing–” Hunter heard someone typing on a control station in the background. “Bearing one zero seven mark two zero zero true your position. Range 80 yards XY plane true.” 




“That’s the observation deck. Report force alert status.” 




“All vessels are maintaining general quarters per your orders, ma’am.” 




“Watch for sudden appearances of enemy vessels. Under no circumstances allow enemy personnel to evacuate this station, or any ship to approach it.” 




“Ma’am? We have negative contact with unauthorized personnel aboard the station.” 




“Say again, Fury?” 




“They’re gone. Previous contact is no longer showing up on the scope.” 




“Give me a contact scan of the station perimeter, quickly.” 




“Stand by.” Hunter listened as voices murmured in the background. Mallory could be heard issuing orders. 




“Negative contact. My only external contact is King One. No change in aspect.” 




Hunter ripped her commlink off and threw it down the corridor. After trying to compose herself and failing she slumped back against the bulkhead.




“The minute that jamming equipment went south, they ran up the stairs to Deck Two and vanished,” she sighed. “We almost bought the farm for nothing.”




“Maybe not. We did get the records and sensor data we came for. I wouldn’t be surprised if we can glean something useful from all the data we gathered during the fight.” 




“I hope so. I want to know how my enemy keeps blinking out the moment we get close.” 




“It is a mystery,” Huggins concluded. 




“I don’t like mysteries, Commander.”





Forty-Five



After doing what he could to find his crew, Captain Hunter set about to analyzing the Dunkerque’s communications systems. There was always an outside chance a full suite of communications equipment would be able to do what a tac-suit based portable system couldn’t. 




He had the power he needed. Yili did say the batteries were at 17%. After confirming this fact for himself, he set the ship’s communications on maximum broadcast bandwidth and keyed the transmitter.




“Hunter to landing party, come in.” 




He waited the regulation ten seconds. 




“Hunter to landing party, respond please.” 




Nothing was audible on any of the ship’s pickups. The Captain quickly configured the system to broadcast his hail at ten second intervals and set his personal commlink to relay the Dunkerque’s response frequencies before moving to the short range sensor station.




Meanwhile, on the Dunkerque bridge, Zony was working as fast as she was able to locate the Captain’s commlink designator.




Anything? Moo asked. 




Zony shook her head. “The last autoresponse we got was from lift two, but these readings don’t make any sense. It’s almost as if...” 




“As if what?” 




“Okay, look at this.” Zony pulled up the frequency analysis track and superimposed it on the position tracking of Hunter’s commlink. “Here, right when he steps into Lift Two, all of the frequency tracking spikes into third and fourth harmonics and we lose his signal. Nine seconds later, we get the base frequency and the harmonic at the same time index, giving our commlinks a chance to reacquire his signal for point zero zero five seconds.  Then the base signal disappears again and we lose his track. Now, you could call this coincidence, except for that second blip. His appearance and disappearance is exactly coordinated with that base signal.” 




“Meaning you can get a fix on his position?” 




“I already did. If I set our frequency cycle to his harmonic range, I reacquire his signal, but at a different time index. From our perspective, time is passing 100 times faster for him. I know that because the time index on his commlink is already registering a couple of days in the future.” 




“Could that be a systems malfunction?” Moo asked, desperately trying to keep up with Zony’s formidable intellect. 




“Not unless the laws of physics are different wherever he is.” 




“You said you had a fix on his position. Where?” 




“He’s on the bridge of this ship.” 




Moo just stared. 




As he worked furiously to get a fix on the Dunkerque’s position, Captain Hunter’s commlink beeped, indicating he had received a response to his hail. He keyed his transmitter. 




“Hunter here.”




“I see you simply won’t be deterred, Captain.” 




Hunter face froze in a combination of shock and recognition. He rose to his feet and activated the main viewer. The face of Admiral Hughes appeared. He was still wearing his Skywatch uniform, but it was decorated with a number of strange insignia. He also had odd marks on his face. They looked as if they were from some kind of pigment. 




“Admiral, I have orders to take you into custody and return you to Skywatch Fleet command for debriefing.” 




Hughes chuckled. “By the book. I have to say I’m impressed, Jason. You took to your training much more readily than I first believed.” 




“I’ll kindly ask that you address me by my proper rank, sir.” 




“Not in a mood for a reunion with your old teacher? Well, I suppose I deserve that.  But I’m no longer a Skywatch admiral, captain. I have been offered a much more valuable role in the world to come.” 




“With all due respect, sir, what the hell are you talking about?” 




“The army that is preparing to conquer the Core systems has granted me the title of Warlord. I will deliver the human race to our sovereign. He will decide if they live or die. If you live, it will be to serve the Ithis. If you die, be safe in the knowledge you gave your lives to advance a far more worthy species.” 




“You’re already facing court-martial for a number of offenses, admiral. Do you really want to add treason to your indictment?”




“Captain, there is no jurisdiction known to man with the power to enforce its will on me. I have ten million warriors at my back and a fleet of starships with enough firepower to annihilate the human race in a matter of weeks. We’re not talking about a war here. We’re talking about the complete obliteration of every planet man has ever set foot on.” 




“Stop it, admiral. You’re scaring me.” 




“You have an opportunity here, Jason. You have a chance to fulfill your commission in ways no other Skywatch captain has ever dreamed of. You can save mankind. You can literally save every man, woman and child alive if you’re intelligent enough to recognize where you stand in history. The Ithis empire spans galaxies. Mankind is a mosquito infestation in comparison.” 




“Surely I don’t have to remind the admiral what mosquitoes can do to an arrogant population?” 




“Mankind never employed anti-matter weapons against insects.” 




“Admiral, would you mind carrying a message to the Ithis sovereign for me? It would certainly save us all a lot of time and it might earn you some more paint for your face.” 




Hughes’ expression did not change. He replied with a deadpan sarcastic tone. “What message is that, captain?” 




“You tell him if he plans to exterminate the human race he better bring his lunch. Hunter out.” 




The channel closed abruptly and Hunter went back to adjusting the Dunkerque’s short range sensors. 




A strange signal flickered on Zony’s frequency analysis display. 




“Colonel?” 




“Do we have sensor coordinates yet?” Moo asked. 




“Negative, but we’re getting some kind of intermittent transmission on that base frequency. It’s happening in microsecond-length bursts, however, so there’s barely enough time to register its there, much less do an analysis on it. 




“Auxiliary power restored,” Yili announced. 




“We can’t move. You’re aware of the inverse-square law?”




“Signal strength is inversely proportional to the distance from the source?” 




“Close enough, colonel,” Zony smiled. “It’s theoretically exponentially true across dimensions. If the Captain is on some other plane of existence, a movement of even a few inches could put him permanently out of range of any signal we can muster.” 




“Helm at station-keeping, engineer,” Moo ordered.




“Colonel, we’ve got hostiles on the move. Now on Deck Three and approaching the core magneto-lifts,” Yili announced. The marines at the bridge entrances braced themselves and hefted their weapons. 




“Get a fix on him, lieutenant. Now.” The look on Moo’s face left no room for interpretation. 




“All due respect sir, even if we get the Captain back into our dimension, what’s our plan?” Zony asked. 




“We’re going to do what the Captain originally planned: Use this ship to beat those damn bugs to a pulp.” 





Forty-Six



“Captain on the bridge.” 




Lieutenant Mallory relinquished Fury’s center chair to Commander Hunter. Jayce put a hand on Mallory’s shoulder and the two women exchanged a moment’s regard for one another. Then the lieutenant returned to her station. Hunter took her seat and swiveled to face the forward screen.




“Comms, bring me up on the J-A. Signal all ships, Task Force Perseus.” 




“Affirmative, Commander.” 




The clear channel signal sounded from every commlink, intraship station and signal receiver aboard nine starships simultaneously. 




“Attention all stations. Attention all stations. This is Perseus Force Command on priority channel. Stand by for a message from the Flag.” 




The communications net quickly switched all receivers to green and the Fury Signals officer nodded to Jayce. 




“This is Commander Hunter aboard the Fury. All vessels stand down from quarters. Maintain intruder protocols. Survey Station Nineteen has been secured. The Task Force will plot a course to Gitairn Sector Ten to relieve the Starship Argent. Spruance has the point. All vessels report navigational readiness on signal Buster. Flag out.” 




The comms officer closed the channel and switched communications nets to receive priority navigational computer signals. 




“Helm, bring the Fury about. New course one one zero mark three one. Stand by to engage the mains.” 




“Aye, ma’am. Helm responding. Mains at your command.” 




A yeoman stepped up alongside Hunter’s command chair. “Ma’am, I have a request from one of the Exeter’s signals officers for a moment.” 




“Have Tom handle it,” Hunter replied as she examined a handheld tablet. “I have dorsal hull damage to inspect.” 




“She says she has information on what the station intruders were looking for.” 




“Who has that information? Where?” 




“Lieutenant JG Brittany Hawkins, ma’am. She’s waiting in the executive inboard cabin on Deck Three.” 




“Who the hell is Lieutenant JG Brittany Hawkins?” 




“Uhh, ma’am. Uhh, she’s the second watch signal–” 




“Belay the question, Yeoman. Dismissed.” 




The yeoman vanished in ways only yeomen who recognize an angry CO can.




“Mallory, you have the conn.” 




The Fury’s Third Officer looked up in surprise as Hunter walked through the bridge entrance hatch grumbling.




“Captain’s off the bridge.” 




The door to the inboard executive cabin opened abruptly. 




“Attention on deck!” 




Two Exeter marines and three fleet officers rose to attention in a snap instant as Commander Hunter and Lieutenant Commander Huggins entered. The Fury XO closed the door and then hesitated a moment before standing at attention himself. The Fury’s captain did not give the customary order to allow the occupants of the spacious room to stand at rest. That non-action instantly set everyone’s nerves on edge.




“I’m not going to ask the question, because that would presume there are personnel aboard this ship who believe they have the choice whether or not to answer me. I’m only going to say this:  If I don’t walk out of this room with a five by five understanding of every last detail of just what the hell is going on in this command, I will find the person or persons responsible and have them skinned.” 




Lieutenant Hawkins swallowed nervously.




“Captain, what is the status of Exeter?” 




“The intruders escaped in much the same way our enemy escaped aboard the station ma’am. One minute they were there. The next they were gone,” Cleghorn replied. “An explosives alarm went off, but we believe that was a malfunction. Further analysis indicated no weapons present.” 




“Very well,” Hunter replied. “Gunnery Sergeant Daly? What is your involvement in this?” 




“Ma’am, Exeter First Marines were alerted to the intruders by the lieutenant. I was informed she responded to a signal from Echo during the first attack.” 




Hunter glared at Hawkins. “Seems to me all roads lead back to you, lieutenant. Report.” The look on the commander’s face told Hawkins she was in no mood for nonsense, so Hawkins led with her biggest bombshell. 




“The station intruders were on Deck Six first for a reason, ma’am.” 




“And how do you know that?” 




“Echo’s first alarm was sounded nine minutes before you were attacked in the records lab. Echo sounded that alarm on Deck Six. They weren’t counting on being discovered, and I now believe they got there the same way they left.” 




Hunter continued glaring at Hawkins. 




“The rest of you are dismissed.” 




“Ma’am, there’s–” 




“That will be all, Captain.” Hunter still didn’t look up.




Cleghorn hesitated a moment, then assented. “Aye, ma’am.” Everyone stepped past the Fury XO quietly. The last one out closed the door. 




“Lieutenant JG Hawkins, I don’t know where you got the idea you were on some kind of secret mission in my Task Force, but I’ve got news for you and you better listen close. The next time you decide to freelance in my fleet I’ll bust you down to a two-stripe mudroller and have you cleaning spoons in a craphouse before the next bell rings. Do you read me, miss?” 




“Yes, ma’am. I thought–” 




“The next time, you think after you get permission, lieutenant!” Hunter snapped. “So help me if I have to give that order twice, I’ll have the quartermaster signing written requisitions for you to change your socks every morning.” 




“Permission to speak free–” 




“Denied.” 




Hawkins intensified her posture and blinked, desperately trying to hoist herself out of the fire.




“Jayce–” 




Hunter gave Huggins a look that forced him back to attention. His voice was considerably stronger. “Permission to speak freely, Commander.” 




Hunter’s glare at the lieutenant only intensified. “Be brief.”




“I spoke to Commander Pierce aboard Exeter. Hawkins discovered the intruders, ma’am. There’s ample reason to believe she simply didn’t have time to prudently follow the chain of command.” 




“Is that true, lieutenant?” 




“Yes, ma’am. I was prepared to report to the Commander after I verified my suspicions first hand.” 




“She was being shot at, Skipper.” 




Hunter glared. It all sounded like the kind of confusion she had long since banished from her ships. “Stand easy, lieutenant.” 




Hawkins shifted to the regulation rest stance, clasping her hands behind her back. Hunter collapsed into one of the comfortable chairs and pinched her eyebrows together. “That will be all, Commander.” 




“Aye, ma’am.” Huggins dismissed himself and closed the door. Several moments passed before Hunter looked up again. The lieutenant stared straight ahead, focusing her attention on the Fury insignia plaque on the opposite side of the room. 




“They taught you discipline at the Academy, did they not?” 




“Yes, ma’am.” 




“So you understand the danger involved in taking the initiative without at least telling someone what the hell you’re up to?” 




“Yes, ma’am.” 




“And I trust we won’t be having this discussion again, will we, Lieutenant JG Brittany Hawkins?” 




“No, ma’am.” 




“Permission to speak freely granted. What is going on at Station Nineteen?” 




Hawkins tried to relax, but her body wouldn’t obey. “Ma’am–” She cleared her throat nervously. “Ma’am, the intruders were on Deck Six looking for survey probe communications designators.” 




“How do you know that?” 




“It was part of my Signals practical at the Academy, ma’am. Our objective was to defeat a fleet maneuver using only a subset of our operational protocols. All survey stations store their probe network analysis equipment on their sixth deck. I used that knowledge to re-program a series of survey probes to respond with the wrong navigational data and to do it with the wrong vessel designators. By the time the simulated enemy fleet realized their mistake, they were facing a three to one disadvantage in the least favorable region of space.” Hawkins took a breath. “Ma’am.” 




“What is your theory?” 




“The intruders have Skywatch training, ma’am. That’s the only way they would know what to look for and where to find it.” 




Hunter rose to her feet and placed her hands flat on the table. “Now that’s useful, Hawkins. Explain.” 




“With genuine information from those probes they would know what ships were in Gitairn space and where they were deployed. With a little time they would also be able to extrapolate patrol routes and timing.” 




“And know exactly when and where to strike?” 




“Affirmative, Commander.” 




“I think you bought yourself a temporary reprieve, lieutenant,” Hunter said. “You ran the wrong play, threw the ball to the wrong receiver and managed to score a touchdown anyway.” 




“Thank you, ma’am.” 




“Don’t ever do it again, or I’ll drop you in a hole so deep they’ll have to air-mail you light. Do I make myself clear?” 




“You do, ma’am.” 




“Very well. Dismissed.”





Forty-Seven



“Wait! Wait! I think I’ve got it!” Zony shouted. “Yili, transfer maximum power to the low-band emitters in our SRS relays!” 




“Low band? But that–” 




“Give me that power, Yili!” 




The engineer reconfigured the power board. The bridge lights flickered as the energy sources switched over from auxiliary reactors to batteries. Suddenly Zony’s circuits were flooded with excess energy. She poured it all into her short-range sensors. The purpose wasn’t to find anything in particular. It was to drive as much power on the SRS wavelengths as possible. Finally one of them matched the communications harmonics and all the visible light on the bridge changed color subtly. 




“Zony what are you doing?!” Colonel Moody shouted. All the visible wavelengths on the bridge shifted blue, which made all the instruments glow with an otherworldly haze. 




“Cover your ears, everyone!” Zony shouted. A sound like a continuous loop of glass breaking began to echo over itself louder and louder. Everyone switched their Triple-S systems to compensate for the noise, which rapidly peaked far above 200 decibels. Anything that wasn’t attached to the deck or bulkheads began to rattle violently. Several items clattered to the floor. 




A ghostly after-image that looked like the outline of a human form faded into view. It was almost completely transparent, but it was visible enough to see a distinct outline. It moved as if trying to get the Argent boarding party’s attention. A shattered voice echoed, sounding very much like a sound wave pulled apart in packets over a digital voice connection. 




“Z-z-z-z-z-z-z-z-o-o-o-o-n-n-n-n-e-e-e-e sh-sh-sh-sh-sh-i-i-i-f-f-f-t h-h-h-h-a-a-a-a-a-a-r-r-r-r-m-m-m-m-o-o-o-o-o-n-n-n-n-n-i-i-i-i-c-c-c-c–” 




The Signals officer looked like she understood what the Captain was saying and she scrambled at her controls. The light shifted even more intensely into the ultraviolet spectrum and the vibrations strengthened. Millions of volts poured into the gigantic SRS magnets under the bridge deck. The huge energy loads began to ionize the internal atmosphere. Static electricity popped and arced off the energy shields on the boarding party’s tac suits. 




“ZONY! SHIFT HARMONICS BY ONE POINT FIVE!” The voice ripped through the air like a point blank lightning strike. Zony keyed the configuration command and punched the power to maximum. A series of vibrations that felt as if they might detach the Dunkerque’s Bridge from the rest of the ship pounded and ripped at the bulkheads and deck. One final blast of sonic energy exploded across the bridge, pulverizing several control panels. 




A moment later, Captain Jason Hunter stumbled forward and fell on to the bridge deck plates. 




“Skipper!” Several marines, Yili and Moo ran to their Captain’s aid. Jason quickly regained his feet. 




“Secure for maneuvering. Yili, transfer all power to sublight engines and stand by to engage auxiliary navigation!” 




Everyone on the bridge reacted with well practiced efficiency. In a matter of seconds, the entire boarding party was secured in four-point shock harnesses at stations all around the strike cruiser’s bridge. 




“Hostiles on Deck Two!” 




“Engineer, all engines aft flank!” 




“Aye, sir. Helm answering all engines aft, flank speed!” 




DSS Dunkerque forced the entire Argent boarding party forward in their shock harnesses until the weight and pressure threatened to cut off their ability to breathe, even through their tac suits. The enormous vessel accelerated backwards rapidly. 




“All stop!” 




Yili punched the counter-thrusters and the vessel slowed in space so quickly several of the Argent Marines lost consciousness. Their heads lolled on their shoulders as Hunter drove the ship forward again. 




“All ahead flank! Roll port two hundred seventy degrees!” 




The vessel surged forward as the G-Force alarms began to sound across all decks. Yili felt the mighty ship’s structure begin to groan and complain at the fantastic loads being forced into its many stress points, but Captain Hunter was relentless. 




“Starboard engines to 125%! Port to 75%! Reverse your roll two hundred seventy degrees starboard!” 




The shearing forces caused at least two or three major bulkhead supports to buckle and threw everything aboard that wasn’t secured into the opposite wall at a relative velocity exceeding 100 MPH. It was the equivalent of being locked in a metal box and thrown down a mountain. 




“All back full!” 




“Yili slammed the velocity controls back again. The Dunkerque began cavitating, fighting her own pressure and momentum with the unbelievable forces generated by the auxiliary engines. An out-of-phase sympathetic vibration shook the vessel like an uneven wing in a wind tunnel. 




“All stop!” 




The Dunkerque came to rest in space. Only Zony, Yili and the Captain were still conscious. 




“Now give me a life signs report.” 




Zony studied her instruments for several seconds. “Negative respiration, sir. I don’t think anything organic could have survived that with no safety systems.” 




“Very well, Signals. Can you take the system we just improvised and apply it to the entire ship?” 




“Sir?” 




“It will pull us out of this region of space and put us back in contact with Argent.” 




“I’m going to need a ton of power for that much mass, Skipper.” 




“Engineer?” 




Yili nodded. 




“Outstanding. We need to get this vessel back intact. We’re going to need her.” 




“Need her? For what, sir?” Zony asked. 




“A war against someone who knows our tactics better than we do.” 





Forty-Eight



“Task Force Perseus, arriving!”




Bosun’s pipes sounded, and a contingent of Argent Second Marines snapped to attention, their dress crimson and gold uniforms resplendent against the neutral colors of their battleship’s primary flight deck. All wore the sleeve insignia of enlisted personnel from PFC to Strike Sergeant.




Commander Jayce Hunter appeared at the hatch of her command shuttle. It bore the distinctive raptor of her flag on its side, along with the designation of her flagship:  DSS Fury, CX 704. She turned and performed a sharp regulation salute of the ensign, then saluted the Officer of the Deck. She looked quite impressive in her gray and gold uniform and garrison cap. She wore gleaming commander’s insignia on collar and cover.




“Permission to come aboard.” 




“Very well, ma’am.” The OOD replied. All by the book.




A marine sergeant barked a command, and the entire marine line brought their weapons up to present arms with a piercing clak. The sergeant saluted as Commander Hunter stepped on to the deep crimson carpet that had been laid down for the ceremony. Her XO, Commander Huggins followed, performing every salute in exactly the same order. One by one the rest of the Task Force’s command staff filed out. 




At the opposite end of the line of marines stood Argent’s senior officers, all wearing their dress blues and covers. The Perseus contingent strode towards them.




“I forgot to tell you I saw a really nasty bug of some kind crawling up your pant leg,” Captain Hunter whispered, elbowing his signals officer.




“Stop it,” Zony growled through gritted teeth.




Commander Hunter stopped before her brother, came to regulation attention and saluted. “Permission to come aboard, sir.” 




“Granted,” Jason replied, returning the salute. “Welcome aboard the Argent. You owe me a bottle, Commander. I got us out of spacedock in one piece and all the way to Gitairn without bumping into anything.”




“Then we’re even,” Jayce replied. “You’ve owed me a bottle since we rescued the Saint Croix together.” 




“I have?” Hunter said, scrunching up his face. “I don’t remember it quite that way.” Then he grinned like he always did when he was trying to get the best of his sister.




Jayce rolled her eyes and stepped up to Commander Doverly. “Annora, it’s so nice to see you again.”  The two women exchanged salutes. 




“Thank you for that nice card,” Annora replied. “It meant so much to me, and I’m so glad to hear your nephew is doing so well.” 




One by one each Perseus officer greeted their counterparts aboard Argent. Once the formalities had been discharged, Captain Hunter summoned the Quartermaster and his staff to see to the needs of their guests. 




“I’ve scheduled a briefing at Oh Nine Thirty, after which I’d be honored if you and your officers would attend the Captain’s table for dinner.” 




Jayce looked appropriately impressed. “We would be honored. Thank you for the offer.” 




“Thank you, Captain,” Huggins added with an appreciative smile.




“My pleasure,” Jason replied, showing the Task Force officers towards the inboard corridor to the executive guest quarters.




After the guests had proceeded into the corridor, Jason leaned over and spoke to Zony in a quiet tone. “I suppose I should be nice to my sister at least once before we all get blown out of space, right?” 




Zony slapped his arm. 





Forty-Nine



One of the many perks of serving aboard a ship of the line was the spacious facilities. While frigates and destroyers had perfectly functional briefing rooms, capital ships had auditoriums by comparison. When the command crews of DSS Fury and DSS Spruance were shown into the Argent’s briefing room, several of them took a moment to gape.




The center table stretched a good 100 feet and measured 20 feet across at its center. The chairs all had “Argent BBV 740" designations embroidered into their relatively luxurious upholstery. At the far end, an enormous 18 foot by 18 foot reactive crystal display nearly covered the entire wall. It currently showed a “top down” view of Gitairn space centered on Jason Hunter’s ship and the other ten vessels around it, including the recently recovered DSS Dunkerque. 




The Quartermaster’s Mates showed everyone to their assigned seats and brought refreshments with cool, elegant precision. One by one the Argent’s senior officers also arrived and took their seats. Several of the new people were unfamiliar to Jayce. She knew some of her brother’s crew by reputation but with so many it was hard to keep track, especially when she had been assigned to other duties so far away for so long. The murmur of side conversations began to rise in volume.




Even the lights in the briefing room were designed for maximum comfort and efficiency. Everyone present knew this was a room designed to cater to flag officers, so the luxury appointments were understandable. It all felt a little over the top when they realized the man in charge was scarcely older than they were.




“Ten-hut” the marine sentry said politely. Everyone rose from their seats and stood at attention. Captain Jason Hunter strode in and returned the marine’s salute. 




“Be seated,” he said hurriedly as he closed his folio and dropped it on the polished surface at the head of the table and took his seat. By now everyone was dressed in their duty uniforms. There was only one non-officer at the table, and that was Master Chief Buckmaster who, ironically enough, was at least 12 years older than anyone else in the room and, even more entertainingly, was older than both the senior commanding officers combined. He looked just as regal as the other attendees in his gray duty uniform with gold chevrons at the collar and sleeve. His six service stripes gave him considerable clout despite the fact he technically only outranked the sentry marine. Nobody else in the room had more than two. His captain hadn’t even been born when he got his first assignment.




“Department heads have provided myself and Commander Doverly with all the most recent data from our findings. As it stands now, we have as many as four targets within strike range,” Hunter began. “Before we leave today, we need the general outlines of a battle plan to confront them and a timeline with an emphasis on sooner rather than later. We may be the only force standing between all-out invasion and the Core.” 




“Sir, is this not what the regulations call a tactical fleet alert? Shouldn’t we be mustering reinforcements?” Commander Teller asked, satisfying the curiosity of just about everyone in the Perseus group aside from their flagship’s skipper.




“It is my belief that whatever pushed Admiral Hughes over the edge started at Skywatch Fleet. We know everyone in this room, and we know we can count on your integrity. Our enemies at fleet are well hidden. Any reinforcements they send could be as big a threat to us as the enemy we know about.”




“An enemy we also know already has a four-to-one advantage in tonnage, Captain,” Teller added. “There’s no way we can absorb that kind of punishment–” 




Commander Hunter put her hand on her subordinate’s arm. “All due respect, Captain, we’re going to need to do some re-assignment of billets. Right now we have too many chiefs,” Jayce replied. “We’re also not yet officially a combined fleet.” It was a subtle but effective change of subject. She knew the strategic situation and instinctively knew what was required. The officers in this room needed to know they were on the same side, figuratively and otherwise.




Jason looked at Annora. “Truth be told, I’ve never combined fleets before. Above my pay grade until now. What procedure do you recommend?” 




“Book says senior field officer shall be posted to the flag, subordinate officers assume commands in rank order as necessary,” Doverly replied. “We’re also going to need a skipper for the Dunkerque.”




“Master Chief, what is the status of our new toy?” Jason asked.




“We’ve done a complete check and systems damage report on her. Commander Doverly has the details.” 




“Very well. Hatch?” 




Lieutenant Commander DeMay sat up a little straighter in his chair. “Sir?” 




“As soon as Master Chief Buckmaster has recruited you a crew, I want Dunkerque to join our formation as third slotted capital platform, agreed?” 




“Yes sir.” 




“Yeoman, note in the ship’s log Lieutenant Commander Tobias H. DeMay is hereby granted a battlefield commission as a full Commander with all rights and privileges thereto. Hatch, your orders are to assume command of DSS Dunkerque effective immediately.” 




“Very well, sir. Thank you sir.” 




“First things first, Captain.” Jayce heckled. 




“I’m getting to it, I’m getting to it,” Jason said with a dismissive wave down the table at his sister. “What do I do here,” he said to Annora quietly. “Draw a sword and kneel or something?” 




“You get to promote yourself,” she replied. 




“Oh dear,” Zony said, then grinned. It was all she could do to stop herself from sticking her tongue out at the Captain. The Jacks had always had a friendly rivalry regarding rank and achievement. Ribbing each other before and after promotions was just part of the game. Yili was busy tinkering with a tv-remote-size data relay and really couldn’t be bothered with all the ceremonial niceties. Her mind was twelve decks away in the fuel relay she had disassembled all over electrical access tunnel 71-B.




“Is Fleet Captain enough?” Jason asked, leaning over to keep his voice down. 




“Why not a Commodore?” Moo asked with a delighted grin. 




“Well, as much as we like to fancy ourselves masters of the universe, Colonel, we don’t have the authority to promote someone to a flag rank, even in combat,” Jayce replied. “Fleet Captain is the best we can do, and it will have to be a brevet rank as acting Force Commander until–  What’s the regulations, Tom?” 




“We need a two-star or higher to make it permanent,” Huggins replied. 




“Ha! That’s a lot more juice than we’re ever going to allow in this room,” Moo said with a chuckle. 




“Agreed, Colonel, Fleet Captain it is,” Jason replied. 




“What’s the difference?” Zony asked. 




“Well, I get to wear a new sticker or something on my uniform. I get a little extra in my pay envelope, but only if I get shot...” 




“Jason–” 




“Okay, okay. Yeoman, note in the ship’s log, time and date, signed Captain Jason Hunter, king of all he surveys, blah blah. You know the procedure. As of now, oh nine four five on the recommendation of three command officers present as senior officer I am accepting a brevet promotion to Fleet Captain under Skywatch regulation 1612 paragraph B. Further I am posting myself to the flag and shifting our fleet designation immediately.” 




“To what, sir?” Annora asked, still trying to process the fact Jason cited the regulations complete with chapter and verse and got it right. 




“Strike Fleet Perseus.” 




The Perseus escort vessel skippers shifted uncomfortably in their seats, but kept their mouths shut. With that order, Fleet Captain Jason Hunter had just deposed his sister and the Task Force Commander they had served under for nearly half a year.




“Jayce, we should kick you upstairs too,” Hunter said. “Now that we have the square footage we should have the furniture to match.” 




“I appreciate the gesture, sir, but with your permission I’d like to keep things as they are. We’ve shaken the martini enough for one meeting.” 




“Very well, I want you to remain in command of the Task Force and bring Hatch up to speed so he can anchor the other end of your formation.” As Hunter got up and turned to begin referencing the display, at least three of Jayce’s captains looked at her with disbelief. Everything is different, and now he’s ordering us to keep things the way they were!? The look on Commander Hunter’s face was calm and reassuring. It was enough to soothe the outrage reflex.




“We’re not going to destroy the Sentinel,” he stated flatly. 




Silence.




“Begging the Fleet Captain’s pardon, sir, but if that thing becomes operational it’s going to decide the battle before we get within weapons range,” Moo said. 




“I’m forced to agree, sir,” Doverly added. “I don’t see how avoiding the Sentinel helps us if the enemy fleet integrates it into their order of battle effectively.” 




“We’re not going to avoid it either,” Jason replied. “We’re going to take Barker’s Asteroid and turn the Sentinel back on the enemy fleet. 




Several of the assembled officers gasped. Master Chief Buckmaster grinned and shook his head. It was exactly what anyone with even average intelligence would have expected from the brash young captain. But by the time the astonishment had faded, the strategic realities became clearer and realization dawned. 




“You’re betting we can turn that asteroid into a battle station before the enemy can stop us?” Zony asked. “But they don’t have our problem. They can fly right through their own mines.” 




“Not if we reconfigure them to protect us instead,” Hunter replied. “Now that we have the Dunkerque and her transponder, we have a way to slip through their defenses. All we have to do is drop a shock team on that station with the right equipment and we can turn their minefield and big gun to our advantage.” 




“It will take days to reconfigure that many weapons,” Zony said. 




“You’ll have two hours,” Hunter replied. Zony gaped. 




“But–” 




Jason shook his head. “If there’s anyone aboard who can find a way, it’s you, lieutenant.” 




“Are we talking about sending the Dunkerque in there alone?” Jayce asked. “What if she’s confronted before reaching the Sentinel?” 




“She’s going in there cloaked,” Jason replied. “We’re going to lash up two Nemesis corvettes and a heavy paladin as blocker for the cruiser. Their transponders will be configured to match the Dunkerque’s, but their job will be to mask the approach of the cruiser with false SRS readings. It’s the kind of ECCM noise that would normally set off those mines, so I’m betting the asteroid isn’t set up to look for it.” 




“What about power?” Yili asked. The sudden new voice almost startled Moo, who turned to look and saw the engineer was still playing with her little gadget. “A gun like that needs some fat capacitance and a burst reactor setup. That kind of thing takes months to build. The cooling alone would require a row of heatsinks half a mile long each the size of this room.” 




“We have two portable emergency planetside fusion units,” Hunter replied. “I’m betting our adversaries brought their own capacitors. It’s the only way they could have gotten that first shot off.” 




“We’re going to fly 1700-ton reactors down to that rock?” Moo asked with raised eyebrows.




“Wouldn’t they already need some kind of power?” Doverly asked. 




“They probably charged the capacitors before they were installed in case of an emergency,” Jayce said. “In fact, the Dunkerque probably provided the power. The Pershing class Strike Cruiser has transmission equipment for all its plants. Fury and Dunkerque are the same class, although your ship is a little newer. If they had a couple of days to prepare, they could have probably stored just enough for one good shot.”




“Do we have any idea what’s down there yet?” Moo asked. “If there’s any kind of garrison or armor down there it may be a slog just getting to that gun.” 




“The way I figure it, we’re going to drop in there pretty suddenly. The enemy fleet will have to respond. My guess is they will go after Barker’s Asteroid instead of us because that gun is the fulcrum upon which everything is balanced in this sector. From the time we hit dirt, the clock starts. If the fleet gets through Zony’s mines before we get control of that gun, we lose. If, however, we turn that thing around with a power source...” 




“It’s going to be a question of who clubs the other guy unconscious first,” Jayce finished the thought for her brother.




“You’re betting that Perseus plus the gun is enough to defeat twelve heavies plus their escorts and ground forces?” Teller asked, the edge still in his voice.




Hunter put his pointer down. 




“Only if we make no mistakes for the next ten hours.”




“That fleet isn’t just going to roll over for us, even if we point a big cannon at them,” Lieutenant Mallory said. “What do we hit after we take the asteroid?” 




Commander Hunter got up and walked to the head of the table. “Do you mind?” she asked politely, picking up the pointer. Captain Hunter yielded the floor and took his seat.




“The answer, lieutenant, is archers, footmen and cavalry.”




The group exchanged glances, unsure if they had heard the commander properly. 




“You might remember it as rock, paper, scissors,” she continued, referring to the screen as she spoke. “Archers beats footmen. Footmen beats cavalry. Cavalry beats archers.” 




Recognition of the metaphor lit on several faces around the table.




“Now that we’re a strike fleet, we have capital ships, missile defense and a carrier wing. All we have to do is make sure we send the right ships after the right targets. Our fighters against their capital ships and carriers, our capital ships against their escorts and our missile defense against their fighters. It’s a shell game. The only problem is the ghosts.” 




“Beg pardon, commander?” Jason asked. 




“Whoever these jokers are, they have a habit of appearing and disappearing. My task force took out three ships at Survey Nineteen. They appeared out of nowhere and tried to ram us one by one. Even their boarding party slipped right out from under us.” 




“That is a problem. If they start popping up where we don’t expect them–” Doverly said. 




“Agreed, commander. But we do have a target we know we can hit at the center of that minefield. The rest is sauce for the goose.”




“I believe there was a famous general who counseled against perfect plans,” Jayce said, handing the pointer to her brother. “So let’s take our imperfect plan and ram it right down their throat.” 





Fifty



Vice Admiral Charles Hughes walked as steadily as his instincts would allow. His subconscious mind was merely human, for now, and what it sensed around him was decidedly not. It was the endless abyss-like shadow that seemed to permeate everything around him. It was like a visible stench. It infused every shape and caused the ground to chill his bones even through his uniform boots. 




The air around him felt heavy, as if carrying a presence he couldn’t sense or see, but still knew was there. The humidity was stuffy and oppressive, even though the temperature was close to freezing.




Changes were gradually taking place in the Admiral’s physical appearance. What he once thought were simple pigments for his face turned out to be powerful chemical markers. They were infecting his body, burrowing deeper and deeper through the very protoplasm of his cells. Changing him. Altering his thinking. Twisting his thoughts and amplifying them with raw, uncontrollable power. 




The path he followed along the Ithis membrane resembled a towering, shadow-infused intestine. Gargantuan oval-shaped structures soared above, outraging the Admiral’s sense of size and physics. They pierced the murky cloud-blemished sky overhead like primitive weapons. The oval structures were arranged in a long tunnel that seemed to go on for miles in both directions. He was but a speck against the path he was following.




Then there was the seethe. It was the only word Hughes could come up with for it. Every quarter-hour or so, there would be a subsonic release of energy across the entire membrane.  It was very much like a muscle spasm, if muscles were the size of a small city. Hughes suspected everything around him was somehow alive, and that he was little more than a parasite allowed to crawl about inside it.




The insect-like creatures around him seemed to draw great pleasure and energy from each spasm. Even the humanoids serving the Ithis claimed it was at those times they could get a better sense of things. For the Admiral, it was like being injected with dangerous levels of adrenaline.  His heart would race. He would break out in alternately hot and cold sweats. His fingers would ache. It made him crave a release of the sudden energy. The one and only time it happened with a female humanoid nearby ended with Hughes barely stopping himself from attacking her with his teeth. That was the last time he remembered having a clearly rational thought.




For days after that, he hid himself away and trembled in the wet putrid organic sack where he slept unclothed. The savagery he saved the young female from experiencing at his hands turned inward, slashing and cutting. 




Alien minds were invading his, and they were gradually turning him into a ruthless killing machine. 




A killing machine with a new enemy.




Something drew him forward. He had long since lost track of time measured by human standards. The crude idea of a planet orbiting a star being used as a measure of anything seemed like a child’s toy. The heights to which his mind could now reach were unimaginable to mankind. There were concepts at work nearby he knew would so overwhelm his relatively tiny capacity for understanding his body would simply burn out like an overloaded fuse. He avoided reaching that far with his imagination in much the same way feral animals avoided fire.




Communicating with Jason Hunter had been a chore. By now, his new instincts should have driven him to simply deliver cold ultimatums and then execute them. But his confrontation with Hunter was before, when he still recognized his mind. For all he knew, he had been walking for days. He no longer ate because his body rejected food. It was beginning to absorb water from the air around him. The pain of the endless hunger made him feel like his blood was on fire.




And still he somehow had the energy to walk. Somewhere in the distance, perhaps at the end of the membrane, if there was such a thing, he could feel an enigmatic presence. He knew it was there he would find the overmind responsible for the millions of voices only he could hear. He knew crushing the last of his humanity would be nothing to them.




He also knew they would inform him now was the time to attack.





Fifty-One



Commander Hunter walked into Fury’s sickbay to inquire about the condition of the wounded from the attack on her landing party. She checked her medical officer’s reports and stopped by each bed to offer encouragement. 




Having the captain and task force commander in the room was often enough to get nearly unconscious people to try and sit up or look up at least. Jayce considered this her least favorite responsibility. The only thing that made it bearable was the raw courage she saw in the faces of her crewmates. Even wounded, she could see in their eyes how urgently they wanted to serve and how much they wanted to make her proud of them. It was difficult for the commander to maintain her composure, but she did it anyway, because her crewmates needed her.




Many officers looked upon command as a burden, but one thing the Hunter clan had instilled in its most famous twins was honor, and both Jason and Jayce had accepted the notion early in their careers that leading men and women in any endeavor was an honorable thing, be it in war or during peace. The one true fulfillment of their commissions as Skywatch officers was to do their duty. They knew their leadership gave those who served with them hope, and that was always enough. 




Hunter stopped at the bedside of the station corporal she had dressed down before the attack. He was still unconscious. His face was covered with bandages, leaving only enough room for the medical sensors and the oxygen mechanism that was keeping him alive. He had already undergone two surgeries. His prospects were fair, but his injuries were causing him to suddenly start bleeding internally at unexpected intervals. 




Echo was at his bedside. She hadn’t been able to help him on the station, and Jayce knew that was troubling for the little mini-bot. Although she was quite capable, there were some medical realities that prevented Echo from fulfilling the mission she thought she had. Jayce had programmed her to heal the sick. Echo took those instructions seriously. So seriously, in fact, that she had long ago exceeded her initial design. The only problem was this caused her to experience the mini-bot version of depression when she found she wasn’t able to perform miracles. 




The evidence that Echo was completely engrossed in her concern for her patient was that she didn’t acknowledge Jayce at all. Her only outward appearance of awareness was the soft alert tone she played at 60-second intervals.




Echo had been at Corporal Andrew Benning’s bedside, playing soothing music for him very quietly and monitoring his vital signs for almost a full day. Jayce knew that within a half-second of any problem, there would be a fleet-wide alert to come to the corporal’s aid. 




The only thing capable of getting the little ambulance to leave the corporal’s side would be a direct order from the commander herself. Jayce had seen her mini-bot brave massed weapons fire on many occasions to rescue the injured. Echo certainly wasn’t going to surrender her post willingly.




The commander also knew an order to stand down would break Echo’s little robot heart. So even though she had been shot three times during the battle and urgently needed repairs, Jayce let her stay in sickbay anyway.




Hunter put her hand on Benning’s bandaged forehead and closed her eyes for a few moments.




She affixed a purple heart to his pillow and quietly saw herself out.





Fifty-Two



Colonel Moody roused himself from a deep sleep to sounds of confusion. There was shouting and banging somewhere nearby. In the darkness of his quarters it wasn’t entirely clear what the status of the ship was until a lightning-like flash strobed from the space-facing ports on the opposite wall. 




Heavy weapons fire!  




The colonel stumbled out of bed and swept everything off his nightstand to the floor in an attempt to retrieve his commlink. A moment later the deck heaved and he stumbled back, trying to break the fall by grabbing at his bookshelves. He landed hard and the impact dazed him. Another heave slammed him against the bulkhead. The entire contents of his quarters shattered against the floor. 




The deck fire alarm began to sound. More shouting from outside Moo’s door gave him the energy to at least try and get to his feet. Argent was off her axis by a good ten degrees, which made the journey back to his commlink more of a climb than a crawl. 




Weapons fire flashed anew. The orange light of an oxygen-fueled explosion lit space all around the port side of the ship. Finally the colonel got to the opposite wall and pulled himself up to see what was happening.




He could see Argent’s new fleet mates Minstrel and Jefferson. They were maneuvering into a defensive position along their flagship’s port quarter aft. It wasn’t until Moo saw the Jefferson launch a full spread of anti-ship missiles that he realized just how serious the situation was. Although he could see the Perseus escorts, he could not see their targets. 




What bothered him more than anything else was the fact there were no deck alarms aside from the fire klaxon, and nobody had tried to contact him yet. 




The decompression alarm sounded. 




What the hell? 




Finally Moo scrabbled his commlink out of the rubble that had accumulated on his floor. He noted all of the alarm channels were active but the signal indicator was dark. At least now he knew why nobody had been able to contact him. He hurriedly donned minimal clothing and pulled a blaster pistol out of the holster stowed with his fatigues. He set the weapon on maximum and went to the door. 




The sounds outside were still muffled, but they were quieter. Moo couldn’t tell if it was because of the audible alarm or that the fight had moved on from his front porch, so to speak. He decided to risk it and opened the hatch. The hall was empty but filled with acrid smoke from an overhead electrical junction. The colonel peered in the other direction. Nothing. 




He aimed his blaster and moved to the cross-corridor instead of braving the smoke. He knew there was an intraship console only a few yards around the corner. If he could get to it undetected, he’d be able to access Dominique and get a sitrep.




A shadowy movement made him turn. From out of the smoke a knife slashed at his face. His attacker lunged and Moo caught him by the wrist and elbow. The smaller man was slammed unconscious against the bulkhead by the colonel. His knife clattered to the deck an instant before he did. Two blinding white shots from beyond the smoke impacted behind Moody. The colonel retreated around the corner and moved quickly towards the intraship console. 





Fifty-Three



The bridge of DSS Fury was in flames. The heavy stench of ozone and burned composites filled the air. It seemed there were bodies everywhere. Commander Hunter was at the pilot’s controls attempting to bank the diving ship away from her attackers. The maneuver was crude and dangerous, but effective. The enormous strike cruiser’s heaviest armor was now facing the enemy’s most formidable weapons. 




“Get me a status on those battle screens!” 




“Still down! Power relays are off-line. Autosystems report a memory core disconnect!” Sabrina Mallory shouted. She had taken over the tactical station moments after the second shift officer had been nearly burned to ash by a thrown phosphor-mellicite satchel charge. 




“Get me engineering on emergency intraship!” 




The Fury veered back to starboard, attempting to cut under the three-ship formation pursuing her. Close-range defensive weapons poured high-energy bolts of destruction at the frigate squadron, but the smaller ships’ battle screens deflected much of their power. Without her heavy weapons, Jayce knew she would be unable to engage with any effectiveness. 




“Engineering! Mathis here!” 




“Paul I need the autosystems back on line!” Hunter shouted. “We have no weapons control at the conn!” 




“Affirmative, commander! Mains are functional! I can transfer–” 




The entire ship went dark in an instant. The sound of the generators spinning down caused the bridge deck plates to vibrate. The only light remaining was from the fires. Commander Hunter scrambled out of her tactical harness and moved towards Lieutenant Mallory’s station. Before she got far, another mellicite charge blasted a ragged hole in the barricaded bridge entrance hatch. Lights from what appeared to be powerarmor helmets stabbed through the darkness. They dodged back and forth as the intruders crazily tried to climb through the breach.




Somehow through the daze and exhaustion, Hunter remembered her conversation with Hawkins. They’re Skywatch!




Jayce drew her blaster and aimed at the hatch. But when she pulled the trigger nothing happened. She looked at the dark indicators and dropped the useless weapon on the deck. There was only one option now.




She moved quickly to the breach, grabbed the first intruder’s helmet with both hands and heaved back. The sudden change in momentum pulled the armored humanoid off balance and he piled through the breach, leaving a sudden open space behind him. Hunter quickly went to his left side and found a concussion grenade right where it was supposed to be. She detached it, armed it and underhanded it with all her strength through the breach. She ran back to a semi-conscious Lieutenant Mallory and dove her to the deck. 




The explosion nearly ripped the air out of their lungs. Somehow Commander Hunter managed to reach up and activate Fury’s self-contained disaster beacon. Its indicator glowed white for a few moments and then began blinking.





Fifty-Four



If Master Chief Buckmaster had been asked to describe it later, he would have said “it was like pouring fire out of a bucket into the flight deck.”




Nobody saw the first attacking ship coming. Everyone saw the second and third. They rammed through the spaceports forward and aft on Flight One. The explosions shattered everything solid and set off most of the missile ordinance mounted on the row of paladin mechs. Nearly half of Second Airborne went up in the secondary explosions. Fire control systems went into operation instantly, using powerful sealed ventilation systems to decompress the deck and deprive the fire of oxygen. All the human personnel were forced off the deck and could only watch from their emergency chambers as plasma fires and magnesium ignitions continued to burn from one end of the flight bay to the other. 




A security contingent was fast at work donning tac suits and powerarmor to defend the now wide open egress points on Flight One fore and aft against boarding parties. The heavy suits would give them both anti-gravity tools, man-portable magnetic shielding and breathable air, so they would be able to function in the suddenly hostile, airless and radiation filled flight deck. 




Meanwhile, at the other end of Flight One, Argent’s firefighting detail was hard at work battling a spider-like magnesium eruption that was threatening the first of Flight One’s fuel stations. They knew the unstable chemicals and isotopes stored in the temperature and pressure-controlled station would react with both violence and unpredictability if the white-hot energy source managed to pierce the protective chamber around the station’s inner mechanisms. 




Suddenly, fast-moving anti-personnel batteries emerged from the ceiling and pivoted snake-quick to bear on the aft spaceport. A boarding party dressed in all-black tac suits was deploying from a small assault ship. A set of three batteries automatically opened fire, rapidly pouring lightning-white lances of super-hot plasma energy at the enemy attackers. A wire-guided missile weapon of some kind tore across the enormous open space and impacted the ceiling near one of the destruction-spraying batteries. The explosion shattered metal and composites, causing huge pieces of wreckage to fall five stories to the burning surface below. 




Buckmaster had seen enough. Fortunately he had planned ahead and was already latching down the last few fasteners on his powerarmor. He lowered the polarizing blast shield across his faceplate and hefted the TK40 he kept hidden for special occasions. 




After emerging from the life support chamber, he stalked across the deck, making his way past the fires and wreckage to a point where he could bring his weapon to bear on the enemy landing zone at the aft end of his flight deck.




The intruders either couldn’t see him or weren’t expecting to be attacked from such short range, which gave the Master Chief one good wide-open shot at their ship. He charged up a massive unstable energy bolt and launched it at the attacking ship. An instant before impact, he detonated it with a plasma lance from the same weapon. Enemy attackers were engulfed in the orange-white fireball and were thrown in all directions. The resulting concussive explosion left a fifteen-foot wide scorch mark on the deck and blew the assault ship off its landing gear. The vessel drifted through the air screen and emerged from Flight One into open space. A moment later it was speared by an energy bolt from one of Argent’s port point defense batteries and exploded into hundreds of burning fragments. 




The shockwave from the assault ship explosion vaporized what was left of the boarding party. 





Fifty-Five



Jason Hunter rarely allowed himself to grieve. Despite the ever-present possibility he would not survive his next mission, he always managed to approach combat with more than a little swagger. Many of his comrades believed it was one of the reasons he was such a dangerous opponent. 




But now, cradling the almost lifeless body of one of the bridge crew, he was confronted with grief he could not avoid. She was so young. Even though half her face was covered in streaming blood, Jason could still imagine her smile and how pretty it would be if she were anywhere else but here.




A rage caught fire inside him and rapidly grew out of control. The heat that rushed to his face instantly overwhelmed the eye-watering smoke and out-of-control fires around him. The undefeated spirit of battleship camaraderie took over. After gently handing the wounded tactical specialist over to a medic, Fleet Captain Jason Hunter regained his feet. He ignored the pain from his broken wrist and took his place in the bridge command chair. 




“Helm, hard over. Give me a zero zero bearing on the largest enemy target.” 




“Aye, sir, helm answering maneuvering thrusters to starboard bearing relative one six zero true” 




The enormous flagship pivoted in space, bringing her heaviest weapons to bear on what by now was an oncoming wave of enemy spacecraft. 




“CIC, report!” 




“We have identified sixteen ships, sir. The battle group is anchored by the Fast Carrier Agamemnon. She has a double wing of Yellowjackets ready to launch. Sixty in all, sir. Other vessels in the formation are screening and escort ships. The heaviest is the light cruiser Pollux!” 




“Tactical, give me sequence arming on all capital weapons forward. Set warheads to proximity trigger, maximum yields. Signal ready in thirty seconds. Mark!” 




“Affirmative, Captain. Weapons will be armed at the mark. Standing by!” 




“Engineering! Yili?!” 




“Standing by, sir!” 




“Set reactors four and five to maximum throughput. You are authorized to disengage safety systems and stand by to jettison the assemblies. Divert all power to main batteries. Signal indicator delta. Acknowledge!” 




“Affirmative, sir. Reactors four and five at one hundred seven percent and climbing. Main power to weapons!” 




A terrifying impact shook the bridge. The lights flickered and the navicomp assembly crashed to the deck like an avalanche of steel and composite. Another fire burst from behind the library computer and was instantly attacked by the suppression system. 




Jason Hunter had just a twinge before he ordered his vessel to fire her most devastating weapons at friendly ships, but then he reminded himself they threw the first punch. He remembered his father’s words, a Irishman sure enough liable to either be starting drunken fistfights or writing poems about them. “Start whatever you like, lad. Just don’t be too surprised if I aim to finish it.” 




“Lock all targeting on the Agamemnon! SRS active! All scanners forward for waveform override!” 




From an electromagnetic standpoint, the relatively small carrier’s automatic countermeasures suddenly panicked as they detected the heavy vessel’s targeting systems lighting up their ship like a bank of spotlights from an approaching aircraft. The vessel began to veer off, but there was nowhere to run. It was space combat equivalent of suddenly recognizing a tiger’s eyes in a copse of nearby leaves. 




Hunter’s eyes locked on his enemy. “All batteries, commence fire. Fire at will!” 




Argent opened up on the attacking task force with a vengeance. Rail casters one and three slammed energy bolts the size of four-story buildings into the Agamemnon’s forward battle screens like shrieking freight trains fired out of mountain sized cannons. The secondary explosions flattened the carrier’s shields like a plywood shack caught by a category five hurricane blast. Caster two impaled her central flight deck and ruptured her drive field. The resulting two-million-degree hypernova blasted the remains of the vessel and all sixty of her fighters in all directions. The fiery shockwave and radiation burst took the fast frigate Palermo with it and threw the Herald into an out-of-control spin like a small child’s toy. 




Beam weapons from the late Agamemnon’s escort formation returned fire. While their weapons were effective and relatively powerful for their ship classes, they were scarcely a match for a strike battleship’s shields. Their only advantage was their numbers. They pounded and slashed at the larger ship like young wolves hounding an elk. Their weapons caused bursts of orange-white explosive energy to erupt from Argent’s hull at each impact point, but left only superficial damage. The heavy ship’s magnetically charged and powered armor was two feet thick at the belt and bracers.




Despite the constant pounding, Argent continued to fire back, staggering each of the smaller ships with twenty-megaton blasts from her mighty main batteries. There was no finesse here. This was not a battle of shrewd tacticians. This was a bar fight that had spilled out into an alley and had moved rapidly from fists to broken bottles. Although Argent’s own escorts were in relative disarray, their flagship packed more than enough muscle to make things dangerous for a time.




“Tactical, get me a firing solution on the Pollux!” Hunter shouted. “Stand by capital missiles one through eight! Get me Skywatch on emergency intraship!” 




“Affirmative, Captain, switching comm network to channel J-7. Go!” 




“Skywatch STC this is the Flag on priority channel. Flight Two and Flight Three, scramble all alert spacecraft. I say again, scramble all alert spacecraft. Engage battle conference and confirm combat readiness to Force Commander on this channel, acknowledge!” 




As the responses poured in, Hunter turned to his Signals Officer and was once again struck by the enormity of Zony’s absence. “When Seventh Air-Ground acknowledges after launch, order them to locate and escort the Dunkerque. We can’t afford to lose that ship. After you confirm, locate Commander Doverly and raise the Fury.”




“Sir, the Fury is adrift, bearing one nine mark two zero zero. She is out of position. Sensors indicate almost no energy output!” 




“Was she hit? When? The enemy formation just broke range a few seconds ago!” 




“Doverly to Bridge.” 




“Annora! Find Yili, muster an emergency medical team and a shock platoon and take a Nightwing over to Fury. She’s adrift and has apparently lost power!” 




“Acknowledged! Jets request in two minutes!” 




The tactical officer’s expression was a mix of frustration and urgency. “We have no detection of weapons fire or impacts, sir. I can’t explain any of this!” 




“Signal the task force to form up on us. We’ll coordinate our targets from Skywatch. Tactical, engage battlespace datalink on scrambled frequency and request acknowledgment. Transfer Yellowjacket control to Skywatch and prepare to engage Argent’s targets in squadron order!” 




One by one, the other ships in the strike fleet fell into escort perimeter positions around their flagship and engaged their main drives. DSS Argent, two light cruisers and six escorts loomed behind a fast-moving wall of angry little Yellowjacket fighters and three-vessel Tarantula Hawk attack formations as they all bore down on the remaining fourteen ships of the Agamemnon task force. 




The first pass was as violent and brutal as two opposing lines of heavy horse clashing at full charge. Ships spun off their axes, missiles detonated, beam weapons tore and slashed, atmosphere and debris trailed.




Torpedos poured from Argent’s fighters one by one as the fleet little craft peeled off from their attack runs. Those ships not staggered by the impacts were pounded and hammered by brawler cannon fire from the gunships. Agamemnon’s escorts launched wave after wave of point defense missiles to try and counter the ferocious furball that they had kicked up. It rapidly became clear the task force was at a considerable disadvantage without its own capital platform or fighters. 




“Battlespace datalink established, Captain. The board is green.” 




“Signal the fleet to coordinate attack signals and fire at will.” Hunter reclined in his chair, confident the firepower he had just given the order to unleash was likely to clear space of every hostile vessel for a million miles.




“Battlespace synchronized. Zero Juliet Five signals alpha one!” 




DSS Jefferson launched first. Hypervelocity shipkillers rotated off her twin launchers on bursts of gravitic energy and ignited plasma. 




“Zero Juliet One signals alpha one!” 




Spruance opened up with proximity bursts from her main batteries. The forward guns alternated fire, puncturing the oncoming formation with space-shattering fusion-amplified detonations of superheated plasma. 




“Zero Juliet Four signals alpha one!” 




Revenge joined in, pounding away at the line with row after row of debris scattering explosions. 




Then Argent opened up again, firing her main batteries in perfect coordination with the positions of her fighters and gunships. Rail slugs speared enemy engines, caster snapshots sheared vessels into pieces, massive multiple-phase explosions rippled across space, engulfing ship after ship. Eventually the late Agamemnon’s line broke into dodging and rolling evasive maneuvers, explosions pursuing each ship as they peeled away, firing back with ever-weaker barrages of anti ship missiles. Each vessel drew the attention of several fighters and gunships. 




The tactical officer grabbed his headphones tighter against his ears. “Threat board signals new contacts! Counting three, four, five heavies. Designate King Two bearing three one five range two million miles and closing! Skywatch STC reports they are approaching our defensive perimeter!” 




“Jason, this is Doverly aboard Nightwing One. Request jets.” 




“Annora, we’ve got something angry and dangerous stirred up here. Find my sister and get her in this war.”




“Acknowledged, Captain. Nightwing One out.” 





Fifty-Six



DSS Dunkerque was literally running for her life. Somehow, Commander DeMay had managed to escape from the formation and maneuver the heavy vessel through a diving hyperbolic course that cleared the oncoming attack formation, and only drew two pursuers. One moment, he was going over checklists. The next, he was in a running gun battle and redlining his engines.




On the one hand, he was furiously angry he wasn’t able to pull more heat away from the fleet. On the other hand, he was more than a little relieved he wasn’t going to have to run to a spot and then fight his way home.




The enemy ships were both fast destroyers armed with enough firepower to cause major problems for the undermanned ship if they got in range. Dunkerque easily outgunned them in a stand-up fight, but that was unfortunately the one thing she wasn’t capable of at the moment. 




“Set a course for Barker’s Asteroid! All ahead flank! Continuous acceleration!” 




“Sir, that will put us in range of the minefield in less than four minutes!” the pilot shouted. 




“Then let’s hope Hunter was right about this ship’s transponders! We’ve got to get that Sentinel into operation as planned!” 




“Battlecomp reports enemy contacts are closing. Range now ten thousand miles!” Lieutenant Austin shouted. He was one of DeMay’s hand-picked officers, chosen for his considerable experience as third watch Officer of the Deck aboard Argent. 




“Weapons, weapons, there’s got to be a way,” DeMay half-growled, half-shouted as he steadily pounded his fist on the arm of the command chair.




“We don’t have the personnel, sir. We’re doing well to man the helm and engines at this point with only two dozen people!” Austin shouted. 




Toby suddenly rose from the command chair. “But we do have the weapons themselves, right? We can arm them manually! Can’t we?” 




“Affirmative, skipper, but I’m not sure–” 




DeMay punched up the intraship. “Engineering, get me three tactical-trained able crewmen in the center magazine with tac suits and environmental harnesses on the double. Bridge out.” 




“What’s your plan, Captain?” 




“We’re going to roll our anti-ship missiles out the back door like depth charges, lieutenant. If we set them for delayed detonation, they’ll act like proximity charges, and if we equip them with magnetic field activators, the enemy ship hulls will draw them in like seagulls to a burger joint. Pilot, give me a range and ETA to the edge of the minefield.” 




“Two minutes, twenty seconds present speed.” 




“Full power to aft battle screens. Austin, you have the conn. Let’s hope that transponder theory doesn’t turn out to be a wrong guess.”




Commander DeMay ran for the magazine deck.





Fifty-Seven



“What are you?”




The being that towered grotesquely in the cross-corridor fixed a chilling gaze on Colonel Moody. It had already absorbed four maximum-power shots from his blaster and was unaffected. It looked vaguely human if every feature of a normal person was stretched vertically to twice its normal height. It wore featureless black.




It’s mouth opened and a chorus of screeching voices filled the air. Iris-less white eyes stared at nothing. Its unusually large skull was hairless and covered in bruise-like veins. 




Moody fired again, and again, but the creature simply turned and floated back up the corridor, ignoring the powerful energy bolts it absorbed without reacting. Shadowy humanoids streamed around it and rushed towards Moody. He cut several down with his blaster pistol before he engaged the rest hand-to-hand. The big marine officer was more than a match for the relatively weak intruders one-on-one, and in the narrow cross-corridor they were only able to get at him one or two at a time. 




He clocked the first one with his blaster, ramming into its helmet straight-on. The second swung wide and was rewarded with a swiftly broken elbow. After they slumped to the floor, the ones behind stumbled forward. The colonel was having the best of it until one grabbed him from behind. It jabbed a knife-like device into his neck. There was a moment of disorientation and then...




All Moo could say for sure was he was standing on a precipice that seemed hundreds of miles away from what it overlooked. Before him was a gigantic dull green translucent spherical object suspended inside an even larger chamber. If he didn’t know better, he would have said he was looking down on a planet during re-entry. The sight caused a wave of vertigo to rush over the colonel. The distances he perceived were beyond human comprehension. He had never been inside a structure even a tiny fraction as large as this one. It was cold and damp, and not home to anything even vaguely resembling human beings. 




Yet somehow Moody could feel a presence at the center of that sphere. Somehow he knew it was Admiral Hughes. An image formed in his mind. He could see a human face staring into infinity, mouth wide open and thoughts of slaughter and conquest seeping from its mind. A thousand chittering sounds stormed into Moody’s consciousness, and over them a voice that was becoming less human by the moment. 




“Weakness must be consumed. The strong must aspire to greater things. Else all is lost.” They weren’t audible sounds in the strictly human sense. The words felt like an icy cold wind drifting through the colonel’s soul. The sounds conjured images of graveyards and decay.




“Magnificent, isn’t it? What is born from here will soon be warlord of your reality.” 




Colonel Atwell approached Lucas’ vantage point. He still wore the same faded and damaged uniform. 




“You weren’t making any sense before, and you aren’t making any now, colonel.” Moo replied, still dizzy from the effects of the transition to Ithis space. 




“Nonsense. We have been taught our entire lives how sacred life is, yet we never even once consider the sheer power of anti-life.” 




“When I get you back home, I’m going to celebrate your court-martial with a nice thick steak, Atwell. You’re a traitor to your own race, and you’re a traitor to Skywatch.” 




“Skywatch is a bacterial colony, colonel. I’m talking about galactic civilizations here. You don’t even recognize what you are seeing. This structure alone is so far beyond the pathetic boundaries of human engineering there are perhaps five men alive who could even understand it! If you flew across that expanse at your ship’s best speed, it would take days to reach the other side. Only three men have ever seen an enclosed space this large in all human history. The Ithis are the stronger species. Why can’t you accept that?” 




“If they’re so strong, then why do they need a fleet of our ships to do their dirty work? Why steal our technology and attack our people? What could they possibly have to gain?” 




“They want what is in our minds. The more primal and more powerful our emotions, the stronger it makes them. They see us as a source of primitive vitality. It is something they’ve lost over the millennia, but they never lost their craving for it.”




“If they’re that advanced, they can find their cavemen elsewhere,” Moo replied. “Why did you bring me here?” 




“To see and experience what Admiral Hughes has become and to consider your own destiny. You will witness the sheer power at his command and you will join us in our great mission to re-invigorate a thousand ancient civilizations with humanity’s one unique spark, colonel. The resulting conquest will be so far beyond anything we’ve dared dream of I suspect none will command the words to describe it.”




“There’s nothing here for you, Atwell. You’ve gone mad and sacrificed Admiral Hughes to whatever is taking place in there.” Moody glanced at the distant structure and again was almost staggered by the sheer volume of visual information he was asking his mind to process. He closed his eyes and tried to regain his composure. 




“End this.” 




“Turn my back on the greatest discovery in human history? And you’re the one accusing me of madness? Even if we leave aside the fact we could be witnessing what no other human being ever will, what of the technologies these creatures have gathered? They have been traveling space in their dimension for millions of years! They only seek to rule us like they rule every other species they conquer. The Raleo obelisk is only a tiny demonstration of how they can change our entire reality!” 




“Which means only one thing, Atwell. We have about as much business here as roaches have asking me about fuel cell maintenance. We don’t belong here! Now send me back to my ship, or I’ll make it clear to the Admiral and anyone else in this circus you aren’t to be trusted! You turned your back on your own species! The more advanced these Ithis are, the more likely it is they’ll recognize your treachery for what it is!” 




“Oh, they already understand it, colonel. They just don’t care. You can bark at them if you wish. If they don’t kill you outright they’ll simply empty your mind and consume what is left of you for heat. It’s not a pleasant process. If you like I will introduce you to the humans its been performed on. Have you ever seen a man or woman with literally no mind?” 




“Then what are you waiting for, colonel?” Moo growled, his muscles trembling with a barely-restrained rage. 




“Once the two human fleets have destroyed each other, the Core will be unprotected, and our rulers can enter our existence to take what is theirs. Hughes is simply giving the Ithis the savage impulse to invade and conquer. And when the admiral’s mind is gone, yours will take its place.” 




Atwell turned to leave. “The overmind will turn man’s flawed nature into his extinction, and we’re going to start with Captain Jason Hunter.”





Fifty-Eight



Not far away from where Moo was abducted, Lieutenant Tixia was holed up in an alcove with one of the intruders’ communications devices. In her lap was a fully armed blaster. She was hard at work trying to figure out how the device functioned so she could listen in on the enemy’s communications, but the mechanism and circuitry were totally unfamiliar to her. The strangely shaped device seemed to be designed to wear on the side of the head near the ear and also seemed to have some oddly biological components of some kind. In fact, it had changed shape at least once since she retrieved it from the intruder she had shot. She was certain it had something to do with their ability to teleport as well, but that was a secondary concern. Right now, she just wanted to listen in.




A row of yellow lights lit up one side of the device, which didn’t tell the young signals officer much. She was just about to give up when a chorus of dissonant sounds came from it. They sounded like screams of pain and only lasted a few moments. Then it was silent again. She turned the device over and continued trying to get it to work. 




All at once, the ship’s power shut off completely. The entire deck was plunged into darkness. Even her blaster pistol indicators went dark. Sparks and flashes from the damaged electrical junctions continued for a few moments and then even they were gone.




As she experienced the loss of artificial gravity and felt herself float up off the floor, Zony heard something. It was coming from the device she had commandeered. It sounded like the radio transmission of a creature of some kind breathing. It grew louder as she listened. Finally there was a voice. It made the hairs on the back of her neck stand straight up.




“You were all warned, lieutenant.”





Fifty-Nine



Echo’s spinning lightbars illuminated the dim service corridor with flashes of red. She had found her way to deck three and was using the starboard electrical service corridor to bypass most of the damage below. Her little headlights gave her enough visibility to avoid the largest pieces of debris, but she still kept her speed low as she picked her way towards the forward section of the ship. 




Occasional explosions and rumbling could be heard in the distance. The ship was ostensibly at general quarters, but intraship communications were out and all of the fleet’s voice channels were being jammed. Artificial gravity was failing intermittently, but the activated electromagnetic plates built into her chassis kept her firmly on the floor. They would continue to do so as long as she stayed on metal surfaces. The damage she had suffered in the Station Nineteen battle was problematic, but not serious enough to affect her combat worthiness. She was still 88% functional.




Echo had the ability to pierce the local interference well enough to establish contact with Fury’s crew, but the advanced programming Jayce had installed for her higher functions argued otherwise. Giving away her position could be catastrophic. Even though she was a medical unit, she still understood battle protocols and she knew well the possible price of not maintaining radio silence.




What Echo’s core programming insisted on was far more important: Go to Acey. From the time she was nothing but a circuit board and a battery on a wheeled chassis, Echo had learned that if anything went wrong, she was to go back to wherever Acey was. That was her top priority no matter what. Years ago, it meant when she got lost in a maze, or got caught in a rainstorm or got one of her wheels damaged, she should return to her builder’s lab for repairs. Now, “go to Acey” meant she needed to locate her commander, because the fleet needed her, and if Acey was hurt, Echo might be the difference between the fleet having a commander and not having one.




The little ambulance was always the one that came home. Commander Hunter had spent hours and sometimes days tracking down her other units. Given their relative weight, flight and amphibious capabilities, that sometimes put them places where it wasn’t as easy to retrieve them as a young cybernetics specialist would have liked. Rebel always seemed to end up disabled in a hole or canyon somewhere. Lunar often ended up without power hundreds of feet above the deck. Then there was the weekend Butterfly got confused during a hide and seek game and went dark. It took four bots and one commander the better part of two days to find and catch her.




But every time one of them got hung up somewhere, or got confused or lost, Echo was always the one to come home. Sometimes it took minutes. Other times it might take days, but she would always find a way, and she would always lead Acey back to the other minibots. 




Echo had made several attempts to locate the rest of her minibot team, but so far had been unsuccessful. Having Butterfly around would certainly make it easier for a wheeled vehicle to get past the broken machinery, conduits and junk in the access corridor. Even having Rebel here would help, as he would just push it all out of the way for her.




But so far, the only thing Echo had established for certain was that whatever jammed the fleet communications was also preventing the minibots from reaching each other, and that meant Echo was on her own. She certainly wasn’t helpless, however. 




The little ambulance was transmitting a multi-frequency ultra-wideband ECM screen that made her all but impossible to locate with any known tracking technology. She was fleet frequency silent but monitoring nearly twenty thousand channels for any sign of a friendly unit. She also had both of her high-energy subsonic emitters fully charged. A burst from either one could knock a full grown human being unconscious at ranges of up to fifteen yards. Sustained signals from either one could incapacitate an entire room full of people. Her old-style fire truck banger siren was also more than capable of scaring the hell out of her opponents, human or animal, if necessary. 




But all of that aside, Echo had a mission. 




Go to Acey. 





Sixty



The only reason Zony Tixia wasn’t scared out of her mind was the light still emanating from the alien transmitter she had found. When all the other power aboard Argent went dark, the only source of light in the crew quarters corridor was the little row of yellow indicators along the edge of the odd mechanism. Even her blaster pistol had lost its charge, but for whatever reason the transmitter wasn’t affected. 




It was then she noticed something unusual. After the strange voice told her “you were warned, lieutenant,” several new indicator lights appeared at what the signals officer now believed was the base of the device. There were a total of eight lights. Four of them were lit up with colors ranging from a light green to a dark orange. Then they shifted, moving the colors around to other lights. Zony watched the indicators shift for a minute or so, looking for any familiar sign the device might have enough of a connection to human technology for her to make some use of its capabilities. 




Then it hit her. It wasn’t mechanically activated. It was bio-electric, and the circuitry was activated by sound. It was the only thing that made sense. She turned the device over and over. There was something odd about the small panel lights too. The patterns looked familiar for some reason. By now Zony was seven feet off the floor and wedged into the relatively small alcove above the spot she had chosen for a hiding place. Without light or power, there was no chance she would be able to find her way to safety. The fact the emergency autosystems hadn’t engaged yet was alarming enough without dwelling on the no-power problem. 




She decided to test her theory. After twisting herself around to make sure the alien device didn’t float away, she let go of it and let it drift. The yellow lights and indicators went out. She was suspended in total blackness. 




“Here goes nothing,” she said quietly.




She put her hands back on the object and the yellow lights brightened back to their original intensity. The tiny indicators at the base of the object began to blink again, repeating the same pattern from when they first appeared. 




“Bio electric,” she exhaled. “Hmmm.” 




She continued turning the device over, looking for more indicators. Finding none, she returned her attention to what she could see. By now she had two theories. One was the yellow indicators were there to signal a complete charge. They were on the head side of the device in order to make use of the wearer’s peripheral vision without being unduly distracting. If, for whatever reason, the device’s power level dropped, the light would either dim or go out, which would be visible to the wearer without obstructing their view. 




The second theory was a little more fuzzy, but the longer she studied the visible patterns in the smaller indicator lights, the stronger it got. 




“Alpha, Beta, Charlie, Delta, Echo, Foxtrot..” Zony watched the indicators change their patterns as she spoke. Eventually different colors appeared and the entire sequence had been altered. 




“Zulu, Yankee, X-ray, Whiskey, Victor, Uniform..” Again she watched, and saw almost exactly what she expected to see. The indicator lights were changing their patterns based on her voice print. They were visual indications of the sound patterns they had recorded. She surmised that’s why they lit up when the enemy broadcast was received. 




But there was one thing out of place. Every recorded pattern had an identical pattern attached to it. Zony concluded after a short time those were identifying flags there to signify a different voice. Using that as her theory, she began walking the device through all of its possible command sequences, speaking as quietly as she could and starting with the most basic elements. After discovering how the device stored numbers and phonetics, she watched for unusual responses. Then she hit the jackpot. 




After replaying the enemy broadcast, she recognized the device had two response flags to the sound it had heard. One was a longer series of values which was very similar to the one the device used for her own identifier. The other flag was shorter and didn’t match anything else she had seen so far. She reversed its values and began feeding discrete values into the device until she was able to duplicate the pattern. Once she did, the yellow lights all switched to green and the indicators did as well. 




“Command mode?” she whispered to herself. She tried a number of plausible-sounding commands. “Status? Location? Report? List?” 




“List” caused all but one of the indicators to go out, and the one that remained turned yellow. 




“Commands,” Zony said. In her own voice, she heard the device begin to list commands. “Position. Energy. Contacts. Coordinates. Stored.” 




“Hmmm. Position and coordinates? Why both?” she said quietly. The device answered in Zony’s voice.




“Position is user. Coordinates is destination.” 




Everything that had happened for the past two weeks flooded back all at once, but this time, Zony had a different perspective. The intrusion into Argent’s engineering section. The sudden appearances and disappearances of ships and people, especially Colonel Atwell. They all along knew their enemy was using some kind of teleportation device. Now they had one of their own, and if Zony’s suspicion was right, this little device had stored every piece of data the Argent Signals Officer needed to effect a rescue plan of her own. She held the device up and spoke a little louder.




“DSS Argent Engineering.”




And then she vanished.





Sixty-One



Nightwing One raced for the safety of DSS Fury’s flight deck. Although the massive Strike Cruiser was many thousands of miles out of position by now, getting the Perseus fleet’s second-largest weapons platform back in operation was the flag’s top priority. 




And that meant it was up to Commander Annora Doverly and her highly trained crew of Search and Rescue specialists. 




“We are clear to navigate, ma’am.” 




“Very well, steer us fifteen degrees port off Fury approach, arm two cardinal probes and stand by to engage quick quiet.” 




“Affirmative. Cardinals are standing by. Course is now three four five relative Fury approach. Speed 1500 FPS.” 




War raged all around the Nightwing’s flight path. The frigates Ajax and Minstrel and the destroyer Constellation were pouring beam weapons fire at the remnants of the Agamemnon task force. In the distance, more than a million miles from their position, a huge inbound fleet loomed. Their presence was a dramatic reminder of the price Argent’s relatively small battle line would pay if Nightwing One failed in its mission to get the Hunter family’s ships back in operation in time. 




“All stop. Activate signal suppression protocols. Quick quiet.” 




The pilot responded with the silent activation of the necessary consoles and controls. Nightwing one slowed and then stopped in space.




“Launch Cardinal One,” Doverly said as quietly as possible without making it impossible for her tactical officer to hear. 




The small black probe rocketed forward from the search and rescue ship’s location, instantly assuming Nightwing One’s electronic identity, speed and course. For all intents and purposes, it was Doverly’s SAR vessel, and it was on a course close enough to Fury’s approach that it would likely confuse distant enemies long enough for the real ship to get where it needed to go. 




“Bring us about, pilot. Maintain ecliptic approach. Course setting zero one five relative Fury approach. All ahead one-third.” 




Again, the pilot responded without a sound. Nightwing One banked in space, turning fifteen degrees starboard off Fury’s approach. The sleek corvette rocketed forward, approaching the drifting strike cruiser on an oblique course.




“Secure from Quick Quiet.” Doverly said calmly. 




“Range to Fury now nine hundred miles and closing fast,” the pilot reported. 




“All stop. SSP. Quick quiet.” 




Again the black SAR vessel stopped in space. 




“Launch Cardinal Two.” 




Another probe silently surged forward, going live with Nightwing One’s signature the moment it was launched. 




“Hold your position, pilot. Stand by.” Doverly said, watching the plot intently and counting down in her mind to the optimal moment for the search and rescue team to make their move.




“Hold your position...” 




The vessel waited, suspended in space, ready for anything.




“Hold...” 




The pilot flexed his fingers around the maneuvering controls. He knew it was going to be close no matter how good they were at their attempts to deceive any observant enemy ships. 




“Course zero by zero. All ahead full!” Doverly snapped. The pilot punched the controls and Nightwing One sprinted towards the Fury’s aft section like it had been fired out of one of Argent’s rail guns. Their destination rapidly grew in size on the screen. 




“Sound collision,” Annora ordered calmly. Yellow indicator banks burned from all around the apprehensive crew. Everyone on the bridge fastened their shock harnesses. “Give me a roll thirty-one degrees starboard. Signals, get me Fury’s ILS frequency and do it quickly.” 




As the suddenly enormous shape of DSS Fury filled the screen, the entire universe rotated in response to Nightwing One’s starboard roll. The cruiser’s flight bay was visible, but secured. 




“Negative ILS beacon, ma’am,” the signals officer replied. 




“Then we’ll have to do this the hard way. Pilot, drop your thrusters at ten thousand yards and put me right next to Fury’s ventral soft lock. Schematics are at your station.” 




“Aye, ma’am. Stand by for counter-thrusters in five.. four.. three..” 




A few moments later, Nightwing One made contact at Fury’s aft soft lock. Mechanical systems spun the latches secure. Moments after that, the corvette was securely bolted to the side of the drifting strike cruiser like a rescue submersible latched to a submarine.




“Secure from collision,” Annora said as she picked up the manual MC transmitter. “Medical team to soft lock. Prepare to board the Fury. Set your weapons on stun. Probes first. Look-bots second. If you find anyone who needs to be rescued, send an Angel third. I want you to stay back. Is that clear, lieutenant?” 




“As a bell, ma’am,” came the reply from sickbay. 




“Very well. Activate your cameras when you hit the deck. Bridge out.” 




Lieutenant Owens set the Nightwing’s airlock pressure system to clear the bubble and re-pressurize the access corridor between the smaller ship and the Fury’s egress deck. 




“Ten seconds.” 





Sixty-Two



Engineer Yili Curtiss was well on her way to solving Argent’s power and artificial gravity problem on her own when the whole room seemed to collapse into a loud metal heap at once.




One moment it was pitch black and Yili was working by memory and touch and the next everything was fully lit and the two Argent officers were on the floor amidst the scattered remains of relay access five and several dozen parts of the power monitoring mechanism. 




Zony sat up and brushed herself off dramatically. “Hi.” 




“How do you have power?” Yili asked. “The whole ship is dark.” 




“I’ll tell you all about my magic spells later. I have one charge left in this thing, but the only other place on this ship we can teleport is to the brig. I figured out how to get it to provide a room-sized gravity field just a second ago. Took me two tries to find you.”




“Jumping into the brig isn’t very useful,” Yili replied, getting back to her feet and helping Zony up. “I wish you could restore power. We’ve got a big fleet full of big ships out there, and the last I heard they were headed our way.” 




“The only other places this thing can go that I recognize are Barker’s Asteroid and the Dunkerque.” 




“How about the bridge?” 




Zony shook her head. “My working theory is we can only go where its been before unless we come up with the proper coordinates. Without exact data, we would likely rematerialize in an unfortunate place.” 




“Well we don’t want to do that, do we?” Yili said, casting about for her field analysis scanner. “Can that thing maintain light for us for ten minutes before we go?” 




“I think so,” Zony said. “What do you have in mind?” 




“I think the skipper would appreciate it if we restored power before we fly off to some other planet. There it is.” Yili picked up the small device and opened the access panel next to the door. The manual system disengaged the track locks and the door slid to one side easily. 




“I’ve got a working theory...” Yili said as she dropped the battery out of the sensor unit and rammed a new one into the slot in its place. The device lit up and booted. “Our enemies are using a power transfer scrambling technology of some kind. It works very effectively against our ships because I think whoever is using it knows our ships rather well.” 




Zony followed Yili into the auxiliary power control room for Reactor Three. “The scrambler is a fleet technology?” 




“Yep.” 




“How do you know?” 




“Because I invented it. Hold this.” Yili handed the sensor to Zony. She put on a pair of thickly insulated black gloves and opened a large metal door. She clamped both hands around a set of thick black wires and began tugging at them. She planted one foot on the wall and tugged harder until they ripped loose. Pieces of plastic and metal skittered and bounced along the floor. Yili dropped the wires, removed one glove and reached into the circuitry, gazing at the ceiling and obviously looking by touch for something. She found it and pulled it loose. 




“Gimme.” Zony handed the sensor back to Yili. The engineer pondered the little device she had removed from deep inside Argent’s mechanism while she analyzed it with the sensor unit. “The good news is it doesn’t affect our batteries. So all we have to do is warm up the level three backups. These relays aren’t damaged at all.” Yili handed the sensor back to Zony and replaced the relay. 




“Ever see an engineer jump start a strike battleship with a standard shop battery pack?” 




“Nope, but there’s a first time for everything!” Zony said with a jaunty grin. Yili reached behind a metal frame on the opposite side of the room and retrieved a smooth, white device with rounded corners and edges about the size of a large gas can. She placed the device next to the relay console along the opposite wall and picked up two of the black wires she had yanked out of the access panel.  In a few moments the relay console had booted. 




“Dominique, this is Senior Lieutenant Yili Curtiss, Chief Engineering Officer of DSS Argent. Identifier Ghost Two Nine Four Six. Match voice print and acknowledge.” 




“Affirmative, Yili. How can Argent help you today?” 




Zony’s face lit up with a delighted smile. “How did you do that!?” 




Yili smiled. “Dominique, I need to do a three-step cold start of Argent’s life support subsystems using only level three power sources. Advise on a thirty second delay and prepare to transfer power to intraship communications and activate the MC. Acknowledge.” 




“Acknowledged, engineer. Standing by to activate life support at your command.” 




“Perform cold restart in sequence and transmit safety warnings at sixty second intervals until further instructed. Curtiss out.” 




Yili closed the cover on the relay console. “Argent will be back to full operation in about four minutes. I coded a message for the skipper in case any of our other ships are affected. Did you say that thing can take us to Barker’s Asteroid?” Yili was busy slapping new charger packs into her blaster pistols. She powered up a spare for Zony.




“It got me here. I’m not sure how, but I think it can put us on that rock the same way.” 




Yili handed the signals officer a portable comm unit and a blaster. The intraship MC sounded an alert tone followed by Dominique’s pleasant voice.




“Attention all personnel. Attention all personnel. Engineering has initiated a cold restart of all activated level three power systems. Emergency gravity protocols are in effect. Stand by for re-activation of life support. All personnel secure by physical handholds. Repeat. All personnel secure by physical handholds. Stand by thirty seconds. Mark.”




“Take us to the big gun, lieutenant.” Yili said. 




“Gladly.” Zony activated the unit and both officers vanished again. 





Sixty-Three



Echo shut down all of her running lights and moved forward towards Fury’s deck one access corridor. There were blast marks on the bulkheads and a small fire was still burning inside one of the circuit relay access bays on the far side of the opening. There was enough light in the corridor to see beyond the hatch. Alert indicators were blinking various shades of red and yellow all along the far bulkhead.




The small vehicle pulled forward just far enough to train her visual pickups on the hatch. From the bridge it would have looked like a small ambulance was peeking around the bulkhead edge. There were several bodies on the deck. The hatch itself was torn and scorched and hanging from a single hinge. There was just enough room for Echo’s chassis to get through to the bridge.




Echo did a micro-second sensor sweep of all visible space between her position and the forward bulkhead of Fury’s bridge. She detected life signs but no movement. All of the electronic wavelengths were dark except for the ever-present jamming energy that was being broadcast from outside of Fury’s hull. She still could not detect any of her minibot companions’ transponders. 




Nevertheless, there were life signs on the bridge, and that meant someone might need help. Echo knew Acey was here somewhere. She pulled forward carefully, turning to avoid the splayed limbs of the bodies in the corridor. She kept her lights off, maneuvering by visuals alone. Finally she reached the hatch and did a full sweep of the bridge. Two life signs. 




Echo rolled on to the bridge of DSS Fury. Acey had reminded her time and time again that although she was authorized to communicate with the other ships in the Perseus fleet, and although she could alert the other officers in Commander Hunter’s Task Force to danger, she and the other bots must never never enter the bridge without special permission from Acey herself. This was ostensibly to prevent a possible safety incident where bridge personnel could potentially stumble over the minibots. Ultimately, however, the regulations were rather specific with regard to bridge personnel. Anyone aboard would need permission from Jayce to be on the bridge in the first place. Hunter just formalized the instructions as far as the minibots were concerned. There was only one directive in Echo’s command table that could override the restrictions on entering the bridge:  If something is wrong, go to Acey.




As Echo pulled up alongside her creator, she realized just how wrong things actually were. The little trauma unit went straight to work. Her medical sensor sleeve extended and wrapped around Hunter’s arm and her little probes extended to positions in front of and beside Jayce’s head. The consoles on her dorsal section rotated to display her patient’s vital signs. Inside Echo’s chassis, powerful chemical synthesis facilities began analyzing Jayce’s blood. Sophisticated circuitry started to diagnose her patient’s condition. New plasma and blood were synthesized and added to Jayce’s intravenous circulation. Filtering systems kicked in.  Small doses of epinephrine, pain medication, folic acid and thiamine were added at regular intervals. Echo didn’t detect any internal injuries, so she elected not to add clotting agents.




Jayce’s pulse strengthened. Her respiration followed. Echo waited patiently. She performed another micro-second sweep of the nearby area. No movement. No sound. She knew Fury was tumbling and adrift, but even though many of the ship’s power systems were down, life support seemed to be functional, if erratic. 




Commander Hunter’s eyes fluttered open.




“Hi.” 




Jayce moved a little. Her eyes finally focused. “Echo.” Her voice sounded hoarse.




“I think you got a concussion. You should stay for a minute.” 




“How did you get all the way up here?” Jayce coughed and tried to move her arm. She stopped when she noticed the pressure sleeve. “Your battery level is down to eleven percent! What happened?” 




“I told the nurse I would get help “cause all we had in sickbay was a little generator and my batteries didn’t have enough power for all the intensive care machines. I tried to keep them all going but I couldn’t.” 




“You drained your reserves trying to run all of sickbay on just your own batteries?” 




“Uh huh. It would have worked too but Fury’s power is out so I couldn’t get any more and I couldn’t find the others, so I had to find you instead. Do you know where I can get more power to make the intensive care work again?” 




Acey smiled. “You don’t have to run all of sickbay by yourself, Echo. The ship will help you.” 




"‘Cause it has bigger batteries, huh?” 




“Yeah. Am I well enough to sit up yet?” 




“I think so but we gotta find a doctor for the concussion.” 




“We’ll do that next. Can you help Lieutenant Mallory for me?” 




“Okay.” Echo retrieved all of her treatment sensors and backed up a few feet so Acey could sit up. She rolled around the Commander’s feet and started treating Lieutenant Mallory, following the same steps as before. 




Jayce felt a wave of dizziness as she got to her feet. She used the tactical console for support and tried to access the ship’s command computer. All the consoles remained dark. She keyed her personal commlink. It activated, but dimly. 




“Hunter to engineering.” 




Static. Then a faint signal. Jayce keyed the filter controls. “Bridge. Hunter. Identify yourself.” 




“Commander? This is Lieutenant Walter Owens, DSS Argent Search and Rescue. We are on deck 18 starboard side aft. What is your condition?” 




“Good to hear your voice, lieutenant. I have the conn. We have several casualties here but that isn’t our top priority. There are hostiles aboard. I need a damage control party to engineering to restore battery power so we can recover maneuvering control. Can you assist us?” 




“Affirmative, Commander. We have two of Argent’s engineering crew aboard. Coordinate with Nightwing One on emergency channel C-5. Stand by.” 




“Skipper?” 




Hunter knelt by her CIC Officer. “Sabrina. How do you feel?” 




“Like I fell out of bed–about two stories. What’s our status?” Mallory coughed. 




Jayce looked over at Echo. She was completely dark and not moving. Mallory sat up. 




“Echo?” 




No response. 




Hunter put her hand on the little ambulance and sighed. “She did it again. Ran herself completely dark trying to save my crew. I’ll never understand this little creature I made.”




“But you built her, didn’t you? Isn’t that part of her design?” 




“I built her to stop and go to minimal operation at five percent battery charge. She can keep running for hours in that state on five percent power. I built that in to her programming so she wouldn’t leave herself completely defenseless like this.” 




“But she does it anyway.” 




Hunter nodded. “She’s been doing this since I got my command. I’ve run thousands of tests, and I’ll never understand how she does it. She just won’t let anything stand between her and her duty. Even her own programming.” 





Sixty-Four



“Raise the Spruance!” 




The third watch signals officer raced to open the hailing channel. 




“Does the conn have maneuvering control?” 




“Aye sir, pilot has positive control.” 




“Bring us about heading three two zero. Get me engineering!” The look on Jason Hunter’s face told the story. His ship was nearly crippled and had just barely started to recover. 




“I have Commander Teller aboard the Spruance, sir” 




“Francis! I want Spruance, Exeter and Revenge to take point until Argent is fully operational, acknowledge!” 




“Acknowledged, Argent. Spruance has the ball.” 




The two escort cruisers shifted their positions in the Perseus formation forward of their capital ship. There was very nearly an audible sigh of relief on the Argent bridge as the two powerful vessels’ brightly glowing side by side drive sections hovered into view. 




“Engineering, Madison.” 




“Olivia, where is Yili?” Hunter barked. 




“Unknown, sir. We’ve had some failures in our auxiliary couplers. My guess is she’s on deck 31 with damage control.” 




“How long to restore the mains?” 




“Auxiliary power is on line. I’ll have reactors one and four up in a minute.” 




“Very well. Divert all power to forward battle screens until further instructed. Bridge out.” 




Exeter came into view from below Argent’s position. The three heaviest ships in the formation were now on the point. The remaining five escort vessels took close-in supporting positions to defend against the oncoming threat. 




“Sir, I have a message from Lieutenant Curtiss. It’s pre-recorded, sir.” 




Hunter grabbed a headset and listened intently. He whispered to himself as the substance of his engineer’s message became clear. 




“What the hell?” 




The tactical officer waited patiently for orders. 




“Raise Skywatch. I want our fighter cover to break off pursuit of the Agamemnon fleet and return to their patrol stations. Raise Nightwing One on priority channel.” 




“Aye, sir. Coding your message.” 




“CIC, Briggs.” 




“Nathan, give me the bad news and do it quickly.” 




“Very well, sir. We have two battle groups bracketing our formation. The first is headed up by the heavy battleship Kingsblade. The other is anchored by the Fleet Carrier Orca. Both groups have multiple capital escorts in the 300,000-ton range. They are all armed with long-range Lancer-class missiles. The Orca has ten squadrons of two-gen Jacks with echeloned shipkiller weapons.” 




Silence reigned on the bridge. “Tactical.” 




The forward screen switched to display the relative positions of Hunter’s group and the two approaching battle lines. The red indicator icons moved gradually closer to the center, where Argent and her clustered squadrons waited.




“Ten thousand people are going to die in the next two hours if we don’t find a way to put a stop to this,” Hunter said quietly. 




“Sir, I have Commander Doverly on priority channel.” 




“Annora? Please let it be good news.” 




“Sounds like you’re losing your nerve over there, Captain.” 




Hunter sat up in his chair. “Jayce?” 




“What, you don’t recognize my voice? Fury is awaiting orders.” 




“I hope you’re ready for the biggest fight of our lives, Commander. We’ve got six heavies inbound along with a dozen escorts and over a hundred fighters.” 




“How are my archers and cavalry doing?” 




Jason smiled despite himself. “They’re drunk and asleep.” 




“Well, that’s what you get for hiring Irish mercenaries, Captain. The way I see it, we need to give our friends time to do their work. What do you say we make it a race?” 




“Risky.” 




“With all due respect, less risky than flying between those formations, sir.” 




“I’ll grant you that. What do you propose?” 




“Let’s take our group around the horn. Permission to keep Annora on our side of the fence for now. I trust you can coordinate CSP with a substitute. We’ll secure Nightwing One in Fury’s landing bay.” 




“Permission granted. Hunter out.” Jason swiveled his chair back to face forward. “Alright pilot, let’s coordinate navigation with Spruance and follow my sister’s suggestion. Bring the formation about. Course One Two Four mark Three Three Five. All excess power to aft battle screens. Prepare to engage the mains.” 




“Aye, sir. Helm answering. New course on the board and locked in. Escorts acknowledging.” 




“Signals, put me on the intership. Let’s hope this works.” 





Sixty-Five



Lieutenants Curtiss and Tixia re-materialized at an altitude of six feet. Yili saw someone go for their weapon. She managed a crude shoulder-roll and came up shooting. Blinding white flashes crossed in the small room. The guard cried out and landed hard. His weapon clattered across the floor next to the overturned chair.




Footsteps thumped outside. 




Curtiss scrambled to her feet and motioned for Zony to move back. Another guard appeared in the door. The impact of Yili’s twin blasts threw him back against the hatch edge. He landed face first and didn’t move again. The scent of burnt composite cloth and polyester drifted through the room. 




Zony examined the bio-electric unit. Now all the lights were out. She spoke quietly into what she thought was the audio pickup. Nothing happened. 




“It’s dead. Hope we can find a way off this rock, because we used our last free pass.” 




“Or, maybe we can find another one of those things,” Yili said as she turned the two men over and relieved the second guard of his power packs. “These two jokers are fleet. Looks like we’ve kicked off a civil war.” 




“Oh wow,” Zony said. “Would you take a look at that.” Outside the viewport the sweeping shape of the Sentinel planetary defense weapon rose like an ancient monument above the rocky formations surrounding it. 




“Brand new,” Yili said. “Someone went to a whole lotta trouble to build one of those. That barrel is seven hundred feet. They must have been planning whatever is going on here for a year or more.” 




“Good thing it isn’t powered,” Zony replied. 




Yili went back to checking her weapons. “The more we talk about this, the less and less sense it makes to me, lieutenant.” She handed Zony a second blaster pistol and the holster to go with it. “Why build a big gun and make it the centerpiece of your whole strategy then fail to build a power system for it?” 




“That’s been bugging me too.” 




“There’s got to be power down here somewhere. I’m just not buying that “we sent enough for one shot’ stuff. Either they took their shot and blew out their relays or there’s more going on here than we know about.” 




“Maybe some of their numbers got cold feet at the last minute.” 




“Or they suddenly realized they had fired on a Skywatch strike battleship and didn’t want to be on the losing side when Argent shoots back.” 




“Maybe there’s a weakness here we don’t know about?” 




“Let’s go find it,” Yili said, peering out into the corridor. 




“Affirmative, engineer. You’re in charge.” Zony drew her weapon and prepared to move out of the small guard post.




“Say again? We’re the same rank.” 




“Order of precedence. Engineering outranks Signals.” 




“Oh, well I never got that far in the regulations. If this thing has a power system, that portable sensor unit will tell us where it is. Let’s go find it and see if we can grant the skipper his wish.” 




“What’s that?” 




“We’re going to commandeer this gun and hit that enemy formation so hard they’ll be pulled over for speeding back at Core Two.” 





Sixty-Six



Lieutenant Colonel Lucas Moody was confused and getting angrier by the moment. After Atwell had dismissed himself and left his ostensible “prisoner” standing at the edge of what appeared to be a vertigo-inducing cavern containing Admiral Hughes’ prison, the marine officer had done a little exploring of his own. There were walkways and side corridors, all made of the same chitinous material he and Captain Hunter had encountered when they first boarded the Dunkerque. 




An immense tunnel extended into darkness. Around it, a dozen or more smaller side passages broke off and twisted away. The whole complex seemed to be made of the same material that huge insect’s armored back was made of. But there was something else too. It was a presence Moo couldn’t put into words, but he still knew it was there. It was almost as if he were experiencing a sixth sense:  A sense of the unknown just at the edge of his experience but discernible enough he could reach a little further and put a shape and a color and a size to it. 




Everywhere he went, and in every direction he looked, he could feel the sinister presence of living malice. There was an overwhelming dread just around the next corner. It was dark and wet. Then there was the seethe. 




At regular intervals, as if it were the heartbeat of a sleeping titan, the entire complex seemed to experience some kind of spasm. Moo could feel it and hear it. If he concentrated, he could even register a change in temperature. The air would shrink and become hotter and closer. And then everything would relax at once, and the world would return to its dank, sopping former reality.




But there was something else. The colonel couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but there was a sensation all around him that he couldn’t quite shake. The visuals outside of the huge tunnel were awe-inspiring and more than a little unsettling, to be sure. It looked as if he were staring into a chamber that held a miniaturized planet, with all the size and depth such a concept would bring to the mind of a reasonable person. The problem was just that. It all seemed to be perception. Moo couldn’t deny what he saw, but what is a man to do when one sense is telling him something and the other four are shouting in opposition? 




The sense of being in a much smaller place was all around him as he navigated the strangely colored tunnel. Even though he had to stoop and run a hand along the “ceiling” as he made his way, there was more to his sense than simply formerly being in a big place and now being in a small place. He was reminded of his subterranean exploration training, when his team was required to survey underground locations for potential combat threats. He had never been particularly claustrophobic, but he had men, including officers, in his command who were. The effects of being afraid to climb in to confined spaces were always surprising to him, as he had never experienced that kind of white-faced panic before. 




This place he was in felt for all the world like being underground somehow. The colonel was well aware there was no engineering or science known to man that would allow a “planet-sized” chamber to be constructed underground. A heavy surface that large could not be suspended that far from its counterpart without earthworks beyond the imagination of the most fanciful architect or magic beyond the whims of a spinner of fantastical fairy tales. Even if there were some kind of artificial gravity in operation, the shape of the chamber was simply not physically capable of maintaining its shape at such magnified dimensions.




Colonel Moody didn’t have any immediate theories, and ultimately all of this would end up being well evaluated by men and women far better educated and well-equipped than a commanding officer of marine ground forces. One thing Moo did know was marines live by basics. You put on your boots and you walk into combat, and if that means you have to overcome the enemy by improvising a weapon and adapting to conditions that others can’t, so be it. It didn’t change the rules. Marines live by basics, from commandant to buck private, and in this situation, the basics were becoming clearer and clearer to one Lieutenant Colonel Moody.




Hughes was either insane or being held hostage. Either possibility demanded a response by Argent’s crew. Moody knew Jason Hunter’s mission was to take Hughes into custody on charges of dereliction of duty, and Moo was sworn to carry out his captain’s orders. However, if the Admiral were being held hostage, as Colonel Atwell had implied, then a rescue was called for. Either way, Moo had to find a way to get to the Admiral and ascertain once and for all where he stood in all this.




If what the captain had heard aboard the alternate-universe Dunkerque was true, Hughes would seem to have implicated himself in a plot to overthrow human governance and potentially attack his own kind. Moo was willing to believe that up to a point, but he also knew Charles Hughes was a decorated Skywatch officer with nearly 30 years of service. He was a former frigate skipper who had won numerous engagements as part of the squadron that gave Argent’s planetside command group both its seal and its name. His record and achievements vaulted him to the Admiralty at a time when it was nearly impossible for a line officer to be spared. He was not a man likely to defect. He certainly wasn’t a man likely to commit an act of wanton treason under enemy fire.




No, there was something else going on here, and Moo was beginning to wonder if the strange sensations he was experiencing might have something to do with it. Atwell had made it all very clear. The human fleets were meant to kill each other and leave the nearby civilian worlds undefended. The Ithis were ready to empty Hughes’ mind to make that happen. 




But Atwell said something else that stuck with the colonel. He made a direct threat against Moo’s captain. He said they were going to make mankind extinct and that they were going to start with Jason Hunter. 




Why? 





Sixty-Seven



“What’s so urgent?” 




“That will be all, Sergeant.” Captain Hunter held the door while the marine strike sergeant excused himself, then closed it. He gestured for his sister to take a seat at the conference table, then seated himself in the same chair he occupied during the briefing. He was in his trademark high-energy mode, and his sister braced herself. These conversations went quick and covered a lot of ground.




“Status of Fury?” 




“Operational with main power. I left Annora in command.” 




“That quick, eh?” 




“She’s the senior officer aboard. My XO is a good man. They’ll be fine if there’s trouble. What is going on around here?” 




“This has to be kept between you and me, Commander.” Jason never addressed his sister as “commander’ seriously unless there was something dreadfully sober going on. “I just got a love letter from my engineer. Apparently she and my signals officer are playing hooky on Barker’s Asteroid.” 




Jayce sat in stunned silence for a moment. 




“My sister is speechless? Wow, I’m going to have to write to mom. Are you sure you’re well? Wait, what have you done with Jayce Hunter!?”




“How–” 




“Apparently Zony snagged one of the alien communication devices off a downed intruder. Their working theory is those devices are Ithis technology adapted for their human collaborators. They are bio-engineered to draw their energy from their user. The one Yili and Zony are using was running out of energy, but they thought they could use the last of it to zap themselves into the control station out there.”




“Now I know why it was so easy to convince you to take a trip around the edge of that asteroid field. You’re betting they’ll get that gun operational by the time we have to turn back.” 




Jason stood and referenced the display of Gitairn space. “There are two possibilities. Either King Two is going to match us waypoint for waypoint and try to wear us down with fighter engagements if we take the long way around–” 




“Or,” Jayce continued. “They’ll cut across the asteroid field and make it a botched stolen base maneuver.” 




Jason pointed and performed a little victory gesture. “Exactly. Now I’ve been working on the assumption that one way or another I was going to get Lieutenant Tixia up close and personal with that minefield eventually. If we give her enough time, she’s going to have that whole array reprogrammed to fight for our side.” 




“And if we can somehow encourage King Two to try and cut us off–” 




“They’ll fly right through the asteroid field thinking those mines are still programmed to stand down when they get their transponder signals.”




“The biggest traffic pile-up in fleet history,” Jayce mused.




“If we do this right, Zony will have reconfigured them to open fire on all transponders that don’t match the Perseus Strike Group, and if we do it on time, we could cut their strength by half.” 




“And with the Sentinel there to pick off the big boys, we could mission kill the entire formation in one pass. A fine strategy, Captain. I’m surprised I didn’t think of it first.” 




“You did.” 




“Say again?” 




“Archers and cavalry, commander. We’re just changing their hats.” 




“What about Dunkerque?” Jayce pointed at the single contact following a hyperbolic course towards the “east” edge of the minefield.




“She’s due to hit the edge of the asteroids in about fifteen minutes. That’s going to be our safety in this formation. If Yili and Zony fail, Commander DeMay can fly through those mines even if they aren’t reconfigured.” 




“And if they are? Won’t Dunkerque set them off?” 




“She will, if Zony forgets she’s out there.”




“Let’s hope everybody gets everything right and in the right order then,” Jayce said as she got to her feet. “I don’t need to remind you about the first rule of combat, sir.”




“Which is?” 




“The first bullet fired blows every battle plan all to hell.”





Sixty-Eight



“Bridge! Report!” 




“Enemy contacts closing range, sir! If they get a clear shot at our engines, we’re done for!” Lieutenant Austin replied. A bone-jarring impact wave pounded against the Dunkerque’s aft section. 




“Maintain evasive action! Stand by to attenuate our drive field!” Commander DeMay shouted. “Weapons bay out!” 




With the ship screaming in protest against the drive-field-absent acceleration and every piece of metal in the relatively cramped weapons bay rattling as if under a freight trestle, Toby DeMay worked quickly. The internals of the particular model of shipkiller missile he and the two other technicians were reprogramming were complicated, but thankfully easy to reach without specialized tools. They would have been considerably easier to modify if the work didn’t have to be done during the spaceflight equivalent of a typhoon, but Skywatch combat officers rarely got to pick the starting conditions for a fight.




Another explosion lifted the deck a good fifteen feet. Then it fell away. Everything crashed to the floor again. Tools flew in all directions. Pieces of molded composite broke into pieces and scattered all over the room. 




Commander DeMay tried to regain his feet, but the dizziness and the painful impact of his shoulder and elbow against the rigid metal floor almost cost him his consciousness. It was a good thing the missiles they were working on were impact shielded. Otherwise the Dunkerque would be nothing more than a fast-moving debris field by now. 




Finally the skipper managed to climb back to a position from which he could see inside the missile he was modifying. The display had switched over to indicate proximity arming. These were the kinds of modifications that would normally be made automatically from the bridge or manually from tactical control. But without sufficient crew, the Dunkerque’s skeleton crew had to do things the hard way.




“Missile two configured!” he shouted over the din. The other technician gave the thumbs-up sign and began to seal the access panel on his missile with his handheld power-bolting unit. DeMay finished his final preparations and signaled the bridge once more. 




“Bridge, Austin!” 




“Alright, lieutenant, we’ve got three weapons standing by! Prepare to activate ventral airlock three and shut down all ECM channels on my order!” 




“Affirmative! Signals console is standing by!” 




“Range to enemy spacecraft!” 




“Tactical reports range now 140,000 miles and closing on an oblique pursuit!” 




“Range to asteroid field?” 




“We will hit the leading edge in forty-six seconds, sir!” 




“Very well, bridge! Stand by to launch proximity weapons!” 




DeMay gave the signal, and all three men trundled the first of the relatively light shipkillers into the lift mechanism. They locked the wheels of the transport into the lift’s floor mounts and cleared the platform. One of the technicians manned the airlock controls and waited for the deploy order. Commander DeMay watched carefully as the lead ship in the pursuit formation moved into position to target the Dunkerque’s engines. 




“Activate airlock!” 




The lift mechanism rotated on its long axis, turning the missile and its transport over and downward facing. It lowered itself into the outer access bay. Fast moving mechanical doors sealed the airlock chamber. Red lights blinked in sequence along the two doors’ edges, indicating both a mechanical and a magnetic lock. 




“Hull systems report a total integrity seal, sir. Standing by!” 




“Range to target, bridge!” 




“One two zero kiloclicks!  Optimum range!” 




“Jettison one!”  




The technician punched the release controls for ventral airlock three. The transport clamps blasted free and pieces of their mechanism tumbled into space just before the missile followed. The white cylindrical weapon casing began to tumble away from the fast-moving strike cruiser. Its internal systems went active, measuring range and relative speed with all other contacts. It locked on the lead pursuer and began broadcasting old-style RADAR signals in all directions. 




“Weapon at half-range in five.. four.. three..” 




DeMay waited patiently until Lieutenant Austin reported the missile had reached the halfway point between the two ships before turning the two keys on his console. “Sequences one and two active!” 




“Affirmative, sir, arming the weapon! Sequence three active! We have a magnetic lock on the lead ship!” 




The fast destroyer’s proximity alarms sounded, but the closure speed between it and the practically impossible to detect missile the Dunkerque had dropped in the road for it to run over was way too fast for any kind of evasive maneuvers. Its forward screens flared to life angrily an instant before a white-hot burst of gravitic, magnetic and thermal energy thumped into existence and then trailed behind. The ship staggered on its course as nearly all of its defensive systems overloaded themselves trying to absorb the fifteen megaton explosion their ship had just punctured. 




It’s escort fired its heaviest beam weapons indiscriminately at the Dunkerque’s aft section. Each shot lit up space in all directions, but none of the weapons were able to make contact. With her drive field down, the Dunkerque had a considerably smaller EM profile, which made things very hard on enemy battle computers. Picking out something as relatively small as a spacecraft in a quarter million mile diameter sphere was a challenge under the best of conditions. 




Small chunks of rock began to streak past the destroyers. 




“Bridge! Keep that plot continuously updated! Report!” DeMay was busy helping the technician move missile two into the airlock. 




“Barker’s Asteroid now at 800,000 miles and closing, sir! We have a proximity mine at point six!” 




“Maintain operational transponder signals! Stand by to launch a second weapon!” DeMay knew if he didn’t get his ship’s drive field re-established, the whole trip could end rather abruptly with an asteroid impact. They had to launch their second weapon.




The destroyer escorts began to dodge and spiral through a roller-coaster-like course. Their battle screens smashed into the smaller debris while their pilots and navigators tried to avoid the larger objects. One mistake would pulverize their ship, even with its screens up and at full power. 




“Missile two away!” The commander returned to his console and monitored the second missile’s location. He had made certain the warhead wouldn’t respond to any spectrometric signature other than a vessel hull. They only needed a few more seconds. A close detonation shook the weapons bay, but the captain held on to his console and didn’t take his eyes off the plot. 




“Now! Arm weapon!” 




This time the missile caught the escort ship’s location after it performed a desperate swerve to avoid an oncoming five-hundred-foot slab of ferrous iron and smooth rock. The missile changed course and hurtled towards the vessel’s port side. Its pilot performed a flawless starboard evasive maneuver, but was too close to the other destroyer to avoid its drive field. The two magnetic spheres briefly crackled against each other, draining away most of their power for just an instant. 




Then the warhead detonated. Destroyer two rolled out of control directly into the path of destroyer one. Hulls clipped each other at nearly 4000 miles per second. The resulting spins nearly instantly tore the vessels to pieces. When their fusion bottles ruptured and reacted with what remained of their unstable drive fields, a superhot energy burst appeared momentarily, then faded. The metal remains of the two ships tumbled away into space and became permanent features of the asteroid field. 




“We got ‘em sir!” Austin shouted. The sparse crew of the DSS Dunkerque cheered over the intraship. 





Sixty-Nine



“I have a heavy energy reading bearing zero six zero range seventy yards. It’s right below us.” Yili spoke evenly and quietly into the commlink pickup. Zony nodded. The two officers kept themselves pinned against the cool metal surface of the subterranean bulkhead. They were on the third sub-level of what they both guessed was the station’s easternmost wing. 




So far they hadn’t seen any other personnel, which was disturbing on a number of levels. Why was the location they had just visited guarded by two people while the rest of the station seemed to be deserted?




Zony was listening intently for any unusual noises, but even her rather sensitive hearing wasn’t able to detect anything except a pleasant hum that seemed to emanate from the very structure itself. Yili suspected this was coming from the station’s power source.  She also suspected the reason nobody had come to greet them so far was because they were waiting until the optimal moment to take them prisoner instead of risking one or both of them. Having the Argent’s chief engineer and signals officer in custody would make things that much more difficult for Captain Hunter and his battle group. It’s the kind of thing Yili would have encouraged Hunter to do if the tables were turned. 




Just then Zony heard the unmistakable sound of a human voice. By now, they had reached sub-level five and were able to move laterally far enough out to the edge of the gantry to see clearly down into the underground chamber. The cold stark glow of electrical lighting washed out all the colors, but Yili’s guess as to the purpose of the facility was confirmed when she saw the upper edge of a capacitor shell. A shadow moved past one of the lights. 




“Set your weapons on stun. If possible I want one of these guys conscious so I can get some information about this system.” Yili said quietly. 




A moment later, a man dressed in service overalls and wearing a hard cover emerged from a doorway just across from where Yili and Zony were concealed. He looked up and froze just long enough for Yili to finish making the modifications to her weapon. His shout was cut off by an ozone-scented flash of light. His handheld clattered to the metal deck and his relatively heavy body followed. Lieutenant Curtiss moved forward and rolled him over. The burnt rip in his technician’s clothes was still sizzling. Finding nothing of value, Yili retrieved his handheld and moved across the level five platform towards the next flight of steps down. Before descending, she stopped to examine the unit. 




“This guy was taking ambient energy readings,” she said quietly. “Looking for stray anti-matter particles. They’ve got a conversion reactor down here somewhere.” 




“That’s more advanced than our ships!” Zony whispered urgently. 




“Yup, and it makes a neat little power source for that gun. That capacitor housing seals the deal. This thing should be fully operational unless they broke something or aren’t done activating the power systems yet.” 




“We need to find out how many people are manning this station,” Zony said. “If there’s only a skeleton crew, maybe we can do exactly what you said and get the skipper his trump card.” 




“Agreed. If this station is built the way I suspect, the control mechanisms are going to be relatively high up in the structure. That way they always have the option to seal off the entire reactor mechanism from above and do it with minimum power requirements. Always better to let gravity do your work for you.” 




“The natural gravity rating here is only zero point two one.” 




“Must have built this place the old fashioned way then.” 




“How’s that?” 




“Weld five doors together instead of using one.” Yili grinned and Zony almost laughed. “You know, that gives me an idea. If we can find the control systems to seal off the lower sub-levels, we might be able to trap most of their manpower below and save ourselves the trouble of shooting them all.” 




“Can’t they just turn off our power?” 




“Not unless they want to suffocate and freeze to death down there. If I can get twenty minutes with their main junction lines, I can cut off their ability to override the security systems and put us in control of the gun without firing a shot.” 




“Are you trying to be silly?” Zony asked. 




Yili raised an eyebrow. “Never, why?” 




“Just how many sub-levels does this place have?” Zony asked as she peered over the edge of the gantry platform. A moment later, all the lights shifted red and a high-energy alert klaxon began to sound. 




The two Argent officers looked at each other for a soundless moment and then they bolted back to where they had stunned the unfortunate technician. From below, they heard shouts and footsteps banging on the metal stairs.




“Did we set off an alarm or something?” Zony shouted. Nobody was going to hear her beyond a range of about ten yards over the klaxon, so she figured it was past the time to try and be sneaky. 




“Whatever is going on, it wasn’t us!” Yili shouted back. She grabbed the unconscious man’s heels and lifted them up. Zony snagged the shoulder straps of his overalls. Together they dragged him into the small heat exchange terminal he had originally emerged from. Yili barred the hatch and locked it from the inside. She produced a universal leverage tool from one of the pockets on her own electrician’s vest and rapidly disabled the outer indicator console. 




Everything went dark except the backlight for the environmental controls next to the hatch. The stunned technician started to wake up. Yili cocked one of her blasters and pointed it at his face. By the time his eyes opened, footsteps were clattering by outside. He saw the business end of the Argent engineer’s pistol and his eyes went wide. 




Yili put her finger to her lips and winked. The clattering outside faded. 




“Who the hell are you people?” he whispered angrily. “This is a Skywatch military operation!” 




“Oh?” Yili replied sarcastically. “What’s Skywatch?” 




The man hesitated, his eyes bulging. It seemed like he had a lot to say initially but had suddenly decided he might have already said too much. 




“Is Skywatch in the habit of building planet-sized gun installations out in the middle of nowhere these days?” Zony asked. 




“We had to protect–” 




“Protect what?” 




“Humanity!” The man looked back and forth between the two officers. “Just whose side are you two on?”





Seventy



“New contact, zero point zero! Evasive!” The atavistic reflex to duck seized the entire bridge crew as an unidentified corsair warship filled the forward observation bays of DSS Dunkerque momentarily and then vanished, leaving only a brief memory of the enormous stylized golden condor painted on its ventral hull.




DeMay’s pilot engaged the vessel’s quiescent drive field and threw the engines over into a hasty counterthrust. The resulting backpressure sheared against the strike cruiser’s stabilizing magnetic field and caused the hull to shudder.




Powerful electromagnetic waves pulsed in all directions from the ship’s battle-caliber deflector systems, and bolts of high energy plasma spidered into space, scorching the surfaces of at least a half-dozen passing asteroids. The navigational equivalent of a screeching halt ended with Dunkerque stopped just inside the leading edge of the debris field less than twelve miles from a class three ferrite monster asteroid tumbling towards them at an alarming rate. 




A moment later, something hit the hull hard enough to make the entire ship ring. The intraship beeped. 




“What the hell was that?” The voice of Commander DeMay sounded modulated. Static began to pop and crackle over the channel. 




“Give me outer hull views!” Lieutenant Austin snapped. “Starboard edge! All cameras on screen!” The acting tactical officer complied, routing the views from all of Dunkerque’s starboard hull cameras to the MC and then displaying them in a grid that filled the bridge main viewer. 




“That’s it! Switch to camera sixteen!” 




The view of Dunkerque’s starboard quarter filled the screen. The ship’s hull filled the lower corner. Along the opposite edge of the view the sharp hard point of an unidentified vessel could be seen stopped in space only a few yards from the camera. On the surface of the strike cruiser’s hull, an old-style combat drone worked furiously, cutting an elevator-door-sized hole in the thick metal composite. 




The intrusion detection alarm sounded for just over two seconds, then was abruptly silenced. A moment later, the bridge lights went out. 




“Emergency lights!” 




“Bridge, report!” 




“Commander, we have an unidentified contact near our starboard quarter.” Austin tried to bring up the life support control console, but everything on the bridge was dark. “We have lost all power on the bridge. Pilot does not have positive control at the conn. I believe we have been boarded!” 




In the huge ship’s weapons bay, the acting Commander stared at the two technicians with whom he had only minutes ago celebrated the defeat of the pursuing destroyers. The momentary hesitation gave way to the sudden and urgent realization he was likely outnumbered and about to lose control of the only hope Argent’s battle group had to survive another day. He bolted for the access corridor. 




As the Commander ran down metal passage after metal passage, Lieutenant Austin’s voice reverberated throughout the ship, repeatedly requesting DeMay’s response to the intraship signal. By now the intruder protocols should have activated and they hadn’t. DeMay’s only hope was to reach the alpha junction and cut off all the control mechanisms below “B’ deck. The problem was even if he managed to restore some level of control, the bridge circuits had either been shorted, cut or burned to ash by now. It would take hours to get Dunkerque underway again, and even that would likely require a full damage control party, which would outnumber the standing crew two to one. 




In their rush, the Argent and Dunkerque command details had overlooked one very important thing out of necessity. It wasn’t because they were careless. It was because it would have simply taken too long to configure. Toby DeMay didn’t have a command computer. Had there been time to replace the components and spin up a new system, defeating a boarding party would have been child’s play. Now instead, it was a life-or-death race to “G’ deck and the all-important alpha junction. But first he had to kill the control circuits.




His footsteps echoed and vacuum locks expired and resealed on hatch after hatch. He passed at least two jagged wounds along the bulkheads dividing auxiliary life support from the alpha circuitry conduits that fed power from the lower levels to the nearby control systems. Both were covered in worn-out-looking extra machinery of some kind. Debris was scattered all over the floor.




Finally DeMay rounded a corner and caught just a glimpse of brightly colored feathers. He lunged back and slammed against the bulkhead. The blade of a polished sword put pressure just under his jaw and forced him to his toes. He kept catching his breath, but the exertion pushed him to exhale. Sweat trickled.




The slender gloved hand around the weapon’s hilt tightened. Her face was momentarily hidden underneath her wide-brimmed hat. Then she locked gazes with DeMay. She wore all black, except for a pair of devilishly attractive maroon boots and a white frill around her collar. On her hip was a dangerous-looking black graphite-coated slug-thrower. She wore no recognizable rank or unit insignia, even though there were numerous alien-looking badges and crests. Nevertheless she was unmistakably a human female with the curves to prove it. Behind her, a not-terribly-legitimate-looking technician was cutting through another bulkhead with a portable LASER torch.




“Honored, Commander.” Her cat-like eyes twinkled with playful menace. DeMay took a breath to speak.




“Don’t bother warning me about the security detail,” she quipped. “There are eight unfortunate souls on this ship. None are marines, and I have their Captain.”




She nimbly disarmed the Commander with her free hand and gave the sidearm to a man standing nearby casual observers might have described as a cross between a hairless gorilla and an attack dog. He wore a bandoleer filled with formidable knives and an inelegant metal collar apparently meant to compensate for his lack of hair. On his back was a highly illegal Talon-Z rifle. A moment later, another man arrived. This one was shorter and a bit more stylishly dressed. 




“Engineering, alpha junction and life support secured. We have all major systems keyed to our control. We’ve taken her a prize!” 




“Very well. Order Small Bird to picket course two,” the young woman replied. Then she turned her attention back to her prisoner. “If I recall, the proper Skywatch protocol is ‘you’re relieved, Captain.’”





Seventy-One



The fleetwide alert tone sounded on nine Perseus command nets at once. A moment later, Argent’s second watch Signals officer keyed the voice channels.




“Attention all stations. Attention all stations. This is Argent Force Command on priority frequency. Engage battle conference on this channel and stand by for a message from the Flag.” 




Hundreds of viewscreens on nine ships snapped to life with a high resolution and high contrast version of DSS Argent’s crest. Once all stations had acknowledged, the images of the skippers of the other ships in Jason Hunter’s strike force were arranged in a grid and displayed on all the secondary screens.




The tenth ship did not respond. Hunter turned in his chair and motioned to the Signals board operator. “Raise the Dunkerque as soon as possible. They may be getting interference from the asteroid field.” 




After waiting the customary few seconds for the conference net to synchronize, the Signals operator nodded. 




“Good morning, boys and girls. It’s time for us to put our plan into action, such as it is. King Two is twenty minutes behind us, and although they are still running with drive fields up, I expect it won’t be long before they start trying to close the distance. They know what happened the last time they fired on my ship without provocation, so I expect they’ll be loaded for bear and ready for anything.” 




Commander Hunter spoke up. “I presume we’ll be running for the same waypoints to come around on the high side of the Steel Wheel?” 




The tactical plot replaced the video grid momentarily. “Correct. We will run at standard configurations to point Uniform Tango, then launch skirmishers, drop our fields and make a continuous acceleration run for Victory Tango. If we time it right and keep a tight formation, we should reach point Whiskey Tango in about fourteen hours. By then I expect one or more of our landing parties will have secured the battle station, and we’ll have it out on the east beach about one megaclick from the gun. Commander Flynn?” 




“Sir?” Raymond Flynn responded from the bridge of the Constellation. 




“Commander Hunter tells me you and Commander Harcourt are our long-range combat specialists. What are your recommendations for dealing with our opponents?” 




“Our advantages offset whether we stay at range or close, sir,” Harcourt replied from DSS Ajax’s weapons bay. Behind him crews worked frantically, preparing his tough little ship’s sophisticated anti-missile hardware. “King Two has the advantage in long-range firepower and strike capabilities. We’re better suited for a bar fight.” 




“Explain.” 




“I’m vaguely familiar with Task Force Poseidon. The Kingsblade anchors a team of three specialized capital missile platforms. Their screening vessels are there to keep those bigger ships alive so they can do what they do best. Orca and Task Force Hades do roughly the same thing, except they send fighters instead of missiles. If they get both formations close enough, they’ll eventually wear us down with numbers. One at a time, they’re manageable.” 




“They can outgun us, and since they’ve got a huge standoff arsenal, they don’t have to outrun us. They can just rotate fighter strikes and hope a lucky torpedo hit penetrates our anti-fighter screen,” Flynn added. “It should be noted Kingsblade and her group can outrun the Orca’s formation. The heavy carriers in Orca’s class just aren’t set up for running and gunning.”




“So the operative question becomes: Is there any way to split that force between here and Whiskey Tango?” Commander Teller asked from aboard the Spruance.




“Not likely unless we split ours,” Commander Hunter replied. “Or if they are reckless enough to send one of their capital platforms after Dunkerque and the battle station. As long as they stick together, they have the advantage at range.” 




“Then perhaps we should re-consider closing range and taking them on head to head?” Jason said. 




“Bold, but risky,” Harcourt replied. “Even though I doubt they would be prepared for it, and even though I estimate we could score mission kills on at least two of their missile cruisers, I’m forced to agree with Commander Hunter. The Agamemnon was one thing. Those two beasts out there are firepower-packed blocks of muscle and angry. The Kingsblade has a gigantic main battery designed for planetary assaults. She could get a half-dozen alpha strikes off in the time it would take to close range. The only ship in our formation that can take that kind of punishment is Argent, and with all due respect, that’s why yours is the last ship they’ll target.” 




“So we’re back to the original plan,” Hunter began. “Go “round the horn and hope one of their capital formations breaks off to race through the asteroid field and try to cut us off.” 




“And hope we can survive whatever they throw at us in the next fourteen hours,” Jayce concluded.




“If only we had a bigger diversion than just the Dunkerque,” Jason muttered. 





Seventy-Two



“What’s your name, mister?” 




Lieutenant Tixia had already dragged the technician to his feet. The alert klaxon had stopped sounding and left only the condition lights bathing the entire installation in shades of red. Yili kept her weapon pointed at him, even though he looked pale and was likely relatively harmless. Suddenly he snapped to attention. 




“Corporal Roger Daysmith! Designator Kilowatt Six Zero Eight Four!” 




Yili and Zony looked at each other. 




“I wish to speak to a neutral representative of–!” 




“Relax, corporal. You’re not a prisoner of war,” Yili interrupted. 




Daysmith didn’t respond immediately, although by his manner it looked as if he were trying to figure out why two unidentified women were holding him at gunpoint.  Yili and Zony retreated a few steps and conferred. 




“He’s a Skywatch marine corporal and he doesn’t recognize our uniforms?” Zony whispered. Yili raised an eyebrow. 




“What is going on around here?” she asked rhetorically. 




“Corporal, what’s your unit and who is your commanding officer?” Yili asked. 




Daysmith hesitated. “That information is on a need–” 




“I asked you a question, corporal.” The tone in the engineer’s voice left no room for interpretation. 




More hesitation. 




“Do you not recognize my unit insignia, mister? Just what kind of Skywatch operation promotes someone who doesn’t recognize his own uniforms to corporal?”




“She’s a fleet officer, Daysmith,” Zony added. “And so am I. You don’t get a choice here. What unit are you with?” 




“Second squad! Twelfth marine recon!” 




“Daysmith if you want to become a prisoner of war you’re well on your way,” Yili replied. “There are three recon divisions. Your unit doesn’t exist. Tell me another story and we’ll just turn you over to Colonel Moody and see what he thinks of guys named Roger who play marine.” 




“I have no duty to answer to either of you,” Daysmith sneered.




Yili advanced. “You took a shot at us, ‘corporal.’  Last chance.” 




“We are Servants of the Ithis!” Daysmith whispered ominously. His hand went to his mouth. Zony grabbed his wrist, but it was too late. A vial fell from his hand and all three fell to the floor in a desperate scramble. Seconds later, all the color drained from Daysmith’s face and he stopped moving, eyes staring. 




Yili slammed her fists against the floor in frustration. 




“Back to square one,” Zony said absently. 




Lieutenant Curtiss paused, arms around her knees as if either gathering strength or trying to recover from what she had just seen. Perhaps it was a little of both. 




“At least now we know who is shooting at us.” 





Seventy-Three



“No need to be apprehensive, Commander. We’re not savages.”




The slender woman reclined attractively at the Dunkerque‘s conn. Her feet were propped up on the pilot’s console. The forward viewscreen showed several other ships in formation with the much larger strike cruiser. They all looked a bit worse for wear, but to a trained eye, they also looked more than a little formidable. Each was colorfully painted with an avian motif. The flagship of the squadron was built on a long since retired war frigate hull decorated like an enormous golden condor, but it had been heavily modified to the point where its visible armament was at least a match for the next larger class. Like her Captain, one could only guess at its hidden weapons. All six of its escorts also had visibly overbuilt engines.




“You like my ship? Made it myself,” the woman said with a nod to the viewscreen. “Forgive me. I’ve been impolite. Captain Cerylia L’Orleans. At your service.” She touched the brim of her hat politely. 




“What is it you want, madam?” Commander Demay replied. His entire crew had been led to the bridge at rifle point. Captain L’Orleans was attended by what Demay guessed was her second in command. He didn’t speak. The expression on his face was somewhere between contentment and menace. 




“I suppose the crude answer would be ‘I want this ship.’  But I’m a little harder to satisfy than that, Commander. I’ve been watching my favorite young man for some time, and I’m always intrigued when I see a Skywatch Captain do something reckless and against regulations. Sending a ship of the line roaring off into space with less than ten people aboard? Now that sounds like desperation.” 




“I’m not at liberty–” 




L’Orleans held up a gloved hand. “Please. I already know more about this mission than you do. I know what you’re trying to do and why. I just want to hear it from the source. Open the channel please.” Cerylia walked her heels along the edge of the pilot’s console until the chair swiveled enough to face the forward viewscreen. An instant later the face of Captain Jason Hunter appeared. 




"–Dunkerque! What is the meaning of this!?” he barked. 




“Well, Captain. It seems now I have two things you want,” L’Orleans purred. 




“Cerylia? What the hell are you doing aboard my ship?” 




“Well at this point I wouldn’t say it’s your ship. After all, you left this nice young man in command and sent him off on a very dangerous mission. Such an honest looking officer too. The least you could have done is send someone to keep him company. So I volunteered.”




“So help me, if you’ve done anything to my crew–” 




“They’re right behind me, unharmed. Why do you all think I’m so bloodthirsty?” She put on a show of acting hurt. “I’m just trying to make a living. Times are tough. You know how it is.”  




“We don’t have time for games, Cerylia. There’s a big fleet with very big guns coming after us. I need the Dunkerque released, or they’re going to come after you next.” 




“Big fat ships commanded by big fat men?”




“The fattest.”




“Simple game, Captain. I’ll give you the gun on Barker’s Asteroid. You give me the Dunkerque. Call her missing in action.” 




“You know I can’t hand over a ship of the line, Cerylia. I’d be hanged for piracy and they’d court martial my coffin.”




“Oh, I wouldn’t let them do that to you, Jason. It’s just that it’s so roomy on this bridge! I could see myself enjoying a new flagship. Think of the war paint we could decorate her with!”




“Cerylia–” 




“I’m just giving you a chance to stop putting all your handsomest officers in harm’s way, Captain.” 




“Alright, hypothetically. Suppose I can get you something equivalent to Dunkerque?” 




“I’m listening,” Cerylia replied with a twinkle and a smile. 




“First tell me how you’re going to deliver Barker’s Asteroid on your own?” 




“I didn’t say I was going to do it on my own. I’ll need these strong young men to help. But let’s just say I’ve got– knowledge of that particular rock that certain battleship captains lack.” 




Hunter’s eyebrow rose and he regarded the pirate captain with a combination of annoyance and resignation. “Fair enough. You get me that asteroid and I’ll arrange for the Gitairn patrols in Sector 19 to be in the wrong routes often enough for you to fill a ship or two with triluminum ore.” 




“How boring.” 




“You can buy two Dunkerques with a shipment of refined triluminum, Cerylia.” 




“Don’t try to be sympathetic. I already have the Dunkerque, and I don’t have to go chase down a bunch of ore for it, and I don’t have to give away my secrets either!” 




“At least meet me halfway, Captain. You really want to spend the next six months dodging patrol frigates? That’s going to be a lot tougher on the paint than my plan.” 




L’Orleans looked askance at Hunter. “Three shiploads and not an ounce less, and you owe me one.” She folded her arms and pretended to look put-upon. 




“Done.” Hunter smiled and Cerylia couldn’t help herself.




“One of these days that boyish charm isn’t going to work on me any more, Captain Hunter.” She sarcastically emphasized the rank.




“I plan to rely on it my whole career. Please relinquish command to Mister Demay and coordinate with his crew. Hunter out.” 




Cerylia raised an eyebrow at Demay a moment after the viewscreen switched back to Argent’s emblem. 




“That went better than expected,” Toby said with an expression somewhere between “recently escaped from pursuing wolves” and “mute shock.”




“Only because your captain is irresistibly delicious,” L’Orleans replied. “Any other Skywatch officer would have been left with nothing but an ion trail.” 





Seventy-Four



“Possible emissions change in targets designated King Two bearing one seven eight mark ten range now closing on a one point seven delta. CIC acknowledge.” 




The officer manning the Skywatch command console was literally standing at the nerve center of the Argent’s massive electronic sensor and scanner arrays. Anything that moved, emitted a signal or any kind of energy within thirty million miles of where he was standing would instantly show up on any one of more than a hundred readouts. 




It wasn’t a mistake he was also standing “above” every other location aboard the ship. The Skywatch station aboard a strike battleship was more or less the control tower for all of the vessel’s flight operations. Its sister station was the Combat Information Center, which performed the same function for the vessel’s weaponry.




The coordination between Skywatch, CIC and Force Command on the bridge was what made ships in Argent’s class so formidable. They didn’t have the numbers of fighters a true carrier could muster, nor did they have the firepower of a true battleship. But they were good enough at either combat role to rarely be underestimated. 




“Affirmative, Skywatch. CIC confirms. Stand by on this channel.” 




The gray phone above the conn buzzed. Captain Hunter reached up and grabbed it out of its thick metal hook. 




“Bridge.” He listened carefully. “Acknowledged. Maintain alert status.” He slammed the receiver back into its cradle. “Get me an update on our flight readiness. King Two is accelerating to launch speed. Signals, raise Ajax and Minstrel on secure frequency.” 




Lieutenant Velasquez performed a readiness sweep of all alert spacecraft from the flight operations station. The activity on all three of Argent’s flight decks was brisk. Two complete watch rotations were at work arming four of the flagship’s five fighter combat squadrons. Avatars representing each of the lethal little ships turned green as they were linked into the battlespace telemetry and communications network. 




“Flight One prep Squadron Nine Nine Four proceeding in combat order. Jets in thirty.”




Inside the spacious flight deck, Yellowjacket fighters emblazoned with the fanciful crimson flags, swords and grinning pirates of the storied Red Buccaneers rose from their ordnance platforms one by one and turned towards their respective rail tunnels. The high-pitched whine of their atmospheric thrusters mixed with the low hum of strengthening magnetic and anti-gravity fields. Red rotating lights flashed under each fighter’s hull. Deck crews backed away to safe distances after detaching fuel and telemetry equipment.




Each fighter followed the signals from its respective “Deck Stacker,” a Skywatch term for the flight crew member tasked with directing spacecraft to and from fueling, arming, flight check and launch stations. Moments later, flight leader Harrison March’s Yellowjacket attack fighter locked into position inside the deck’s first launch tunnel. Other fighters followed, each floating into its own launcher at fifteen second intervals. It was a highly choreographed precision maneuver that put eleven heavily-armed fighters one order away from rocketing into space at 2000 MPH. 




Velasquez hung up his own handset. “Flight one reports squadron nine nine four standing by to launch at your command, sir.” 




Meanwhile on the starboard side of the ship on Flight Deck Three, the exact same dance was being performed by the seventeen Wildcat fighters of Argent Squadron Eighty Five, known as “Los Gatos.” All of Fighting 85“s hulls were painted night black and decorated with silver sword blades along their lateral edges. With exactly the same precision and speed, the first twelve ships were loaded into rail launchers and ready signals were flashed to the bridge and to the Skywatch station in Argent’s “tower.” 




Flight Two’s situation was a little different. The largest of Argent’s three flight decks was constructed to launch both fighters and their larger sisters the corvettes, paladins and gunships. T-Hawk Green was first in the combat readiness rotation for second watch. Because of the larger sizes of their ships, Flight Two had six heavy rail tunnels instead of the twelve smaller versions installed in the outer decks. It still meant they could put the entire 11-strong T-Hawk squadron in space in under sixty seconds if necessary. Moments after receiving the alert signal, Flight Two notified the bridge T-Hawk Green was standing by. The sharp, pointed arms of Argent’s unique weapons platforms loomed over the flight crews as they waited their turn.




Lieutenant Velasquez turned to the conn with the handset to his ear. “Flight Two is green. All decks show ready.” 




“Signals, raise the Ajax.” 




A few moments later, Commander Harcourt appeared on the Argent’s main screen. Behind him the tough little frigate’s bridge was alive with activity. “Ajax, Harcourt.” 




“Commander, we’ve got some traveling companions standing by to assist. What is your status?” Hunter’s voice was full of confidence. 




“Ajax will take the southeast picket. Minstrel will cover the front door, sir.” 




“Acknowledged. T-Hawk Green will be standing by to back you up. We will have three combat space patrols on a rotating watch in the saddle. King Two is accelerating and we expect Orca to launch any moment. If any hostile fighters break range, they get one warning. Clear?” 




“As a bell, sir. Ajax out.” 




“Get me the Fury,” Hunter said as he picked up the armaments report for the three squadrons awaiting his launch order.




“Fury, Hunter.” 




“Tell Annora I’m doing my best to match her mastery of the combat space patrol,” Jason said without looking up. 




“I’m sure she’ll be gratified to hear it, sir. We can’t confirm any launch or hostile action from King Two, but they are closing range.” 




“Agreed. I just found another ace in the hole. Either that or a joker. We’ll find out when we get to a decision. I have ETA to Uniform Tango at thirty one minutes present speed. Ajax and Minstrel are establishing a picket at five million miles and I’ve got Jacks, Cats and T-Hawks on station to back them up. What is our battlegroup status?” 




“Revenge, Spruance, Constellation and Fury are 90% reconfigured for medium range missile standoff. Exeter and Rhode Island will take short range intercepts and Jefferson will float.” 




“Sounds like we’ve done all we can. Now it’s just a question of who punches who the hardest.” 




“We’ll have our gloves off, sir. Fury out.” 




Hunter examined the tactical display for a moment, recognizing that cold icy feeling way down deep once again as he re-evaluated the strategic situation. Ultimately, the Perseus group’s only advantage was range and the lead time it provided. In every other respect they were outgunned and out-tonned. Hunter knew either task force would be a handful by itself. Together, they were way over his head. He knew it and so did his entire command. 




The only chance Strike Fleet Perseus had was to get the Sentinel operational and in the fight. 




Hunter grabbed the black phone. “Operations, this is the Flag. Launch all alert spacecraft!” 




The Flight Boss on Port Deck One flipped two switches up and rammed his hand down on the red bar at the base of his vessel operations board. Three-foot-wide rotating white and red lights went active along the ceilings of all three flight decks at once indicating a “Tac-Signal One” combat launch. The priority net switched over and his voice sounded in every pilot’s headset and from squawk boxes inside Skywatch, CIC and the bridge. 




“Spaceflight Operations Deck One to all alert spacecraft your signal is jets. I say again your signal is jets. Time out mark fifteen seconds. Victory Three Three Five your rally point is on the board and locked in. Spaceflight Operations Deck One to all alert spacecraft–” 




The voice of the Flight Boss was overwhelmed by the piercing sound of Lieutenant Commander March’s engines and the deck-shaking thrum of the rail tunnel’s magnetic and electrical charging coils.




The rail operator peered out of the nest built into the floor of the launching system. He could see the Yellowjacket pilot’s name and “Caveman” call sign emblazoned just under his cupola. The black blast plate over his eyes made it impossible to see his face. 




Commander March turned toward the nest and saluted sharply just as his engines reached launch power. He grabbed the controls with both hands as the charge indicator rolled across the rail operator’s console and finally shifted green. Tunnel One shuddered with barely restrained energy just before the stabilizers blasted all twelve of the gas pressure locks around the vessel free. Buccaneer One rocketed forward, slamming its pilot back in the crash couch. The glowing circular amplifiers slid past his fighter at faster and faster speeds until he exploded into space at more than 350MPH. Seconds later, his heavily armed little craft punched up to more than 2300MPH. 




On the opposite side of Argent, the same ritual played out for Lieutenant Jonathan Tichborne’s Gato Uno, dubbed “El Jefe” by his squadron. A quick salute, and his black sword-emblazoned ship surged forward, propelled by incomprehensible power. Los Gatos were officially on patrol. 




Then Lieutenant JG Eileen Walsh, callsign “Meerkat,” saluted the emblem and slammed both feet down against the gas locks. A moment later Buccaneer Four blasted free of Argent’s flight deck. 




Seconds later, one of the double-sized rail tunnels along Argent’s ventral hull glowed to life. Inside, the lethal weapon points of T-Hawk Five twisted and folded towards her center axis as her drive field steadily powered up around her menacingly dark hull. The anti-magnetic energy of the gunship’s interdiction systems reacted with the apocalyptic voltage inside the rail tunnel, providing the additional energy necessary to accelerate a much larger ship to launch velocity. The pilot saluted the emblem and clamped both hands around the vessel’s grip triggers. T-Hawk Five’s engines exploded to life and caught the leading edge of the magnetic force before the ship roared out of the rail tunnel at hundreds of miles an hour. Within seconds it banked into formation with Buccaneer One like a bald eagle maneuvering into formation with a flock of sparrows and set course for the first rally point. 




Behind her, Gato Cinco flashed into space, followed by Buccaneers Two and Seven and then T-Hawk Eight. In the space of only three minutes and change, DSS Argent had launched a mighty wave of fighters and gunships. 





Seventy-Five



“They’ve got power down here. There’s no question about it. This asteroid has been involved in everything we’ve seen so far,” Yili said. 




“So why didn’t they maintain fire against Argent?” Zony asked, examining the discharged little alien device she had used to teleport herself and Curtiss to the battle station. 




Yili suddenly stopped and stared at the control systems. They were part of an out-of-the-way valve control console:  Unremarkable in virtually every respect except for the information they were conveying to Argent’s Chief Engineer. 




“That’s impossible,” she half-whispered. Zony looked up. Unable to interpret whatever Curtiss was seeing, she turned instead to trying to decipher the pale look on Yili’s face. She stood. 




“What is it?” 




“They’re not using power the way we do,” Curtiss replied, coaxing as much information out of the relatively underpowered little terminal as she could. “Look at this.” A colorful chart with undulating bands displayed across it appeared. 




“That’s a frequency map,” Zony said. “Why would they need that in the power grid for a battle station’s weapons?” 




“Because they’re using pico-frequency communications to drive a matter-energy conversion field. Somehow they’ve found a way to synchronize the EM waveforms with the energy field they are maintaining.” 




It rapidly dawned on Zony what the implications were. “The Dunkerque.” 




“Exactly. We had to generate our own energy field with the SRS emitters. Once we synchronized it, we opened a gateway to wherever the Captain ended up and brought him and the out-of-phase ship back to our space. This “Ithis’ Daysmith was shouting about must use this as the whole basis of their technology. They can project energy or matter through ultra-high-frequency transmissions.” 




“Hold on a second,” Zony replied, pointing at the frequency map again.  “Those wavelengths are so short we can barely pick them out at ranges of a few feet. Getting a pico transmission across the room would take a couple hundred watts. Getting one from Argent to here would take tens of millions. Where are they getting the power? They only had enough for one shot from this gun!” 




“The theory is that once you synch the communications frequency with the energy signature, you get a hyper-efficient field density. It’s like the opposite of a scattering field. If you plug in the right numbers, the field stabilizes at a given frequency, which means you don’t use power at one end to “jump’ to the other, because–” 




"–because you draw power from the energy field itself. Like an electric train.” 




“Exactly, lieutenant.” Yili switched the display back to the asteroid’s energy system. “And now that we know what to look for, we won’t make the mistake of thinking this–” she pointed at one of the large structures in the schematic "–is some kind of energy production node instead of a life support processor. Everything they’ve got down here is designed to keep humans alive. I’ll bet you a steak dinner they set up that gun to draw energy from the exact same field that weird little teleporter uses.” 




Zony was already busy fiddling with the device’s controls. Now that they had a working hypothesis, she was only a step or two away from proving it. “I’m pretty sure I know what they did,” she muttered as she turned the object over and over. A few moments later, it lit up again, bathing the room in a soothing yellow glow. 




“That thing just ties in to the same field signature, doesn’t it?” 




“As long as you’ve got the right frequency,” Zony replied. “They can’t change the energy signature of the field once it’s established. They would have to create a new field from scratch. That probably takes more energy than they have access to, so that limits the number of available frequencies for getting matter, energy and information from one point to another.” 




“But we already used the obvious one and it went dark. They switch them on purpose, don’t they?” Lieutenant Curtiss was starting to get the hang of Signals.   




“Harmonic.” Zony grinned. “Give me a week, and I’ll have the whole rotation mapped out. Either way, we’re back in business and now we’ve got the advantage.” 




Yili raised an eyebrow. 




“Now that we know what to look for, this thing will lead us to every interesting place we need to go.” 




“I think we should be careful about teleporting all over the place.” 




“We don’t need to. We know this device can map the energy field to physical space, otherwise it would be like a water pipe with caps on both ends. All we have to do is use its method of mapping the energy field to physical locations and it becomes a homing beacon to whatever we’re looking for, including–” 




“Including every last enemy soldier on this base.” 





Seventy-Six



Lucas Moody could only stare in disbelief at what he was seeing. Or, perhaps he was staring at what others wanted him to see. Either way, the chamber he had wandered in to was unlike anything he had encountered before. 




Considering the unfathomable wonders he had already come across, he wasn’t prepared for what he was observing. It had to be unreal, yet there it was. 




The closest thing his human mind could imagine that resembled the Ithis structure was an insect’s eye viewed from the inside. As long as he kept his mind on the entire vista of color and motion, he could examine the whole structure and it’s various general details. The moment he focused his attention on just one of those many details, it grew to nearly surround him. 




It was very much like sorting through a schematic with a system that could “zoom in” on a particular section. Each individual hexagonal “window” looked to be a view of a physical location somewhere, presented from the point of view of a high angle observer. It was, essentially, the largest bank of surveillance cameras ever constructed. From where he was standing, Moo was fairly certain there were at least hundreds of thousands of tiny flickering windows, if not millions. The strange thing was, if his eyes lingered for even a moment, whatever he was looking at would grow large enough to recognize. 




He was about to go back the way he came when something caught his attention. He wasn’t quite sure what he had seen was recognizable, but there was something in his mind that told him to go take another look. There. Near the center of the far wall of the spherical chamber was a familiar color. As he focused, a picture of two people examining a strange object emerged. 




“Hey! I’m in here! I’m here!” he shouted. The images of Yili and Zony didn’t respond to the sound. Colonel Moody began running towards what, from his vantage point, was the viewscreen displaying his fellow officers. When he looked around to see if he was making any progress, he was almost overcome by a sense of vertigo. Being inside such a large structure made it very difficult for his merely human mind to gather any significant knowledge about his speed, direction or momentum. He couldn’t even say for sure what platform he was supported by. He could feel his footsteps, but he had no physical frame of reference. 




But when he focused his attention back on Yili and Zony and whatever location they occupied, it became easier for him to recognize what was happening. He felt as if he were moving faster, but he could not say why. Whatever was at the other end of the viewscreen he was staring at as intently as he could seemed to get more and more real. Finally his mind caught up with what was going on, and the control room where the engineer and Signals officer were standing was suddenly approaching him at his top running speed. He started bellowing, and his voice rose higher and higher as he ran. A moment later, he burst through some kind of membrane, and felt as if his body had lost at least one of its dimensions.




In an instant of time, Colonel Moody caught a glimpse of open space, the upper edge of the Sentinel emplacement on Barker’s Asteroid and an almost painfully bright lattice of alien numbers and letters. Then, still howling, he quite literally fell out of the ceiling and slammed against the floor next to Yili and Zony. Broken and shattered pieces of metal, plastic and stone clattered against the floor with him. 




Lieutenant Curtiss jumped back and drew her weapon. Zony shrieked and backed into a corner, ready to perform rare and violent martial arts. 




“As you were,” Colonel Moody coughed before rolling prone on his back and staring at the ceiling. 





Seventy-Seven



The frigate-enhanced wedge of Argent fighters advanced, clearing space ahead of their Strike Fleet. In the distance, the King Two formation loomed. Both its capital ships were wide awake and active, making their avatars on the tactical display bright and crisp and more than a little unsettling.




Aboard Buccaneer Four, Lieutenant Eileen “Meerkat” Walsh was troubled. Before the launch she had been provided with all the pre-flight astrometry and battlespace analysis, just like all the other pilots. But her instruments weren’t responding as expected, and no matter what adjustments she made, the data she was getting was either defective, illusionary or just plain wrong. 




Any Skywatch fighter jock would readily admit the majority of any squadron treated pre-flight astrometry like in-flight magazines on a commercial spaceliner. They might get an occasional flip-through but were rarely studied. Meerkat was the exception. She had a system for making sure she got the essentials before she filed her datapaks. 




What that pre-flight telemetry said and what her instruments were reporting were at odds. She cycled the diagnostic sequence for her passive spectrometry sensors once, and then once again. Every time the system reset, it glowed back to life with exactly the same information at a slightly closer range. Because the Kingsblade and the Orca were both running active, there was no way for them to conceal their organics signatures. They couldn’t create reflective interference, and ECM would simply be a waste of power, as any medium-range electromagnetic detection or analysis system would be able to ride each ship’s own range beacons right down to their respective bridges. 




That only meant one thing. If their organics signatures were absent, it meant there were no life forms aboard. Buccaneer Four’s sensors were reporting exactly that:  No organics. Not a single molecule. If her observations were confirmed, it meant both Task Forces were unmanned. While the knowledge none of their fleet mates were in danger might have been a relief to Argent’s attack wave initially, it was what came next that would chill even the bravest pilot right down to their knees. 




Who or what was controlling those ships? How were they controlled? And from where?




“Buck Four to flight leader.”




There was a hesitant pause, as the squadron had been advised to maintain radio silence until King Two’s advance wave broke range. 




“Go ahead Buck Four,” came the response. Eileen couldn’t be sure, but Commander March’s voice sounded tight and annoyed.  So Meerkat decided to just go with the facts and by the book. The fighter wings maintained their formations, knifing through space at nearly 500 miles a second. 




“Sir, my forward sensors are showing no life forms on any ship in formation King Two. I’ve bounced the system twice, and I can only re-confirm my readings. There’s nobody aboard those ships.” 




Before Commander March could respond, an impossibly powerful explosion ripped a hole in space only half a light-second forward of the leading Argent squadron. Reactive hatches and blast plates went dark to shield the pilots from the intense brightness. By the time their instruments cleared, three dozen DSS Orca fighters were screaming through writhing hundred-mile-long plasma fires directly into the teeth of the Argent attack wave! 





Seventy-Eight



“Confirmed Dunkerque! The Sentinel is operational! We–” The Argent transmission was overwhelmed by a surge of electronic noise. 




For a soundless moment, Captain Cerylia L’Orleans and Commander Toby DeMay stared at each other, their respective tactical and strategic minds coming to exactly opposite conclusions. 




“We’ve got to take out that gun,” DeMay announced. He moved quickly to man the bridge engineering station. 




“You don’t have the firepower or the standoff capability for that kind of assault, Commander,” L’Orleans replied. “And neither do we. Get your crew and join us aboard my corsair. We can approach that battle station by stealth and get you on the ground without firing a shot.” 




“I’m not abandoning my command,” DeMay snapped, eyes intent on his engineering readouts. 




“You were sent on a desperation mission that could only succeed against an abandoned or inactive installation. If that thing is operational, it will swat you out of space like an insect the moment you reach the perimeter. It’s a suicide run, Commander.” 




DeMay looked up. “Are you asking me to trust you? I still have a wound on my neck from our first meeting.” His expression was as deadpan as he could make it. For all he knew, that Sentinel was already lining up a shot at his engine room, or worse.




L’Orleans walked across the bridge with a determined expression and stopped inches from her opposite number. Her bearing was unmistakable. She was a woman used to being listened to and unaccustomed to being doubted. Her eyes burned as she replied. 




“I’m asking you if you want to be alive when this mission is over, Commander. And I only ask those kinds of questions once. You don’t have the manpower to put this ship in the fight and you know it. If you want to hurl yourself on your sword out of some misguided sense of duty, I’m not going to stop you. I’m also not going to stand here and be a target while you do it.” 




DeMay watched as the pirate captain produced a commlink. “Notify Small Bird to lay in an evasive course for Point Bronco. Energize cloak and have the Master of the Ship make provision for ten–” 




“Hostages,” DeMay finished for her. Cerylia smiled sweetly and reactivated her commlink. 




"–guests. Condor out.” 




Toby didn’t react. He looked like a man trying desperately not to betray his anxiety at making the decision to violate Skywatch regulations and abandon his command. Without breaking eye contact with Captain L’Orleans, he activated the intraship. 




“All hands, this is the Captain. Rendezvous on Deck Three starboard and prepare to abandon ship.” He let go of the transmit button with an angry flourish. “And I just ended my career.” 




“Negative, Commander,” L’Orleans replied as she holstered her commlink. “You just guaranteed yourself a fighting chance to see those gold maple leaves turn silver some day.” 





Seventy-Nine



“We fired.” Yili’s voice was even and confident. Her words, however, had a frozen edge. Both of her fellow officers had the same question. 




Fired on whom? 




“So much for our theories about how this thing is powered,” Moo offered, still dusting himself off. “But after what I’ve seen, I’d be willing to believe these beasts can do just about anything.” 




“They’re advanced. No question about that,” Yili replied. “Diamond Jack over there fit the two pieces of the map together for us.” 




“Good, then you’ll both be a big help when I lock Atwell in a box and ship him back to a five-flag court martial. He’s back on the Ithis planet or whatever it is. They’ve got Hughes and they’re doing something to his mind. Their next target is the Captain.” 




The lights dimmed and the station shuddered as what all three officers presumed was another shot went off. 




“Whatever our plans are, we need to make room for the war that just started up there,” Zony said as she scanned the ceiling for clues as to when the next shot might happen. 




“They may have engaged the Dunkerque,” Yili pointed out. “DeMay’s orders were to commandeer this installation.” 




“If that Sentinel opens up on his ship, they’ll be pulverized. Even with a full crew, the Dunkerque can’t take that kind of pounding. Even Argent would have her hands full,” Moo said. “We’ve got to sabotage it before whatever these people are shooting at is destroyed.” 




“Agreed sir,” Zony replied. “There’s a couple of things you should know. We figured out their power system. If they’re using it to drive this installation, we can’t cut the power conventionally.” 




“Signals is right,” Yili said. “They’re using a matter-energy transmission field. The only way to disrupt it is with a scattering technology. Even if we had the hardware, we don’t have the power.” 




“Recommendations?” 




“These guys are fanatics,” Zony replied. “Corporal Daysmith over there took himself out after we saw through his Skywatch story.” 




“If we do this the old fashioned way, it’s going to be a slugging match to get to the controls and power down the gun. If we can’t cut the power, we have to throw the switch manually.” 




“And there’s a big crowd guarding that switch I’ll wager,” Moo said. “All right. We’ll see how close we can get before all hell breaks loose.” The colonel relieved Daysmith’s body of all the electronics and anything else that looked useful. “First guy we find I’ll need to borrow his weapon. Signals, you give us direction and bearing. Engineer, you’ve got the point. Anything suspicious gets two in the chest and one between the headlamps.” Moo snapped the corporal’s equipment to his belt. “Let’s move.” 





Eighty



“Get me the Fury on a priority frequency,” Jason Hunter snapped. He was frowning and intent, scanning his engineer’s message for any other information he might have missed. 




“Fury, Ensign Callomy.” 




“Ensign, this is the Flag. Patch me through to Commander Doverly.” 




“Sir–I–um–yes sir!” It was likely the first time Callomy had been given an order directly from a flag officer.  




“Fury, Doverly.” 




“What’s your status, XO?” 




“We’re all powered up. Commander Hunter’s crew is working like a Swiss clock factory. How’s the fort?” 




“Well, it’s under the command of a man who should really work on his reading comprehension. My Chief Engineer and Signals Officer apparently found a new toy and used it to zap themselves off the ship and on to Barker’s Asteroid.” 




A pause. “At this range?” 




“Unless they’re playing a prank on me.” 




All of Argent’s tactical readouts went haywire at once. The bridge crew’s alertness intensified. A proximity alarm sounded. 




“Report!” 




“I have confirmed heavy weapons fire bearing three-eight mark sixty true!” 




The combat frequency alert tone sounded. One of the handsets above the conn buzzed.




“Sir I have a message from–” Hunter held up a hand, trying to hear his engineer’s warning from below decks. 




“Affirmative, Madison. You are authorized to bring her to maximum power. Bridge out.” 




“Sir, Squadron Nine Nine Four reports they have engaged hostile fighters at point Uniform Tango.” 




A flash of impossibly intense light filled the bridge for a moment and then faded just as quickly. The aft tactical display showed DSS Revenge trailing fiery plasma and tumbling pieces of ablative armor. 




“Tactical!” 




“Sir! CIC reports the origin point for that attack is Barker’s Asteroid.” 




Hunter pounded on the arm of his command chair. “Signals! Bring us up on the J-A! Smartly!” 




The fleet-wide alert tone sounded and automatic communications systems went active across Strike Fleet Perseus. Moments later, Captain Hunter’s channel patched in. 




“Attention All Stations. This is Argent Force Command on priority channel. Engage battle conference and stand by for a message from the flag.” 




The signals officer nodded.




“All commands, this is Hunter aboard the Argent. Under no circumstances are you to return fire against Barker’s Asteroid. Skywatch personnel are engaged in combat operations on the surface and one of our ships may be caught in the crossfire. Do not fire on the station or any other contact inside that minefield without my direct orders. All commands acknowledge.” 




As if to answer his order, a titanic blast from the faraway Sentinel slammed into Fury’s port quarter. Uncontrolled secondary explosions ripped across her dorsal armor and took out battery two. 




“Lieutenant.”




The signals officer looked up and met Captain Hunter’s gaze. 




“You have two minutes to raise the Dunkerque, or a lot of people are going to die.” 





Eighty-One



An impeccably synchronized wing of top-of-the-line strike fighters peeled off one by one as they fired their torpedos right into the teeth of DSS Ajax. The heavier battle frigate banked tightly in pursuit of the destructive little ships, while its storied anti-missile batteries went to war against the lethal inbounds. 




“El Jefe” and his wingman shot past Ajax’s approach vector, tailing the trailing enemy fighter, with a menacing black T-Hawk racing along behind them to provide fire support. As if suddenly awake, the enemy fighter twisted in one direction then banked back again, attempting to evade Gato One’s fire acquisition. Tichborne’s wingman was pasted into formation like a tightened bolt, never veering more than six meters from his flight leader’s right weapon point. 




All five fighters opened up at once, filling space with reflex battery fire from their aft weapons arrays. Everything that missed slammed into T-Hawk Three and was absorbed into her shields, where it was instantly converted and re-routed to her panic reactors. Argent’s fighters had the point, so the T-Hawk held her fire. Behind it, Ajax was in equally hot pursuit of the little furball that had kicked up. 




A moment later, all five enemy fighters snap-banked in diverging courses.  Gato One and his wingman pulled up and chased their original target. T-Hawk Three spun left and chased two more, while Ajax took their flight leader’s course on a starboard rolling dive. The moment all the drive fields cleared, Ajax opened up with proximity blasts from her forward guns. 




The little fighter dodged, ducked and spun, but there was nowhere to go. An instant later, Ajax’s targeting systems locked and the next shot vaporized the target. 




“Splash one!” her tactical officer shouted. 




“Very good. Get us back on an intercept vector with flight leader 994,” Commander Harcourt ordered. “Maintain double screens forward and re-route all non-essential power to the reactor dampeners.” 




Ajax performed a tight climbing port bank on an intercept vector for Tichborne’s pursuit track. As she came around, her primary weapons gained locks on all ranged targets. “Stand by your guns, tactical. Pilot, I want us to climb into that turn. Get us back in the war. All ahead battle speed.” 




Meanwhile, inside Gato One, the drive field was spiking again and again as Tichborne’s angry little fighter snapped and bit at its fleeing target. The targeting tone sounded in his helmet as the vessel’s high-speed acquisition computer tried to line up a shot.  First the enemy fighter would split right, then back left. Gato One stayed with it while Tichborne’s computer swerved over to the new vector and tried to match bearings. 




Out of nowhere, DSS Minstrel appeared in front of the entire chase. With nowhere to go, the enemy wing sprayed destruction at the compact little warship, and then they got a rude education in the firepower differential between a two-man fighter and a frigate. Minstrel’s twin gun batteries opened up with a percussive and intense barrage of lethal energy bolts. Enemy fighter two was ripped in half an instant before fighter one took a piercing shot right through the cockpit. A brief flash and there was nothing left but tumbling wreckage. 




“Analysis, quickly,” Lieutenant Rebecca Islington ordered. Her sensor operator examined the broken hulls of the two fighters for telltale signs of organic life. 




“Negative readings, ma’am,” the tech replied. “There was nobody aboard those fighters.” 




“Very well. Coordinate all your sensor data and relay your findings to Ajax. My recommendation is to report this information to the flag and request instructions. Helm, give me a starboard turn and lay in a new course six zero mark one. Tactical, cycle your weapons and report readiness on a thirty-second alert. All ahead flank.” 




“Helm answering new course six zero mark one all ahead flank, aye.” 




DSS Minstrel accelerated into formation with her sister ship and prepared to engage the next attacking squadron. 





Eighty-Two



The fleetwide alert played soundlessly on Dunkerque’s bridge. The information it broadcast to every ship besides DeMay’s abandoned command was already minutes old when Captain L’Orleans ships broke formation and turned away from the relatively monstrous Strike Cruiser’s hull. 




But Captain Hunter’s ominous words did not go unheeded. As the condor-emblazoned pirate corsair banked away and then faded into space behind her cloak, a gloved hand clicked the alert channel controls on Dunkerque’s bridge and the screen went dark. 




“You’re sure this is going to work,” a voice asked quietly. 




“Not only will it work, it will grant me total control of the Gitairn Sector. I will crush the Perseus formation like a hammer against an anvil. Once I have restored power, I will return to the portal and welcome the hive into our space.” 




The texture of Admiral Hughes’ voice gave his new assistant chills. She had been convinced over many weeks of the goals of their mutinous plan. She had been offered considerable power. But she still wasn’t certain she would be able to live with what her former superior officer was becoming. 




“We will send our finest warriors to reclaim our weapon on Barker’s asteroid. Prepare to increase field density.” 




“What is their mission then? Victory? Prisoners?” 




“To consume them and learn their thoughts. First the Captain’s officers. Then Jason Hunter himself.” 





Eighty-Three



“Doverly to Argent.” 




The flagship of Strike Fleet Perseus was abuzz with urgent activities, none of which were performed with the expectation that their Executive Officer would be hailing them in the middle of a fighter and gunship engagement. Nevertheless, the junior fourth watch officer manning the battleship’s signals station at the moment the channel opened knew Commander Annora Doverly, one of the five infamous Bandit Jacks, was not someone who could be asked to leave a message. 




“Captain, we’re being hailed by Commander Doverly.” 




“On speakers, ensign.” Jason Hunter waited a moment for the intership to switch channels. “Argent, Hunter. Go ahead Commander.” 




“Jason, our squadrons are up against automated opposition. Orca’s fighter attack and defense patterns are pre-programmed. All we’re doing is blowing a bunch of unoccupied Skywatch hardware to pieces.” 




“How certain are you?” Hunter already knew the answer to that question. He asked it more to confirm his own surprise than to challenge his XO’s knowledge of fighter operations. Among her many skills and ranges of expertise, Annora had become somewhat of a flight deck operations specialist in the time she had served with both Hunter’s squadron and aboard the two ships she had been assigned to since. She was Argent’s first watch Force Commander and more than capable of taking the controls of the lethal little ships she sent into space if need be. 




One thing Hunter knew was if anyone in the Strike Fleet could speak with authority about what a competent human-piloted fighter should look like, it was his XO. 




“I wasn’t sure until I saw their pursuit banks. Every time the Orca’s fighters pass one of our fighters, they perform exactly the same turn with exactly the same engine vectors and flight radius. We’re in a pitched battle with a bunch of robots, Captain.” 




A light went on. 




“If that’s true, Commander, they were pre-programmed for a joust, not a fistfight.” 




“Sir?” 




“I’m going to trust you are correct on this, Hearts. Get me commander Fury. Quick!” There was a momentary pause. The channel clicked. 




“Fury. Hunter.” 




“Change in plans, Commander. I want the formation redeployed for main battery assault. Target: DSS Kingsblade.” 




“Say again, Argent?” Jason’s sister’s voice was nine parts incredulous and one part annoyed. 




“You heard me, Commander. Our fighters have done their job. They just shined a big spotlight on Task Force Poseidon’s weakness, and not only am I going to exploit it, I’m going to take both of those fleets intact. Acknowledge and signal readiness to Argent Force Command.” Hunter swiveled in his command chair.




“Notify Flight Operations to recall our squadrons immediately. We will rendezvous en route. Pilot, hard about! Course one nine zero mark five! Tactical, charge main batteries one through four. Maximum power for assault range strike. All power to forward battle screens. I want a hard waveform lock on the Kingsblade’s reactors the moment we break range.” 




“Might I ask what we’re doing, sir?” McInerney asked as respectfully as she could from the helm. 




“We’re about to kick a fat ship right through its hat. All ahead battle speed!” 




What happened next would have given even the most experienced enemy officer pause. DSS Argent, a rather large and formidable ship on her own, even if compared with her pursuing adversaries, suddenly accelerated into a sweeping port-side turn. Along her flanks, the strike cruiser Fury and her two escort cruisers turned with her and redeployed into a battle line, configuring their missile and energy weapons to support their flagship. Moments later, Hunter’s ship accelerated into an aggressive intercept course with the mighty DSS Kingsblade. The range between the two behemoth combatants began to close at an alarming rate. 




“What in the name of all that is good and right is he doing?” Jayce Hunter muttered, letting her chin rest on her fists as she watched her brother’s flagship surge out of its turn. 




“What he does best, ma’am,” Annora replied. “Turn a momentary advantage into a win.” 





Eighty-Four



The Sentinel planetary defense gun fired again. The dim lights gradually returned to their normal brightness. 




“What are they shooting at?” Zony asked in an urgent whisper. Colonel Moody stopped at the corridor intersection two levels beneath the subterranean asteroid station’s main deck. He looked both ways as surreptitiously as he could, then motioned for Zony and Yili to follow. 




“They would have pulverized the Dunkerque by now. They could be lobbing proximity blasts at Argent, but at this range I doubt it would be worth the energy. There is one thing we do know.” 




“What’s that?” Moo asked. 




“This thing has power now, and I’m betting it is coming from their energy field tech. That could give us a huge advantage when the time come–” 




An unsuspecting station crew member entered the corridor right in front of the colonel. The crewman reacted quickly, grappling with the much larger marine officer for only a moment before he was inelegantly slammed into the wall. He staggered back and reached for his weapon. A flash of intense light and the high-pitched sound of an energy discharge filled the corridor before the crewman’s blaster clattered to the floor. 




Yili lowered her weapon. “Colonel? I believe you had dibs on the next toy.” Moody picked up the blaster pistol and examined it.




“Standard Skywatch issue. So help me, when I get my hands on Atwell, I’m going to change his whole attitude about life.” Apparently satisfied the weapon would serve, the colonel brandished it and motioned to the others to follow him to the unusual silver-colored door at the far end of the passage. 




“Any clues on the layout of this place?” he asked. 




“New to you, new to us,” Zony replied. “We know there’s a fair number of people working on something below this deck, and we’ve got a pretty good idea where the gun itself is, but the rest we have to map on our own unless we can find their information network.” 




The station trembled and the lights dimmed again as another shot was fired from the Sentinel gun. 




“Let’s hope the Dunkerque wasn’t destroyed by the first shot,” Zony said. 




“It wasn’t,” Moo replied. “Whatever they started out shooting at, they’re still shooting at. Every fire command has the same cycle time. What do you make of this, lieutenant?” Colonel Moody stood to one side to give the other two officers a look at the silver door. A line of strange symbols was etched on a plate under the transparent portal in its center. On the left side, a control panel similar to the one on the alien device Zony had discovered on Argent was built into the wall. Its buttons glowed serenely with the same strange yellow light. There was no activity visible through the portal, although the room behind the door was at least illuminated. 




“If I had my choice, I’d like that to be a room with some kind of console in it so we can figure this station out,” Zony replied. 




“Ready?” Moo whispered with a smirk. Yili nodded. The colonel activated the manual lock on the door’s face and the vacuum seal discharged. The door slid to one side and Moo slipped through. 




“Whoa!” There was a shout and a rapid flurry of activity. Several unidentified personnel whirled and reached for weapons a moment before Colonel Moody’s command voice just about shocked Zony out of her boots. 




“Weapons down! Now!” Moody trained his pistol on what appeared to be the leader of the ragtag group standing among a bunch of unremarkable storage crates. His face was frozen in a furious stare through the sights of his raised gun. Zony was in an equally aggressive stance, aiming her weapon at someone she then realized was wearing an Argent uniform. 




“Hatch?” 




The strangely dressed people in the room looked back and forth at each other for a few moments before Toby DeMay lowered his weapon just a hair. “Lieutenant Tixia.” 




“Well I suppose that answers the question of whether they destroyed Dunkerque,” Moo quipped, relaxing the grip on his blaster. “But it doesn’t answer the question of who the rest of you are.” 




“This is Captain L’Orleans,” DeMay replied. “She uh–  she picked the lock for us.” 




Moo stared. 




“We’ve met before, colonel.” Cerylia smiled sweetly as she touched the brim of her hat.




“I don’t believe this,” Moo sighed. 





Eighty-Five



“We might be of some assistance to you, sir,” Commander Harcourt said. “At the very least we might give some of Kingsblade’s escorts something to shoot at besides our flagship.” 




“I’m counting on them taking shots at me, Dominic,” Hunter replied. “Annora was right. You saw their fighters. They just turned around and set a course for home the moment we disengaged. Those two fleets were set up to defend against fighter strikes, not direct engagement. This is an eventuality they simply aren’t programmed to handle. If the fighters are automated, then so are the ships. Based on our last action, we’ve got a better than average chance of a mission kill on their flagship, and that will both put an abrupt stop to the chase and put us on offense for a change.” 




“With all due respect, sir, it’s a risk.” 




“Acknowledged, Commander. Let’s not make it any bigger a risk than it needs to be. We got all our fighters and gunships back with only minor damage and no casualties. Now I want their automation system to panic and take their best shots at me first. While they are, you and the rest of the squadron will be taking out her escorts’ drives. If we do this right, I might even get a chance to use my secret weapon. We’ll meet in the middle. Hunter out.”




The Argent Captain rose from his command chair and stood at the edge of the pilot’s station, hands on the helm. 




“Alright, Yolanda. Let’s get this fight started. Give me a fifteen degree roll to port and stand by to bank into gun range. Tactical! Line them up in battery order!” 




“Acknowledged, Skipper! Main batteries charged for projectile strike! Standing by!” 




The ominous image of the battleship Kingsblade occupied the center of Argent’s main display, gradually growing larger as the range closed. She floated in space with an elegance equal only to her absolutely massive weaponry and armor constructs. By her bearing, it was clear the mighty starship was well aware of her approaching opponent, automated or not. 




A moment later, intense beams of destructive energy lashed out from her dorsal energy batteries and crossed thousands of miles of space in fractions of a second. Each widened to fill Argent’s screens before Hunter’s ship lurched and shuddered with the impacts. 




“Direct hits on our forward battle screens! Defenses holding!” the tactical officer exclaimed. 




“Range to target!” Hunter shouted. 




“Six thousand miles off our starboard point!” 




“Now, Yolanda! Hard-a-larboard!” 




Lieutenant McInerney pulled the helm manual controls back. The deck rolled. Argent banked deeply into her port turn and brought her own main battery to bear on her defiant counterpart. Rail casters one and three swiveled on their mounts and lined up their tracks. 




“I have a bearings match and waveform lock on her primary power structure!” 




“That’s your target, gunner!” 




Kingsblade fired again. Two more main battery blasts crashed into Argent’s starboard and dorsal shields, but this was no mere cruiser taking the big battleship’s gunfire. The Citadel-class capital ship under Hunter’s command absorbed the war shots in all their fury and held her course. 




“Railshot One!” 




Argent’s enormous primary rail caster glowed to life with a yellow-white lightning-like brightness before tens of millions of volts of electrical energy brought a magnetic field into existence around the 100-ton deuterium slug at its base. A blast of superheated plasma shook the entire upper half of the ship as the slug pierced space at a considerable fraction of light speed.




Bright lines of plasma energy marked the course of the Argent’s railshot directly into the Kingsblade’s dorsal shields. The impact explosion lit up the inside of Argent’s bridge and even managed to pull the huge enemy vessel slightly off course. Kingsblade responded with another full power blast that slammed into Argent’s bow. Battle screens glowed and arced with wild and unrestrained electromagnetic energy.




“Railshot Three!” 




Argent’s number three rail caster fired with equal severity. The slug pulverized the navigational magnetic emitters on the crown of the Kingsblade’s forward hull, which only seemed to anger the larger vessel. It fired again, and again, and yet again. Argent’s battle screens held, but the rumbling of the unstable energy waves as they reverberated around the hull sounded like thunder rolling across a desert horizon. 




This was what battleships were built for. One hard punch after another. First from one, then from the other. Kingsblade’s energy batteries landed body blow after body blow. Argent’s railguns smashed and thudded. Battle screens glowed and crackled. Powered armor plates absorbed and dissipated. The two heavyweights slugged one another over and over again.




Then, like a small child rushing to the aid of its parent, the escort frigate DSS Minstrel rocketed across the ostensible no-man’s land between the two behemoths. Lieutenant Islington had never been known for her bashful approach to combat, and this engagement was likely to be no different. Her badger-like miniature starship managed to unleash a phalanx of two dozen hypervelocity shipkiller missiles directly into the teeth of an opponent that could blow her command into spare parts with one well-aimed shot. 




The missiles punctured Kingsblade’s magnetic interference envelope and slashed through her drive field, intent on defeating her forward shields and exposing the huge ship’s armor to the heavier fire of Minstrel’s fleet-mates. The heavy battleship’s point defense exploded into action. Seventeen of Minstrel’s birds were ripped and blasted into debris in the first pass. Three more tried to evade and yanked themselves off course, colliding with each other before impact. Four hit Kingsblade’s forward battle screens hard enough to cause a violently synchronized plasma detonation across her starboard leading edge.




“Nice shooting Dennis! Now give me aft energy batteries to maximum and fire as she bears!” Islington’s voice encouraged her spirited crew. “Port roll eighty degrees and veer us off, helm! All ahead full!” 




Minstrel banked away from Kingsblade at the precise moment the larger ship’s point defense was about to acquire lock. Energy bolts ripped into space where the little ship was supposed to be, but wasn’t. A moment later, Minstrel’s aft energy batteries cut and tore at Kingsblade’s starboard hard points in a barrage that resembled a small dog ferociously attacking a longhorn bull’s hoof. Then she dodged, rolled starboard and spun away into space.




A cheer went up on Argent’s bridge and similar celebrations sounded across the command net. Jayce Hunter leaned back in her chair with a hand over her eyes and an entirely non-regulation grin on her face. 




“Hire the bloody pirate skipper flying that ship before they get away!” Commander Teller shouted. Aboard the Constellation, Commander Flynn put two fingers to his mouth and whistled another cheer while his bridge crew pumped their fists and shouted. It was a spectacular display of aggressive fleet tactics put on by the “baby” of the Perseus squadron and the Hunter crews couldn’t get enough. 




“New contact! Designate Lucifer Four Four bearing two one zero mark one three. On intercept course and closing! Estimated time to range twenty seconds!” 




“Sabrina, I want those escorts fully occupied,” Jayce ordered. “Absolutely nothing gets through to engage Argent, clear?” 




“Clear, ma’am. Interdiction pattern on the board. Standing by.” Lieutenant Mallory adjusted the controls at her command station and watched the main display intently. 




“Helm, new course one two mark seven. All ahead flank. Tactical, main batteries to full power. Go active on the lead vessel at ten thousand miles and start the clock. Mark!” Jayce snapped her shock harness closed as her own flagship veered out of formation and led Spruance and Revenge on their own attack run. 





Eighty-Six



It didn’t take long for the Argent officers to realize they had found their way into one of the station’s less frequently used gas and chemical storage bays. 




“They’re firing at our decoys, Colonel,” Captain L’Orleans said confidently as she holstered her semi-legal weapon. “My work here is done.” She nodded to her crew members and made for the airlock on the far wall. 




“Wait a second!” Moo almost shouted. “We’re a little undermanned here! We could use some help.” 




“Not to mention you’re our only transport back to Dunkerque,” DeMay added.




Captain L’Orleans gave Moo a skeptical look. Her comrades hesitated.




“Make me an offer, colonel,” she purred. 




“What? You want me to pay you or something?” 




“Unlike yourself, colonel, I don’t go charging into well-guarded facilities for love and glory. If you want my crew to fight for your side, then you’ll have to do better than what we’ve already been offered.”




“You can’t possibly be working for the Ithis.” 




“We’re mercenaries, colonel. We’re not suicidal.” 




“I forgot my checkbook, Captain.” 




“Well, there you have it. I’m already late for my next engagement, so I’ll bid you and your finest a respectful farewell.” The Captain and her men slipped through the airlock one by one and were gone.




Moo and the rest of the Argent personnel stared for a few moments. The colonel walked over to an appropriately-sized metal crate and sat heavily. He rested his arm on his leg and let the gun hang loosely. 




“Sir, I’ll relinquish command to you. What are your orders?” 




Moo rubbed his eyes and looked up with a tired expression. “Say again?” 




“I was promoted to acting Commander for my temporary post as skipper of the Dunkerque. You are the ranking officer present. It’s your command.” 




Moo looked around at his battered crew. Lieutenant Austin looked particularly spent. It was understandable, considering what they had all been through. It took a few moments, but finally the lack of a way back to Hatch’s ship dawned fully. 




“I take it we can presume your ship wasn’t hit?” 




“Aye. Dunkerque was intact when we abandoned ship. She should be parked about fifteen thousand clicks off the base at a bearing of two niner zero true,” Toby replied. One by one the exhausted crew members took seats on various crates in the relatively cavernous chamber. “Without a drive field, she’s going to be tough to pick out with all the debris out there.”




“I’m a little concerned they haven’t sent anyone looking for us yet,” Yili pointed out. “One would think they would have some kind of intruder detection system operational by now.” 




“The gun has ceased fire too,” Zony added. 




“I’m not surprised to hear they were shooting at L’Orleans’ ships,” Moo replied. “Makes perfect sense. She probably had her escorts out there taunting them while she was getting Hatch’s personnel down and intact on the station.”




“That’s what I would have done,” Yili said. “But now it’s up to us. The Captain had two objectives in mind when he sent us out here. First, we have to bring down the minefield. Second, we have to bring the gun back into operation, but that’s going to present us with our biggest problem.” 




“Explain,” Moo asked.




“Once we take control of this station’s weapons, we’re not going to be able to maintain our energy source. One of the biggest strengths of the energy field system is the fact they can generate power at point “A’ and transmit it to point “B’  Once they turn off the transmitter, we lose power and the gun becomes inoperative.” 




“That is a problem,” Zony said. “Too bad we can’t hijack the transmission field.” 




“It’s worth a try in a lab, but out here the practical considerations are time and confidence. We don’t have enough of the former to guarantee the latter,” Yili replied. 




“What about the Dunkerque?” Hatch asked. “She was our original plan. Her reactors can power the gun. Why can’t we put that back into operation?” 




“If we can get to her,” Moo said. “And get control of this station with only a few insufficiently armed crewmen at the same time.”  




“We need the station first,” Zony concluded. “That gives us more options for getting the minefield keyed to our control. Once we have both we can defend ourselves from the fleet and support the Captain.” 




“Alright, let’s quietly find a way to get some weapons and establish some kind of a base of operations down here. Then we’ll start working on the bigger problems,” Moo said. “First–” 




As though someone had thrown a switch, the entire station was plunged into darkness and silence.





Eighty-Seven



The Perseus cruisers bore down on Kingsblade’s escort ships like hungry wild dogs. Just like Captain Hunter speculated, they weren’t set up for a ship to ship engagement and by now the Constellation’s sensor section had confirmed no known life forms were present on any of the Poseidon Task Force ships. They were fully automated and apparently functioning at only a fraction of their actual capabilities. 




“Target engines and power systems. Energy weapons online. Secure from missile targeting,” Commander Hunter ordered. 




“Acknowledged. Range closing to twelve thousand miles. Main battery lock acquired.” 




“Configure the datanet on a rotating frequency. All transmitters quick quiet. Stand by.” Hunter authorized all the bridge consoles to deploy their short-range combat modes. The tactical station unfolded into its gunnery configuration. Lieutenant Mallory peered through the sophisticated optical pickups and placed her hands on the power and targeting controls. 




“Firing range in ten seconds.” 




The primary batteries of the starship Revenge glowed an angry shade of red as they drew power from her crash reactors. On the opposite side of Commander Hunter’s strike cruiser, the equally heavy weapons of DSS Spruance hummed with destructive energy. The Perseus formation sped across the Poseidon escorts’ course at more than 600 kilometers a second, seeking to intercept the Kingsblade’s heavier ships before they could come to the defense of their own battle group’s capital platform. 




Moments before they broke firing range, more than 160 overloaded anti-matter warheads knifed through the three-cruiser attack formation and accelerated into their terminal approaches directly at the Poseidon vessels. The Kingsblade’s escorts were caught out of position and unprepared for Raymond Flynn’s brilliantly coordinated missile attack from the Constellation. Emergency point defenses frantically opened up on the fast-moving wall of destruction, but it was far too late. 




The concept of a battleship escorted by capital missile platforms had a long and storied history in Skywatch. Many flag officers considered it their sacred duty to reserve a place at the table for the biggest ships and the biggest weapons. Meanwhile, space combat, like many other forms of tactical conflict, often favored three smaller well-coordinated ships to one large easily-targeted vessel. 




Three of the four escort ships in the Poseidon squadron were heavily armed with powerful missiles that even a first year cadet knew would do them no good at all against Commander Hunter’s highly trained and nearly perfectly coordinated task force. It was the space combat equivalent of firing a Howitzer at a housefly, or bringing a bazooka to a knife fight in a phone booth. With all those enormous launchers taking up space, there was no room for adequate point defense. Big guns depended on little guns to protect them until they could locate a suitable target. Argent was such a target, but she was still two million miles beyond their maximum controllable range. Unfortunately, because Commander Hunter had closed range with their formation so quickly, Fury, Spruance and Revenge were approximately a hundred thousand miles inside their minimum range. Fully 85% of Poseidon’s firepower had been neutralized simply because none of the Kingsblade’s escorts could find a target.




The resulting battle, if what occurred could be dignified with that label, was short and violent. The missile cruiser Ceres was disemboweled and decapitated by Revenge in the first pass. The final ten-megaton proximity blast sent her twisted hull into an uncontrolled vertical spin before it tumbled off into space having failed to get off a single defensive shot.




A brief, savage confrontation between the Fury and the missile cruiser Leto left the latter vessel burning in space.




The third ship, DSS Aike, was set upon by most of the Constellation’s birds and annihilated in a multi-warhead detonation that spiked energy sensors as far away as Station 19. 




Four capital missiles were launched at the Argent by the Poseidon formation. Three were shot down by the Spruance and the fourth was vaporized by reflex battery fire from DSS Ajax. It was the most one-sided deep space engagement in fleet history, even though it was really a victory of manned ships over scarcely more than autopilots. 




Meanwhile, with Lieutenant Islington’s annoying little ship dodging in and out of range, and Argent pounding away on the Kingsblade’s reactors, the heavy battleship was beginning to show signs of fatigue. Her weapons were exhausted. She was underway, but her drive field was cutting in and out at only 28% of its maximum power levels. Her starboard battle screens were down and what was left of her forward screen wouldn’t survive another direct hit. 




But Captain Jason Hunter wasn’t on the bridge to see the unfolding victory. At the moment it became clear the automation systems aboard Kingsblade would be unable to protect the ship from eventual destruction, the Argent Skipper was powering up the engines of a heavy paladin multi-role mech on Flight Two. 




“Hunter to Bridge.” 




“Bridge, McInerney.” 




“Alright, Yolanda, make sure tactical keeps our ECM field at maximum. I’m betting her autosystems won’t detect us until it’s too late.” 




“Sir, if you don’t mind me asking, what exactly are we supposed to do if the contact does something unexpected?” 




“Do something unexpected back! Hunter out.” Jason switched the chunky attack vessel’s systems to internal power. “Madison, are you sure we can bring the Kingsblade’s systems under our control once we’re aboard?” The fusion engineer was busy fastening her shock harness in the cargo bay of Hunter’s mech.




“Affirmative, sir. Her power systems are just bigger versions of our own. She also has ten reactors instead of eight. Once my team gets to engineering, we’ll need about six minutes to gain control of the mains. Once we control engineering, it’s only a matter of time before we control the ship.” 




“That’s what I wanted to hear.” Hunter sealed his flight suit and helmet. “Flight Operations, this is Intruder. Requesting jets at time out one seven one. Acknowledge.” 




“Affirmative, Intruder. The board is green. You are cleared for launch.” The heavy turbine-enhanced power systems of Hunter’s mech roared to life moments before his main engines flooded the ship with a surge of energy. The corvette-compatible rail tunnel glowed with magnetic capacitance for a moment and then fired the paladin heavy mech into space. 




Less than four seconds after escaping Argent’s drive field, Hunter’s mech began launching scatter flares. The tiny transmitters were similar to the larger and more powerful versions employed by Argent herself. They were designed to last only a few seconds, but during that time, they were capable of producing so much electronic noise and heat they could often distract enemy targeting systems long enough to prevent them from targeting an incoming ship. Once enough of them had poured into space from the paladin’s auxiliary cargo hold, Captain Hunter threw all the power he could spare to the sprint engines on the chunky little mech. The Intruder dove for the Kingsblade’s perimeter. Now it was a race. If the overloaded and likely malfunctioning autosystems aboard the heavy battleship barged through enough of the electronic firestorm to find the actual inbound target, one locked shot from the medium-range point defense batteries could cripple Hunter’s ship and quite possibly destroy it.




But the Captain was counting on his knowledge of what those autosystems actually prioritized in combat. From a tactical perspective, a tiny relatively harmless inbound paladin was no match for the teeth-bared 200,000-ton dinosaur behind it. Hunter knew the Kingsblade would concentrate her fire on Argent. A human crew would recognize the threat of an inbound mech and respond quickly enough to avoid it. An automatic system, however, didn’t have the experience or the awareness to change strategies that quickly.  By the time the point defense systems’ targeting cleared, the Intruder was gone. 




More accurately, the Intruder was now part of Kingsblade’s outer hull. Hunter had magnetically attached the paladin’s deck supports to one of the ship’s Brobdingnagian armor plates only a few yards from an external airlock. The battleship could still fire on Hunter and his crew, but it would be the equivalent of a human being using a hunting knife to stab a mosquito resting on their arm. The cure would be more dangerous than the pest.




After a few minutes of preparation, the Captain and his best damage control team were walking across the Kingsblade’s hull using magnetic boots to remain anchored to the huge ship’s armor. 




“Sir, what do we do if we manage to get control? I realize we can render the ship harmless, but even if we split our crews, we can’t possibly man this vessel,” Madison asked. 




“We may not need to,” Hunter replied as he knelt to activate the manual airlock controls. “Whomever or whatever automated this ship may not have had time to cover all their bases. If the command computer is intact, we’re halfway home. If their automation systems are sophisticated enough, we’re 90% home.” 




“How do you figure, sir?” 




The airlock seals opened and the mechanism unlocked the pressure door. “One of the advantages of being a flag officer, engineer. Argent’s command computer will verify my brevet rank. As the only authorized flag officer in the sector, Kingsblade’s core programming must respond to my lawful orders.” 




“I didn’t know that,” Madison said with a tone of embarrassment. 




“Hey, until a couple days ago, I didn’t realize the command operations manual was 1200 pages thick either.” Hunter groaned as he slid the two-ton outer hull port open. “A week ago, I was just another Captain. When I formed Strike Fleet Perseus, I got the key to the executive ice cream shop. Before, I just read the good parts until I got my own flag. Now I read the fine print. Blasters on half-power. I don’t expect us to find anyone but if we do, you’re all authorized to defend yourselves. Madison, get to engineering and at least get me positive control of the power systems. I’ll be on the bridge arguing with the command computer. Let’s move.” 





Eighty-Eight



“I should have known. I should have seen this coming!” Yili was angrily configuring a portable electronic sensor unit, which was providing about as much light as a single flashlight. All the Argent personnel were gathered around their Chief Engineer watching her work with the eerie white glow of the field emitter lighting up their concerned faces. “That energy field technology gives whomever is using it the ability to set up an energy dampening field too. They’ve cut power to the whole station, and anything in here that runs on stored power has about thirty minutes before it’s drained and useless.” 




Zony suddenly had a hunch and reached into the small pouch on her belt. She produced the alien device she had found aboard Argent and noticed it apparently still had power. The yellow glow bathed Zony’s uniform all the way to the floor.




“What about this thing?” she asked rhetorically. Yili looked up.




“Does it have power? Can we use it?” The impromptu meeting moved to where Zony was standing. The Signals Officer examined the device. The glowing indicators didn’t look all that different from before. 




“We could have used this earlier when we did have power,” Zony muttered. “I don’t know why I didn’t even think about it.” Finally she got the readings she was looking for. “I think we’ve got enough in here to send one person. Maybe two. But they can’t go far.” 




“Where to?” DeMay asked. “There’s nowhere to go except back to the ship, and then what? Anyone who teleports back there is just going to be trapped like we are.”  




“The Dunkerque could provide us power,” Yili pointed out. “Teleport me back to the ship. I’ll lash us up some kind of transmission system and we’ll figure out a way to get this station operational.” 




“Negative, lieutenant.” 




Everyone looked at Colonel Moody. Yili was about to reply when the marine officer motioned for quiet. “You’re not going back there without escort. For all we know, these knuckleheads posted guards aboard, and if you’re involved with a complicated repair job you’re not going to be available for guard duty. Signals, it’s both or none.” 




“I don’t know if this thing has enough stored energy for two, sir.” 




“I’ll take your best guess, then. Commander, hand me that blaster. We’ll take two. You keep one. Zony, get at least one of these commlinks working and stand by for our hail once we get our communications sorted out.” Moo took the alien device from Zony. “What do I do with this?” 





Eighty-Nine



“Computer, this is Captain Jason Hunter. Identifier Victory Seven-Seven-One-Five. Match voice print and acknowledge.” 




“Affirmative. Voice match positive. Captain Jason M. Hunter. Identifier Victory Seven-Seven-One-Five. How can Kingsblade help you today, Captain?” 




“Engage directive two nine. Transfer command authorization to my designator. Request command computer access and write authority to ship’s log.” 




“Unable to comply. This vessel is under the command of Vice Admiral Charles V. Hughes. Directive two nine is not authorized.” 




Hunter frowned. Hughes again. Then the Captain remembered he had another card to play.




“Computer, what is the current status of Vice Admiral Hughes?” 




“Missing in action.” 




“Is the Admiral able to discharge the duties of his current assignment?” 




“Negative.” 




“In the absence of Vice Admiral Hughes, who is next in chain of command for this vessel?” 




“Captain Angela Devonshire” 




“What is her current assignment?” 




“Executive Officer, DSS Kingsblade.” 




“Very well. Computer, this is an official directive. Under regulations, section two one four, as a Skywatch Fleet Captain and Flag Officer, I am assuming command of this vessel. Transfer authorization to my designator and give me log access.” 




There was a pause. Hunter could only stare at the voice interface bolted to the wall on deck sixteen. He knew there was no way he would be able to get to the bridge until he gained control of at least one of the three core systems aboard the ship. The autosystems were still treating everything other than Task Force Poseidon as an enemy, but Hunter and his team knew Hughes wouldn’t have had time to set up intruder defenses. 




“Acknowledged. Fleet Captain Jason Hunter now in command of DSS Kingsblade.” 




Hunter closed his eyes and exhaled heavily, supporting himself with one hand against the bulkhead.




“Computer, disengage all autosystems and stand down from combat operations. Key all security protocols to my designator and establish new command authorizations under my personal identifier or the identifiers of Commander Annora Doverly or Commander Jayce Hunter. Match key sequences and acknowledge.” 




“Acknowledged, Captain. Command authorizations updated and noted in the ship’s log.” 




“Very well. Authorize shipwide access for all DSS Argent personnel aboard this vessel.” 




“Affirmative. Intruder protocols deactivated.” 




Hunter punched the internal airlock controls and breathed another sigh of relief when the deck ports opened and released the locks on the forward doors. He raced for the bridge. There were about a thousand systems he needed to reconfigure and there was still a lethal battlegroup out there in the form of Task Force Hades. It was only a matter of time before DSS Orca came looking for some payback. With Kingsblade, Hunter would have an insurmountable advantage. Without her, engaging a fleet carrier battlegroup would be a far more unpredictable gamble than going 12 rounds with a robot battleship. 





Ninety



Lieutenant Colonel Lucas Moody, DSS Argent Second Marines rolled over on his back once again. 




“Alright, I’m issuing a standing order from this point forward. No more teleporting with any more of those alien contraptions. I’ve had it. From now on, either I travel by powerarmor, paladin or city bus.” 




Yili grinned and climbed back to her feet. She found the nearest systems console. Somehow they had managed to put themselves on Dunkerque’s bridge, although she couldn’t say exactly how they had done it. Only the emergency lights were functional. 




“Power systems are still intact. We’re sixteen thousand miles from the station perimeter. If I can configure the auxiliary navigational systems and restore function to what DeMay had getting the ship this far, we should be able to reach the docking facility at the asteroid’s mark 175 edge here.” 




The main viewscreen displayed a tactical schematic of Barker’s asteroid. The cargo facility at the lowest point of the base’s interior map was highlighted. 




“We can dock with the station?” 




“They used Skywatch cargo ships to build that thing. It must have a standard tonnage lock. Should line right up with both our hard and soft rings.” 




“Outstanding. What can I do to help?” 




“I’m going to put the bridge on automatic. We’ll drive her from engineering just like I did for Argent. We’ll use the mains to maneuver and the automatic navigation beacon to calculate range and position. Just like my old stunt flying gig except this thing is 90,000 tons instead of six.” 




“Sounds like something we could get in a lot of trouble for. I’m all for it.” Moo groaned as he laboriously got back to his feet. “I hope there’s a recliner in engineering, because otherwise I’m going to drag a hammock down there and sleep for a week.” 




Yili slapped his shoulder. “Stay frosty, colonel. Guard duty was your idea. Let’s go.” 





Ninety-One



“Afternoon, Commander. Look what I got!” 




“Sir? How did you– I mean what did you–” Annora Doverly was rarely this at a loss for words, but then again, she was well aware of Jason Hunter’s twin penchants for putting on a show and making an entrance. This time, he was relaxed with his show-off dial turned up to 11 in the Kingsblade’s command chair at the conn on the battleship’s spacious bridge. 




“Jason?” His sister was equally dumbstruck. 




“I’m pleased to report we have re-taken the Kingsblade, commander. It’s unfortunate we had to sink her escorts, but this was the ship that mattered. Once I get her back in shape we can go toe to toe with that Sentinel if we have to and Heaven help anything that violates our command area.” 




“We can’t man that ship, sir,” Jayce pointed out. “Our crews have been on a four-watch rotation for days. We need to stand down and cycle systems on ten ships, not to mention our fighter wing.” 




“Agreed. I recommend we retreat to the Steel Wheel as per our original battle plan. Automated or not, Orca is not going to pursue us on her own after we swept Task Force Poseidon like we did. I want engineering and damage control transferred to my temporary command here. I also want a biological and environmental sciences detail to go over this vessel deck by deck until we know what happened to her crew. We’re also going to need to shuffle some officers before we turn our attention back to the Sentinel.” 




“Ambitious plan. I hope we have time to put it into action before the rest of that fleet comes looking for us,” Annora said.




“Then let’s get this parade moving. Madison tells me we’ll be able to get her underway in about two hours. Perseus will escort this vessel to a secure location so we can complete our repairs and redeploy our crews. Then we’re going to take that battle station, big gun or no big gun.” 




With the damaged battleship under the vigilant guns of DSS Argent, Hunter’s emergency damage control parties and engineering teams were transferred from flight deck to flight deck by service corvettes. Shipment after shipment of spare parts, fuel, diagnostic equipment and personnel were dispatched from Argent’s reserves. Within an hour, more than 100 specialists were hard at work putting the Kingsblade’s primary systems back together and simultaneously dismantling the jury-rigged automation systems the big ship had utilized during the battle. Lieutenant Islington’s frigate even shuttled a few of the larger pieces of equipment across the half-mile between the two proud capital ships. 




By the time the primary systems were starting to come back online, Strike Fleet Perseus had reconvened around Argent and her larger sister ship. Both the Hunters had issued stand down orders and implemented shift changes that allowed their most stressed personnel to finally get some rest and something to eat. Once all the tasks had been assigned and the officers and crews of the eleven vessel fleet knew what they were supposed to be doing, Fleet Captain Hunter summoned his command staff back to Argent’s conference room. 




The last time the Perseus officers had met aboard Argent, Hunter was only able to announce his audacious plan to commandeer the Barker’s Asteroid battle station and turn its fearsome weapon back on their enemy. 




Now, Captain Hunter was one step away from making that impossible goal a reality. 





Ninety-Two



“Dunkerque to landing party. Come in, landing party.” 




Yili and Moo listened intently. All they could hear was static. 




“Right frequency?” the colonel asked. 




“Standard Skywatch hailing frequencies. Zony should be able to hear this during a fireworks show,” Yili replied. “Dunkerque to landing party. Come in, please.” 




The static popped and crackled a little louder. There was no response. 




“Interference of some kind. Maybe from all these rocks. Could be a signal reflection. Is there any way to set up the transmitter to account for that?” 




“At this range, it shouldn’t be affecting us, but now that you mention it, that might be affecting Zony’s equipment. They’re running on battery power and probably don’t have much left.” 




“How much time do we need to navigate to the station cargo lock?” Moo asked, activating one of the nearby consoles. “We can at least plot a course from here, can’t we?” 




“If we’re careful and we make absolutely sure we’re not going to bump into anything fragile, I can put us on station in about forty minutes. But that’s with Zony’s help. Without the landing party, I’m going to have to navigate by sight, and that’s going to take at least ninety minutes, maybe longer.” 




“Will the landing party’s power last that long?” Moo asked. His concerned look reminded Yili the commlinks were the least of their problems. She knew they had about two hours of life support left, if that. 




“There’s enough oxygen on the station to last a few days, but the temperature will become a problem long before then. The longer we try to hail them, the colder it gets over there.” 




“Quite a dilemma, engineer. But that’s why they pay us the big bucks.” 




“What are your orders?” 




“I’m a marine, not a flight officer.” 




“You’re also the rank equivalent of a full commander, sir. It’s your call.”




“Fly us down there. We’ll keep trying to raise the landing party in the meantime, but we can’t take the risk of waiting.” 




“Affirmative. Let’s set the control view to use hull cameras one through four. I’ll drive the engines from main engineering. I’ll need you to monitor the beacon and navigational computer in forward control.” 




“Very good. Let’s get underway.” Colonel Moody put his gear down on the console and opened the service hatch to the forward control room while Curtiss started the multi-step process of bringing up the Dunkerque’s drive field. 





Ninety-Three



“I think it would be wise to presume that, from this point forward, we should take nothing we see at face value,” Jason Hunter stated. The silence that hung over the conference table told him the rest of his officers couldn’t argue. 




“Given what both commands have faced up to now, and what we just encountered in the engagement with Task Force Poseidon, I expect there are going to be more than a few surprises waiting for us when we get to Barker’s Asteroid,” Commander Teller replied. 




“Whoever they are, they have considerable firepower and the ability to put robot ships just about anywhere they want,” Commander Flynn added. 




“Who knows what the next robot ship is going to be loaded with? Bridge full of anti-matter?  That would make a rather effective missile.” Lieutenant Islington drew more than a few looks from the assembled officers. Her recent fame gave her a bit bigger metaphorical chair at the table. 




“We’ve done a good job of playing it by the book up to this point. I don’t see any reason to start second-guessing ourselves,” Jayce Hunter concluded. “We have a capable fleet, and good crews. Argent and her squadrons have performed brilliantly–” her brother nodded appreciatively "– and we have integrated the Strike Force better than I could have hoped in a very short time. Putting a heavy unit in the center position gives us more firepower, but also presents more than a few operational wrinkles which I’m sad to say not many of us have dealt with before.” 




“Can’t we just treat her as a bigger version of what we’re already flying?” Commander Harcourt offered. 




“If we just want to bring her along, that’s one approach. I’d like to see us take advantage of her standoff capability, especially if the Sentinel is still hostile by the time we arrive,” Jason replied. “If we integrate her weapons systems into our order of battle, it adds a few dimensions to what we can already do, and my personal opinion is she can go toe to toe with the battle station. I think Argent could too, but we don’t have the kind of long-range weaponry unless we launch a fighter strike.” 




“Seems to me that would be the most effective strategy, sir,” Teller said. 




“If I wanted to kill that gun, I’d be inclined to agree with you, commander. A squadron of paladins would be very effective for such a mission. But I want to capture it. In order to do that, I need to absorb everything it can throw at me long enough to either give the personnel already down there time to get to its control systems, or guide a strike team down there. Kingsblade can do that. She can also take out the leading edge of the minefield. Without a sweeper, she’s the only ship I can risk for that kind of duty. If any of our other vessels go in there and say a cloaked anti-navigation mine goes off–” 




“Not so fast, sir. With all due respect, Perseus has a couple of ships with specialized picket duty loadouts. Ajax is built for hunting and anti-missile duty. Minstrel and Rhode Island would make exceptional mine-killers if they had the right electronic counter-counter measures,” Jayce said. 




“We looked at this menu once before,” Annora said with a smile. “What if we lashed up a Nemesis and a couple of paladins? Remember?” 




Jason raised an eyebrow. “So we could fight our way in there?” 




“We could, but this whole thing presumes Dunkerque has failed in her mission. She doesn’t need any of this because she has a transponder that the mines recognize as friendly,” Jayce replied. 




“We haven’t heard from Dunkerque, Zony, Yili or Moo in nearly seven hours,” Annora said. 




“They might be in over their head,” Jason added. “My instinct tells me we need to get in there and back them up. What’s the best guess on putting our new toy back in the fight?” 




“We’ll arrive at point X-Ray Tango in roughly half an hour. Once everything is powered down, we’re going to send Flight One and engineering details two through four across to take out all the automation systems and bring her mains back on-line by the checklist. She’ll be ready for action in four hours,” Master Crew Chief Buckmaster replied. 




“At what level of combat readiness?” Jayce asked. 




“Better than 90%, ma’am,” Buckmaster replied. “She’s blind aft due to the failure of the battle screen synchronizer amidships. We don’t have the parts for that and we don’t have time to build a substitute. Engine Three is a little temperamental due to a break in the fuel transfer coils on deck 40, but as long as it doesn’t go into the red it should be fine. The rest of the ship is fully operational.” 




“Outstanding. That’s a lot of work in a short time,” Jason said. 




“I think it will be worth it, sir.” Buckmaster nodded.




“She’ll need a skipper,” Jason concluded. Then he looked directly at Annora. “Won’t she?”  Hunter’s XO was once again at a loss for words. 




“I’ve never been assigned to command, Jason.” 




“You’re my Executive Officer. This ship we’re sitting in right now wouldn’t be half what it is without you.” 




Annora’s face paled. 




“Commander Doverly, as the flag and the senior officer present, it is my duty to award you a battlefield promotion to the brevet rank of acting Captain. Your orders are to assume command of the heavy battleship Kingsblade and prepare her for strike operations.” 




Hunter turned to the opposite side of the table. “Sabrina?” Lieutenant Mallory sat a little straighter in her chair. 




“Sir?” 




“She’ll need an Exec. I’ve already spoken with Jayce and we agree you’re at the top of the promotion list. I’m awarding you a battlefield promotion to the brevet rank of Lieutenant Commander. You are now Annora’s Executive Officer and I’m assigning you to commanding the crew of the Kingsblade.” 




Sabrina Mallory looked as if she had just been asked for her hand in an impromptu proposal. 




“Duncan, it seems you have a new boss,” Jason added with a smirk. 




“It would seem that way, sir,” Buckmaster replied with a grin. 




“Alright folks,” Jason said as he stood and gathered his papers. Everyone at the enormous Argent conference table stood with him. “Let’s be ready to start hacking our way to that base by 0700.” 





Ninety-Four



“Landing party to Dunkerque. Come in, Yili. Come in, Moo.” Zony was doing her best to stay quiet, but the commlink she was using wasn’t keyed. The only way she could transmit was by voice.




The temperature aboard the Barker’s Asteroid station had dropped nearly 12 degrees in the hour since the colonel and Chief Engineer had teleported back to the ship. The gas mixture in the air was well within tolerances, but if the temperature continued to drop, Zony had already calculated they had less than an hour left before conditions went from uncomfortable to dangerous. 




“Lieutenant?” Austin whispered. “I’m getting strange readings from my environmental sensor.”  Commander DeMay checked his, as did the other members of the Dunkerque’s skeleton crew. 




“How can this be right? How could the life support systems be mixing sulfuric acid and bromine?”




“Because we have company,” Zony replied. “Those are the same readings we got before we were attacked on board the Dunkerque the first time.” 




“What kind of company?” 




“The wrong kind. Check those crates and see if there is anything in here we can use to track atmospheric trace elements. If one of those bugs finds us in here, we’re sunk. That blaster pistol isn’t going to be enough.” Zony activated her commlink again. “Dunkerque, this is Zony. We are detecting alien life forms aboard the station. Repeat. There are alien life forms aboard this station. Do not approach Barker’s asteroid! Repeat–” 




Meanwhile, only 200 yards away, the starship Dunkerque was sliding sideways through space towards the space station’s 175 edge airlock. 




“Relative velocity now four feet per second. Manual activation of soft lock in ten.. nine.. eight..” Yili was completely engrossed in her readouts and controls. She didn’t see the movement behind the nearby reactor dampening systems. Colonel Moody had arranged to sit in the room on the other side of the hallway, but at the proper angle so he could keep an eye on what was going on in main engineering. Yili was visible only a few yards away through both hatches. 




Moo didn’t see the movement either. 




A control panel suddenly lit up nearly 200 feet below the surface of asteroid Scorpion One Three. Long quiescent circuitry hummed to life and began walking through the checklist to activate the auxiliary power systems built into the same subterranean chamber. 




Power poured into the larger systems built under the floor panels of the installation. A terminal display lit up with fast moving schematics of all manner of electronics:  Short Range Sensors, Long Range Sensors, Electronic Counter Measures, Missile Tracking, Weapons Capacitance, Targeting Suite, Fusion Reactors. 




A transceiver indicator began to blink, notifying the empty chamber there were operational instructions being received from a remote location. Quietly and with silky smooth precision, the entire asteroid began to pivot in space. As it did so, the leading edge of another Sentinel weapon became visible to the tracking sensors of the viper mines surrounding the half-mile-wide jagged rock. 




As its passive sensors began gathering information on point X-Ray Tango, the dark shape of a thoroughly alien ship winked into existence only ten miles off its surface. The 150,000-ton warship hovered in space for a moment and then activated her cloak before fading into the blackness, revealing the starfield once again. 




Motion sensors snapped to life aboard the abandoned station, and the outline and ship designator of DSS Fury appeared on the installation’s targeting display. Moments later, DSS Constellation also appeared. One by one all the Perseus ships appeared as they approached point X-Ray Tango.




More circuitry activated, and the weapons system began tracking the decreasing range. In twenty seconds, it would acquire lock. 





Ninety-Five



“Now we know what technology we’ve been up against all this time.” 




The officers of Strike Fleet Perseus had reconvened once Captain Hunter had finally given his tactical and science sections an opportunity to review the data on the events of the past few days. The particulars weren’t entirely clear, but the conclusions he and his other skippers were drawing were rather similar. They had all gathered once again in the relatively luxurious Argent Captain’s conference room. Hunter’s pursers quietly and efficiently circled the spacious table, keeping everyone’s cups filled with customary battleship precision. 




“It explains the appearance and disappearance of enemy personnel at Station 19, and, although my engineering section doesn’t buy it, explains the suicide ship attacks against Fury, Constellation and Rhode Island,” Commander Hunter continued. “A matter-energy transmission field can account for the readings, the enemy ships and the enemy personnel.” 




“But not teleportation,” Captain Doverly said. 




“You can’t teleport living matter. There’s no way to get around the need to destroy it and then reassemble it. It just doesn’t work on a practical level. The energy field these creatures use creates a kind of folded space. We might think of it as an accelerated wormhole. It cuts through space time and connects two widely separated locations for a very short interval of time. If an object is synchronized to travel in the right direction and reach that point at exactly the right moment, it will only need to travel a very short physical distance in its reality to actually cover a very large distance in ours,” Lieutenant Madison replied, speaking for the Argent engineering department. 




“Doorways,” Captain Hunter concluded. 




“That would account for Atwell in the brig and the advisory we received from Spades,” Annora added. “Although I’m still unsure how Atwell got alien technology in to the brig without us detecting it.” 




“It also explains Colonel Moody” Jason said. “They must have used a device like that during the Agamemnon attack to take him out of his quarters and transport him somewhere else. I’d just like to know if we’ve got the equipment to detect this technology or someone using it before they push the button. There’s got to be a way to defend against it.” 




“It’s one of those things we call a “really hard problem’ sir,” Madison said. “Once we nail down one part, the other two get in our way. If we try to nail down the second part, it breaks the first one. It might just be beyond our abilities at this point.” 




“But there is one thing we can do,” Commander Hunter interjected. “Our science teams can learn how to analyze and follow this technology. We have the equipment to study it. We have the personnel to analyze it and help us construct a defense.” 




“Agreed,” Commander Teller added. “The more smart minds we put on this, the faster we’ll reach a point where we can at least know when and where we’re being attacked. That will prevent any further sabotage and might even give us an edge ship to ship.” 




Captain Hunter sat forward in his chair. “Explain.” 




Teller glanced at Jayce out of deference for the fact she was his official C.O., then continued. “I’ve seen the data on the Fury and Rhode Island attacks. There was a localized neutron radiation buildup just before those unidentified ships appeared. Now I don’t have the expertise to run the numbers, but my Science Chief does. He postulates the readings we got were caused by the velocity of the attacking ships as they transited dimensions. He also thinks there will be similar distortions of subspace for any mass that changes location during transit. Think of it as a bow wave from a wet navy vessel. The water would reach its destination before the ship itself. That’s what I think is causing the strange readings, and it’s consistent from event to event.” 




“How soon can we make his analysis battlefield ready?” Hunter asked with a familiar competitive gleam in his eyes. 




“Permission to defer my answer until I have time to confer, Captain? I don’t want to overpromise.” 




“Granted. Gather what you need and run it by Commander Hunter first. If she signs off we’ll all take a look. Status report, Commander?” 




“All ships are at full readiness. All personnel accounted for. We still have nine casualties from the fighter engagement. They are all recovering aboard Spruance. Flight Leader Roscoe tells me all squadrons will be at full strength in a day or two.” 




“Very well. We will muster the fleet in a standard assault formation with Argent, Fury and Kingsblade anchoring and our battle group on the perimeter. I don’t need to remind anyone here we are facing a hostile minefield and intermittent engagements with the Sentinel Planetary Defense battery at Barker’s Asteroid. Colonel Moody, Yili, Zony and Commander DeMay are all presumably on the asteroid or nearby. My plan is to give them two hours to reconfigure the minefield so we can rendezvous with the Dunkerque. After that, I will have no choice but to order the minefield destroyed in preparation for a full scale surface assault on the Sentinel.” 




“With all due respect, sir, that’s likely to provoke a reaction from the fleet between here and the Raleo system,” Jayce cautioned. 




“Agreed, Commander, but at this point I have every reason to believe the crews of those vessels are not aboard their ships. This situation has been bugging me since we got here. Empty ship after empty ship, and then we find a top line capital platform abandoned and millions of miles from its escorts. Now either our enemy is completely incompetent or it doesn’t want us to know those dogs have no bark and no bite. Perhaps automation is the best they can do. I’m done checking. This time we call the bet.” 




“That’s a big risk, Captain.” 




“With Kingsblade, we’ve got the firepower to back my play. If they approach X-Ray Tango, they better bring their “A’ game, because if they don’t, we’re going to get the big hammer down off the top shelf and take care of business,” Jason replied with a cold gaze. “They might have the juice. They might not. This time, they’ll have to prove it.”





Ninety-Six



The stories told high and low aboard DSS Exeter about the “Brittany Incident” had gone from largely accurate accounts of how Lieutenant Hawkins got a chance to meet the sole occupant of Mount Olympus for the first time to fanciful tales of how she had almost sunk the fleet only to be stopped with moments to spare by the direct intervention of the TFC herself.




On the one hand, many of Lieutenant Hawkins’ contemporaries were secretly envious because their chances of even exchanging a greeting with Jayce Hunter were so close to zero as to be virtually immeasurable. On the other hand, the wildfire-like stories had swept through the fleet to the point where Brittany Hawkins was a name almost as recognizable as Hunter’s, at least recently. Granted, the junior lieutenant’s fame hadn’t come as the result of a medal or a generous promotion, but one way or another, everyone knew the name of the third watch signals specialist. What they thought of her was their own business.




For Hawkins herself, recapturing her reputation as the relatively unknown officer working in one of the less prominent sections on a war destroyer was her top priority. The very last thing she wanted to do was draw attention to herself or anything near her station. She had made a vow and told only her closest comrades about her plans. From now on, she was determined to treat her day-to-day duties like an infantry assignment. Don’t do anything likely to draw fire, especially from her own side. 




It was for that reason the strange readings she was getting were driving her up a bulkhead. Exeter was battle group point right alongside Ajax. As the heaviest non-cruiser in the formation, her job was to focus maximum firepower against incoming birds and, if necessary, block for Ajax in the event hostiles decided to walk up to the front door and knock. 




Exeter’s Signals Section was therefore able to operate full spectrum forward of the battle group. Many of the other ships in the formation were unable to use their full sensor and scanner capabilities due to the interference from the other vessel drive fields and any ECM the two capital platforms were generating. For Exeter, space was wide open. She had every radio listening and broadcasting on every possible frequency along with nearly a hundred flavors of motion, temperature, radiation, spectrometry and electromagnetic sensors. There was no need to be stealthy, so the ship was active and pinging away at the asteroid field. The Perseus formation was still outside the maximum range of the mines, fortunately. The Sentinel could still target some of the battle group’s ships, but it hadn’t fired in some time and even if it did attempt a waveform lock, the firing angle from its position on the asteroid would make a clean shot tricky at best. 




Hawkins thumped the side of her scope. “I’m telling you, this thing is getting senile. First it complains about mass readings being off. Then it says there’s nothing there. Later it complains about EM emissions. Then when I switch over to analyze them, they’re gone.” 




“I think thumping on it is making it dizzy,” Ensign Jameson said quietly.




“These things are supposed to be military grade, right? Knocking on the side isn’t going to hurt them. Hey! There it is again!” 




“What?” 




“The mass readings. Every time we sweep the field, it should come back at 2.7TT. Sweep 1314 was right on, but then 1315 reports there’s another half a million tons unaccounted for.” 




“Range?” 




“I thought of that. It’s inside our perimeter, which means it should trip the proximity alarm here and on the bridge. But it doesn’t. The Navicomp acts like it isn’t even there.” 




“You have to be sure on this, Brit,” Jameson replied. “Don’t start another argument with the bridge. They’ll lock us in here and turn off the lights.” 




“See? Sweep 1316. Normal.” Hawkins sat back in her chair and exhaled heavily. “It’s like this thing is trying to get me busted back to mess hall duty.” 




“Inconclusive readings. The bane of all junior officers.” 




Hawkins snapped her fingers. “Wait a second! What about the battle computer? We can tie in a parallel analysis module and let it chew on the numbers for a while!” 




“We can’t engage priority systems without a green light from the signals station on the bridge.” 




“That’s only if we’re not at stations. I can order an emergency override from my console.” 




“That’s going to get logged and show up on the XO’s board.” 




“By the time they notice it, we’ll have our answer. If it comes back clear, I’ll have deniability. If it says what I think it’s going to say, we might have a big problem out there.” 




“Brit, do you have any idea how many senior officers are in this fleet now? We’ve got more captains and commanders around here than a core base! Any minute I expect we’ll be hosting a golf tournament for a few admirals and cabinet secretaries!” 




“Don’t worry. Everything is under control.” 




“If the officer of the deck comes in here breathing fire I never heard of you.” 




By now Hawkins was deep into her work. Configuring an override switch was not a trivial thing. All the little flags and settings had to be just right or the mismatch would trip a console alarm at the XO station which would bring high ranking dragons into the room in large numbers and at high speed. What she was attempting had to be done exactly right. Authorizing an emergency override was right at the extreme upper limits of a junior lieutenant’s authority. She had the power to do what she was doing. She needed to be sure she had the backup to take the responsibility if necessary. 




There it was. 28 lines of command codes. The commit button glowed serenely beneath the console. Brittany hesitated for a moment. Then she realized her inquisitiveness might be the only thing between the fleet and a hostile contact. Lives could be on the line. 




The scope quietly switched to an override configuration. No alarm. Hawkins breathed a careful sigh of relief. At least the command worked. A moment later, the battle computer engaged and ran its first six passes on the accumulated data. Hawkins froze. A reddish glow from the indicators bathed her face in ominous light. Ensign Jameson almost jumped out of her chair when the junior lieutenant leaped into action. Hawkins grabbed the handset from the overhead panel. 




“Get me the Officer of the Watch.” 




A moment passed. Then the line clicked.




“Bridge, Pierce.” 




“Hawkins in signals section, sir. I have two unidentified contacts. Threat board is active and tracking. Targets bearing zero three niner mark two two, range three megaclicks. On oblique course and closing at ten thousand MPS. Confidence–” 




The unidentified contacts shifted red on Hawkins’ scope as they vectored into an intercept track. Hawkins didn’t think or hesitate. She rammed her fist down on the scram bar. A high-powered klaxon alarm went off and the signals section lighting changed to a burning crimson. 




“Belay that, sir. Battle computer reports hostile contacts designated Whiskey India Three, Whiskey India Four on intercept course and closing. Recommend alert condition one. Standing by.” 




The intraship clear frequency tone sounded through Hawkins’ handset at the same time it was broadcast on speakers throughout the ship. Hawkins glared at the incoming contacts. It was one of the toughest scans of her career, but she had them dead to rights, and Exeter’s mighty weapons would have three million miles of room to engage them before they could threaten the fleet. 




Ensign Jameson was as white as a ghost, but she had survived her initiation. She was now officially a member of the ongoing saga of Brittany Hawkins. 





Ninety-Seven



It was at times like these Commander Jayce Hunter felt anxious. There was really nothing much to do. Her brother had made the right call with regard to the landing party and the crew of the Dunkerque. Rushing in to the minefield would put both the fleet and several senior officers at risk, and that was never the right decision no matter how urgent things were. 




She could have taken a tour of Fury to check on preparations for the upcoming maneuvers and potential action, but her crew was trained to a level of precision nearly unmatched anywhere else in Skywatch. She knew her officers often got more than a little nervous when she prowled around, and Jayce knew it wasn’t fair to keep her people on the edge of a knife day and night. Strike Cruiser rules had to be followed, after all. Commanders belong on the bridge where the officers can bring them news when they have something to report. They don’t belong on deck 12 towering over the blameless able crewmen while petty officers frantically try to find someone of a high enough rank to ask the Commander what they can do for her.




Hunter had learned this lesson not long after taking charge of the Task Force at Gitairn Station. The moment she affixed that nine-star insignia on her collar, she became, for all intents and purposes, the Colossus of Rhodes as far as the rest of the crew was concerned. She commanded the same manpower as an infantry regiment: Sufficient men and women to warrant the leadership of a full colonel, but with about sixty times the firepower. She had to rapidly adapt to the fact she was still two big promotions away from being a flag officer, but was already flying her own flag. Regulations didn’t permit her the trappings and prestige of a Fleet Captain, Commodore or Admiral, but she still had the tonnage and gunnery to start a small war on her own authority. These facts were not lost on her crew, most of which were still decidedly junior officers with little or no line experience. 




Where Jason was a shoot-from-the-hip captain, Jayce was a believer in preparation and basics. She was no doubt a “by the book” officer, but she still had the Hunter instinct and capacity for unpredictability. So far it had proven an often surprising but effective combination. Skywatch sent the brother in when they needed a touchdown and a victory dance. They sent the sister in when it was third down and a yard to go with the game on the line. The two of them together could produce either an explosive climb to new heights or total disaster. 




Jayce sat at her workbench in her Skywatch Academy sweatshirt and workout pants. There were some who maintained DSS Fury was just a heavy warship built around a cybernetics lab. Watching Commander Hunter work, it would be hard to dispute that was exactly the case. The lab itself occupied nearly four thousand square feet and was equipped with shelf after shelf of well worn electronics equipment and components. Hunter’s machining facilities were frequently borrowed by her own engineering department. Tolerances on some of the more finicky mechanical components aboard ship were much easier to adjust with the right tools. Hunter used some of her heaviest manufacturing tools to build miniaturized components for her minibot designs. 




Rebel, Wave and Butterfly had all been put into hibernation since their encounter on Station 19. Lunar had spent some time on Exeter having a number of serious radiation burns repaired after the battle, and Echo needed to be resupplied and equipped with new batteries after she ran herself dark resuscitating the bridge crew during the Agamemnon engagement.




Acey shook her head as she surveyed her little platoon of automated helpers. There was no doubt they had seen some serious action. She was just relieved they all came home in one piece. Each one of the little wonders represented thousands of hours of work over the years. Having them turned into burning heaps of metal wasn’t among the Commander’s aspirations. Fortunately, they were all capable of defending themselves at need. However, there was still one piece missing. 




What had started out as a plan to upgrade the capabilities of the original set of five minibots had become a project to invent the next generation unit. The devices had proven themselves again and again in combat, technical trials and even as a test platform for some of Fury’s battle drills. But the one thing they had always lacked was a ground-based pursuit unit. Lunar was capable of keeping up with just about any creature, vehicle or technology, but he didn’t have any lift capability and couldn’t use his primary weapons in most planet-side atmospheres. Wave did his best, but he was far more useful in or under the water. Rebel was tough, but far too slow. Butterfly had the same problems as Lunar minus the weapons and Echo didn’t have the defenses to deal with a true combat platform. 




Plans to replace or upgrade Rebel went against Acey’s engineering instincts. Slow as he was, Rebel had weapons, defenses and engines perfectly balanced. As long as the fight was brought to him, he was the perfect anchor for the team. The other minibots couldn’t be upgraded without paying the opportunity cost of the capabilities they already brought to the group. So the decision had been made. It was time for minibot six.




Ever since she completed work on Echo, which was her second career accomplishment after Rebel, her colleagues and comrades had gotten into the habit of wondering aloud why Hunter would design robots to look like tanks, ambulances and helicopters. Why not a more modern design with more flexible and more interchangeable components? they asked. 




Jayce’s answer had always been the same. Her minibots were fashioned into conventional vessels for the benefit of the humans they worked alongside. This way neither Hunter nor her subordinates would be confused about what role each minibot was designed to perform. Tanks fight, amphibious units explore the water, ambulances treat the wounded, and so forth. It was for this reason Acey knew her latest creation would bring the house down, so to speak.




Before her sat a sleek, shiny little police car about the size of a picnic basket: Built to the same scale as Echo. It was black with white doors, spider-silver wheels and a polished aerodynamic blue and red lightbar on its roof. Its tires represented the state of the art in materials science. It could theoretically drive over acid or molten lava for several yards without significant damage. 




It was equipped with more electronic gear than any two of the other minibots combined. Jayce had set about more than a year ago to further miniaturize her vehicles’ power systems and had succeeded to such an extent that it opened up more than 20% of her latest robot’s interior capacity for more components. With careful work and even more careful avoidance of design tradeoffs, she had managed to reduce weight, increase engine torque and horsepower and even give the little unit an advanced electromagnetic array around its base that would allow it to literally drive up a metal wall and across the ceiling. 




Even Echo couldn’t do that.




The Skywatch Marines had put “chase-bots” into use forty years before Jayce had been born. Their purpose was to follow infantry maneuvers on the ground and report their readings back to base. They fulfilled a role aircraft could not in the presence of anti-air forces at about one-eighth the cost in materials. Because of their ability to hide in the underbrush, they were also practically impossible to find, even from the air. 




The difference between those robots and this one was the police car was equipped with a variety of weapons. It didn’t just settle for chasing you and reporting back. It had the ability to apprehend whatever it was chasing and keep it locked up until help arrived. 




One advantage of being a commanding officer was that Hunter could authorize things a subordinate couldn’t. The weapons she had installed on her newest bot were technically against regulations except at the discretion of a ship’s captain. So the little car had been equipped with dual forward Laser Activated Conductive (LAC) guns, which gave the unit the ability to deliver a lethal electric shock at ranges of up to ten yards. It could also electrify its own outer surface, making it nearly impossible to pick up or tamper with. 




It was his primary defenses Jayce was proudest of. The last ten percent of his internal capacity had been set aside for something he could spend all that extra power on. The new minibot had a cloaking device. He could literally hide anywhere.




Acey had simply taken what the Marines already accomplished and incorporated the principles into a unit that could engage and pursue enemies at high speed aboard ship or as part of a landing party. She had already authorized him with all the privileges of a DSS Fury Security Officer and exchanged all of his opcodes with Echo. He even had the ship’s crest and security designator painted on his doors. If the little police car let out a yell, Echo would relay it to the entire fleet in a fraction of a second. 




His headlights, light bar, tail lights and front grill flashers lit up in sequence. The lights rotated three times before his little engine started. Jayce entered the last of his higher function release commands into her workbench console and transmitted them to his CPU core. 




“Report status.” 




A flood of numbers, letters and symbols scrolled on the console and ended with a command prompt. That was the pre-programmed signal all systems were functioning normally. 




“Acknowledge standard pickups.” 




“Hi Acey!” He revved his engine. The little blue badge on his hood just under the windshield snapped on. It was the same indicator as Echo’s little red heart, and would activate whenever the unit was in communication with Acey herself. A chittery sound like an electronic bird preceded two “whoop” sounds from his siren. That was the audible signal all systems were functioning normally. 




“I’ve been giving this a lot of thought, and I’m going to name you Intercept. You are now my security minibot. Affirmative?” 




“Affirmative, Commander!” 




Acey made a few more adjustments and was busy testing Intercept’s suspension system when her commlink lit up. 




“Captain to the bridge.” 





Ninety-Eight



Annora Doverly reverently stepped on to the bridge of DSS Kingsblade. It was the first time she had ever stepped on to the bridge of a ship of the line as her skipper. 




“Captain on the bridge,” Ensign Briggs said with a grin as he carried portable terminals past her. Doverly caught a breath. It was the moment all command officers work towards their entire career. Deep inside she always knew Jason Hunter would be the officer to grant her a first command. He had been guiding her career ever since she was a hotshot medical resident fresh out of flight school. He seemed to take great delight in calling her “doctor” long before she had the right to be so addressed. He also arrived an hour early to petition Skywatch command to assign her to his unit the very instant she reported for duty.




There was something about those fighters that called to her, and before she knew it she was under the command of a cocky razor-sharp lieutenant commander with a promising career start. Flying with Jason Hunter was like being on the winning football team every Friday night. He gratefully accepted his role as the larger-than-life object of myth and exaggeration, and the shadow he cast was big enough to protect all four of his squadron wings. Together, they had already accomplished so much. 




And now, in her sixth year after graduating from flight school and only three years after she had passed her command battery, Annora Doverly had the fleet trifecta:  The Search and Rescue insignia made her an elite specialist. Her Skywatch Wings made her a rock star. Her degree made her a section chief. And now her rank gave her command. 




She couldn’t yet bring herself to sit in the captain’s chair. Kingsblade’s bridge was a good half-again as spacious as Argent’s. There were three helm stations, with the conn on a third level above the rest of the watch. The viewscreen reminded Annora of a sports stadium display. The white and gold appointments around all the instruments gave deck one the appearance of a heavenly temple built around a suitable throne for a leader of heroic men and women. 




She absently examined the conn readout. Her designator was already authorized. The vessel’s command computer was keyed to her voice print. That in itself was enough to make her nervous all over again. Only a commanding officer had access to the command computer. It was like having a permanent telepathic link to the very core of a ship. She had the authority to issue literally any order from that console. The sheer power at her command was almost beyond her comprehension. Kingsblade had gone mano y mano with Jason Hunter’s flagship for an interval of nearly twelve minutes, and with the exception of a few dents and scrapes on the outer hull and the loss of a few antennas, this ship, her ship, was still operating at better than 96% combat worthiness. There were only 14 other hulls like it in the entire fleet. 




The heavy battleship was designed as the counterpart to the fleet carrier. It was a true capital ship with a pure design. It’s function was as simple as it was lethal. DSS Kingsblade was intended to park itself in orbit over a hostile planet and bombard surface installations until there was nothing left but scrap.




It was clear the crash engineering teams assigned to get the vessel back in shape after the battle had done a magnificent job. Doverly made a mental note to commend them at the earliest opportunity. Just getting from one place to the next aboard this ship took a fair amount of physical fitness and endurance. She couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to repair her while underway. 




The vessel’s automation systems had been restored to the point where it was possible to navigate, build and repair shields, power the external armor appliques and target and fire the main batteries. Without a full crew, there was no way to run the vessel like a proper starship, but ultimately, Kingsblade’s current mission was to shield Strike Fleet Perseus from any unwelcome surprises at the edge of the asteroid field and the formidable mines it concealed. 




Captain Doverly held her breath and took her seat at the conn. She closed her eyes. After a moment’s hesitation she exhaled. She had her orders. She was also reasonably confident Jason would allow her to gracefully relinquish her brevet rank and go back to being an Executive Officer and Medical Officer once the emergency had passed. For now, with the exception of Jayce, she was the only command officer in the fleet eligible to accept a battlefield commission to Captain. Commander Hunter already had a command, and taking her off the bridge of DSS Fury, whatever the justification, would only weaken the Task Force. Jayce belonged on her bridge. 




And for now, Captain Annora Doverly belonged on hers. She keyed the intraship. 




“Attention all hands. This is the captain speaking. First watch report to the bridge. Stand by to disengage autosystems in exactly ten minutes. Mark.” 





Ninety-Nine



“So I think we’ve got the navigational compu–” 




The only thing that saved Colonel Moody’s life was the delay while the black-suited humanoid tried to step around the fuel mixture station. Moo caught it by the wrist. A stark flash filled the room as the intruder’s weapon fired into the ceiling. The intruder suffered a broken back after Moo’s a violent shoulder throw. The next one through the door took a center of mass impact from Yili’s blaster. It screamed and wheeled back into the hall. The engineer scrambled down off the deck officer’s platform and drew her other weapon. By the time she arrived, the second intruder was down and surrounded by smoke.




“They’re using the same technology we did to get over here,” Yili exhaled. “We can expect more of them.” A console on the platform began beeping insistently and Yili hurried back to her station. Moo relieved the two men of their weapons and commlinks. 




“Soon as we find Diamonds again I want her to run an analysis on these things.” He showed Yili what he had found. “If they’re broadcasting or receiving, I want to know who they are calling, where and why.” 




“We’re on final approach,” Curtiss said as she watched the readouts carefully. The hull cameras on the starboard side of the ship showed the shadow of Dunkerque’s hull gradually covering the station’s hard lock. 




“Sixty yards.” 




Moo looked up and around. Something was bothering him and he wasn’t entirely sure what it was. 




“Do you hear that?” 




“Fifty yards.” 




The colonel climbed down off the platform and went back to the fuel mixture station. A faint beeping sound was just scarcely audible over the hum of the strike cruiser’s maneuvering engines. 




“Forty yards.” 




Finally Moo found what he was looking for, and it wasn’t good news. 




“Lieutenant, we’ve got a problem over here!” 




“I can’t leave the deck station unless we abort, Colonel!” 




“It looks like an explosive device of some kind. My guess is it’s armed and on its way to detonating. These two knuckleheads must have been planting it when we weren’t looking.” 




“Describe it to me!” 




Moo was well aware of Yili’s orbital combat engineering training. If she could disarm it...




“Aluminum casing. About the size of a Thanksgiving turkey. Control mechanism on one end. No markings. Looks like the case is designed to hold six cylindrical objects of some kind! Readout says eighty four seconds!” 




“Any wires visible?!” 




“Negative!” 




“Is it magnetically fastened to a surface or loose?” 




“It’s attached to the wall!” 




“Understood! Sounds like a kettle bomb! I can disarm it as soon as we dock!” 




“We may not have that much time, Yili! We’ve got 71 seconds left! We could be endangering the station! Can we abort and re-approach?” Moo rushed over to the deck platform to see if there would be time to get the Dunkerque away from the station before the bomb went off. 




“Even if I abort now we can’t get far enough away to save the station. I’ll have 30 seconds after we dock. More than enough time. I’ll disarm it.” Curtiss’ face was sincere. It wasn’t often the other Jacks saw her like this. Most of the time she was head down in some kind of crazy mechanism. But the look on her face now was different somehow. 




“I’m trusting you,” Moo said softly. “If that thing goes off in a room full of fusion reactors with us bolted to the hard lock it could blow this whole asteroid into a dust cloud.” 




“Understood, sir,” the engineer replied. “Our guests gave me 30 seconds, and 30 seconds is a long, long time for a combat engineer.” 




A moment later, the proximity clamps sounded their high-pitched warning alarms. A vibration in the Dunkerque’s hull armor caused a low pitched rumble to reverberate through the ship. A couple of seconds later, the sound of a bank vault door closing echoed, followed by eight slamming sounds as the metal clamps activated around the cruiser’s docking ring. Yili scrambled down the ladder and grabbed a portable toolkit and a pair of goggles. 




“Colonel! There’s an emergency egress airlock at the far end of reactor four! That’s where I’m running. Could you kindly hit the evacuation alarm? Black button, fourth from the right edge, console two, under the display for hull camera eleven!” 




Moo climbed the ladder in one bound and scanned the console. It seemed there were at least a thousand little knobs and switches all over it. He was suddenly overwhelmed by his lack of technical experience. Then he saw the display and quickly looked down. He rammed the heel of his hand against the black button and looked up as the deck alarm sounded. Red emergency lights began spinning. 




Yili caught a glimpse of the display. Nineteen seconds left. She lit her plasma torch and slipped the goggles on with her other hand. Like a surgeon on a battlefield, she went to work on the upper corner of the explosive device’s casing. The torch vaporized the thin metal instantly, exposing the hard chemical rods underneath. Pieces of red hot aluminum dripped to the floor as Yili reached inside the device with a pair of precision machine grips.




Moo wiped his brow. He wasn’t used to being completely out of his element, but to be fair, there was absolutely nothing he could do except make sure another attack didn’t leave Yili with ten broken fingers. 




There was a snapping sound and a spray of sparks. 




“That’s it! Ten seconds!” Yili scrambled to her feet and yanked the device off the wall. She and Moo ran headlong across the engineering bay while the clock ticked down from nine. 




“Open it!” 




Moo slammed both hands against the activation bar. The door sprinted open and Yili tossed the smoke-trailing and sparking device into the outer airlock. The door resealed with three seconds on the readout. An instant later the hull door was torn into scrap metal by the pressure differential and the bomb rocketed into space at nearly 200 miles an hour. 




The cruiser’s deckplates rattled as the bomb detonated at a range of 150 yards. The firebloom filled the engineering section with orange light. 




Yili exhaled and handed Moo her goggles. “Engineering reports device neutralized, sir.” 




The colonel smiled and raised an eyebrow. “Nicely done. What do you say we power us up a gun?” 




“Don’t you have anything more challenging for me?” 





One-Hundred



“Captain on the bridge.” 




“What have you got?” Jason Hunter barked as he descended the steps towards the conn. 




“Exeter picked them up first, sir. Two unidentified inbounds designated Whiskey India Three and Whiskey India Four. Destroyer-class hulls. No recognizable weaponry. No emissions other than their navigational beacon.” 




“Life signs?” 




The sensors officer suddenly straightened in his chair. He wasn’t accustomed to being included in discussions about inbound contacts. “Uhh– sir! Yes, yes sir. SRS indicates life forms aboard.” 




“Human?” Hunter held the young ensign’s gaze. 




“N-negative, sir. Their atmosphere is poisonous to carbon-based life.” 




The bridge crew fidgeted but kept their bearing. Hunter stared at the screen. The tactical display had both vessels center screen with their course, position and velocity updating second by second. 




“Signals, get me the Kingsblade.” 




“Affirmative, sir. Coding your message.” 




Hunter rubbed his chin. Something just wasn’t right. 




“Kingsblade, Doverly here.” 




“Captain, what the hell are they trying to distract us from?” 




“I’ve been wondering the same thing, sir. There’s no chance those ships are actually on an intercept track. They’re a flamingo, alright. But aside from the minefield, I don’t see any ducks.” 




“You know something, doctor, I’ve just about had it up to here with this minefield. What do you say–” 




An alarm sounded at the tactical console. Then the SRS board lit up like a Las Vegas fire truck. 




“Report!” 




“I have an energy surge at three four four, range three megaclicks! Asteroid designator Scorpion One Three!” 




“Visual!” 




The Argent bridge was quite suddenly a bevy of activity. Voices shouted. Officers waited for orders. Consoles flashed and keened with various audible alarms. Hunter grabbed his famous black phone. 




“Paint it, Jayce!” 




Fury suddenly went active with her entire forward sensor suite. The source of the energy surge was practically drowned in electronic tracking noise. 




The Argent tactical officer watched in silent awe. It seemed like the Perseus captains had this all planned in advance and were all springing a trap on an unsuspecting burglar.




“I have a Sentinel planetary defense battery bearing three four one. They are arming for proximity fire!” 




“Not this time, you bastards! Annora! Fire at will!” 




The heavy battleship reacted in record time. All four of her forward main battery weapons locked bearings and opened fire. Space around the rest of the battle group was shocked and pounded by the massive blasts from their new heavy’s guns. Violent impact reports flashed and shuddered in the distance while the crews of the Strike Fleet watched intently on their viewscreens. 




On the bridge of the Fury, Jayce was overcome by anxiety. “It’s not going to be enough. It’s not going to be enough! Tactical! Report!” 




“They’re fully armed, ma’am. Their weapons are behind a full power assault shield. We’re going to need time to knock it down, and only Argent and Kingsblade have the guns to do it.” 




Aboard Exeter, the third watch was about thirty seconds ahead of the rest of the fleet in terms of their predictions and evaluation of events. They were the first to notice the two-ship patrol squadron suddenly veer off and run for the minefield. 




“Why aren’t they requesting permission to fire?!” Hawkins complained. Only Ensign Jameson heard her and unfortunately, she didn’t have any answers. 




“They’re targeting the Kingsblade, sir. At this range, if they target her weak spots, it could be big trouble.” 




Hunter steadily pounded his fist on the arm of his command chair. “Helm, bring the Argent about. Give me a port roll of thirty five degrees heading seven zero mark. Tactical, sound battle stations energy. Arm railcasters one through six. Full power. Battle screens to maximum. Officer of the Deck, sound collision.” 




“Collision, sir?” 




“That’s affirmative lieutenant. Smartly, if you please.” 




Another thundering barrage let loose from Doverly’s big plasma guns. Bolt after bolt of explosive energy rocked the unexpectedly close asteroid-based battle station as they slammed into its screens. A wall of lightning-bright impact discharges crackled and strobed a half-mile above the station surface. Gradually and inexorably, the second Sentinel pivoted on its reflex base. It already had its bearings match. Another few seconds, and it would have its primary target locked for range. 





One-Hundred-One



“Hold it, before we open that thing, I want to establish some kind of communications with the landing party.” Moo was at the main airlock controls, trying to figure out a way to route intership communications to his station. 




“That’s going to take a bit, unless we get to the bridge first,” Yili offered. “The closest universal control is in weapons storage.” 




“You know something? That’s not a half-bad idea!” The colonel stalked into the egress corridor, looked both directions and then headed aft. “Never served aboard a line cruiser. Where do they keep the muskets and cannon around here?” 




“Deck six, if I recall. The Pershing hulls moved all the provisions center-ship along with most of the organic storage,” Yili said as she worked with a portable sensor unit she had found. It was in mediocre condition primarily because Argent’s Chief Engineer had performed repairs on it in the sixty seconds since she had found it. 




Colonel Moody stomped and rattled around, climbing ladders, descending deck tunnels and opening and closing airlocks. Finally he strode up one of the central deck six corridors with Yili following close behind as she worked with her sensor device. He reached a hatch marked “Armory” and went inside. The engineer stopped in the open doorway. 




“Now we’re talking!” Moo shouted. The room was surrounded by powerarmor suits standing against all four walls. At one end was an open weapons locker stocked with three racks of TK-40s. At the other end was an automated sentry unit in standby mode. In the center was a rack of accessory modules for the powerarmor. 




Yili went to the universal console in the corner and pulled up the command computer interface. “I hope this thing isn’t permanently keyed to DeMay’s voice print, or I’m going to need a few minutes to re-route communications control to the universal.” 




“We need to get everyone in here and properly equipped,” Moo replied. “We’d have a much better handle on all this if we could get this ship manned and fully operational. At the very least we’d have no trouble running a complete set of scans on the station.” 




“Dunkerque to landing party. Come in.” Yili waited the regulation ten seconds and keyed the transmitter again. 




“Dunkerque to landing party. Come in.” 




"–hostile contacts. Do not approach the station! Repeat! Do not approach Barker’s Asteroid!” 





One-Hundred-Two



Intercept sat on the workbench, patiently waiting for Acey to ask the next question in the approved heuristic startup cycle. He knew she had left the room, but she would be back. At least, she was supposed to be back. Wasn’t she? 




He became confused when the shipwide alert system upgraded. There were no detectable emergencies. Why would the ship go to alert? Intercept didn’t mind, of course. He just upgraded his own alert systems to match, which released control of his threat response and battle systems.




His engine idled quietly. He did a quick scan of the room and logged the results for later analysis. His sensors produced a comprehensive physical map of the location, complete with magnetic, temperature, radiation, acoustical, barometric and thermal atmospheric gas analysis datasets. Everything was exactly as it was supposed to be. He was pleased all his systems were working so well. He knew Acey would be proud. The little blue badge indicator on his hood snapped off. He was no longer in communication with the Commander. He concluded after a brief analysis it must have been because she moved out of range. A secondary explanation was that she had either deactivated her commlink or switched it to another channel. 




His cloaking systems activated and the little police car vanished from sight. He performed another analysis of his systems logs and realized it was because of his defense reflex system. Something had happened. He knew he wasn’t supposed to go active until he had evaluated the threat, so he used his visual pickups first to see if anything had changed in the room. 




It had. 




A few yards away, an alien probe roughly the size of a volleyball was floating in mid air over one of Acey’s fabrication machines. It’s hull was smooth silver with dark blue markings. Green indicator lights blinked ominously from its external panels. Two dangerous looking probes extended from one of its sides. 




Intercept moved with battlefield precision. His top priority orders were to protect the ship at all costs. He crept across the length of Acey’s workbench with his cloak still active and all his systems at maximum alert level and power output. He stalked the little alien probe like a cybernetic metal housecat. Intercept knew if he got to the end of the workbench before the probe detected him, he might be able to use his weapons to disable it and protect the ship. He didn’t activate his transmitters, however, as it would be easy to detect communications from such a short distance even with his cloak active. 




The probe pivoted in space, bringing its other instruments to bear. A conical blue laser-like light appeared and began to sweep the room from floor to ceiling. 




“Halt! Identify yourself!” 




Blinding white spot beams illuminated the probe from lamps on either side of Intercept’s windshield. He had disengaged his cloak and powered up all his weapons systems. The little security vehicle was ready for just about anything. 




The probe bolted. It streaked across the room and stopped at the hatch that led out into the deck four center corridor. It started running an electronic bypass on the door locks. Intercept picked up the transmissions and calculated he had about five seconds to stop it. He lit up like police cars should and activated his sirens, peeling backwards on the workbench like it was a parking lot outside a bank robbery. Smoke drifted from his tires as he performed a textbook J-turn and accelerated down the workbench. 




He passed the other mini-bots like a black and white racehorse. Somewhere deep inside Echo’s complex circuitry, an automatic reflex system activated. She heard something way in the distance that sounded like a siren, but it couldn’t be her siren, could it? She was asleep! Her power systems reported a full charge, and she initiated a cold restart. 




By now Intercept had soared off the workbench and bounded across the floor. His high-performance suspension combined with his electromagnetic ground contact field kept his tires in contact with the floor. He maneuvered frantically around chairs, equipment and more workbenches. The lights in the lab went dark as one of the power relays overloaded and burst into flames from the alien probe’s signal. The suddenly disabled deck hatch opened and allowed the alien probe to escape into the ship. Intercept activated his other siren, which filled the room with urgent alarm. Moments after the probe rounded the corner and rocketed up the corridor, Intercept skidded across the deck behind it and accelerated in pursuit, headlights strobing and lightbars flashing angrily. 




He activated every transmitter he had and began broadcasting on every frequency he could find. “Intruder! Intruder! Intruder!” 




A scramble signal nobody besides Commander Hunter had ever seen before began blinking on the Fury bridge signals station. The Officer of the Watch noticed it first and leaned closer to see what it was. 




Exactly 716 nanoseconds later, Echo detected Intercept’s microcode designator and noted the emergency deck alarm bit was flipped to the “on” position. She and Intercept initiated a lightning-quick dialogue via the fleet command net that took a grand total of 68415 nanoseconds, which was a televised-presidential-debate-magnitude amount of time for two datanet-connected minibots to engage in negotiations. Finally Echo agreed to give Intercept the benefit of the doubt as to his identity. 206 nanoseconds later, Echo’s own lightbars activated. Her red rotating emergency beacons swirled around the dark lab. She activated the fleetwide hailing channels. 




“Emergency! Emergency! DSS Fury! Intruder protocols! Sensor section forward! Security to deck four!” Echo revved her engines and only managed to cause an unholy racket on the workbench as the torque almost ripped the suspension rack she was sitting on out of the wall.  Her obstacle navigation systems took over and she overshifted her transmission to put maximum pressure on the structure. Her back wheels spun free and shrieked against the surface. The friction created an enormous white cloud of smoke. A few moments later there was a loud wrenching sound just before half the mechanism was literally ripped out of the wall. Echo peeled forward and barely avoided pitching off the workbench in a screeching back-wheels-up forward skid. She reversed and swerved, bouncing over the twisted remains of the power connector and rack and finally freed herself, only to tear across the empty bench, dive off the edge and fall backwards into a scrap metal can. 




Meanwhile, crew members of the Fury were coming out of hatches to see what all the commotion was. More than a few of them had to dive out of the way as the strange flying device howled past followed by what looked for all the world like a toy police car in hot pursuit, sirens blaring. Finally the alien probe made a wrong turn and ended up in a dead end corridor. It slowed before attempting to reverse its course, and Intercept had his shot. Both LAC guns activated simultaneously and fired. Gun Two glanced a shot off the probe’s hull. Gun One speared it center-mass. It worked. 




Well, it should have worked. Intercept discharged all four of his capacitors at the exact moment the probe accelerated back in the opposite direction. The resulting pressure wave from the electrical discharge threw the little car back. Intercept tumbled over and over before coming to rest on his roof several yards away. 




The probe raced back around the corner and stopped suddenly. There in the center of the corridor, strobes flashing and lights spinning, was Echo. Her chassis and outer body were still scorched and smoldering with wisps of dark colored smoke from the virtual destruction of the scrap metal can, but she was fully operational and in no mood for foolishness. 




The probe and minibot fired within a few milliseconds of each other. The probe’s particle beam was a direct hit, and blasted Echo’s relatively minimal battle screens into a non-functional state. Echo’s weapons, however, were far more effective. 




One of the things most of the technicians and engineers who evaluated Echo’s design overlooked due to their focus on her medical and scientific capabilities was the little ambulance’s acoustic weapons. Not only were they capable of producing all kinds of destructive sound waves, but they were also capable of changing air density and air pressure. Properly configured, they were even capable of ionizing an enclosed atmosphere given enough time.




With her reserves at 100%, she was by no means at a loss for the power to do what was necessary.  She poured overload-level energy into her emitters and changed the gas mixture in the narrow corridor so quickly that the bulkheads began to vibrate. The resulting combination of temperature differential and cratering air pressure conjured a short-lived but violent tornado on Deck Four. Its effect on precision electronics was as predictable as it was devastating. The subsonic waves from Echo’s emitters shook the probe until it was reduced to scattered debris.




Ten seconds later, the first Fury security detail arrived to find Echo helping Intercept back on to his wheels. They watched as the two little vehicles deactivated their lightbars and made their way back to the lab with Echo in the lead. 





One-Hundred-Three



A full power standoff blast from the Sentinel gun at Scorpion One Three drilled the Kingsblade with a full power direct hit on her forward leading edge. 




The blast filled the bridge with debris and fire. Automatic suppression systems kicked in immediately. Captain Doverly wrenched herself back into a seated position. 




“Report!” 




Only one of the two crewmen at the helm was still conscious. “Forward battle screens down to 18 percent!” 




On the bridge of Argent, Jason rose from his chair, eyes locked on the 160-foot red hot gouge the battle station’s gun had torn in his flagship’s sister vessel. “Tactical! Lock all main batteries on ground targets designator Scorpion One Three!” 




With Kingsblade burning, Argent’s weapons rose with a chilling majesty. They locked their targeting mechanisms on the gun that had very nearly ripped a heavy battleship in half. 




“Tactical reports a hard waveform lock and bearings match on Scorpion One Three!” 




“All batteries fire! Fire at will!” 




Had Captain Doverly not ordered her bridge crew into their shock harnesses, few would have survived. As it was, the room was filled with smoke and particulates. Emergency life support and air filtration systems kicked in while the bridge crew fitted themselves with flight masks. 




The Captain pulled her release latch and rushed to the helm where her pilot had fallen. 




“Ensign! Ensign!” Doverly shook Ensign Winchester and leaned down, putting her ear next to the injured woman’s face. 




“Briggs! Get me the field medkit! There’s one next to the life sciences board!” Doverly ripped the pilot’s tunic open, clearing the area around her neck. 




Kingsblade began to veer. The front viewer showed the other ships in the fleet rising and pitching to one side as the larger vessel lost her maneuvering systems. Its drive field began to fail. A moment later, Ensign Briggs arrived with the kit. He looked like a pack of lions were right behind him. 




“Open it and find me the metal scalpel. It’s the only thing in the kit that is silver colored. It will be sealed in a sterile pack.” 




“But wouldn’t the–” 




“Yes, yes. The LASER scalpel is more accurate, but if we add another energy source to the atmosphere on this deck we’re going to blow the bridge out into space. Put on a pair of gloves. She’s choking on something.” 




Ensign Briggs watched sickly as his Captain used the scalpel to cut a two-inch vertical incision in the pilot’s neck. An alcohol-soaked tube from the medkit was inserted, and the young woman practically scared Briggs out of his socks when she involuntarily sucked in a deep breath through the tracheotomy. 




“Take this scalpel and cut both pantlegs from cuff to belt. You’re going to find a bleeding wound on the outer edge of one or the other thigh and hip. Take the dressings from the medkit and put pressure on it.” Doverly left the Ensign with her patient and climbed back to the conn. Briggs wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened, but there was no arguing the value of having a trained surgeon on the bridge. 




“Engineering, report!” 




“The mains are online, but our drive field is fluctuating.” 




“I need battle screens forward!” 




“Not happening today, Captain.” 




“Very well. Helm, bring us about. Heading one six one. Tactical, give me a weapons status!” 




“Dorsal weapons are off line! Main battery ventral is operational!” 




“Affirmative! Do what you can with our dorsal batteries! Transfer target lock to guns seven and eight! Arm weapons and stand by! Open a channel to the flag!” 




Titanic bolts of cataclysmic rail caster energy exploded from Argent’s main batteries one after the other. The heatsinks inside the hull under the gun emplacements glowed red hot and pulled even more energy from the battleship’s huge reactor matrix to hyper-accelerate the cooling systems. With  Kingsblade momentarily out of the fight, Argent’s main guns were the heaviest weapons in the fleet. The other ships in the battle group held their fire. Their captains knew their weapons weren’t designed for this kind of action. Missiles and precision energy weapons were designed to knock out weapons systems, engines and enemy fighters. When it came to blunt force trauma, there was only one kind of ship suitable for duty, and her designation always included the letters “BB” 




The Captain spoke without taking his eyes off the viewscreen. The blinding white beams firing from Argent’s weapons and the explosions in the distance silhouetted him as he stood resolute and faced his enemy’s superior weapons. The tone of his voice was low and ominous. 




“Signals, get a message to Second Marines and do it quickly.  We’re about to get hit. We might not survive the first shot. We definitely won’t survive the second. Get the Highlanders off the deck and in space for a ground assault. Target:  Scorpion One Three. Their orders are to take that battle station. All other considerations are secondary.” 




The signals officer hesitated with a shocked look on his face. Then he swallowed. “Aye s-sir. Coding your message.” 





One-Hundred-Four



Zony couldn’t believe what she was seeing. There was simply no way these readings could be accurate. The Barker’s Asteroid station had at best, partial power. There was absolutely no way she could be getting readings indicating weapons fire from a Sentinel-class gun. She keyed her commlink. 




“Dunkerque! Come in!” 




“Yili here.” 




“Can you confirm superheavy weapons fire bearing two six five?” 




“Stand by, landing party.” 




Yili switched her console to drive the cruiser’s combat scanners and turned all of the vessel’s collectors to the coordinates Zony had provided. Sure enough, there was an EM spike tracking signal going back some 300 seconds. The energy readings were right in the center of the tolerances for a Sentinel weapon.




A weapon that ostensibly hadn’t fired in more than nineteen minutes. 




“Landing party, your readings are confirmed. There’s another Sentinel out there!” 




Moo looked back. “Say again, engineer?” 




“Zony, I’ve got weapons fire from Argent and another ship at roughly the same coordinates! Are they assaulting the interdiction formation?” 




“We need to raise Argent and find out! And we’ve got company down here!” 




“We’re barely functional! If we start transmitting, we’re going to attract all the wrong kinds of attention!” Moo shouted. 




“Argent can’t go toe-to-toe with a battle station, even with her escorts.” Yili replied. 




“I’m forced to agree, Colonel!” Zony added over the comm circuit. “We’ve got to do something to help!” 




Moo sighed. “It’s not happening with Dunkerque. We don’t have the horses. Our only option here is to get our own big gun operational.” 




“That may be the only chance the Captain’s got, sir,” Yili said. “We can drive that thing up there with Dunkerque’s power systems, but the throughput is going to be way too much for this ship’s power bus. We’ll have three shots, maybe four. Then we’re going to blow the relay matrix.” 




“What about surface-side power?” Zony asked. 




“We haven’t had a chance to survey the installation yet. They might have put power down there. They might not. To be fair, they didn’t need to if they knew they would have the matter-energy field. But that presumes this station was built by the aliens or their allies.”




“Four shots is better than none. Can we target the location of that gun?” 




“Affirmative, sir!” Zony said. “It’s at the extreme port edge of our range, but we can do what we need to!” 




“There’s another factor, colonel. Once we burn out the Dunkerque’s power systems we’re going to be right back where we are right now with our lack of life support energy.” 




“Alright, let’s–” 




A thumping sound almost caused Zony to drop her commlink. Commander DeMay stood and drew his weapon.




“What the hell was that?!” Yili exclaimed. 




Zony looked back at the closed magnetic hatch between the storage bay and the rest of the complex. Another thundering crash caused the metal deck plates to vibrate and left a visible dent in the door. 




“Landing party to Dunkerque. We have a problem.”





One-Hundred-Five



“There’s an alien ship out there, Jason. Either that or someone is playing practical jokes on us!” Jayce reported insistently. “One of my mini-bots just took out an alien probe board Fury!” 




“Where did it come from?” Jason asked. 




“Unknown, but the rest of the fleet has to be on the lookout for intruders. They could appear anywhere at any time!” 




“Acknowledged, Fury. Tactical, notify Second Marines I want all decks upgraded to intruder protocols. Have the Deck Officers notify the Quartermaster I want all personnel armed until further notice.” 




“Aye, Captain.” 




“You might want to do something similar for the rest of your task force, Jayce. Things are going to be dicey enough out there without asking for trouble indoors. While we’re at it, let’s get Ajax and Jefferson up front in case something jumps out of that asteroid field at us.” 




“Affirmative, Captain. Fury out.” 




Jason bared his teeth as he watched the first wave of heavy paladins streak into space towards the enormous ground emplacement in the distance. 




“Shoot me, you bastards.” Hunter growled under his breath. “Take your best shots at me. Let’s see if that gun can beat my ship.” 




The shattering explosion that silhouetted Scorpion One Three caused Argent’s entire bridge crew to gasp. Plasma fires reached a thousand miles into space in every direction, and gigantic chunks of dense rock tumbled away from the asteroid’s main body. The Sentinel emplacement swiveled rapidly to target something at the far edge of the asteroid field. 




“Tactical, tell me what I think I just saw!” 




“Confirmed! That blast came from Barker’s Asteroid, sir! A full power war shot!” 




Jason Hunter rose to his feet and vigorously punched the air. “Flash message to flight leader Highlanders! Belay landing operations and reconfigure for strategic bombing!” Hunter grabbed the black phone from the overhead console. “STC, this is the Flag. Raise Highlander One on battle frequency. Do it smartly!” 




“You’re on, Captain!” 




“Highlander One! This is the Flag, report!” 




“Six thousand miles to target. Received new orders. Weapons free in thirty seconds!” 




“Make sure there’s nothing left but a forwarding address, Nick. Be advised the Sentinel on Barker’s Asteroid is still engaged.” 




“Yes sir.”




Hunter slammed the handset back into its cradle. A moment later, another thundering explosion crashed into Scorpion One Three. 




“Way to go, Yili,” Hunter said quietly. 




“New contact! Designate Silverback Seven Five Five bearing three one mark four, range 42000 miles!” 




Both Annora and Sabrina snapped around to look at the forward screen. Sure enough, an unidentified ship had suddenly appeared only sixty miles from Scorpion One Three. 




“Identification?” Doverly shouted. 




“Negative. No known configuration. Her drive field is fluctuating. Now on a breakaway course, accelerating and veering off!” 




“Sabrina! Take the helm. Plot an intercept course!” Doverly ordered. “Engineering! Engage main power. All ahead flank speed! Do not let that ship escape!” 




The enormous battleship righted itself with customary capital platform prodigiousness and then roared directly into the asteroid field. It wasn’t until her starboard battlescreens shoved a six-million-ton rock to one side that the rest of Strike Fleet Perseus realized what they were seeing wasn’t some kind of hallucination. A moment later, both of the mighty vessel’s ventral guns fired into the asteroid field away from Scorpion One Three. 




“What the hell is she shooting at?” Hunter barked from the Argent bridge. “Signals! Raise Ajax and Jefferson! I want them escorting Kingsblade. Order them to close fields so your battle screens can absorb any mine detonations. Go!” 




“Affirmative Captain! Coding your message!” 




An instant later the Scorpion One Three Sentinel fired on Barker’s Asteroid. 





One-Hundred-Six



Toby DeMay crawled into Dunkerque’s command chair. The only light source on the bridge was the emergency beacon at the signals station.  He was dizzy and felt as if his extremities were faraway weights held together with thin ropes and hastily tied knots. 




“Emergency lights!” 




A stark white brightness illuminated the deck one hatch. DeMay saw the rest of his crew still semi-conscious and sprawled all over the floor of the bridge. He activated the intraship. “Engineering, report!”




The entire ship shook violently with another blast from the Barker’s Asteroid Sentinel. 




“That’s three, Captain. We have sixteen percent power left. After that, we’re dark and dead in space,” Yili replied. 




“Cut power to the asteroid and retract all moorings!” DeMay shouted. “Austin, take the helm! Prepare for evasive maneuvers! Engineering, release navigation and engine control to the helm!” 




Zony was groggily trying to climb into the bridge signals station shock seat. She powered up the autosystems and was relieved to see the vessel’s communications systems were fully functional. She oriented herself to the console as before and found a headset. She dropped the alien device on the intraship control viewer. 




“Spades is a genius,” she muttered. 




“Affirmative, Captain! There’s just enough left to get underway. I can’t give you full power until I de-scram the reactors,” Yili replied through the intraship. “Send Zony down to engineering with that device as soon as possible!” 




“I have weapons fire at Scorpion One Three! Incoming!” 




“Austin, veer us off! Evasive course! One one mark eight.” 




DSS Dunkerque dove to port and rolled away from the enormous asteroid and its lethal weapons system. Seconds later, a bolt of energy the size of a city block pulverized the field-side reinforcement of the asteroid’s internal structure. The station lost pressure and a catastrophic decompression caused the far-side outer surface to buckle. The Sentinel disappeared from view moments before an explosion lit up the far side of the asteroid. 




DeMay’s crew watched sickly as Barker’s Asteroid rapidly imploded. Intense fires burned just below the rock surface while pieces of the station broke free and tumbled into space.




“Best speed to X-Ray Tango. Zony, bring up the transponder on its original configuration. Make sure we don’t trip anything dangerous in here. As soon as we’ve got the power, raise Argent.” 




Zony finalized the settings at the signals console, retrieved the alien device and stood. “Permission to report to engineering, Captain?” She smiled. Both DeMay and Tixia knew Yili’s insightful little plan had given them the ultimate trump card. Now it was just a matter of getting the power and the technology into their captain’s hands. 





One-Hundred-Seven



Captain Jason Hunter appeared out of thin air at one end of a long conference table. After being run down by Kingsblade, the alien ship had been surrounded by Perseus vessels, and Hunter didn’t have to guess who was aboard. They had only detected one life sign.




At the opposite end of the conference table sat Vice Admiral Charles Hughes. Hunter drew a blaster and held it at his side, just in case. In his opposite hand he held the alien device. It was operating at full power and by his confident expression, it was clear Hunter knew how to use it.




“Vice Admiral Hughes, I have orders to take you into custody and return you to Skywatch Command to face charges of piracy and dereliction.” 




Hughes’ chuckle became a thundering cough. The room wasn’t well lit, but the more Hunter observed the Admiral, the more he realized the man wasn’t at all well. “I have to hand it to you, son. I’ve never seen anyone pursue their quarry more doggedly.” Hughes dabbed at his face with a cloth and swallowed something before taking a drink of water. “I’m afraid I won’t be around long enough to see what you’ll do next, but I have no doubt whatever you decide, your enemies will have their hands full.”




Hunter realized the man was no threat. He tossed his blaster on the table. “Why, Admiral?  Why would you put so many people in danger? Why would you join with alien invaders and abandon your home? Your family and fleet!?” 




“I thought I could be diplomatic. I thought an intelligent race would be receptive to reason. But it never occurred to me a species could be so totally alien–” Hughes voice trailed off, as if he were remembering something traumatic. “It wasn’t until Colonel Atwell made me aware of the sheer magnitude of their civilization I was forced to accept humanity’s inevitable defeat.” Another coughing fit caused Hunter to physically cringe as he imagined the pain the Admiral was experiencing. 




“You should have transmitted a distress call,” Hunter said softly. “We were here to help you and your crew.” 




“There was nothing you could have done. They controlled my mind. Their technology can deploy starships nearly anywhere in an instant. Dunkerque was defeated in a matter of minutes. Most of my crew resisted. Some joined with the Ithis to save their own lives. The only reason humanity hasn’t already been overrun is because the Ithis only captured one crew.” 




“One crew? Where are the others?” 




“Out there, somewhere. Maybe dead. Maybe beyond that doorway in some other dimension. Who can say?” Hughes looked as if he might lose consciousness any minute. Hunter rounded the table and knelt by the Admiral’s chair. 




“I have to rescue them, sir. I have to know the truth.” 




Hughes smiled weakly. “You already do. You already know those ships out there are empty hulls. There’s no fleet for you to overcome. The only man you need to find is Colonel Atwell. He–” Hughes coughed again, and Hunter heard the shudder in the Admiral’s breath. “He knows the most about the obelisk. The Sentinel gun was his plan. He believes he can turn the alien technology against the invaders. Find him, and you’ll find the missing crews.” 




“This entire battle was perpetrated by one breakaway faction of Dunkerque crew members?” Hunter asked in whispered astonishment. 




“Their technology is beyond human comprehension, Captain. They will empty your mind and drain your soul. Beware.”




Hunter caught the Admiral’s body as he slumped out of his chair. He literally felt Hughes’ last breath. He held the older officer in the dim conference room and tried to understand what he had just seen and heard. 








Epilogue




Three months later  




“That’s the part I could not get over,” Jason Hunter said as he reclined at the head of his inboard cabin’s main table. “Skywatch was getting regular reports from every one of those ships just like I was hearing Annora’s voice in my headset when we first boarded Dunkerque. They had no idea we were facing anything but one missing ship.” 




“We were lucky. The only reason anyone discovered the invasion is because Admiral Hughes filed a navigation schedule. If he hadn’t been declared overdue, we really could have had a full scale disaster,” Moo replied. 




“Any word from Skywatch on our request, Zony?” 




“Negative, Captain. I expect they’ve recovered all the missing ships by now and secured Station 19, but so far nobody has proposed a plan. We haven’t even received any orders yet. Maybe they’re leaving us here to keep an eye on things.” 




“Figures. They’ve still got it in for us,” Moo grumbled.




“To be honest, Jason, I’d be surprised if they believed us. Even if they aren’t exactly fans, the fact they have hundreds of missing personnel isn’t likely to convince anyone at Skywatch our story about an invading species with mind control and teleportation devices is plausible,” Annora added. 




“All I know is if Spades hadn’t figured out how to use the last of their energy-matter matrix to power that weird teleporter gizmo and make it teleport itself to the station and then get us all back to Dunkerque, we’d still be floating around Barker’s Asteroid,” Zony said.




Yili sat quietly oblivious, armed with two blasters in matching holsters and working with yet another of her endless supply of gadgets. 




Jason stood and looked out the impressive bay window overlooking Argent’s starboard quarter. “I’m tempted to investigate on my own. If they’d let me keep Perseus and Kingsblade, I would already be putting a plan together. Too bad we blew up all the Sentinels. They’d make pretty good bases for such a mission. I want to know where those missing men and women went.” 




“Well, Jayce is definitely on the short list for Captain, and I’m told her newest mini-bot got a commendation for bravery in action,” Annora said. “Perhaps if she joins us again Perseus will be even stronger.” 




Zony giggled. “I love Jayce’s inventions.” 




“Nobody says we have to go out there and pick a fight, Skipper. All our fighter, paladin and gunship wings are intact,” Moo said. “Second Marines are always ready for action. We can defend ourselves just fine, fleet or no fleet.” 




“Maybe we just go take a look?” Zony asked. “We could be over the target in a couple days. It’s what Skywatch would expect from the Bandit Jacks.” 




“Perhaps,” Jason Hunter said quietly. “Perhaps.” 
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