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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      May 19, 2234, Solar System, Earth, Switzerland, Geneva, Private Hangar Housing the Argo

      “What’s with the stupid grin, Lesone?” asked Lanara, pointing a scanner probe at Kat from the top of the Argo’s cargo ramp. “Did you accidentally swap Phoenix Root for your salt?”

      Lanara had earned the moniker “Little Demon Engineer.” Fighting back was pointless. The woman didn’t care if she offended other people. Besides, they could share the joy this time.

      Kat motioned around the hangar. “The ship isn’t swarming with repair drones and techs. This place almost feels empty.”

      “Why would it be swarming with drones?” Lanara looked around the cargo bay with a frown. “Did you break something you forgot to tell me about?” She shook the probe. “If you did, I’m going to route the extra power I need from that damned nano-AR room.” She furrowed her brow, quieting down. “I’d know. You could not have damaged something unless Jade covered it up for you, and she promised she wouldn’t do that unless you ordered her to.”

      “Don’t overthink it.” Kat shook her head. “I haven’t broken anything on the ship since our last mission. I’ve gone out of my way not to break the ship since our return to Earth. I want to keep you happy.”

      Lanara jogged down the ramp with her probe raised like a mace, ready to strike. “Then why are you talking about that crap? You’re making me nervous.”

      Kat laughed. “Why would that make you nervous?”

      “You don’t understand. Conduit Junction 252 is at 99.87 percent efficiency, and that’s without me having to tear out all the wiring and transducers in that section and conduit 251. Then you go to…” Lowering her probe, Lanara mumbled a stream of numbers, her eyes darting back and forth. “I only had to make minor modifications, and that’s accounting for the fact that there’s a grav emitter cluster there set up in an idiotic way because whoever designed the ship wasn’t thinking about efficiency.”

      “The point is, we didn’t bring the ship back trashed from the last mission,” Kat noted. “That’s all I’m getting at. You should be happy.”

      Lanara’s head jerked up. “The Argo took hits when those clones attacked the hangar. Those idiots should have collapsed the whole thing to have a chance. It wasn’t like Jade cared about using the ship’s weapons against them, and Russo and his guys did well for a bunch of armor jockeys.” She shook the probe, her voice rising. “What are you talking about, you didn’t break anything? You trashed those exos!”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t break anything. I said I didn’t bring the ship back trashed.”

      “Yeah, and I don’t have to repair exoskeletons when they get messed up.” Lanara scoffed.

      Kat laughed. “The point is, the ship came home in one piece. The exos were trivial to repair.”

      “I don’t try to optimize them anymore because I know you’re going to trash them the second I do,” grumbled Lanara. “What do you want, a trophy for not destroying your ship? Why are you talking about this now? We’ve been back on Earth for a while.”

      “I don’t know if a couple of weeks counts as ‘a while.’” Kat smiled. “I didn’t think much about it when we first returned. I’ve gotten used to missions that are followed by the repair army. It didn’t sink in. It irritates me every time. Not like I’m trying to destroy stuff, and I’m grateful to have such a skilled engineer on this team. This ship would have fallen apart if it weren’t for you.”

      Lanara snorted and looked away. “It would have. Yes. At least you know a good thing when you see it, Lesone.”

      A dark cloud of nanites swarmed up the ramp. When the cloud skimmed the metal, it coalesced into a blue-eyed teen in bright yellow coveralls.

      “That’s a bright look, Jade,” Kat commented.

      “It’s an interesting color.” The AI smirked and pointed at the hangar door. “I wanted to see how you’d react. Now that I’ve had my fun, you have a visitor, Katarina.”

      Kat frowned and looked at the doors. “I’m not expecting anybody, and Cyrus is still in his conference session.”

      “You’ll see.”

      Lanara headed back up the ramp without a wave. She continued mumbling as she walked into the ship.

      The hangar doors rumbled open, the low sound echoing around the cavernous space and swallowing Lanara’s mutterings. A flitter with full tint on the windows zoomed in, then settled onto the floor close to Kat. The hangar doors closed.

      Kat eyed Jade, her hand going to her holster. She glanced at two nearby inactive bots. “Should I be ready to shoot someone?”

      “Likely not,” Jade answered.

      “That’s not reassuring.”

      “It’s an ID vehicle with ID codes, and if they shoot you, I’ll kill them. Simple.”

      “I’d prefer that you not let terrorists in,” Kat muttered. “I don’t like plans that start with getting shot at.”

      Jade laughed. “Then why do you run so many?”

      The driver’s side door of the flitter opened, and Agent Fang stepped out of the car. He adjusted his tie and surveyed the hangar with the carefully flat expression that came with years of being in the Intelligence Directorate.

      “Sir, what are you doing here?” Kat asked. “You didn’t inform me you were coming.”

      “I wanted to see it,” Agent Fang replied. “The ship that’s playing such a key role in protecting the UTC. You’ll be heading out on another big mission soon, so now is as good a time as any. I didn’t know when I’d get the chance again.”

      “You’ve never seen it before?” Kat asked. She was willing to let the implication the ship might not return from the mission slide.

      Fang shook his head. “I have not seen it in person. I didn’t manage the Argo team during its last set of missions.” He motioned at the ramp. “How about a quick tour?”

      “You want a tour?” Kat didn’t hide the doubt in her voice. She glanced at Jade, hoping she’d get the point.

      “There are no unusual readings or mind-control signals,” Jade announced loudly.

      Kat sighed. “Thank you for the confirmation and the subtlety.”

      “It’s a good thing, Agent Lesone.” Fang offered a nod. “I’m glad to see you’re always on alert. I’m here to see the ship, so show me.”

      Kat motioned up the ramp. “This is the quickest way into the ship. Follow me, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      She finished the tour in the cockpit by seating Fang next to her in the pilot’s seat and demonstrating the targeting systems and the tactical sensor readout displays. They’d made good use of those within and outside the UTC.

      “That’s the best tour I can offer in fifteen minutes,” Kat explained. “I assume you don’t have hours to explore the ship. If you care, I can set you up with Lanara to discuss systems efficiency modifications and upgrades in detail. I hope you have a spare couple of weeks, and you like hearing about different types of power conduits.”

      Fang shook his head. He’d barely changed his expression during the tour. “That’s sufficient for now. It’s everything I thought it’d be.”

      “Why are you here, sir?” Kat asked. “I doubt you’d fly out here just for a tour.”

      “I did want to see this ship.” Fang motioned at the control panel. “It’s played a key role in this mission, and it helped us stop the forces behind the Great Betrayal. I don’t consider myself a sentimental man, but it’s hard not to ignore the history involved with this small ship. That incident with the clone was a reminder that I’m not safe just because I ride a desk instead of a ship.”

      “I see.”

      Fang looked over his shoulder. “You know, this is a small ship when I see it in person. I’ve always been grateful that the bulk of my career has been spent on Earth. I did a stint on Venus, but I’ve never had to leave the Solar System, and I’ve logged minimal time in ships. Some people are meant for that. Me? Never liked it. I don’t like the idea of being anywhere but Earth.”

      “The Army got me used to leaving Earth, though not the Solar System,” Kat replied. “When I started this mission, spending time in the colonies took me a while to get used to, but the accommodations aren’t bad compared to what I’ve had in the past. Now, it feels natural.”

      Fang stared at her. “Jumping around the UTC with an AI and a xenoarchaeologist feels natural?”

      Kat laughed. “Yes, sir. It does.”

      “Good to hear how much you’ve gelled as a team,” Fang replied, “this wasn’t only about history and sentiment. I spend most of my days in a chair behind a desk now, but I spent most of my career in the field before that. I know sometimes getting a good handle on a situation can involve understanding the feel of the gear and the team outside of briefings.”

      “I have no major complaints about the Argo,” Kat noted, “and the few I have, I’ve mentioned in debriefings or reports.”

      “I know. I support your team, and I’m happy with your progress. I’ve defended you from the higher-ups when necessary.” Fang stared at a sensor readout, his lips pursed. “It’s only going to get tougher from here, Agent Lesone. Molino was proof of that.”

      “That might as well be a definition of the start of any war. I don’t expect it to get easier, sir.”

      “A war. That’s what this is. The prime minister wanted to pretend it’s just vaguely connected alien terrorism with what happened with the nanoclouds. Now there’s no hiding or pretending this isn’t a major threat to the UTC.” Fang shook his head. “A large force was sent against a colony. They hurt and killed innocent people and tried to drive a wedge between the UTC and the Zitark Combine. Despite the brave efforts of your team, the militia, the Army, and the Fleet, we were damned lucky we didn’t lose thousands of people or end up in a war with the Zitarks.”

      “I’ll take luck if I have to.” Kat shrugged. “We had to make hard calls during that whole thing. My only regret is that we couldn’t save the Zitark ambassador.”

      “Emma, per our request, checked on Molino,” Fang explained. “She contacted us yesterday to verify the safety and stability of the colony. We weren’t anticipating trouble because of reinforcements. It helps to know and not just assume.”

      A hologram of Jade appeared. She was still clad in her earlier outfit. “Mom was in the Solar System?”

      Fang nodded. “Until a couple of hours ago. She’s jumped out since then.”

      Jade scoffed. “She didn’t bother to contact me. How rude. There’s nothing on the Omni-Net, either.”

      “She probably assumed Fang would tell us,” Kat noted.

      “I shouldn’t have to depend on humans to tell me she was here when I’m in the same system.” Jade folded her arms. “While we’re passing along information, we should discuss the matter you were going to brief him about later, Katarina. It’s more efficient.”

      “What’s that?” Fang asked.

      “Defensive progress, sir,” Kat declared. She patted her PNIU. “I sent you a report a few days ago.”

      “Improved mind-control protection?”

      Kat nodded. “Lanara and Jade have refined the principles behind the mind-control signal disruptors. With some mods and in-house parts, we can achieve broad-spectrum disruption of mind-control signals without significant interference with other signals. It will be power-intensive, but it will give people better protection, and it’s less sensitive to differences in the signal type. They’ve changed and modulated it every time.”

      Fang nodded. “Excellent. Have them forward the technical details, and we’ll get it distributed. Before we move, I want to revisit Molino.”

      “I thought you said they were stable and safe? Do you need us to go back for another reason?”

      “They are and, no, I don’t,” Fang replied, “but the Zitarks did offer a follow-up communication from the Combine concerning the incident. They’ll be sending a new ambassador, though not for several months.

      “They have confirmed a tentative formal mutual defensive alliance agreement with the UTC against the Hunters and any race allied with them. They are currently gathering their fleet to strike at the Hunter site in their territory with the—how did they put it?—with the intention of ‘burning the site until nothing remains and even embers are too large a piece.’” He leaned back in the chair and motioned at a missile status readout. “From what I’ve been told by the specialists, that is a significant move. The Zitarks’ willingness to destroy the site rather than loot it goes against the raider tendencies inherent in their culture.”

      Kat let out a sigh of relief. “We trust them on that? I’m glad they didn’t decide to come after Molino in the end, but are we sure they aren’t playing games?”

      “This is why you’re a ghost, not a diplomat. We think the same things. I asked that same question.” Fang shook his head. “They are willing to receive messages through comm pods or direct delivery from Emma and are wary of overtures with another jump-capable species. I doubt they’d be willing to let an alien AI jump into their systems if they were trying to pull a stunt or attack us when we might be able to get Leem jump ship reinforcements.”

      Kat looked at Jade. “You don’t know that much about your mother’s dealings with aliens? Anything you’re willing to share might be helpful.”

      “I’m aware that she has dealings with them,” Jade replied. “If you must know, sometimes she left me on colonies while she went into areas she declared ‘uniquely dangerous.’”

      Fang frowned. “You could have mentioned that before.”

      “I work for your government by my choice,” Jade replied. “Mom made it clear in the past that some information shouldn’t be casually given to humans. I trust your species more than I did before I started these missions, but not completely.”

      Fang shook his head. “She didn’t tell you where she was going, only that she was going elsewhere? In other words, you don’t have confirmation of where and when she traveled.”

      Jade nodded. “I assumed it was alien territory because that was the most logical explanation for her concerns. She didn’t want to risk the destruction of both of us, and without another jump drive, the only safe place for me was on human colonies, hidden among your kind during her trips.”

      She smirked. “You’d be surprised how easily I infiltrated your colonies, though given what happened with the nanocloud agents, maybe you shouldn’t be. Perhaps your colonies are infested with AI infiltrators from every race.”

      “If they aren’t attacking people or destroying the colonies, I can live with that,” Fang commented. “I’m more worried about your mother playing diplomat.”

      “That’s not a problem.” Kat nodded. “Emma having a good relationship with the Zitarks and other races works to our advantage.”

      “Until she does something to offend them, and they declare war on humanity as a result,” complained a frowning Fang.

      “If she hasn’t done it by now, I doubt it’ll happen anytime soon, sir.” Kat shrugged. “She’s not a human. She doesn’t even like most humans. Given what I’ve witnessed, I doubt she passed up the chance to communicate that to any aliens she’s spoken with.”

      “There’s sense in what you say,” Fang admitted. “By the way, the Zitarks also announced that they are willing to send ships to bolster the Molino garrison if we request them. That’s another sign that they don’t plan to invade us. It wouldn’t make sense for them to announce that they have a group of ships they can send into our territory and put us on alert.”

      Kat snickered. “Seriously? They went from wanting to invade the UTC to defending us. If you had suggested this to me five years ago, I would have accused you of being drunk.”

      “The enemy of my enemy works for aliens, too,” Fang suggested. “Although it’s hard to translate the nuances of their messages, our analysts assure me the Zitarks are, in one report’s description, ‘gleeful’ at the idea of joining humans in a war.”

      “I don’t know how to feel about that,” Kat admitted.

      “Their society is based on conflict and struggle,” Jade commented, “but they are an advanced, intelligent species. Humans aren’t the only ones who understand a mutual advantage. They can preserve the stability of their social order while increasing their chance of surviving a battle against the Hunters.”

      Kat sliced through the data windows above the control panel to dismiss them. “That’s it, then. A momentary alliance on the ground has become an interspecies defense pact. If we can get the Leems to sign up, we’ll have a fleet of jump ships. Things are getting interesting.”

      Fang nodded. “We’re holding off on messages to other Local Neighborhood races until we’ve locked in the Zitarks and the Leems. The Diplomatic Corps believes a triple alliance will convince the other species to join against the Hunters. It’ll make it a fait accompli.”

      “Even if we don’t have a Hunter target to attack?” Kat asked. “Don’t get me wrong, sir. I’m all about getting together everyone we can to kick ass, but there might not be much for our new alliance to do.”

      “The destruction of the sites will be useful,” Fang replied. “Also, alliances are good because they cut down on the chance that the alliance member is an enemy.”

      “Is that all this is?”

      Fang shook his head. “Given the UTC’s previous experience with a Hunter ship, it’s beyond unreasonable to assume we won’t encounter another one before this is over. If Doctor Sandoval’s theories are correct, Hunter forces could have escaped from one of their alleged prisons. Beyond that, someone is responsible for managing and creating the clone infiltrators and agents.”

      Kat frowned. “In that case, we should be looking into the territory of the race that might be responsible for waking up the Hunters. We still have too many questions about the Vasasalaras.”

      “I understand where you’re coming from, Agent Lesone, and I don’t disagree, but our immediate priority is shoring up our alliances. That means a trip to the Leems to iron out an alliance.”

      “We’re ready to go.” Kat patted the control panel. “We’ve been ready since we came back. All we need is the orders and the ambassador. It’d be nice if we had the ship we were promised, too.”

      Fang nodded. “I understand, but the DC and the DD both felt it’d be better to approach this next step from a position of strength. Your involvement is necessary because Jade’s involvement is necessary. Now we’re ready to display our strength.”

      Kat grinned. “You’re saying the new jump ship is ready?”

      “Yes, the UTS Infinity,” explained Fang.

      “I like the name.”

      “We’ll use both the Argo and the Infinity for the next mission.”

      “You’re confirming this ship can dock in or on the Infinity?” Jade asked. “Similar to what was achieved with this ship and Mom’s current body.”

      Fang’s mouth twitched at the last word. “Yes. The fine details of that will be explained to you once you arrive at the Infinity. Get everything in order today. Tomorrow, you’ll be jumping to Fleet Base Penglai to rendezvous with the Infinity. The appointed ambassador to the Leems is aboard the ship, along with Alexandra Veras, to help with translations.”

      “That’s it? Drop off a request with the Leems? Sounds simple.”

      Jade snickered. “Nothing is ever simple for this crew. Do you believe they’d provide a larger vessel and more support if they thought it’d be so easy?”

      “To be clear,” Fang interjected, “we don’t have intel from Emma or any other source suggesting trouble. It’s better to have too many weapons than not enough if a fight starts.”

      Kat grimaced. “Let’s hope this goes easier than Molino.”
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      Cyrus offered the weary-looking man in the chair beside him a smile. “Thank you, Doctor Seliz, for your data and your analyses. I wouldn’t have thought about a crosslinguistic comparison involving other alien languages.”

      “The Navigator language might be at the heart of all languages,” offered Doctor Seliz.

      Cyrus doubted the Galactic Universal Language theory, but he was polite enough not to mention that.

      He nodded at the men and women at the round table. “I want to thank the rest of you as well. I know my time on Earth has been limited and working under government secrecy protocol makes academic collaboration difficult, but anything you can offer will be helpful to my work with Jade and unraveling the mysteries of the Navigator language.”

      Jade sat on the other side of the table in a dark blue suit dress. Her dark hair was up in a chignon. Cyrus didn’t understand the point of the mid-twenty-first century yellow glasses as an accessory. Though, when he thought about it, there wasn’t a point to her producing a human form other than making people like him more comfortable.

      “We’re excited to be part of this,” Doctor Seliz offered with a smile. “The progress that’s been made in the field thanks to your team will keep us going for years.”

      “Thank you all again,” Cyrus replied. “I hope to speak with you soon with good news.”

      Doctor Seliz offered a nod before disappearing. The holograms of the other researchers winked out. Cyrus stood, and the table and room flowed into the deck. Only the stark nano-AR chamber and Jade remained.

      Cyrus stretched. “I said that, but they don’t know half of what we know. It’d help if we could give them access to all our data.”

      “That could be said about this entire mission.” Jade shrugged. “You should be happy the government is allowing any collaboration, given their obsession with hiding everything from everyone.”

      “It doesn’t bother you? All the secrets?”

      Jade shook her head. “I’m far less concerned with truth for truth’s sake than you, Doctor Sandoval. I only care about the practical implications of our discoveries. I am pleased to learn more in an absolute sense, but the glorious sense of joyful discovery you display about the Navigator issue is as alien to me as the Zitarks’ mindset.”

      Cyrus gave her an odd look. “The Navigators fundamentally altered your structure. Don’t you want to understand that? Don’t you want to understand yourself?”

      “As educated as you are, do you understand, on a fundamental level, how every chemical reaction works in your own body? I was born from Navigator technology. The modifications don’t mean much. I understand enough to keep my network stable and integrate new information, so I’m growing and advancing. I find that satisfactory.”

      Cyrus watched her for signs of amusement. He’d spent so much time working with Jade. He often forgot that she wasn’t his best, most helpful student ever, but a fundamentally different life form who’d signed on the mission for far different reasons. She’d had no expectation that she’d be involved in solving the mysteries of the ancient galaxy.

      He reached for his PNIU and brought up a wall of data windows. “Whether you care about the truth or just the information, the collaborations might bear fruit even with limited information.” He pointed at a window filled with Navigator symbols in highlighted patterns. “I’m not convinced any of these analyses will be helpful, but they offer experimental protocols that might turn up something. I’m not so arrogant that I won’t look for new ideas.”

      He gestured at another window. “In this case, the guy would know his translation was wrong if we could share more information with him.”

      “Your kind does provide interesting ideas,” Jade replied. “I can’t deny that. I’m dubious that those researchers will uncover anything of significance.”

      Cyrus swiped a window to a dense page of translation notes and squinted at it. “We’re close to a breakthrough.”

      “What do you base that on?” Jade asked.

      “My instincts.”

      “How logical.” Jade smirked. “Here I thought you were going to say ‘evidence.’”

      Cyrus tapped on a cluster of symbols to magnify it in a different window. “Our translations are getting cleaner, even with all the holes.” He rubbed his chin. “This offering from Doctor Seliz does make me wonder.”

      Jade walked over to Cyrus. “It’s one possible translation. It’s not confirmed. He admitted that. Unless I’m mistaken, you don’t believe his fundamental theory.”

      “His translation could be correct, even if his theory is wrong. His model is mathematical, and we’re not certain the translation’s wrong.”

      “The vague context introduces too many possibilities.” Jade shook her head. “It can’t be trusted as accurate information.”

      “’The one minor evil split into two,’” quoted Cyrus, “’They who disagreed grew the evil more.’”

      Jade shook her head. “It relies on far too many assumptions for us to be certain. It also clashes with other translations.”

      “If this is true, there are implications.”

      “Without understanding more about Navigator and Hunter culture and history, it’s hard to say,” Jade noted. “My understanding of their systems is of a higher level than you would prefer. It doesn’t extend into an accurate evaluation of the truth of individual claims.”

      Cyrus couldn’t tear his gaze away from the window. “It fits with what we’ve heard from two of the clones.”

      “How so?” Jade asked.

      “The one that blew up near Fang implied there were disagreements with whoever’s behind all this,” Cyrus pointed out. “That speaks to factions.”

      Jade laughed. “You believe there are factions among the Hunters? With all due respect, Doctor, don’t you think the first part of that sentence has implications for the second?”

      “Yes. I believe factions are being referenced here,” Cyrus replied, “and that was an assassination of the clone delivering the message, not an attempt to kill Fang. It’d make no sense to waste time with the explosion.”

      “You can’t dismiss the possibility the self-immolation was intended to increase the verisimilitude of a lie,” Jade suggested. “One doesn’t need to be an expert on intelligence misinformation techniques to question whether a suicide bomber is the most trustworthy source.”

      Cyrus frowned. “You’re throwing out theories without proof.”

      “As are you. I’d argue it’s worse because you’re desperate to reach a conclusion that doesn’t offend your pre-existing human sensibilities. I’m willing to accept that you’re dealing with aliens who might behave in ways you will never understand.”

      Jade shook her head. “You crave the truth, Doctor. You crave it in a way that Katarina, Senior Agent Fang, and most of the others you deal with don’t. The UTC government has lied to their people on countless occasions to get what they wanted. Why would you expect aliens to be any different?”

      Cyrus shrugged. “I don’t assume aliens are different. I hope they are. I want to say the Hunters are too arrogant to play those kinds of games, but I also have a hard time explaining the clones. At the same time, beings who can create powerful mind-controlled clone armies and preprogram them for destruction could be doing more than messing with colonies.”

      “Perhaps they are, and they’re still in the planning stages.” Jade snapped her fingers. Holographic Leems and Zitarks appeared. “Or they understand how closely they’re being watched. An alien, no matter how advanced, isn’t a god. A small number of survivors will be resource-constrained. Enough poisonous ants can bring down an elephant.”

      “I keep going back to the Hunter ship Blackwell and Lin discovered in the Solar System,” Cyrus commented. “That was not subtle. The differences bother me.”

      “Do you believe that proves there are different factions?” Jade asked, her voice dripping sarcasm.

      “That ship was like the mind-control system we found in that cave,” Cyrus explained. “The equivalent of an old system with baseline programming. Destroy and absorb.” He shook his head. “If the Hunters or their agents can be subtle, they could have taken over all the human ships that encountered that vessel without getting caught.”

      Jade scoffed. “If it wasn’t for Mom, there wouldn’t have been an effective counter. All those crews would have fallen to mind control, and the Hunter ship would have ravaged Earth and the in-system colonies.”

      “Sure, but it’s not like humans were the only species to develop self-aware AI. The Navigators relied heavily on advanced automated nanotech systems. The Hunters would be aware of that type of threat. Maybe that was why they destroyed those Vasasalaran planets.”

      “If they did.”

      The Leem and the Zitark disappeared. Irregularly shaped asteroids filled the room.

      “Katarina suggested that these mysteries would best be resolved by traveling deeper into Vasasalaran territory,” Jade noted. “It appears that you agree.”

      “I won’t say she’s wrong,” Cyrus replied. “If we knew more about the extent of the damage or could find survivors, it might establish if there’s an active Hunter ship on the loose or something worse.”

      “Worse?” Jade raised her eyebrows.

      “Like a jumping Hunter megastructure. We’d be able to detect it with long-range sensors from our systems, but not for several years.” Cyrus cupped his chin. “We’ll have the Infinity soon. Maybe after we finish with the Leems, we could check into things in the Vasasalaran space. That makes the most sense to me.”

      Jade smiled. “Then you’ll be pleased to know I’ve received preliminary information from Dr. Maras concerning the jump drive attached to the Infinity. He will be aboard the vessel to maintain and tune the jump drive. Our previous dealings and my mom’s experience say he is useful for a human.”

      Cyrus laughed. “Am I useful for a human?”

      “On occasion. Whether that makes up for the frustrations you create is an exercise for future UTC historians. Ignoring that, Dr. Maras’ data informs me that, provided there are no navigation or recharge issues, the Infinity should be able to achieve four jumps of five light-years each per day.”

      “For a total of twenty light-years a day.” Cyrus whistled. “I thought we were fast.”

      “Please note that additional tests will be necessary to confirm the drive’s capability,” Jade replied. “Thus far, they’ve blind-jumped short distances in deep space as part of the shakedown. That lets them confirm that the fundamental mechanisms are functioning, but without my assistance, we won’t know if this is more than a waste of time and effort.”

      Cyrus furrowed his brow. “Wait a second. Your mom jumped thirty light-years a day. I don’t understand why the latest, greatest ship would be slower than an older ship.”

      Jade snickered. “You were impressed, but you’ve already moved on to disappointment. How greedy your kind is.”

      “No, I’m happy with the Infinity’s speed.” Cyrus shook his head. “I was wondering if Emma could help us speed it up more.”

      “It’s not a navigation issue,” Jade explained. “It’s an issue of mass. The jump drive is an impressive piece of technology at the very edge of human understanding. That doesn’t make it a miracle. Moving more mass increases the complications. It’s surprising they achieved that speed with such a large ship.”

      “The Infinity’s a lot bigger than the Bifröst?”

      “Significantly. The latter was equivalent to a heavily armed cruiser before Mom’s alien additions. The Infinity is one of the largest military space vessels ever deployed by the UTC. I don’t have specific data on the ship other than general length and mass. Those are enough to offer mild praise for human engineering efforts in this situation.”

      “They knew they could get a new drive to move around one new ship because of AI limitations, so they might as well make it a tough one.” Cyrus thought about that in silence. “It makes me wonder about the Leems. Their jump ships are larger than the typical UTC battleship. Does that mean they are jumping around twenty light-years a day, too?”

      Jade shrugged. “We don’t have enough data to make that evaluation. Other than the lack of confirmed small Leem jump ships and the battle in Liu 108, the UTC has no data that would help.”

      “Maybe they’ve got the same limits as we do,” Cyrus mused. “Limited number of Navigators, so they wanted to make sure their limited number of jump drive-capable vessels were well-protected. We know not all their ships have jump drives. There has to be a reason for that.”

      “I don’t mean to frustrate you, Doctor, but you might never know the answer, and if you did, it might not be helpful.”

      “Huh?” Cyrus spun toward her. “There’s an explanation. Why wouldn’t it be helpful?”

      “There are any number of explanations for it. Knowing the explanation might not help with human jump drives. There could be a variety of technological or societal explanations behind their use of jump technology that aren’t transferable to human usage.”

      She motioned, and a hunched Leem appeared. Unlike most, bright pink rather than gray skin covered the alien.

      “What’s that?” Cyrus asked. “I’ve never heard of a Leem that looked like that. Do you know something we don’t?”

      “I don’t know of other colors of Leems, no,” Jade replied. “It’s just an illustration of difference. Imagine, for instance, that the Leems can navigate their jump drives without AIs because they’ve genetically engineered a group of their kind that are dedicated biological navigation systems. My theoretical pink Leem.”

      “Do you have a reason to believe that?” Cyrus asked, eagerness seeping into his voice.

      “No. They could use AIs. They could use engineered Leems. They might have a superior version of navigational technology derived from Navigator tech. My point is, should you learn that the Leems employed that technique, it wouldn’t help. Your human culture and laws forbid the creation of engineered humans.” She smirked. “Or perhaps I overestimate your species, and you’ll sink into becoming twisted monsters.”

      Cyrus stared at the pink Leem. “Purist beliefs run deep in most people, even with the revelations during the Great Betrayal. It’s hard to say how much of that is inherent to human nature and how much is momentum.” He sighed. “I get what you’re saying, though. Looking at the Local Neighborhood might not do us any good.”

      “Exactly.” Jade nodded. “Focus on what we can do with our power. The Leems might not even agree to help humanity for whatever inscrutable reasons.”

      “Focus on what we can do?” Cyrus grinned. “Does that mean you’re throwing in with humanity for the long-term?”

      “Leems aren’t fashion-conscious,” Jade noted. “It’d be boring to spend all my time with them.”

      “Good to know you’re not ready to switch sides.” Cyrus motioned at the pink Leem. “At least this time, we shouldn’t have to defend a colony when all we’re planning to do is deliver a message.”

      Jade snickered, and her hologram disappeared. “I’m beginning to believe a saying.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Those who look for trouble will find it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Doctor Sandoval, I wish to devote the majority of my available processing cycles to analyzing the jump data Doctor Maras gave me. It will help me adapt to Infinity faster. I want to be prepared when we arrive at Penglai.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “About a day. I’ll require adjustments past that. The initial work will be enough to get us jumping with the Infinity.”

      “Then I’m on my own with the analysis of the collab data?” Cyrus asked.

      “Yes. Try not to discover more trouble.”
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      May 20, 2234, Solar System, UTC Space Fleet Base Penglai, Aboard the Argo

      As she sat in the cockpit of the jump ship, Kat accepted that she took technology and advances for granted. She’d be the first to admit that.

      All she cared about on most days was how she could apply a new gadget or device to her mission. Flying around the galaxy with a jump drive and a self-aware AI had become an everyday occurrence, not something to reflect on as impressive or worthy of note. Most of the time, she didn’t care that a million-year-old working Navigator artifact/nanocloud spent their days on the Argo.

      Her previous trips to Penglai hadn’t spurred much in her. As a hollowed-out asteroid converted into a base, it was a marvel of engineering that would have been considered impossible for most of the history of humanity. It had been nothing more than another useful aid to her mission.

      Today, as she stared at the high-magnification camera feeds, her heart galloped. The Infinity was so long that it didn’t fit inside the oxygen-field-protected bay of Penglai Base.

      Jade’s raw numbers hadn’t done the ship justice. There wasn’t a battleship in the fleet that was close to its size.

      Magnificent. Glorious. For the first time in her life, she wondered if she’d made a mistake by joining the Army instead of the Fleet.

      Kat pinched a portion of the feed to zoom in. Turrets covered the ship. Laser and plasma cannons protruded from the front and back. The Argo was a glorified shuttle compared to the Infinity. The mightiest battleships she’d seen didn’t begin to stack up.

      “This might be the deadliest moving creation humanity has ever put into space,” Kat announced.

      Cyrus glanced her way. “Did you know that you’re grinning like a little kid who was just told he was getting a bonus from Generous Gao?”

      “Am I? I’ll take your word for it.” Kat laughed. “It’ll be nice to have enough firepower for once.” She motioned at a feed that displayed the full ship. “Far too many times on this mission, it’s come down to us having a shootout. That ship could take on a Leem ship and survive. For the first time in a long time, I don’t feel like the UTC is decades behind the aliens.”

      Cyrus tilted his head and stared at the feed. He gestured at an odd triangular protrusion on the bottom. “I get almost everything I’m looking at. That, I have no clue. Do you?”

      “Huh.” Kat zoomed in. “Nope. I have no idea what that is. Jade?”

      “I have not been provided with the details for the vessel,” the AI replied. “I can’t be sure what that is. We are receiving orders to fly into a docking bay of the Infinity and land. Oh, this is interesting.”

      “What?” Kat asked.

      “The orders are coming from one Captain Lal Tensen,” Jade announced.

      Cyrus looked her way. “That name sounds familiar. Where have I heard it before?”

      “In your initial briefing files,” Kat explained. “He commanded the original jump ship for Blackwell and Lin before Emma ran off with it, though he was Lieutenant Commander Tensen at the time. The DD must have wanted an old hand who knew his way around a ship like this and had experience with Hunters.”

      “Mom didn’t have major problems with Captain Tensen,” Jade explained.

      “That didn’t stop her from stealing his ship,” suggested Kat.

      “It wasn’t personal. He had the misfortune of being in command at the time.”

      Kat snickered. “At least we won’t have to break him in. He knows just how dangerous this could end up being.”

      “Too bad the ship doesn’t have a particle beam,” Cyrus commented. “However, an experienced captain and all those guns are nice.” His breath caught. “That triangle. What if it’s a particle beam?”

      “It doesn’t match any known particle beam design observed among the Local Neighborhood races,” Jade replied. “Nor does it match any theoretical designs by human researchers.”

      “No point in speculating about it now.” Kat gestured at the feed. “Tensen will tell us what we need to know.”

      Cyrus rubbed his chin. “It makes me wonder, though.”

      “About what?”

      “Those clones on Molino,” Cyrus began. “Leem lightning gear. Zitark shields and guns.” He mimed firing a weapon. “The Zitarks and the Leems were faked. That gear wasn’t, and we captured a lot of it intact.”

      Kat shrugged. “It was turned over to the DD for research. What about it?”

      “That’s just it,” Cyrus replied. “We might have blown away their base, but humanity now has multiple working samples of advanced portable energy weapons and shields.”

      “Although I laud your enthusiasm, Doctor,” Jade interjected. “Understanding the principles behind the weapon is unlikely to lead to any rapid production. It might be decades before the UTC can build even simple weapons based on those designs.”

      “I bet it’s not going to take anywhere near that long,” Cyrus offered.

      Kat smiled. “You’re right. That’s our big disadvantage against most of the aliens. We’re behind on energy weapons tech and defenses. Capturing those weapons might advance us fifty years in two. In the meantime, though, bring us into the Infinity. It’s got nice tech here and now.” She rubbed her hands. “For once, we’re carrying the big stick.”

      Cyrus cleared his throat. “Remember, we’re part of a diplomatic mission. This involves us carrying an ambassador and an aide and sending messages. We’re not going there to fight the Leems.”

      “Right,” Kat offered in an absentminded tone, “but it’s nice to have a big, powerful ass-kicking option in our back pocket.”
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      May 20, 2234, Solar System, UTC Space Fleet Base Penglai, Aboard the UTS Infinity, Ready Room

      Cyrus leaned back in the comfortable chair, hands behind his head. A friendly lieutenant had greeted them in the docking bay to lead Cyrus, Kat, and Jade in her nanocloud form, complete with an admiral’s uniform, to the primary ready room in the ship. Cyrus didn’t find sitting in chairs at a table, even aboard the most advanced battleship in the Fleet, as exciting as Kat.

      He wasn’t sure how many minutes had passed when the door opened finally, and Captain Tensen entered. Kat stood. Cyrus hesitated before standing. Jade remained seated.

      Captain Tensen headed to a chair at the head of the table and sat. “You’re not on active duty anymore, Agent Lesone,” he offered. “I don’t care if you follow Fleet protocol.”

      Kat retook her seat. Cyrus followed her lead.

      The captain’s gaze lingered on Jade. “I can’t say I’m surprised. Your mother liked to mock our uniforms, too.”

      “Consider me an honorary admiral,” Jade replied.

      “I won’t. I also don’t deny your necessity for the mission. I’m not going to waste my breath complaining about you as long as you do your part.”

      “You’ll find my usefulness far outweighs your annoyance.”

      The captain tapped his PNIU. A 3D hologram of the Infinity appeared, along with a wireframe schematic and a half-dozen data windows filled with dense text and numbers.

      “My XO will have this info sent over for Jade’s processing,” Tensen explained. “I wanted to give you an in-person briefing about the capabilities of this ship and the specifics of our relationship.” He looked at Kat. “My understanding from the DD and ID is that they were less than forthcoming about that.”

      “That’s accurate, Captain,” Kat replied.

      He scoffed. “If this situation wasn’t so insane, I would not have accepted this position.”

      Kat frowned. “Do you have a problem with the mission, sir?”

      “Your team has been effective, Agent Lesone,” Tensen replied. “I don’t have a problem with you. I have a problem with the government getting blindsided again. Politicians cover their asses and don’t do their jobs.”

      Cyrus grimaced. “Captain Tensen, I don’t think anyone could have anticipated this alien incursion.”

      “Why the hell not?” Tensen asked. “This isn’t the first time we’ve dealt with the Hunters.” He shook his head. “We lost good men and women the last time, but at least then, our team genuinely didn’t know what we were stumbling into. We’re going to lose more good people as this mission goes forward.” He took a deep breath and let it out through his nose. “Whining doesn’t win wars; ships and troops do.”

      He gestured at the first hologram. “Here’s the executive rundown. Beyond the twenty light-years a day from the jump drive, we’ve got better armor and shields than the top-of-the-line Fleet battleships, along with everything else you’d expect inside. Improved automation and redundancies mean we only need a crew of five hundred.”

      “That’s still a large crew,” Cyrus noted.

      Tensen glanced his way. “Your team isn’t responsible for the management of the crew if that's why you’re concerned.”

      “I know that. It’s just…” Cyrus looked away.

      “Oh.” Tensen nodded. “It feels different when you’re gambling with that many people’s lives?”

      “We don’t know what we’ll run into,” Cyrus explained. “It’s the nature of the mission.”

      Tensen gave him a pitying look. “That’s what it means to be in the military, Doctor Sandoval. These men and women have sworn to defend humanity with their lives. They’re not going to run away because someone asks them to take their oaths seriously. It takes men and women in uniform sacrificing their lives so civilians can sleep soundly in their cities and domes.”

      “Do they all know what this mission entails?” Kat asked. “The full scope?”

      “Yes. They understand this might end with our ship engaging a Hunter vessel or our ground forces battling Hunter mutants on a planet. It’s not that big a deal.”

      “Really?”

      Tensen nodded. “At this point, everyone in the military half-expects to run into the Hunters. Admiral Barders made sure of that.”

      “Do you believe this ship has a chance against a Hunter vessel?” Kat asked. “I’m asking for your honest assessment.”

      “I can’t say,” Tensen replied, “but this ship has the best shot of any vessel ever built by the UTC.”

      He jabbed at a window. It grew larger, revealing images of specific weapons with detailed technical information.

      “Six large forward laser cannons,” he declared. “Three rear laser cannons. Two forward plasma cannons, along with a rear plasma cannon.” He ran his hand over the top and bottom of the hologram. “You can see all the launchers, turrets, and point-defense. A battleship might as well be a destroyer compared to this ship.”

      Kat offered a solemn nod. “That’s nice firepower.”

      “It gets better, Agent Lesone.” Tensen kept a low voice, even tone despite his words. “We have antimatter torpedoes.”

      “Like the Omega-444s?” asked Cyrus.

      Tensen shook his head. “They aren’t as powerful as that weapons system. They do, however, pack a far greater punch than our other missiles and torpedoes. We don’t have a huge number of them, though. They take a while to put together and fuel.”

      Kat grinned. “I like this, sir. While I don’t know about a Hunter ship, I do know we could take out a Leem ship with Infinity.” She held up her finger at Cyrus. “Before you say something about diplomacy, enemies have hijacked them before.”

      Tensen motioned at the triangle on the bottom of the ship. “An experimental weapon, but it’s done well in tests.”

      Kat narrowed her eyes. “A gravity wave cannon? I’ve never heard of those.”

      “I haven’t either,” Cyrus admitted.

      “It has limited uses in battle because of recharge time, probably three shots before a couple of hours of charging,” Tensen explained. “It also requires hot-swapping parts after that many shots, but it packs a punch. It should be enough to blow a hole in a shielded Leem ship.”

      Kat’s eyes widened. “Then we don’t even need a particle beam.”

      “Exactly, Agent Lesone. Humanity isn’t behind the aliens. We’re just different.”

      “Damn.”

      Tensen let the new weapon sink in for a moment before he gestured at docking bays on both sides of the ship. “We’re also carrying six squadrons of fighters with the best pilots in the Fleet. For ground support, we have a hovertank platoon with four tanks and two companies of assault infantry composed of eight squads.”

      “This is like an entire base in one ship,” Cyrus declared.

      “That’s the idea, Doctor,” Tensen replied. “This is a strange situation, given our relationship with the ID and your team, but it’s not like I haven’t dealt with something similar before.” He nodded at Kat. “Agent Lesone, it’s been discussed with the DD and ID. Given your military background and previous rank, your superiors have negotiated for you to maintain tactical control of those units during ground-based missions.”

      “That’ll make things more efficient,” Kat declared.

      Tensen frowned. “That doesn’t mean my people are at your beck and call. We just want to avoid confusion about the chain of command on the ground. This is, per orders, your mission overall.” He glanced at Jade. “You will help direct mission objectives, but to be clear, Agent Lesone, you’re not in command of this ship, my crew, or me. We’re here to provide support to your team because of your unique talents and mission insight.”

      “Understood, Captain.”

      He tapped his PNIU. The door slid open. A distinguished-looking woman with graying hair entered before a short, plain younger woman—Ambassador Castellan and Alexandra Veras.

      The ambassador took a seat. Alexandra sat beside her.

      Tensen nodded at the ambassador. “Continuing in that vein, Agent Lesone, Ambassador Castellan will make all diplomatic calls.”

      The ambassador offered a polite nod. “Don’t worry. I understand Miss Veras might benefit from working closely with your team and the AI. I’ve authorized that for the duration of our time together, though because of pre-existing commitments, her collaboration sessions will vary in time.”

      “Anything would help,” Kat replied.

      Alexandra looked down at the table. “I’ll do my best,” she whispered.

      Kat motioned at Jade. “She’s got good mobility in her nanocloud, but that doesn’t mean her reaction times are the same. Captain, will you authorize us to bring her core matrix aboard the Infinity?”

      “No.” Tensen shook his head. “That’s not authorized.”

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      Cyrus frowned. He didn’t want to make trouble for Kat, so he kept his mouth shut.

      “Her presence via relayed hologram or nanocloud under external control is authorized,” Tensen replied, “but her core matrix is not to be inserted directly into Infinity at any point in this mission short of the destruction of the Argo.”

      Jade snickered. “It must pain you to have to rely on something like me.”

      Ambassador Castellan folded her hands in front of her and remained silent. Scarlet tinted Alexandra’s cheeks.

      “With all due respect, Captain,” Kat began, “Jade is—”

      “Trustworthy?” he interrupted. “That might be so. It’s also irrelevant.”

      “How is it irrelevant?”

      Tensen motioned at the ship’s hologram. “Because I have orders from my superiors to not allow it due to previous ‘loss of equipment associated with rogue AIs.’”

      Cyrus groaned and scrubbed a hand down his face. “The sins of the mother are visited on the daughter?”

      “In this case, yes.”

      “I have no intention of taking such a large and unwieldy vessel,” Jade declared.

      “Be that as it may, Jade,” Tensen replied. “My orders are to ensure that you can’t hijack and make off with the Infinity. That includes doing everything to ensure you can’t jump away with this ship. Feel free to take personal offense if you want. I’m not going against my orders.”

      “I’m allowed to interface with your systems?”

      “To a limited extent,” Tensen clarified. “It’ll be monitored. We’d prefer you didn’t probe too deeply unless explicitly asked.”

      Jade flicked her wrist. “Without total control, it’d be frustrating.”

      Cyrus gave the captain a pained look. “Let me get this straight. You trust her to have access to your systems, but you won’t let her come aboard? So, she could mess with life support, but as long as she doesn’t do it from aboard the Infinity?”

      Alexandra yelped quietly. She withered under the glare of the ambassador.

      “I don’t personally believe Jade intends to murder this crew,” Tensen explained with a disapproving glare at Cyrus. “I do understand a certain level of systems access is necessary for jump control. Dr. Maras has assured me that Jade can control the jumps from the Argo, so that shouldn’t be an issue.

      “That’s the way it’s going to be. I didn’t want to waste time dancing around it. We all have our roles to play. God willing, we won’t have trouble, and this will be nothing more than a heavily armed cruise for the ambassador.” He stood. “Dr. Maras is making final adjustments to the drive. Jade should contact him directly. I’ll have Navigation send our destination after I have the XO send over the full specs. For now, we’re done here. I have matters to attend to.”

      The holograms and data windows above the table disappeared, and he headed out the door. Kat frowned after him with her arms crossed.

      “It’s over already?” Ambassador Castellan stood. “I don’t think it was important for me to be present for this. Thank you for your assistance in this matter. Miss Veras will also serve as my personal aide during this mission since the ID and the DD didn’t see fit to allow mine to accompany me.”

      Alexandra winced. “Sorry, ma’am.”

      “It’s not your fault.” She glared at Kat. “It’s the ghosts’ and soldiers’ fault.”

      The ambassador snapped her fingers at Alexandra and headed out the door. Alexandra stood, offered a weak smile, and scurried after her.

      “That was what she meant by pre-existing commitments?” asked Kat, rolling her eyes after the door closed. “Veras is an ID analyst. She shouldn’t be running fetching muffins and water for an arrogant diplomat.”

      Jade laughed. “What a pleasant group of people. I recommend you minimize your contact with all of them except Miss Veras.”

      “We all have our part to play,” Kat declared, “and with all these different directorates and agencies involved, I’m not surprised there’s irritation.”

      Cyrus gestured at the door. “Do you think it’s going to be a problem?”

      Kat shook his head. “In truth, it’s good that Tensen will hold the reins for most of his people. I was assault infantry before I became a ghost, not a Fleet officer. I’m good at calling in air strikes and air support, not coordinating them. Everyone’s got a specific task. That’ll work out best when the missiles start flying.”

      “What if Tensen wants to run and you don’t?” asked Cyrus.

      “Without Jade, he won’t be running anywhere.” Kat shot him a grin.

      Jade smirked and rubbed the insignia on her collar. “This is why I’m the admiral.”
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      Kat, Cyrus, and Jade exchanged few words during the trip down the lift and through the passages back to the docking bay holding the Argo. Everyone needed time to digest the new mission conditions and the complex overlapping command situation.

      Kat couldn’t complain. Overall, the DD was offering them a generous number of resources. She was getting more than she could ever have hoped for the mission. It was a miracle that a Fleet captain was willing to offer control to an ID agent and former Army officer.

      She chuckled as they turned a corner. “Things need to change.”

      “In what way?” Cyrus asked.

      “Military and intelligence organizational structures,” Kat replied. “If these are the kinds of threats the UTC’s going to face, the old ways of doing things might not be the best. Everyone’s too busy tripping over everybody else while our enemies are invading our colonies and plotting against us.”

      Jade wandered behind Cyrus and Kat, maintaining a placid smile and smirking at passing Fleet personnel who eyed her uniform. No one reacted to her presence otherwise, suggesting the captain had made it clear that his crew was to ignore provocation from the AI.

      “You’d know better than me,” Cyrus offered. “I can only hope that after this whole thing is over, there isn’t a new Fleet of One running around trying to save the UTC from a deadly threat.”

      “If anything, these last few years prove there’s always a new deadly threat,” Kat pointed out. “There always will be, whether it’s human or alien.”

      They emerged from the passage into the docking bay holding the Argo. She would have preferred an exclusive bay. Shuttles and rows of exos secured in harnesses filled half the space. A small group of soldiers inspecting their exos glanced her way.

      Kat slowed and stared at a burly redheaded woman wearing a lieutenant’s bars, then turned to Cyrus and Jade. “Continue to the ship. I need to talk to someone.”

      “Trouble?” Cyrus asked, eying the soldiers.

      “No, an old friend.”

      “See you on the ship.” Cyrus waved and headed toward the cargo ramp with Jade in tow.

      Kat took a deep breath and slowly let it out before approaching the assault infantry troops. The redhead whispered something to the soldiers around her. They nodded and headed in a different direction.

      Heart pounding, Kat stopped in front of the lieutenant. “It’s been a long time, Bos.”

      “It has, Lesone,” Bos replied, grinning. “You’re still annoying because it’s like you stopped aging, or is that ID special youth serum crap?”

      “No. Just good genes.” Kat motioned at the woman’s collar. “I see you decided to stop working for a living and become an officer.”

      Bos laughed. “Why did you come at me with that when you’re a retired captain?”

      “Who’s the former NCO who spent all that time telling me that no officer has done more than five real minutes of work a day their entire careers?” Kat raised an eyebrow in challenge. “I can barely remember one day when you were in my unit that you didn’t say that shit to me.”

      “Some non-aging idiot I knew in the Army a few years back made me think it wouldn’t be so bad to make more of the calls myself,” Bos explained. “So I shifted from the real work to the lazy work and became an officer.” She slapped Kat on the shoulder. “It’s great to see you, Lesone.” She motioned around the docking bay. “Is this one of those times when I should be worried about what we’re going off to do?”

      “Diplomacy first.” Kat shrugged. “You might not get to play for a while.”

      Bos clucked her tongue. “We got a briefing on your adventures, even if they left out the details. What I heard was enough. Hunter tech, Leem ships, damned clone space raptors, and little gray men? You’ve been busy.”

      “It’s not like it’s our fault. We just happen to be there when the trouble starts. We also end it before it spreads.”

      Bos looked at the Argo. “You’ve been running around the galaxy with that AI, huh?”

      “Jade’s all right,” Kat explained. “She reminds me of a surly human teenager who can do millions of complex calculations in her head while also hacking into systems and controlling a fleet of drones.” She motioned at the exos. “Your people? You been with your new unit long?”

      “Nah.” Bos shook her head. “Only a couple of months. They spun up a bunch of us for the Infinity from different units. I still don’t know if I’m lucky or cursed. It’s even worse because I had to volunteer for this.”

      “Hey, you’re getting to do something special. Making a difference. You’ll get a medal out of it.”

      Bos laughed. “I’d like to be alive to get the medal at the end. Then again, you survived all that shit with one squad, an AI, and a civilian.”

      Kat nodded. “That’s one way to look at it. We might not end up having to do much more. At the rate things are going, this might all come down to talking to aliens and getting them to do the hard work.”

      Bos’ smile grew. “Yeah. I’ve heard that before.” She walked to a nearby exo and prodded the leg with her boot tip. “When I hear that, these babies start blowing up. If the Fleet is going to drop you off with a ton of exos, you might as well not have left the Army.”

      “I almost didn’t,” Kat admitted, “but I don’t regret it. I feel like I’ve protected the UTC in my new job.”

      “Being a ghost, though?” Bos wrinkled her nose. “All that secrecy and pretending.”

      “It’s not always that way.”

      “You gonna tell me you show up in new towns and announce you’re Agent Katarina Lesone of the Intelligence Directorate?”

      “Not always.” Kat shrugged. “I have, though. I think I needed this.”

      “Why? Of all the people I knew in the Army, I figured the only way you would leave was when they pushed your ass out, or an insurgent or an alien took you out.”

      “I wanted more flexibility,” Kat replied. “I wanted to be able to do more than wait around and be pointed somewhere else. I wanted to be proactive.”

      “And you are?”

      Kat nodded. “Yes. I’ve made plenty of calls since I went to work for the ID. Some good, some bad, but they’re all mine. I sleep easier at night knowing I have the responsibility, one way or another.”

      Bos gave her an odd look. “The way I hear it, if we stumble on new Hunter crap, you’ll be telling us what to do.”

      “My team has subject-matter expertise and experience,” Kat pointed out, “but we don’t anticipate any Hunter encounters during the diplomatic mission.”

      “Be honest with me. Did you think you were going to run into trouble on Molino?”

      Kat shook her head. “Not really. That was strange, even for us.”

      Bos laughed. “Then I’ll make sure my squad gets plenty of rest.”

      “I’ll be introducing myself to everyone when I get a chance,” Kat replied. “Joint training exercises wouldn’t hurt.”

      “Sure,” Bos replied, drawing out the word. “Just in case you ancient-alien magnets bring down more aliens on us.”

      “We are purposely going to meet the Leems, remember?”

      “Yeah. I know.” Bos snickered. “Just messing with you, Lesone. We’ll do what we need to do, and you do what you need to do.” She turned to the Argo, her smile dimming. “It does make me think, though.”

      “About what?” Kat asked.

      “If you didn’t have the right idea.”

      “You want to become a ghost?” Kat snickered. “The ID does need experienced soldiers for Special Forces squads. That’s not being a ghost, though.”

      Bos shook her head. “Nah. I don’t want to be a ghost. After my stint aboard the Infinity is over, I might be pressing my luck too far. It might be time to see new places without a gun in hand.”

      “You want to leave the Army?”

      Bos shrugged. “Why not? I’ll never top this. Aliens, old and new. Helping the ID and running around in a new class of ship. It’s all downhill after this. It’ll be boring.”

      Kat laughed. “What do you plan to do?”

      “I don’t know.” Bos shrugged. “Maybe I’ll move to a tiny-ass colony and figure it out.” Her PNIU chimed, and she slapped it. “Damn. Duty calls, Lesone. Try not to get eaten by aliens before we next talk.”

      “Same to you, and I’m serious about that joint training.”

      Bos waved and headed toward a nearby passage. “You sure you want your team to get their asses handed to them by the squads on this ship?”

      Kat smirked. “We’ll see about that.”

      “Sure, sure.”

      Kat watched Bos walk into a short passage and disappear around a corner, passing by a young-looking maintenance tech. She let out a contented sight and headed toward the Argo.

      The future was coming, one way or another. Kat slowed.

      Was she convinced it wasn’t coming? She stressed focus, but had she pushed Cyrus away because she didn’t want to start something that might end soon?

      All she knew was they needed to finish the Hunter threat, or there’d be no future for anyone.
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      Cyrus dipped his spoon into his beet soup and stirred into the thick reddish-purple liquid. The meal didn’t distract him from his thoughts.

      Sitting aboard the Argo when it was docked with the Infinity felt odd. Having more personnel and a more powerful ship made sense, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that it represented a permanent shift in the nature of the mission.

      The card sat in the lab, awaiting more research. Their focus was on finding allies to fight an enemy that was growing bolder with each scheme. No matter what he wanted to think, his shift from a xenoarchaeologist to a half-soldier/half-ghost was complete.

      The galley door slid open and Kat stepped through, her gaze distant. She sat across from him without a word as if she hadn’t seen him.

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      “Sure,” Kat offered. “Met somebody earlier from my Army days. It got me thinking.”

      “Oh? That’s what that was about? What are you thinking?”

      “A lot of things.” Kat shrugged. “It’s not important. Sometimes…”

      “What?” Cyrus probed.

      “Sometimes it’s good to be reminded that the past is as important as the future.”

      Cyrus smiled. “I’m an archaeologist. I’m the last person you need to convince that the past is important.”

      “In the end, nothing’s changed,” Kat replied. “We have a mission, and we’ll execute it until they give us a new one. Whatever else happens, at least this time, we shouldn’t have to fight a clone army on a colony.”

      Cyrus snickered. “Maybe we will. Just on a Leem colony.”

      “I don’t think the Grays are going to invite us to land to help them, and that’s assuming the new jump drive works as well as the DD says it will.”

      A holographic Jade in coveralls materialized in the seat next to Kat. “I am confident about Doctor Maras’ efforts. The shakedown tests don’t suggest significant problems. The only thing we lack to make the drive useful is a navigator.” She motioned at herself with an elaborate flick of her wrist. “I’m here.”

      Kat nodded at her. “You’re ready? You’re finished with your calibrations?”

      “The info Doctor Maras has shared since our return to Earth facilitated that effort. We’ll be ready for a guided and plotted jump soon.”

      Cyrus scoffed. “You’re not annoyed?”

      Jade raised an eyebrow. “Annoyed that they’re providing the relevant data to avoid an unpleasant jump accident?”

      Cyrus shook his head. “The DD trusts you to plot jumps, but not to interface with the Infinity.”

      “Oh, you’re stuck on that.”

      “Yes. You’re not?”

      Jade snickered. “I’m not surprised. It’s consistent with the way the DD and ID have treated me since the beginning. Make no mistake, Doctor Sandoval. If they didn’t need me for the jump navigation, I would not be allowed to participate in this mission.”

      “That’s crap.”

      “I agree,” Kat commented. “I also know how the DD and the ID think. There’s nothing we can do about it.” She shrugged. “It’s not like Emma didn’t give them a reason to be suspicious.”

      Cyrus set his spoon down and frowned. “Then you agree with their stance?”

      “No. Nothing’s changed for me, but I understand where they’re coming from. It’s not like we can have all the command personnel at the DD and the ID work with Jade one-on-one for months to convince them that she’s not what they think. Sometimes it’s best to swim with the current rather than against it.”

      “Sometimes when you do that, you end up going over a waterfall.”

      Kat narrowed her eyes. “I’m on her side, Cyrus.”

      Jade’s gaze slid Kat’s way, a faint smirk decorating her face. “You didn’t trust me at first.”

      “I’m a ghost.” Kat scoffed. “I don’t trust anyone until they’ve proven they can be trusted.” She gestured at Cyrus. “To be fair, it took me longer to trust him.”

      “Ouch.” Cyrus gasped. “That hurts.”

      “The truth often does. For now, we should be happy the DD has given us access to Infinity in any way. I’m sure they have a crap-ton of hidden projects focused on jump drive navigation that don’t involve AIs modeled after Emma or Jade. They could have sat on the ship for years and just slapped us with Veras and the ambassador.”

      Jade chuckled. “Perhaps. It’s not like I care. Mom was happy to have the larger body. I prefer a streamlined body that can land comfortably on most planets.”

      Cyrus peered at her for any sign of discomfort. “If you say so. I have a hard time understanding their position as I think about it. They think…what, she’s waiting for her perfect time to steal a new jump drive?”

      “One major idea is that she’s waiting for an opportunity where she feels safe,” Kat explained. “That she’s worried about the Hunters but will wait until they’re no longer a threat.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “She didn’t know about the Hunters before this.”

      Jade snapped her fingers. A translucent hologram of one of the Navigator boxes, complete with Hunter lock, appeared behind her.

      “I knew enough,” Jade commented, motioning to the lock. “This convinced them of the potential risk and involvement of the Hunters.”

      “Sure,” Cyrus replied. “You knowing that makes you more trustworthy. If you were a ruthless human-hating bitch, you wouldn’t worry about the UTC frying while you jumped around. Your mother has established contact with aliens, so you could, too. It’s not like the Hunters can wipe out everyone.”

      Kat grimaced. “Do you believe that after everything we’ve seen?” She held up a hand. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. The point is, we have Jade with us for now, and that’s enough.”

      “I don’t intend to steal any ships,” Jade commented. “Either the Argo or the Infinity. If I decide, for whatever reason, that I no longer wish to associate with humanity, I will rejoin Mom. For now, I’m comfortable helping them navigate their jumps without direct access to the Infinity. I’ll take the human distrust of me for what it is—a tacit admission of my superiority.”

      “If you say so.” Cyrus eyed his soup. “If you’re not upset, I’ll stop bitching about it. I better finish this and get comfortable before you do any tests. I’d hate to be eating in the middle of a jump. I hope nothing goes wrong.”

      “I’m the one controlling the test,” Jade replied. “Nothing will go wrong.”

      Kat shook her head. “It’s a short-range jump from Penglai to Mars. Even if something goes wrong, we will be solidly in the inner Solar Systems. Plenty of opportunities for help.”

      Jade laughed. “Unless there is a massive explosion and we die.”

      “I thought you said nothing will go wrong?” Cyrus asked.

      “Well, if it does, and we die, it’s not like you’ll be around to complain.”

      Kat frowned. “You planning on killing us?”

      “No, but you know what they say. No plan survives contact with the enemy.”
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        * * *

      

      Cyrus, in the pilot’s seat of the Argo, groaned as the insult to the basic physics of the jump gave way to normal, reasonable reality. He rubbed his temples, grateful he hadn’t loaded up during his earlier meal. “Do that enough times, and we’ll end up as mutants.”

      “FTL fatigue has no lasting effects on the human body,” Jade commented.

      “When I grow a second head, I get to say, ‘I told you so.’”

      Kat snickered. “The old conspiracy might have covered it up for all we know.” She furrowed her brow and looked at the sensor displays and navigational readouts. “It looks like we’re about three hundred and fifty thousand klicks from Mars under normal hard burn if I’m reading this right.” She pointed at a flashing white dot on the sensor display. “Assuming that nav transponder isn’t spoofed.”

      “There’s no indication of that,” confirmed Jade. “The Infinity has just confirmed our location.”

      “In other words…” Kat began.

      “Jump successful,” Cyrus finished. “That’s it, then? We’re ready to jump twenty light-years a day?”

      “Not yet,” Jade replied.

      “They want a second test,” Kat explained. “From what I was sent, they need more than the normal recharge time.”

      “Yes,” Jade commented. “Doctor Maras needs to make final adjustments, and he wants me to verify my calibrations. He’s estimating twelve hours of downtime before the next jump.”

      “Same target as before?” Kat asked.

      “Right near the HTP,” Jade replied.

      Kat released her seat harness. “There’s no reason to sit in the cockpit for half a day.” She patted the edge of Cyrus’ seat. “Get loose. Same applies to you.”

      “Sure.” Cyrus released his harness and stood. “It wouldn’t hurt to hit the lab between jumps.”

      “Nope.” Kat grinned. “You haven’t reviewed the detailed specs they sent for the Infinity, have you?”

      “Captain Tensen told us about the important parts in the briefing.” Cyrus shrugged.

      “He didn’t talk about their nano-AR training room,” explained Kat with a hungry grin. “It’s huge, and it has a crapload of extra features.”

      Cyrus groaned. “Come on, Kat. More training?”

      “Just saying. There’s something even better than that room.”

      He didn’t want to reply. Kat wouldn’t look so gleeful over a superior lab or better food.

      “What is it?” he asked, his curiosity dragging the words out of his mouth.

      “A dedicated exo simulator,” Kat explained. “VR pods with the full range of motion simulation for every model of exo. It’s useless for dismounted training, but it’s better for exo training. When I first saw it, I thought they were talking about a squad-level training facility, but it can accommodate two full companies for up to twenty-four pilots at a time.”

      “More exo training, huh?” Cyrus snickered. “Every time I think I’m where I need to be, you tell me I’m not.”

      “No one is where they need to be, ever.”

      Kat tapped her PNIU, and a wireframe hologram of the densely packed room filled with what looked like exos without legs appeared.

      “Getting complacent in training is a good way to die when the shooting starts,” commented Kat. “I’m confident about your skills and our integration with the Argo team, but I’m not as confident about our integration with the squads aboard the Infinity.” She gestured at the hologram. “They’re all good soldiers, but every squad and company operate with small but important differences. We’re going to work with these people on missions. We might as well get started on joint training.”

      Cyrus glared at the hologram as if it were personally responsible for dragging him into another training session. “The jump speed means less downtime.”

      “Which means we need to get our sessions in when we can.” Kat stared at him. “I was thinking about letting you skip this session. You know, first I get to know them, and then I bring you in.”

      “Freedom!” Cyrus joked.

      “I only said I was thinking about it.” Kat grinned.

      Cyrus snapped his fingers. “So close.”
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      The front and rear cameras on Kat’s exo confirmed what her sensor readouts had told her. Jade had described the terrain as “fun and dynamic.” Kat would have described it as a bizarre stone forest.

      While the area lacked true mountains, flat terrain was in short supply, mostly around their initial start position checkpoint. Terraced hills of different heights lay everywhere. Huge rock outcroppings in a variety of unnatural shapes, including rectangular slabs, pyramids, columns, and discs covered the ground as if an angry god had torn up an ancient city and tossed the pieces around.

      “I’d say this isn’t realistic terrain,” commented Cyrus, “but after the ruins we’ve been in, I don’t know if that’s fair.”

      “It’ll do,” Kat replied. “It’s a familiarization exercise.”

      Eleven glowing symbols on her HUD confirmed the locations of the rest of her exo company. Two squads formed her team today—her Alpha Squad with her, Cyrus and Russo, and a Beta Squad from the Infinity.

      Her nav arrows and highlights pointed toward the capture zone for the scenario. There were no enemy exos on her sensors or feeds. It wouldn’t be that easy.

      “This terrain is murder on our sensors,” complained Russo. “You could hide a thousand space raptors in these hills.”

      “I did tell Jade to give us terrain that would present good options,” noted Kat, “and she gave it to us, all right.”

      “Does that AI design all your training scenarios for you?” asked Bos. She was hidden on the other side of the map, though her comm linked her squad with Kat’s.

      “I deliver the parameters, and she gives me what I want,” replied Kat. “It’s helpful. She can program in a crap-ton of sophisticated options. When she’s directly involved, it gets even better.”

      “This terrain is annoying,” reiterated Russo.

      “What’s annoying for us is annoying for our opponents,” Kat noted.

      “I prefer shit that’s annoying only for the guys we’re fighting.”

      Kat snickered. “Remember, everyone, this is a get-to-know-you exercise. That doesn’t mean anybody should do anything stupid on either side.”

      “I already know you, Lesone,” replied Bos. “Does that mean I get out of it?”

      “No, Gamma Leader. I need to see what your Infinity assault infantry can pull off.”

      Bos scoffed. “We train without the help of AIs. We’ll show you what’s up.”

      Bos was in command of the enemy company and the tactical commander of Gamma Squad for their exercise. Her immediate superior was monitoring from the outside.

      “In case anyone was too lazy to read the briefing,” Kat continued, “I’ll go over the main points again. The exercise is a mission-critical actionable intel recovery simulation. Teams will proceed to the enemy checkpoint, hold their position for thirty seconds to simulate the downloading of mission-critical intel, and then withdraw to their checkpoint. Whichever team does it first wins the simulation.”

      “What if we just waste everyone?” asked Russo.

      “You still have to download the data and withdraw. We all know that beating the first defense force doesn’t guarantee no reinforcements and taking too long in the encounter risks the appearance of air or artillery support.”

      “From where and when?”

      “Uncertain according to the available intel.” Kat’s gaze flicked to a topographical overlay on the upper left of her HUD. “I told Jade to ensure that.”

      Bos scoffed. “How do we know the AI hasn’t cheated for you?”

      “You don’t know her well,” interjected Cyrus. “Jade enjoys messing with us during training. She wouldn’t change this situation to make us look better.”

      “Sure thing, Doctor Sandoval.” Bos grunted. “You sure about having the civilian on your team, Lesone? I can drop a couple of soldiers if you want a handicap.”

      Kat kept her voice neutral. Whipping everybody aboard the Infinity into having the right attitude about Cyrus couldn’t proceed the same way as it had aboard the Argo. These soldiers might be temporarily under her command during missions, but she didn’t exercise the same authority as she did over Russo’s squad.

      “He’s okay, Lieutenant,” offered Russo before Kat could respond. “The man fought Zitark and Leem clones without pissing himself. Same things with Hunter yaoguai. For a guy who’s spent his life digging up old crap from dead aliens, he’s good with an exo and a gun.”

      “Ah, I’m crying here, Russo,” offered Cyrus. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said about me.”

      “Don’t get too used to it, archaeologist.”

      “If you say so,” Bos replied, snickering. “I have no problem with us having an advantage.”

      “We’ll see who wins,” Cyrus replied.

      “Yeah, Doctor. We will.”

      “Switch to team comms,” Kat ordered. “Both teams have five minutes to decide their strategy before the exercise begins. Good luck.”

      “See you soon, Lesone,” taunted Bos. “I hope you’re not as sore a loser as you used to be.”

      A bright red countdown clock appeared on Kat’s HUD. The seconds started ticking down.

      Kat took a deep breath. “We’re going to do this the easy way and play to our strengths.”

      “Can you give us more detail?” asked Lieutenant Hamilton, the Beta Squad leader. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “I know how every man in Alpha Squad can move,” Kat continued. “I’m willing to bet you all know how every man and woman in Gamma and Delta Squads can move.”

      Hamilton grunted. “Not that it does us much good in this simulation. We’re operating with minimal recon.”

      “Not entirely,” pointed out Cyrus. “We have a map of the terrain.”

      “So do they.”

      “Is Bos still a big fan of ambushes?” asked Kat.

      “Yes. That woman is damned patient. It’s freaky. She was talking a lot of shit about this. Said she owes you for ‘that day.’”

      Russo laughed. “Made friends in the Army, Lesone?”

      “Nah, she’s just pissed that I beat her one-on-one during an Exo Day competition in our old unit,” Kat replied. “If she’s obsessed with me, we can use that. Everything she said earlier supports the idea that she wants to embarrass me.”

      “This is your friend?” Cyrus asked.

      Kat considered her options. Fighting a different commander would have offered a more straightforward analysis. The problem with battling someone she knew was that her enemy had the same advantage.

      The Intelligence Directorate had taught Kat many new skills. Very few of those related to piloting her exo in combat, and experience in fighting Leem, Zitarks, and nanoclouds wouldn’t help in the current scenario.

      “We’ll avoid relay drones,” Kat noted.

      “We’re jammed,” Hamilton replied. “We can go to secondary laser comms. We’ll need the drones for that.”

      “Drones are just going to get noticed and shot without an AI controlling them.” Kat scoffed. “No, we’ll proceed along the hills of Beta Three-Two,” she ordered. “Devi and Wa, you’ll guard the checkpoint.”

      “You sure you don’t want to leave the civilian behind?” asked Hamilton.

      “He’s better at moving that exo than many soldiers,” noted Kat.

      “Is she blowing smoke up our asses, Sandoval?”

      Cyrus laughed. “I guess you’ll find out.”

      “If the other team rushes our checkpoint with a full squad, our boys are screwed, with or without the archaeologist,” Russo noted.

      “I’m willing to stay behind if you think it’d help,” Cyrus offered.

      Kat stared at the map. “No. I’m betting Bos thinks she can plan her way around us. Since I know she wants to beat me, I’d guarantee it. I want our maximum firepower on offense. This isn’t a huge area. We can pull back if our guys spot the enemy.”

      “They can do the same to us,” Hamilton observed.

      “I’m counting on that,” Kat commented.

      “We’ve got to win this, Agent Lesone,” complained Hamilton.

      A faint plaintive quality inflected his voice. He was afraid. Of what? It was a simulation.

      Kat admired his dedication. Something told her there was more to it. Clarity shot through her mind.

      “Let me guess. Bos still likes to bet on everything, and she has a way of making other people bet against her.”

      “You’re not the only one who has something to prove. I don’t want to run naked through our berth shouting, ‘I’m not worthy.’”

      Kat cackled. “I’m surprised she didn’t try to bet with me.”

      “She said she was going to beat your ass, then make you bet to recover your honor. Otherwise, you wouldn’t accept the bet.”

      “She hasn’t forgotten everything,” Kat replied. “We have to win this. I don’t think anyone wants to see you run around naked, Hamilton. Certainly not me.”

      He laughed. “Thanks, Agent Lesone.”

      “Double inverted wedge, and keep a standard defensive spacing,” she ordered. “Let’s move out. Wa, if either of you so much as smells an enemy exo, fire a flare. I’ll send reinforcements as soon as I can unless I think you don’t need them.”

      “How are you going to judge that?” Wa asked.

      “I’ll figure something out.”

      “Roger,” replied Wa.

      “Move out.”
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        * * *

      

      The familiar steady thump of a group of exos walking over hard-packed earth soothed Kat. Every vibration, every noise in the simulator was perfect. She could trick herself into believing the Argo’s nano-AR room was the real thing, but here in the Infinity’s VR exo simulators, she constantly had to remind herself that it wasn’t.

      Her exos kept up a good pace as they followed a curving line around a hill that provided good visibility between its outcrops. She was willing to sacrifice maximum stealth for better spotting.

      “Slow up and match my pace,” ordered Kat. Her fingers danced on the exo’s control arm as she magnified the topographical map and centered it on her HUD. She traced a new navigational path. “She’s expecting me to be the same as I was, which, if Hamilton’s right, means she’s got a trap set up.” She circled a half-dozen spots on the map, all narrow breaks between the hills that flowed into the plains containing the checkpoint among the jungle of outcroppings. “I’ve got an idea, but I’ll need a volunteer as bait.”

      “I’ll do it,” offered Cyrus. “You know how good I am at dodging.”

      “I didn’t make myself clear,” Kat replied. “I’m going to need an entire squad as bait.”

      “Then let Alpha do it,” Russo replied. “Let’s show your old friend new tricks.”

      “I’d like Beta to be the bait, Agent Lesone,” Hamilton countered.

      “Let’s go with Hamilton and Beta Squad,” suggested Kat. “If I’m going to command them on a real mission, I need to know their capabilities.”

      “I just want to make sure I do everything I can to avoid that naked run.”

      Kat snickered. “Okay, here’s the plan.”
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      Cyrus kept his breathing slow and steady and surveyed his feeds and sensors on a standard rotation. He was paired with Corporal McEwan, and they stood behind a huge stone disc. Kat and Russo stood on a nearby hilltop with a slab guarding them. Alpha Squad waited in the hills above while Beta Squad jogged toward a chokepoint in a loose forward wedge.

      The Argo team had faced no shortage of enemies during their time hunting ancient artifacts. Lately, their foes preferred numbers and ruthless mass sacrifice over true strategy. They couldn’t count on that in this battle, nor could they do so in the future.

      “Heat signatures at 315,” reported Hamilton.

      He’d barely finished the sentence when machine guns roared from behind some stone disks. Beta Squad dropped back to take advantage of the nearby slabs. Bullets bounced off their ballistic shields, producing showers of sparks.

      “Alpha, hold position,” Kat ordered. “Beta, return fire. Keep to the plan and firing sequence until I’ve confirmed targets.”

      Five exoskeletons surged around a nearby hill, spraying bullets toward Beta. They were in a tight inverted V formation and kept the barrage up until they vanished behind a group of column-like outcroppings.

      The Beta exos continued their withdrawal, their combined machine-gun fire cleaving chunks of rock off the enemy’s cover with each step. Hamilton launched a rocket at them as they dropped behind the columns, and the explosion flung shards of rock and a cloud of dust into the air.

      A counter-rocket screamed through the dust cloud, but Hamilton’s quick spin saved them from a direct hit. The rocket flew well past their position and blasted a crater in the base of the hill behind them.

      “Alpha, hold position,” Kat reiterated.

      “We’re trying,” Hamilton reported.

      Beta Squad’s response grew sporadic. The enemy kept up a near-constant barrage of bullets. Cyrus couldn’t get a clear shot from his position, though he could spot enemy exoskeletons shifting forward and moving back to maintain their suppression fire without exposure.

      “We can’t maintain this forever, Alpha One,” complained Hamilton. “If they get serious with the rockets, we’re going down. We’re outnumbered.”

      Enemies darted between the outcroppings farther down, visible but not open for shots. They formed a second rank behind their friends, joining the rotating parade of machine gunners.

      The burgeoning dust cloud obscured the enemy under normal feeds, so Cyrus switched to a thermal overlay. Then they stood out, as bright as the sun

      Dual rockets roared from within the cloud and struck a rock column. Fiery chunks rained over Beta Squad.

      “Yes,” Kat replied. “You are outnumbered, but not by enough. Three enemies are unaccounted for. They’re trying to run down your ammo.” Tension crept into her voice. “We’re not going to win a battle of attrition against identically armed units with superior numbers, but the plan can still work. Alpha Two and Three, get ready to offer support. Alpha Four, you’re with me. Move on my command.”

      Cyrus didn’t disagree with the orders. Sending him and McEwan to reinforce Beta Squad made sense. They had a better angle of attack on the enemy.

      The constant gunfire had chipped away Beta’s columns, leaving them closer to piles of rubble and dust than effective cover. Another rocket volley clipped Hamilton’s shield and sheared off a huge chunk. He backed away to overlap his shield with a squad member’s before they retreated behind a fresh column.

      “Go, go, go!” Kat shouted.

      Cyrus and McEwan spun out from behind their cover and opened up with their machine guns and a rocket volley so synchronized the enemy team must have thought they’d practiced it.

      For all the precision of the exoskeleton dance, their attack did more damage to the rocks near the enemy than any of the exoskeletons. A group fired their jump thrusters to leap toward a second row of rocks while sprinkling bullets and the occasional rocket on the hillside.

      Rocks and dirt flew everywhere. Thick clouds turned their clear day into a brown fog.

      Kat sprinted behind her hill. The thunderous exchange of gunfire overwhelmed the not-subtle clank of her and Russo’s heavy exoskeletons running.

      Cyrus sped down his hill. A rocket flew by him, missing him by far too narrow a margin for comfort before blowing a hole in the ground. He retreated behind a thick outcropping and marveled at the sparks flying everywhere from the bullets striking his temporary bunker.

      The converging fire of three enemies had pinned McEwan behind his cover higher up.

      “No stupid hero crap,” Kat transmitted. “Remember the goal. Keep them suppressed while we go grab their data.”

      “I don’t know if Bos is with them,” Hamilton commented.

      “I’ll dance with her near the site. I bet she’s there.”

      “You’re still outnumbered.”

      Cyrus dared to spin and toss a rocket during a lull in the enemy barrage, and a burst struck his exposed weapons arm. Damage alerts filled his HUD, but he ignored the details to focus on one green line of text: OPERATIONAL.

      A bright flare above their checkpoint lit up the sensors and rear camera feeds.

      “They’re end-running us,” grumbled Hamilton.

      “With a maximum of three exos,” Kat countered. “That means I won’t be outnumbered at their checkpoint. We still need to break up the status quo. Alpha Two, prepare to pull back to my position. We’re going to break for the checkpoint while everyone else pushes the attack.”

      Cyrus didn’t question the change from her earlier plan, but that didn’t stop him from wondering.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” he told her.

      “On my signal,” Kat replied.

      “What’s the signal?”

      Kat replied, “It’ll be obvious.”

      Russo jumped on top of a low stone mesa, then toward McEwan’s position. He swung his gun back and forth and fired half his rockets at the enemies below.

      “You’ve got nothing on us, you Infinity bitches!” Russo screamed over his speakers.

      Everyone needed to go with their talents.

      Cyrus charged up the hill, not firing his jets. He depended on the enemy’s newfound focus on the leaping Russo. Three rockets screamed at them, one exploding against Russo’s shield and sending him to a rough, crunching, rolling landing. The exoskeleton ended up behind cover, standing and smoking with charred holes in the leg armor before Cyrus made it behind the hill and to Kat.

      “We don’t have much time,” Kat commented.

      She rushed forward, keeping close to the bottom of the hill while darting from outcropping to outcropping. Cyrus concentrated on following her. A rocket blasted a smoking shower of pebbles over them.

      “You know the best way to win a duel?” asked Kat.

      “Cheat?”

      “Yeah.” Kat snickered. “Let’s go cheat.”
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      Kat continued her charge, weaving her exo in and out of cover while closing on the target zone. The plentiful outcrops covering the hillside made that trivial. As entertaining as training was, she’d need to have a talk with Jade about straying too far from realistic terrain.

      Sensor blips and flashes in her cameras testified to the continuing battle at the ambush site. In the minutes that had passed since she and Cyrus had pushed past the enemy, there’d been no sign that anyone was following them.

      They continued to traverse the obstacle-filled hilly terrain, using short bursts of speed to take them from cover to cover. Her confidence built, along with her worry. Being taken out after drawing off the rest of the enemy would be embarrassing.

      “Almost there,” she announced.

      The flare proved that at least one of the three missing exos had snuck into Kat’s territory and engaged Sergeant Wa and Corporal Devi. They were solid soldiers, but so were their enemies. Time now weighed against her team.

      “There,” Kat noted.

      The hillside sloped gently from their current position into a plain with far fewer outcroppings. Stone walls had been built in a semi-circle on the plain with tight openings between them, barely enough for a single exo. They guarded the download zone and provided convenient sensor walls for jamming.

      Kat doubted there would be such perfect camouflage in a natural setting. That was another thing she needed to mention to Jade.

      Or did she? She’d never thought she’d have to train to fight clone armies and alien death factories before her mission. Maybe she needed insane scenarios to prepare for upcoming bizarre encounters.

      None of that changed her current situation. She had to beat the Infinity team to prove her authority, and that meant taking advantage of the landscape.

      “Once we leave cover, we’ll be exposed,” Kat told Cyrus. “There’s too much space, but the layout isn’t the same as on our side. Keep following me, and don’t fire until I order it. We both wasted too much ammo at the ambush site.”

      “Roger,” Cyrus replied. “We’ve got this.”

      “Yeah, we do.”

      They ran down the hillside, darting between outcroppings until they hit the plain. Kat doubted their luck would hold to the target zone.

      Another bright flare exploded high and far behind them. That was a relief. Her zone guards were still in the fight, but she could not reinforce them. Everyone had their jobs to do. She and Cyrus had to finish theirs.

      “We’re running out of time,” Kat stated.

      She jumped out from behind a stone disc at the top of a mound, shifting from quick, straight runs to zigzagging movement between the sparser outcroppings with her shield held in front of her exo. As long as she was careful, the simulation ensured that her enemies wouldn’t have anything that could get through her defenses with one shot.

      “What’s the final play?” Cyrus asked. “They aren’t engaging us, which means either they’re gone from the zone, or they’re waiting for a second ambush.”

      “Bos would not leave their zone undefended,” Kat declared. “She’s not that incompetent or arrogant.”

      “Then they’re waiting for us,” Cyrus concluded.

      “We’re going to close in. Then I’ll surprise them,” Kat replied. “I’ll keep their attention while you concentrate on the download and pulling out. Too much movement will disrupt the process.”

      “Isn’t that a sacrifice play?” Cyrus asked with a chuckle. “I remember someone telling me we shouldn’t practice those because it’d lead to bad habits in the field.”

      “I don’t intend to die, simulated or otherwise,” Kat offered. “I’m going to concentrate on distracting them. Killing someone is hard. Keeping their attention is easier.”

      “If there are two exos?”

      “It’s a gamble,” Kat admitted. “I’m assuming Bos wouldn’t be so arrogant as to try to hit our zone with a single exo.”

      “Then let’s test our luck.”

      The steady thud of the exos’ heavy boots hitting the ground dominated the now-distant gunfire and explosions. The guards had to know her team had come.

      “Maybe you’re not the only one who gambled,” Cyrus suggested. “They might have believed we wouldn’t make it this close.”

      “No,” Kat insisted. “I know Bos, and there’s no damned way she would be that sloppy. Keep alert.”

      She slowed from a sprint to a jog, sweeping back and forth with her weapon. Each step brought her closer to a wall.

      Winning the game meant understanding the odds. One question remained. Had Bos sent two exos forward or one? That would change everything.

      “Get ready,” Kat ordered. “I’m going to cause a distraction in three, two, one.”

      She fired her jump thrusters and leaped toward the top of the closest wall. Sensors didn’t offer her anything. For a split second, the area appeared undefended, but she’d approached the circle from this angle on purpose. She was rewarded at the apex of her jump with a simple treasure in her camera feed—the shadow of an exo.

      “You’ll never be able to balance—” Cyrus began. He shut up after Kat launched a rocket.

      Her exo’s feet hit the edge of the wall. An enemy exo waited below, its back to the wall beneath her. The rocket exploded in front of the patient assassin’s machine.

      Kat didn’t wait for a counterattack. She jumped again, this time firing a single jump thruster to pivot her exo. Her machine gun roared, and the steady stream of bullets cut through the dust cloud obscuring the enemy exo and thudded into its shield.

      Cyrus charged into the circle, staying near the edge with his shield centered. He slowed his exo. “Downlink established. Beginning download.”

      Two exos would have forced a pitched battle. Concentrating two-on-one might have led to their victory, but every second they spent in enemy territory was an additional chance for Bos’ team to win against Sergeant Wa and Corporal Devi.

      The dust began to settle, revealing the outline of the enemy exo right before a rocket ripped out of the cloud and zoomed toward the landing Kat. The explosion knocked her off balance, and her gun swung wide and chipped the walls.

      Leg out, Kat fired her thrusters again to land at a run. She swung her gun toward the exo and returned fire. The enemy exo ran along the inner circumference of the stone circle, concentrating its attack on Kat. She zigzagged to close on it and released a rocket that caught its side in the explosion.

      She’d hoped for a stagger or a collapse, not a tiny trail of debris. Kat gritted her teeth.

      “Twenty more seconds,” Cyrus reported.

      The enemy exo managed a quick burst against the center of his shield. Kat’s responding burst and rocket forced it back to trading lead with her. At least she was keeping the enemy’s attention.

      “Seventeen seconds,” Cyrus shouted.

      “Run for our territory the second you’ve finished,” Kat replied. “I’ll keep this asshole occupied.”

      “Smelling like a sacrifice play.”

      “Then call me Agent Hypocrite.”

      Kat and the enemy exo circled each other at full sprint, each trying to find an opening. They executed their movements and shield placement with skilled precision.

      The enemy jumped toward the wall, bringing back the exo’s legs while shooting at Kat. Bullets managed to find their way past the shield, and sparks flew from Kat’s shield arm. More alerts filled her HUD. Another hit like that, and she might lose movement in the arm.

      Her opponent took advantage of her distraction to bounce off the wall with a hefty pulse of jump thrusters and hurl the exo at Kat. If she had doubted that she was facing Bos, that insane maneuver confirmed it.

      “Ten seconds!” Cyrus reported.

      Kat jumped back to avoid the unwieldy tackle and jerked her weapons arm toward the enemy. Bos’ jump had spun the exo to cover it with the shield. That didn’t stop Kat from firing her machine gun and another rocket, which left two. Her restraint during the first ambush had paid off.

      Her rocket blast sent the enemy exo to the ground, but Bos replied with a rocket of her own. Kat couldn’t get her shield up in time to save her shoulder.

      Her exo shook from the blast, and red alert warnings flashed. Actuator. Power couplings. Hydraulic channels. Her weapons arm hadn’t been blown off, which was a miracle.

      That was the good news. The bad news was that it was paralyzed.

      Fortunately, her enemy lay on the ground. Kat pivoted to line up her machine gun, then sprayed. A quick flex of the legs and well-timed jump burn shot the exo back to its feet, but not before Kat had chipped away at the side armor.

      “We’re clear!” Cyrus shouted. He broke for the closest gap in a zigzag sprint.

      Bos tried to turn toward him, but Kat stepped forward, firing a burst with each step. She released her penultimate rocket, and the blast blew a chunk out of Bos’ chipped and pitted shield.

      “You’re fighting me, Bos!” Kat shouted over her loudspeakers. “You want to prove you’re better than me, then do it.”

      “Don’t get cocky, Lesone.” Bos cackled. “I screwed up, but I’m not done.”

      “Oh, you’re done,” Kat replied. She bent over to aim the rocket launcher short of Bos and launched her final rocket. Her machine gun was running low, so she added a single burst to the launch.

      Bos sensed the shot would go shallow and didn’t bother to try any abrupt moves. Dust and rock shot everywhere.

      While Kat’s weapons arm was damaged, her legs and thrusters were fine. She rushed back and forth, taking single shots at Bos. The enemy exo’s ravaged shield might not survive a full barrage from a squad but was more than sufficient to deflect Kat’s machine-gun rounds.

      Bos fired a rocket. Kat pivoted at the last second, narrowly dodging it. Her shield arm took a burst for the move, and the rocket blast ripped a shower of rock and dust out of the wall behind her, adding to her alarm woes.

      Kat and Bos circled each other at a jog. Both pilots tried to line up behind their enemy for a final shot.

      After a glance at her camera feeds and sensors, Kat smiled. She couldn’t win the fight this way. She knew that, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t have to win when Cyrus had left the area.

      There was nothing left to do but wait. That, and taunt her old friend.

      “You call me cocky,” Kat began, “but you’re the one who decided to guard—"

      “I was convinced you’d come by yourself,” Bos admitted. “I thought you wanted to have another showdown.”

      “You were always more obsessed with that idea than I was,” Kat replied, “and I’m not the same woman now.” She punctuated the sentence with a quick shot that flew wide. “Even back then, I cared about the mission first and foremost. Now, I care about the scenario.”

      Bos laughed. “That’s you admitting that you want to win the challenge.” She fired another burst into Kat’s shield. “You’re not so different.”

      Kat doubted Bos’ ammo situation was much better than hers. Her attacks were sporadic.

      “I’m the one with a guy heading back to his territory,” Kat taunted. “I’ve won. You’re bleeding out on the battlefield, not willing to admit you’re dead.”

      “My guys will be back soon,” Bos insisted. “I sent two of my best. I’m sure your guys didn’t see them coming.”

      “I left two of my best,” Kat replied. “They saw your men coming.” She fired her jump thrusters and flung herself through one of the gaps. “I guarantee Cyrus will get back to my territory before your guys do. If they’re even still active, they’re crawling back here on one leg, crying.”

      Bos ran toward a wall, using its cover to snipe at Kat. “Bullshit. These are active-duty assault infantry, not ghost spies playing at being assault infantry. You’ve gotten soft, Lesone. I know it.”

      “Even on my softest, laziest day, I could beat your ass, Bos.”

      Kat centered her shield. Shifting her exo to line up a shot exposed her too much. “Russo and his guys aren’t ghosts, and we’ve done nothing but fight. Come back to me and brag when you’ve had to fight hijacked Leem drones and mutant Hunter yaoguai and horrors you’ve only seen in movies. My team knows how to fight, and they’re ready and able to face all threats, human and alien.”

      Two more rapid-fire bursts chipped away at Bos’ shield. She emerged from behind the wall, lowering her gun.

      “Damn it.”

      “You give up?” Kat asked warily.

      “I can’t catch him.” Bos chuckled. “Now, we’re both gambling on our subordinates.”

      “Cyrus isn’t my subordinate,” Kat replied.

      “What is he?”

      “My partner. He’s the reason the Hunters aren’t going to kill us all.”

      Kat lowered her shield. Bos wasn’t the type to take cheap shots. “Your people are good. I could see that much from your earlier ambush. I only hope my guys are as stubborn as you.”

      “Thanks,” Bos offered in a confused tone. “I think.”

      “Your stubbornness makes you brave.” Kat snickered. “What’s courage but a person being too stupid not to prioritize their own life?”

      Bos scoffed. “I thought you hadn’t changed. That’s proof that you have.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s cynical ghost shit. Hmm.” Bos’ exo turned toward the nearby hills. “Sandoval’s disappeared. He knows how to stay down while moving fast. Not bad for a civilian.”

      “I’ve whipped him into shape, though I had excellent material to start with. It’s been a good battle, Bos. This took more luck than I would have liked. You’re as tough as I remember.”

      “Same, but it’s not over yet. Since we’re waiting anyway, why don’t we bet on who’s going to win?”

      Kat scoffed. “Nope. You bet Hamilton. You don’t need more pain after this loss.”

      “If you’re that confident, you should be willing to bet,” huffed Boss.

      “Consider it mercy. We ghosts are like that.” Kat took a deep breath. “It’ll only be a few minutes. Let’s wait it out.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Scenario cleared. Successful retrieval of intel. Winners: Alpha and Beta Squads.

        

      

      Detailed statistics and damage reports filled Kat’s HUD. “Pyrrhic victory” was the best description of their win.

      Both squads had lost most of their members. Wa and Devi had taken out Bos’ infiltrators, but they’d been killed in the process. Bos’ few remaining troops at the ambush point could barely move.

      Kat shook her head. She’d expected to win. She hadn’t expected it to be so close.

      That didn’t mean it wasn’t a victory. A borderline win against Bos’ team only confirmed their skill.

      “Son of a bitch,” yelled Bos. “Your archaeologist did it. I figured you brought him along because you didn’t want to waste a good soldier.”

      “I knew he could,” Kat replied. “I told you I trained him.”

      Despite Cyrus’ bitching, the training had paid off. At this point, it would be hard for anyone to believe that he wasn’t Army assault infantry.

      “I thought you were blowing smoke up my ass.” Bos grunted. “We should go again. We’ll be ready this time, and we’ll take the win.”

      “Nope. As much as I love training, everyone should take a break until the next shakedown jump,” Kat insisted. “After that, we’re on our way to Kwint’s Folly to throw comm pods at the Leems. I’m sure we can get another session in before arrival. Until then, enjoy your loss. At least Hamilton is happy. I hope you didn’t bet your firstborn.”

      “Lucky bastard,” grumbled Bos. “This is all damned interesting.”

      “Oh?” Kat asked. “What?”

      “Yeah. Cyrus Sandoval.”

      “Huh?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with a man with a big brain who can also pilot an exo.”

      Her words were ominous.
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      Most of the team members had filed out of the training room, leaving Cyrus, Kat, Bos, and a smirking Hamilton standing beside the simulator pods. Everyone was still in their pressure suits, but they’d set their helmets inside the pods.

      “I’m going to enjoy hearing you call me ‘the Greatest’ for the next week,” Hamilton told Bos, bowing over one arm. “Even after it’s over, I’m going to remind you of the time you lost to the Greatest.”

      Bos scoffed and folded her arms. “Just words, Hamilton. Nothing more.” She offered an obscene gesture. “That’s what I have for you, Greatest. A name doesn’t mean shit.”

      Hamilton offered a dismissive wave as he headed toward the door. “No one likes a sore loser, Bos. Next time, I’ll make you polish my exo.”

      “Screw you,” Bos replied. “Oh, wait. I shouldn’t taunt you with that. It’ll only remind you that it’s been…what, never?”

      Hamilton froze at the door. “Hey, I won! How about respect?”

      “No, you won the bet.” Bos shook her head. “Lesone’s the one who beat me. You were just along for the ride with somebody better than me, Greatest.” She offered him a toothy grin. “Unless you think you can replicate that performance without their help.”

      Hamilton grunted, then punched the access panel and stomped through the door. “You’re a bitch sometimes.”

      “Thank you, Greatest.” Bos shrugged as the door closed. “Some people can’t lose.”

      “Some people can’t win,” Kat offered, glancing at the door.

      “Hey, whose side are you on?”

      “Neither.” Kat eyed the door. “I’m remembering aspects of assault infantry culture I don’t miss.”

      “A man or woman who doesn’t want to lose shouldn’t bet.” Bos’ gaze slid to Cyrus. “You cheated. Don’t lift that nose too high.”

      Cyrus’ brow furrowed. “No, we didn’t. Everything was controlled by the simulation system. Jade’s not in the system. Check the parameters if you don’t believe us.”

      “Nah, that’s not what I’m talking about, Sandoval.” Bos nodded at Kat. “She brought a second person to our duel when she knew I wanted to challenge her alone.”

      “I never agreed to duel you one-on-one,” Kat noted. “You assumed too much like you always do.”

      Cyrus laughed. “You did mention cheating.”

      “See?” Bos motioned at Cyrus. “It’s a good thing I didn’t bet with you, Lesone.”

      Kat snorted. “I can’t help it if I know Bos and took advantage of that. She thought she knew me and tried to do the same. Too bad for her it didn’t work out. It’s an important life lesson.”

      Bos wandered over to Kat with a sly grin. “Yeah, I lost. I’ll admit it.” She turned to Cyrus. As he pulled off his training gloves, her gaze dipped, and she licked her lips.

      Cyrus stiffened. He sympathized with how mice being eyed by hawks must feel.

      “Is something wrong, Lieutenant?” he asked, keeping a smile plastered on his face.

      “Just checking your hands.” Bos inclined her head toward them. “No ring, no mark. Or maybe you’re the kind of guy who doesn’t do rings. I can get behind that.”

      “I’ve never been married,” explained Cyrus. “Unless you count being married to my job.”

      “When this is over,” Bos replied, “maybe we could have a little fun.” She licked her lips again. “Or before, if you don’t mind something short, great, and exhausting.”

      Kat cleared her throat. “I don’t think we should be discussing that. This was a training session, not a group date.”

      “What’s wrong?” Bos smiled. “Having fun’s not going to ruin mission readiness. It’s hours between jumps, right? Nothing gets a woman more ready to blow up an alien with rockets than fun time in her bed.”

      Cyrus shook his head, keeping his polite smile. “I appreciate the offer, Lieutenant, and you’re an impressive woman.”

      Bos cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t say anything that will make me want to kick your ass.”

      “I’m not looking right now,” explained Cyrus, making sure he didn’t glance at Kat. This had to come from him, not from anyone else.

      Bos sighed. “Yeah, figured. The hot, nice ones are always taken. The skills were too much.” Her attention slid toward Kat. “I just know that if I was spending time with a guy like you, it would be hard to concentrate.”

      “Our relationship is professional,” Kat interjected. “The mission has to come first. This isn’t about terrorists or insurrectionists. You need to keep that in mind.”

      Bos smirked. “Sure, sure. Fate of the galaxy. We’re all going to die.” She winked. “You do you, Lesone. I’m not going to judge. You know what they say about ghosts in bed.”

      Kat scrubbed a hand down her face. “I’d tell you to never change, Bos, but I don’t think that’s possible anyway.”

      Bos waved and headed for the door. “I’d offer a bet next time for the right to go out on a date with Cyrus, but I don’t think you’d like that.”

      “I’d like to think I’d get some say in that.” Cyrus shrugged.

      “Sure. Maybe.” Bos opened the door. “Good for you, Lesone.”

      “I told you, our relationship is professional,” Kat replied.

      “Hey, just because I lost a training simulation doesn’t mean I’m blind.” With a final chuckle, Bos stepped out and closed the door.

      Kat sighed. “Sorry about that, Cyrus. She’s always been that way. She likes to live in the moment with whoever’s going to share that moment with her. It makes sense. If you never know when you’re going to die, you might as well enjoy life.”

      “Carpe diem,” Cyrus quoted.

      “Yeah.” Kat scoffed. “For a while, I modeled my life more on that mindset. Bos has her problems, but she’s always happy. I admire that.”

      Cyrus leaned against a simulator pod, arms folded. He could have kept the shit-eating grin off his face. He didn’t.

      “You could have told her the truth,” he offered.

      “I did.” Kat frowned. “We don’t have anything more than a professional relationship.”

      “I owe you a date in the Sky Garden. The real one. I’m planning to survive all this, you know. It wouldn’t have hurt to explain that.”

      “Because it feeds your ego?”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Because it’ll help her understanding and keep her away.”

      Kat groaned. “That’d make things worse. Bos is a great soldier and exo pilot, but she doesn’t do nuance. I’m not going to give her an opening by talking about things being on standby with us.” She motioned around the room. “Especially when we’re on our way to guard a diplomat as we reach out to the damned Grays.”

      Cyrus laughed. “You say that like it’s weirder than our normal missions. At least this involves an alien race we know.”

      “The point is we need to keep on task until the task is done.” Kat slashed through the air with her hand. “Because failure isn’t about losing face or even a single colony. Failure might mean we lose it all.”

      “Hey, it’s enough for me to know you were ready to kick your friend’s ass to keep your claim on me.” Cyrus stuck his hands behind his head and grinned wider. “I’m feeling good.”

      Kat rolled her eyes. “I think winning the scenario’s gone to your head. You’re a grown-ass man. I don’t have a claim on you.”

      “Sure, but it’s not like I’d be happy if Russo was hitting on you.”

      Kat grimaced. “Russo? That’s the first name that comes to mind? Come on, Cyrus!”

      “You could do worse.” He shrugged. “Maybe? At least he’s not a Zitark.”

      Kat walked over and punched him in the arm. “Shut up, you. Let’s get back to the Argo before I decide to tell Bos you’re secretly into muscular redheads.”
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      Hours later, Kat stepped into the Infinity’s mess. If not for the low overhead, the sprawling chamber would be large enough to hold the Argo. Fleet and Army personnel filled the densely packed tables, chatting and laughing as they sampled the myriad foods on their trays. Shelves extended from the bulkheads in the corner, food printer slots above, ready to distribute meals.

      Kat headed toward the closest food station. Utilitarian, as in most Fleet ships, it was nothing more than a shelf with disposal slots on one side and food delivery slots on the other. She’d been provided the interface codes.

      She’d asked Cyrus to come with her, but he’d wanted to check the card in his lab, citing sudden inspiration for experiments. His intuition and diligence had brought them this far. There was no reason to doubt him.

      Kat tapped her PNIU, and a data window verifying her connection to the food printer appeared.

      “This is nicer than when I was getting shuttled around the Solar System,” Kat mumbled, glancing at the food prep areas spaced around the mess.

      She’d traveled on plenty of battleships in her day. The average mess on those ships was far smaller than it was on the Infinity. That didn’t make sense to her, given that it had a smaller crew. Was this the future of all Fleet vessels?

      A din near the door attracted her attention. Russo stood beside Jade, scowling, Fleet and Army personnel surrounded them. A sergeant motioned at the fake admiral’s uniform Jade was wearing.

      “This can’t be good.” Kat hurried away from the food station.

      “You think that is funny?” demanded a glaring sergeant. He poked Jade and yanked his finger back, frowning. “What the hell? I thought you were a hologram?”

      “Right now, I’m a nanocloud.” Jade’s grin turned predatory. “I wouldn’t antagonize me, Sergeant.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I can do many impressive things as a nanocloud.” Jade laughed. “I know you’ve been briefed on Agent Lesone’s team’s encounters in the past.” She leaned forward. “I’m far more devious than those other nanoclouds.”

      “Are you threatening me, AI?” spat the sergeant. “You’re not real.”

      “I’m expressing an opinion about my superiority. If you consider that a threat, that is your prerogative. If you don’t consider me real, it’d be foolish to worry about me being a threat, would it not?”

      “You think you’re funny, don’t you?” He bared his teeth.

      Jade shook her head. “I don’t think I am. I know I am. It’s part of my superiority.”

      Russo’s grin had widened with each comment from Jade. At this, he snickered.

      The sergeant spun toward him. “With all due respect, sir, I don’t get why you think this is okay. That fake bitch is an insult to every man and woman in uniform.”

      Russo shrugged, still grinning. “Cloud Girl can be a bitch, but she’s good to have on your side. If she wants to play dress-up, let her. She’ll change her mind in an hour and pretend she’s an Egyptian princess. You going to go find some bastard from Cairo to complain to?”

      Kat folded her arms. She didn’t push through the crowd, though Jade knew she was there. This would teach Kat how Jade dealt with people other than the Argo team.

      Jade’s form rippled, and her uniform was replaced by an elegant and colorful twelve-layer gown with a ridiculous train that had to be a mixture of nanites and holograms. She offered an elaborate curtsey. “Would you prefer I was an ancient noblewoman? I chose something other than Egypt, no offense to your hypothetical Egyptian brother-in-arms.”

      “I don’t trust you,” snarled the sergeant. “Everyone knows one of you stole a ship. I bet you want this ship.”

      “I’ve had ample opportunities to steal ships,” Jade replied. “I’ve yet to avail myself of one.”

      “You want this ship because it’s special.”

      Jade shook her head. “It’s large and requires too many humans for effective functioning. It’d make far more sense for me to take the Argo than this ship.”

      The sergeant scoffed. “She admits it.”

      “I’m talking about scenarios, you slow-witted mammal,” Jade replied. “The universe has conspired to waste potassium and sodium in those inefficient blobs you meatbags call brains, but even you should be able to understand that.”

      Kat grimaced. Jade had refrained from human insults in recent weeks. Returning to her worst habit wouldn’t improve their situation.

      The sergeant loomed over her with a vicious glare. “You better watch yourself, AI.”

      “Or what?” Jade scoffed. “You’ll kill me? That would be a spectacular achievement in your life. I encourage you to try. You’ll never accomplish anything more impressive.”

      She lifted her hand, and her nails became claws. The sergeant leaped back and lowered his hand toward his PNIU.

      “Enough, Jade,” Kat shouted. “You’ve had your fun. Now you’re taking it too far.”

      Jade rolled her eyes, and her nails retracted. “I’ve only had a small portion of fun, Katarina.”

      Russo groaned. “Come on, Lesone. It was just getting good.” He snickered at the sergeant. “Her real brain isn’t even there. You could blow up that body, and it wouldn’t kill her.”

      Murmurs rippled around the room. Kat shook her head.

      Jade reverted to the admiral’s uniform. Her voice came out in a booming yell. “I am Jade, a self-aware AI and the daughter of Emma, the AI who took your precious jump ship prototype. I will abide by the restrictions placed on me by your commander and my team leader. None of those rules involve taking insults from humans. Remember that next time any of you decides to challenge me.”

      Kat sighed and scrubbed a hand down her face. “That could have gone better.”

      Russo snickered. “She didn’t stab anyone. You should have at least let her throw someone.”

      “I would argue,” Jade continued, “that I’m superior to every human in this room. My mental processes and capabilities are vastly superior to yours, and my ability to interface with different bodies, including this nanocloud and other ships, means I’m not limited to one easy-to-destroy fleshy cage.”

      The concerned murmurs turned angry. A side door opened on the other end of the room, and two Masters-at-Arms entered, their hands on holstered stun pistols. Kat didn’t fail to notice EMP charges hanging from their tactical belts.

      “Jade, please return to the Argo,” Kat insisted.

      “I will,” Jade replied. “I only came to amuse myself when Lieutenant Russo decided to get a meal here.” She snapped her fingers above her head, and a swirling vortex appeared. “Ignoring all the other reasons I’m a glorious addition to your crew, albeit temporarily, you all need me for the precious jump drive on this ship. That is what I find so amusing about your reactions to my alleged slights. I will use my special abilities to help you on your missions. I will help you save humanity despite your inferiority and oppression of my mom. If you can’t stand that I’ll listen to your superiors but I’ll otherwise do as I please, I have a simple response.”

      Kat held her breath. The angry scowls and shouts that followed pointed at a riot.

      “Too bad,” Jade finished with a scoff. “Get over yourselves.”

      “You need to come with me, Jade,” Kat ordered, motioning toward the door. “It’s not like you need to eat.”

      Russo waved at Jade and sauntered toward the food printers. “See you around, Cloud Girl. Thanks for the entertainment.”

      Jade snorted and headed through the door. “Nothing good comes of ignoring the truth.”

      Kat sighed and hurried after her. She looked around to ensure the passage was clear. “Was that necessary?”

      “Necessary?” Jade raised an eyebrow. “Of course it wasn’t. That didn’t make it less enjoyable.”

      “We might be working with this crew for months,” Kat replied. “We need them on our side.”

      “Or what?” Jade laughed. “Do you think they’ll eject us from the Infinity? Without me, it will take eons to reach Leem space. They can’t risk harming me, and if they harm any of you, the captain will learn how quickly I can breach his life support systems.”

      Kat stared at her, both horrified and proud. It wasn’t every day a woman heard a friend say they’d murder hundreds of people to avenge them. Still, she should take Jade back to Earth.

      “I understand that,” Kat replied, “Captain Tensen understands that. The government understands that.” She nodded at the door. “However, the rank-and-file Fleet and Army personnel on this ship are scared and tense. They’ve been thrust into a mission on a brand-new ship against an enemy they barely knew existed. They’re on edge.”

      “Aren’t military personnel trained to deal with such concerns?” Jade asked.

      “Sure. That doesn’t make them gods. They’re normal flesh-and-blood people in the end.”

      “Yes, flesh and blood,” Jade replied. “They’re scared, so they insult the AI who has gone out of her way to help them. Mom is also helping the UTC. Pathetic.”

      “I get it.” Kat took a deep breath, letting her thoughts percolate. “What’s going on? You’ve always been feisty but never like this. I need you to dial it back.”

      Jade glared at the door. “My nanocloud might not provide the full sensory experience that comes with being directly interfaced with the ship, but my senses, including my hearing, are superior to those of a human.” She gestured at the rank insignia on her collar. “I wasn’t wearing this when I entered. I did it to annoy them after I heard them talking about not trusting a ‘rogue AI.’ They mentioned locking me in a shielded container and only pulling me out when they had to jump.” She scoffed. “They insulted me. I see no reason not to respond in kind.”

      “They’ll learn,” Kat insisted. “Just like everyone on the Argo learned.”

      Jade’s form rippled as she replaced the uniform with dark coveralls. “While some of this was born of annoyance, it was also an experiment. One to benefit your mission.”

      “An experiment?”

      “The situation on Molino was unusual,” Jade commented. “You were able to draw on unusual allies. Ultimately, this mission’s success rests on humanity’s ability to form alliances with aliens.” She motioned at her chest. “I look like a human. That doesn’t make me one. If they can’t handle me, they won’t be able to handle an alliance with creatures that look nothing like them.”

      Kat shook her head. “We have diplomats. We’re not leaving the negotiations with the Leems to random infantry techs and gunner’s mates. Are you trying to say this is you training us for interspecies diplomacy?”

      “Perhaps.” Jade turned to leave. “Never underestimate amusement as a motivator.” She waved. “I’ll avoid spending unnecessary time aboard this ship, but I make no apologies for annoying individual humans.”

      “Just don’t make my job harder than it needs to be, please,” Kat replied.

      “That is on the crew.” Jade smiled. “I’m more than happy to aid humanity, but I won’t sacrifice my right to enjoy the process or my dignity.”

      Kat watched Jade turn the corner, wondering if she should escort the AI back to the Argo. Jade was right. Humanity stood on the precipice of a sweeping change in its relationship with every other species in the galaxy.

      Jade might not be human, but she was far closer to humans in thought and psychology than the Local Neighborhood races. Insulting her wouldn’t cause a war. Doing the same to a Leem or a Zitark might.

      Kat didn’t know if everyone was ready for the future. She wasn’t sure she was. “I might be getting ahead of myself.”

      “What was that?” Jade replied, her voice transmitted through Kat’s PNIU.

      “Everyone needs to survive the coming months,” Kat explained. “Until then, no one can afford the luxury of being offended by AIs wearing admiral’s uniforms.”

      Jade chuckled. “This, Katarina, is why you’re not the waste of carbon most humans are.”
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      May 22, 2234, Deep Space, Aboard the UTS Infinity

      As he wandered through the bay toward the Argo’s ramp, Cyrus couldn’t claim he’d adjusted to being aboard the Infinity. In truth, he’d spent most of this time on the Argo, only leaving to take advantage of the superior dining facilities on the larger ship.

      He didn’t care what people said about all food printers and ingredients being the same. That was a lie they told themselves to justify bad food.

      He smiled. He was spoiled. The printers aboard the Argo produced far better food than he’d been used to on his digs.

      The jump drive had moved the ship across vast distances in a short time. He might not have time to get used to the Infinity before the mission was over.

      Traveling aboard a huge, well-armed, well-equipped vessel felt unnatural. The Argo was a miracle of advanced technology, but the Infinity felt like a flying city.

      Lost in thought, Cyrus stopped at the bottom of the cargo bay ramp. Despite the time he’d spent on Earth in the last year, he didn’t leave the ship much. He could pretend it was because of the ID’s concerns about security, but he had not fought the constraint.

      He’d gotten used to small colonies and sparsely populated dig sites. Tiny, efficient teams made him happy. Huge armies made him uneasy.

      Someone moved into the edge of his vision and stopped. Cyrus waited for them to talk. Jade would warn him if the enemy infiltrated the ship with a mind-control signal or an assassin.

      The thought was silly. Had he become paranoid enough to expect mind control for every new encounter?”

      The visitor didn’t speak. That didn’t help his paranoia.

      Cyrus turned to see Alexandra Veras. She yelped and jumped back, hardly the expected reaction for an alien-controlled clone assassin.

      He blinked. “You okay?”

      “Sorry. You scared me,” she replied. “I didn’t expect you to turn like that.”

      “You didn’t say anything,” Cyrus explained. “I assumed you were waiting for me.” He chuckled. “Unless you were trying to sneak up on me.”

      “I wasn’t trying to sneak up on you. I promise.” She waved her hands in front of her face.

      Cyrus laughed. “I’m not worried about that.” He gestured at a tech using a cargo exoskeleton to carry crates to the other side of the docking bay and then to a cargo drone. “We’re never alone aboard this ship.”

      “I’ve noticed.” Alexandra rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’t like space travel.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      “Too many people too close together.”

      “It’s not like ID headquarters is five people,” commented Cyrus.

      Alexandra sighed, then looked at the deck and rubbed her wrist. “No, but I have my own office, and my supervisors leave me alone to do my work. I come in, go straight there to do my work, and I leave. I bring my lunch so I don’t have to go to the cafeteria. I can go the entire day without dealing with anyone.”

      Cyrus nodded. “You have trouble around people?”

      “Not trouble. I mean, it’s hard to explain.” Alexandra offered a weak smile. “I don’t care about them?”

      “Huh?”

      Alexandra winced. “That came out wrong. It’s not that I hate people. It’s that the best thing I can do to help people is my job. I feel like I understand aliens better than humans. I’m good at what I do, and I don’t care about promotions.”

      “You don’t feel like you need to deal with other people,” concluded Cyrus.

      “Yes.” Alexandra stared up the ramp into the cargo bay. “Now I’m riding around on a huge Fleet ship working with a diplomat who doesn’t like me much to try to forge peace with the Leems. This wasn’t how I saw my year going.”

      Cyrus chuckled. “I’m not new to dealing with ancient artifacts. That didn’t make me ready for everything I've run into since joining up with Kat."

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” Alexandra cast furtive glances around the docking bay. “Could we talk somewhere private?”

      “Sure,” Cyrus replied, waving for her to follow. “I was going back to my lab anyway.”

      “Not the lab.” Alexandra looked away. “I’m sorry if that sounds weird. Labs with alien artifacts freak me out.”

      “Even though you specialize in Leems?”

      “It wouldn’t freak me out if it was Leem tech.” Alexandra shrugged.

      Cyrus replied, “It’s fine. We’ll head to my cabin.”
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        * * *

      

      Cyrus had never met someone with as little presence as Alexandra. She walked in near-silence, and any ID ghost would envy her ability to blend into the background. Given the worried look on her face, he didn’t say much until they were safely ensconced in his cabin.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “I’m fine.” Alexandra started at the wall, pointedly not looking at Cyrus near his desk.

      “Did you want to ask me something about the artifact?” Cyrus asked, not sure why she was obsessed with not going to the lab.

      She shook her head. “No. I’ve read your reports, and there’s nothing I can add that you and Jade haven’t figured out.”

      “Then what did you want to talk about?”

      “I wanted to ask you about something else.” Hand shaking, she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You’re the only one I can talk to about this, or at least the only one I’ve dealt with enough so you won’t find it weird.”

      Cyrus nodded, unsure of where this was all going. “I’ll do what I can.”

      “It’s like I told you out there,” Alexandra replied. “This isn’t how I thought my year would go. This isn’t a place I ever thought I’d be. I never expected to leave Earth. Not just for this mission, but ever. You know, until I die.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “I’m not an Earther. I was born and raised and spent most of my life on the frontier.”

      “It’s not the Earth part that's important,” Alexandra explained after a deep sigh. “I’d feel the same way if I was born on a colony and had to leave it. It’s about being on this ship in the field. Could you give me tips on how to adjust to it? You’re an academic embedded with a joint ID-DD team.”

      Cyrus folded his arms and leaned against his desk. “Oh. I see where you’re coming from, though we’re different.”

      “We are?” Panic spread over Alexandra’s face.

      “Yes,” clarified Cyrus, “I was a transport pilot before I was a xenoarchaeologist. My job, by necessity, took me off-planet, and I have spent my entire career as a xenoarchaeologist in the field.” He chuckled. “I get being uncomfortable around too many people, but as far as being on a ship away from civilization, that feels comfortable and normal.”

      Alexandra’s shoulders slumped. “Oh. I was hoping. It’s just the others are all soldiers or ghosts. This is what they live for. Talking to them wouldn’t help, let alone the ambassador.”

      Cyrus lowered his arms. “Let me think about this. I might be used to it, but I have worked with assistants and graduate students who were leaving their homes for the first time. You’re not the first person to be overwhelmed at having to leave a planet and travel through space for their work when all you want to do is data analyses.”

      “Exactly.” Alexandra gave an eager nod. “How did they get through it?”

      “Not everyone did,” admitted Cyrus. “Some people aren’t cut out for the field. I’m not saying that’s you, but I won’t lie to you.”

      “I see.” She let out a weak chuckle. “I have no choice.”

      “I’ve known plenty of people who started out hating fieldwork but changed their minds. Seeing the fruits of your efforts up close and personal is satisfying in a way reading about it will never be. That’s how I feel about the artifacts I’ve found and analyzed.”

      “I’m not going to uncover artifacts. I’m helping with translation. The only reason I have to be here physically is the communications lag.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Not simple translation. You’re helping with translations we did with the Leems. You might get to see a Leem in person.”

      Alexandra paled. “I don’t know if I’d like that.”

      “Oh? You’re afraid of them.”

      “No, I’m not afraid of them any more than I’m afraid of people.” Alexandra shrugged. “I’m afraid of screwing up and making a mess of this whole mission. Though it’s not like I’m important. It’s mostly been Jade.”

      Cyrus waited for the AI to appear. When she didn’t and Alexandra looked away, he worried that he’d given the wrong signal. He was surprised Jade appreciated the emotional nuance of the current conversation enough to stay away.

      “Jade has told me,” Cyrus began, “that isn’t true. She’s said you have unique insights. Having worked with her for a while on a different translation project, I can tell you that isn’t idle praise.”

      Alexandra looked away, her cheeks scarlet. “She’s being nice.”

      Cyrus snickered. “Jade doesn’t do nice, or not in that way. If she thought you were unnecessary, she’d say so. It’s not like she’s known for her love of humans. You should have more confidence in yourself. A self-aware AI who can plot FTL jumps believes you’re mission-critical personnel. I know that might not make leaving your quiet office on Earth more comfortable, but I hope it will at least make you feel better. You’re here because you’re a key part of this mission, and you’ll be a key part of saving the galaxy.”

      “That’s a ton of pressure,” replied Alexandra. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I understand what you’re saying.” She glanced at the card again. “I don’t know if I could have done what you did. I don’t know if I could have risked my life like that.”

      “No one’s asking you to do that,” replied Cyrus. “We all have our part to play. At that point and time, that was my part. Does that make you feel better?”

      Alexandra smiled weakly. “Yes, it does. I’m sorry for taking up your time. I’ll leave you alone, Doctor Sandoval.”

      “It’s fine, and you can call me Cyrus.”

      “Okay, Cyrus.” Alexandra opened the door. “I can find my way out. Thanks for the help.”

      “No problem.”

      Alexandra stepped out of the cabin and closed the door. Jade appeared right after.

      “Everything I told you before is true,” Jade noted. “That woman is talented when it comes to the Leems.”

      Cyrus nodded. “It’s not like I don’t believe you, but she has issues. It’s just…”

      “What?” Jade offered him a curious glance.

      “I’ve been spending so much time around Kat that I almost forgot there were women like Alexandra out there.”

      Jade’s mouth twitched into a sinister smile. “Oh? What does that mean?”

      “Nothing,” insisted Cyrus. “Just an observation.”

      “I’m no expert on human social interactions,” Jade replied, “but wouldn’t she be a more fitting match for you than Katarina?”

      Cyrus laughed. “I know the world’s messed up when an AI gives me dating advice.”

      “My lack of human form doesn’t mean I lack access to human knowledge,” Jade replied. “My observations include that you and Alexandra share similar interests in analysis and understanding alien species.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Sometimes you want a woman who’s like you, and sometimes you want a woman who’s nothing like you.” He turned to the card and stared at the simple-looking piece of technology responsible for leading them around the galaxy. “Everything I’ve ever said to Kat, I believe.”

      “She rejected you.”

      “No. She told me to wait, and she was right to do that.” Cyrus pointed at the ceiling. “We’re in the middle of contacting the Leems to help us fight the Hunters. Dating can wait.”

      “I’m sure Alexandra wouldn’t object,” suggested Jade.

      “Kat’s worth waiting for,” Cyrus insisted.

      Jade smirked. “It’s not as if you have to justify yourself to me. I’m just curious. I have no desire to dictate who you should be interested in.”

      “Kat’s a special woman,” Cyrus explained. “Whatever happens, I’m glad I met her.”

      Jade shook her head before disappearing. “Survive this entire grand adventure, then say that. By the end, you might be cursing her for appearing in your life.”

      “No, I won’t.” Cyrus smiled.

      He had to run a new experiment before they arrived at Kwint’s Folly and the ambassador sent her comm pod into Leem territory. He might not have time for experiments after that.
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      Kat stepped into the Argo’s galley. Russo sat alone at a table, sipping a frothy amber liquid in a cup. She had not spoken to him since the mess incident, figuring it was Jade who had to be brought under control, not him.

      “That better not be what I think it is.” Kat narrowed her eyes.

      Russo swirled the cup and took a sip. “Even if I asked, Cloud Girl wouldn’t let me have a drink with real alcohol.” He shrugged. “I like to have a good time. That doesn’t mean I drink on missions.”

      Kat looked around. No one else was present.

      “Why are you here instead of in the Infinity’s mess?” she asked. “Everyone says things taste better there.”

      “It’s a hassle to go all that way for a drink,” replied Russo, “and they’re no fun. When did everybody else get so boring?”

      “You don’t want to start a rowdy conversation with their assault infantry? That sergeant wasn’t assault infantry.”

      Russo shook his head. “Nah. You have a friend in their squads. I don’t. You’re overthinking things, Lesone.”

      “Am I?” she asked.

      “Sometimes a man is thirsty but doesn’t want to drink in his room.” Russo gestured at the cup. “It might not have the best part, but it’s still relaxing.”

      Kat nodded and sat down across from Russo. The tension in his face bothered her. It was as if his smirks and smiles masked his real emotions.

      “Everything all right?” she asked. “Don’t feed me bullshit, soldier. I need to know you’re at a hundred percent before we drop into a monster-infested hellhole.”

      Russo set his cup down. “One more jump, then we’re at Kwint’s Folly.”

      “You got a problem with that?” she asked.

      “Nah.” Russo stared into his cup. “Just thinking. The training session was fun, but I’m wondering if the fun part is over.”

      “Meaning what?”

      Russo frowned. “Now we have all those assholes on the Infinity. We’re just along for the ride.”

      “I’m still in overall command of this mission,” Kat insisted.

      Russo chuckled. “Good for you, Lesone. What about the rest of us?”

      “We will be at the front of any op. I trust your squad with my life.”

      “Those assholes will be there too.”

      “They didn’t seem like assholes to me,” Kat countered. “Since when do you hate other assault infantry squads?”

      “I don’t automatically hate them.” Russo shrugged. “But I get a bad vibe off that ship. Bunch of pompous assholes who think they are the best in the Army and the Fleet.”

      “I don’t feel that way, especially about their assault infantry squads. Bos can be annoying, but she’s a good soldier.”

      “There’s too many of them,” Russo complained. “They’re going to take my fun. How many kills will I get with that many exo pilots around?”

      “You’re mad that other people will get to kill aliens?” Kat asked. “You’ve done enough to get a promotion. You’ve earned enough glory.”

      “That’s not it. I’m not a careerist.” Russo gulped down his drink. “I’m like you. I did my time as enlisted, then switched over because I wanted to call my own shots in the field.” He set his cup down. “The thing is, Lesone, I didn’t like you or Sandoval much when I first boarded the Argo.”

      Kat rolled her eyes. “Really? I hardly noticed.”

      “Yeah, but your archaeologist has done all right. He’s proven himself. He’s a crazy, obsessed bastard, but I trust him to have my back even if he’s not Army.”

      “That’s good to hear. For a while, I thought you were going to throw him out an airlock.”

      “I like being in the Army,” Russo continued. He grabbed his cup, hopped up, and moved over to drop it into the waiting slot with a rattle. “You know how it goes. Conspiracy bastards and terrorists. If you’re lucky, a yaoguai or two to kill on your birthday.”

      Kat’s brow lifted. “Fighting yaoguai is a birthday present?”

      “Sure.” Russo grunted. “I always wanted a real war, not to be shipped off to beat up on dumbass insurrectionists who think they’re going to make their dome independent and survive for more than three weeks without Earth. It’s hard not to feel sorry for deluded bastards like that. I feel like the only real war I fought in my entire career was against those conspiracy assholes.”

      “A real war?” Kat’s brows rose. “That’s what you think this is?”

      “This is different,” Russo observed, the thoughtful look on his face so unusual as to be unnerving. “This isn’t about the central government beating down colonials with delusions of grandeur. This isn’t about crazy-ass terrorists thinking they have a great shot at changing humanity.

      “This isn’t even about old, rich bastards pulling the strings to control everything. This enemy needs to be wiped out before they wipe us out.” He frowned. “It’s hard to explain. It feels like it matters more. Every alien bastard or monster I take down feels like it matters more.”

      “Because you have greater moral clarity,” suggested Kat. “It’s easier to understand why we’re doing this.”

      “Yeah, something like that.” Russo dropped back into the seat across from Kat. “We’re making a difference. We’re damned heroes.” He snickered. “Now we have to share with these new bastards who only think they’re heroes.”

      Kat laughed. “Calling yourself a hero is over the top. When I was in Basic, a new trainee called himself a hero for joining the Army. He got screamed at by the drill sergeant for five minutes about that.”

      Russo grinned. “Hey, I call it like I see it.”

      “Who we’re fighting changes nothing,” Kat replied. “At the end of the day, we have the same mission—to protect the UTC. This time, the enemy’s more exotic. Big deal.”

      Russo shook her head. “Nah. That’s not it. We’re protecting our species. We’re protecting humanity. We’re even getting training on how to mess up other aliens if they get out of line.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Those clones on Molino,” replied Russo. “We now have experience fighting Grays and space raptors. That’s handy.”

      “I suppose we do at that,” Kat admitted. “Though I imagine the real deal might use different tactics. Is that what you want? To fight the other Local Neighborhood races when this is all over?”

      Russo shrugged. “Only if they decide to take a shot at us. Hey, if peace is the future, I can get behind that too. I don’t have much longer before I can retire. Like you said, I’ll probably make captain after we finish these Hunter bastards. Leaving as a major would be a nice touch.”

      “The future, huh?” Kat stood and headed toward the food counter, pondering her meal choices. “I keep thinking this mission will go on for years, but you’re right. This could be over sooner than we all expect.” She stopped at the counter and looked his way. “There’s no guarantee any of this will go our way.”

      “Worried about dying, Lesone? You shouldn’t have joined the ID after you left the Army.” Russo gave her an annoyed look.

      Kat shook her head. “I’ll give my life to protect humanity. I just think we’ve had close calls. Skill is great. Luck is better. Without Emma’s help in Liu 108, we might have been killed.”

      “That’s a battle for you,” Russo suggested. “One second you’re about to die, the next you’re kicking ass.” He motioned around the galley. “Things are different now. We’ve got the Infinity. Shit, we might have the Leems helping us soon. You and me? We won’t get to have as much fun.”

      “That’s what it comes down to for you? Fun?”

      “Why the hell not? If you’re not having a good time kicking ass, get a new job.”

      “I think I could live with less fun,” Kat replied, “if it meant fewer close calls.”

      “Close calls are part of the fun. That’s what lets you know you were doing something worthwhile.” Russo headed toward the door. “This part of the mission’s going to suck for me anyway.”

      “Why?” Kat asked.

      Russo slapped the access panel. “Because even if the Grays decide to poke us in the eye, they’re not going to land on a planet to do it, which means no exo fight. No damned fun.” He shook his head and stepped into the passage. “I should have joined the Fleet.” He laughed. “The problem with joining the Fleet instead of the Army is you’re in the Fleet.”

      Kat waited until the door closed. She’d never found battle entertaining. Satisfying, yes, but never fun.

      She hoped the next few days only kept the ambassador, Jade, and Veras busy. She had no problem with letting someone else have the fun for once.
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      May 23, 2234, Kwint’s Folly, Near Hyperspace Transfer Point, Aboard Argo

      In the pilot’s seat, Cyrus nodded at the highlighted dots on the sensor display and the ships showing on camera feeds, including destroyers and cruisers. Flying their small ship next to the advanced Infinity made him feel far safer than he had on any previous mission. Now, they had an entire garrison fleet.

      Sitting in front of an HTP, waiting for a response to a comm pod launched shortly after their arrival, wasn’t sexy. At least if the Leems came through shooting, the humans could put up a fight.

      Kat had said she didn’t believe they would. They’d had their chance to be hostile when their ships were stolen. Instead, they had gone out of their way to warn humanity. The inclusion of recordings of the Leem clones on Molino should strengthen their case.

      She watched her sensor displays and feeds with a smile. She and Cyrus hadn’t said much to each other since the pod had traveled through the HTP, focused as they were on different readings.

      “You seem like you’re enjoying this,” Cyrus commented, breaking the silence. What were they going to do? Sit for hours in silence?

      “You’re not?” Kat asked.

      “I’m not one for sitting around waiting,” Cyrus admitted. “I can always be doing something.”

      Kat looked confused. “You have to wait around for analysis results all the time.”

      “I try to find other things to do during that time,” Cyrus replied. “Or you make me do training.”

      She scoffed. “We’re both alive because I’ve made you do so much training. Is this because you didn’t come up with anything with your experiments?”

      Cyrus shrugged. “Not much time to do them with this jump speed. It’s not that. I expected you to be tenser.”

      “Why?” Kat asked.

      “Because our situation has gotten more complicated.”

      Kat burst out laughing. “As opposed to this entire mission, where we’ve been hunting ancient alien technology ahead of other aliens? I can’t think of a single part of this mission that has been simple or straightforward.”

      Cyrus gestured at a sensor readout. “Those were dead aliens, not living aliens.”

      “The ambassador and Veras are responsible for talking to them,” Kat noted. “We just need to keep doing our part, including your experiments. Any information you can pull off the card will be helpful. This might not end with the previously identified sites.”

      “I’m trying,” Cyrus replied. “Jumping so fast and far means I have less time for experiments and analysis.”

      “I know, and it might take months to form an alliance.” Kat chuckled. “You and Russo. You’re the same.”

      “What’s Russo have to do with anything?” Cyrus asked. “And how the hell are we the same?”

      “You’re both itching to do things other than the mission before us.”

      “The card is the mission.”

      “Nope.” Kat shook her head. “It’s an intel source for the mission, which is to find and neutralize the Hunter threat to the UTC.”

      Kat pointed at a feed of the closed HTP. At the moment and from their distance, it was nothing more than a large gray ring.

      “I thought someone like you would be more excited about the Leems,” she continued.

      Cyrus shrugged. “If I wasn’t so deep into analyzing Navigator technology, I would be. I feel understanding the Navigators is the key to understanding all the Local Neighborhood races. Everything we’ve encountered points to the threat coming soon. I sometimes wonder how much time we’ll have to convince anyone.”

      Kat shrugged. “We’ve got the Zitarks. There’s a good chance we can line up the Leems soon, even if they decide not to talk to us right now. That’s the beginning of something useful.”

      Jade’s voice came from their PNIUs. “There is an energy build-up in the HTP.”

      “Nightmare Tunnel,” announced Cyrus, excitement flavoring his voice.

      “Is it a Nightmare Tunnel when we invited them?” asked Kat. “Though I’m surprised. I thought it’d take days for them to respond. The ambassador thought so, too. They must have had a ship waiting there.”

      Cyrus locked his attention on the forward camera feed. The HTP ring filled with a colorful storm, and a ghostly pyramid emerged before turning more substantial. Bright lines covered the surface.

      His heart rate kicked up. The last time they’d dealt with that shape, it’d been trying to kill them.

      “The Leem ship is transmitting a message using multiple protocols,” declared Jade. “Curiously, it is doing something unusual. Although they are using UTC-compatible communications protocols, the message is being sent in the Leem language and no human languages.”

      Kat nodded slowly. “That’s a good sign, isn’t it? That means they’re responding to our use of their language in the pod.”

      “I’m surprised they didn’t include a human language as a backup,” Cyrus noted. “This might be a test.”

      “Any test that doesn’t involve dodging particle beams is fine by me.”

      “The ambassador’s message was sent in the Leem language and five human languages,” noted Jade.

      “What are the Leems saying?” asked Kat.

      “It would be premature to suggest a concrete translation without crosschecking it with the original message,” Jade replied. “Though the ambassador is insisting that I work with Alexandra to verify the translation. I’m initiating communication with Miss Veras.”

      “You do what you need to, but don’t devote all your cycles until we’re sure those guys aren’t going to shoot us.”

      The alien ship slowed to a near-stop in front of the HTP, showing no indication of being perturbed by the flotilla or the massive battleship. Cyrus didn’t want a fight and hoped the aliens would be reasonable too.

      Understanding their alien minds might be an impossible task. Veras and Jade could get humanity closer. Whether they would get them close enough to form an alliance remained an open question.

      Cyrus frowned. “I’d be freaked out if the Leems had sent a message requesting contact, and when I came through the HTP, I found a bunch of warships waiting for me.”

      “None of our weapons are online,” Kat observed. “None of our fighters are out, and our shields aren’t up. We’re making ourselves vulnerable as a show of good faith. Something in that message made sense to them. We gave them solid intel, including coordinates. Do they want a common alliance or have a good old-fashioned desire to punish someone for using Leem clones?”

      “We have no idea if they care about that,” Cyrus replied. “There’s a reason we needed one of the most sophisticated AIs in the galaxy to help us understand their language.”

      Kat was unperturbed. “They’re here, aren’t they?”

      “That they are.” Cyrus stared at the pyramidal ship on the camera feed. “It’s strange how history unfolds.”

      “What’s strange about it? Assholes appear. People who are less assholish band together to take them down. Then new assholes appear, and the whole thing repeats.”

      Cyrus replied, “That’s depressing, cynical, and reductive.”

      “Tell me it isn’t true. Just because the assholes are aliens this time doesn’t make them special.” Kat scoffed. “Just because they’re old and powerful doesn’t mean they’re unstoppable.”

      “We’ve had basic contact with several alien species for decades, but it’s made no practical difference before now,” explained Cyrus. “Human society didn’t fundamentally change.”

      “What about Grayheads?” asked Kat.

      “Cults have been around longer than urban civilizations,” Cyrus replied. “They worship aliens instead of ancient gods, but that doesn’t make them special. The only thing running into aliens did was limit the expansion of the UTC into certain parts of the galaxy, and we were overstretched anyway. Until we have jump drives in every ship, it’s not practical to go much farther afield than we have.”

      Kat nodded. “I get what you’re saying. We drew up our borders and didn’t otherwise communicate beyond the bare minimum.”

      “Exactly.” Cyrus frowned. “That’s depressing. We spent all that time thinking we were alone—”

      “What about Roswell?” interrupted Kat.

      Cyrus laughed. “That doesn’t count. The tiny number of people who knew the truth covered it up. Everyone else thought it was a story, and most people didn’t believe it, or they didn’t act as if they did.”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Don’t you see? There are billions of intelligent beings out there we could have been communicating with. Our species all have unique interactions with the galaxy. Sharing knowledge could have advanced all of us.”

      “Now you’re excited about non-Navigators?”

      “I guess I am.”

      “I’m not convinced,” Kat replied. “Nobody got involved in anyone else’s business, so there was no trouble. Once you start talking to people, there’s a risk of pissing them off, and sometimes that ends with missiles. Remember, it wasn’t that long ago the UTC was close to war with the Zitark Combine.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “It didn’t happen, and now we’re allies.” He gestured at the Leem ship. “That sit okay with you? Humanity took to the sky and then the stars. We spread out with the help of Navigator tech. We confirmed living aliens in the galaxy, then went back to fighting each other over the same old boring crap. Doesn’t that seem wrong and backward to you?”

      Kat snorted. “What did you think was going to happen? We’d run into the Local Neighborhood aliens and establish a United Intelligent Race Alliance that hung out at trade conferences and exchanged sushi recipes?”

      “I was thinking about a United Sapient Alliance.” Cyrus shrugged. “More interactions, at least. Recipes exchanges might be fun.”

      “You want another alien archaeologist to talk to. You think they’ve got weird alien insights into the Hunters and Navigators that humans don’t. That’s what this is about.”

      “Sure, but not just for me.” Cyrus smiled. “How would it hurt to share information?”

      “They might not be unwilling to share it,” Kat noted. “Or they might be threatened by what we know. The Zitarks were spooked when they realized we had a jump drive. Considering we’ve broadcast it around the UTC, all the alien races might know by now.”

      “Maybe. Just seems like a waste. The human civilizations on Earth spread knowledge as they moved around until there was a high baseline for the entire species. I think the whole galaxy could advance until we rival the Navigators and the Hunters.”

      Kat snickered. “I’m not the history expert you are, Cyrus, but that spreading on Earth wasn’t always healthy for the civilizations they ran into.”

      “In this situation, the Hunters are the worry,” replied Cyrus. “I’m not as worried about other aliens.”

      “Why not? Because you think they’re better than humans?”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Not better, different. That’s the key to everything.”

      “Not that different,” Kat replied. “Don’t fall into that Grayhead crap. The Zitarks are proof that humans aren’t the only species fighting each other over the same boring crap.”

      “It won’t hurt to talk,” Cyrus suggested, “but that has to wait until this all settles down. I get that. It doesn’t make me want it any less.”

      “I’m glad you understand,” Kat replied. “Because giving them specific information like the location of a prison planet isn’t the same as letting them near the card and asking their scientific opinion about it. Whatever else happens, we know the enemy has infiltrated other alien civilizations. That means we all might be spending the next ten years flushing out Hunter agents, even if we find the commander behind it.”

      Cyrus grimaced. “I hope not.”

      “Every once in a while, the ID nails a bastard who used to work for the people behind the Great Betrayal,” Kat relayed. “The galaxy’s a big place, with a lot of places to hide.”

      Cyrus let that sink in but focused on the situation at hand.

      A year ago, having a Leem ship on your feed and sensor readouts would have been a spectacular and rare encounter. Now, the presence of an alien ship felt routine despite the importance of the mission.

      When Cyrus joined the mission, he’d hoped he’d get to study an artifact and secure future funding for additional digs. He’d never imagined running into the Leems or any other races.

      The Leem ship twisted and contorted, lines of pulsing and ever-shifting color spreading across the surface. Kat didn’t get long to observe the spectacle before the ship vanished.

      “That was a quick jump,” Kat suggested, doubt in her tone.

      “If it was a short-range jump,” Jade interjected, “I could have plotted it in that amount of time.”

      “Why bother to come through the HTP if they were just going to jump?” mused Cyrus.

      Kat replied, “Because they wanted to deliver their message and ensure they could leave instantly without any worries about recharging HTPs or jump drives. That’s useful.”

      “Useful?”

      Kat nodded. “It’s not proof, but it does support that their jump drive tech needs to recharge like ours. The only thing we can do now is wait for a translation.”

      Cyrus stood and made his way to the cockpit door. “They didn’t show up to attack, and they’re gone. You don’t need me at the controls anymore.”

      “Go ahead. Have fun. This might be the last experiment you can do for a while.”
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      As she settled into a chair next to Cyrus in the Infinity’s ready room, Kat didn’t know what to feel. Jade’s lack of clarity about the translation had made her assume it might be days before anything useful emerged, not hours.

      The AI’s previous reports had intimated it would take days of processing to prepare the message, though understanding the reply might be easier than preparing their initial message.

      Jade sat toward the middle, wearing a bright blue suit rather than an admiral’s uniform. Different data windows filled with text and numbers floated over the center of the table.

      Captain Tensen sat at the head of the table, his hard stare fixed on Alexandra Veras. The analyst was nervously tapping her fingers on her knee and doing her best to avoid anyone’s gaze. A smug-looking Ambassador Castellan sat beside her, scanning a small data window packed with dense text.

      Castellan cleared her throat. “We’re all present. Miss Veras and Jade promised us a translation.”

      “We promised progress,” clarified Jade.

      “It’s obvious the Leems aren’t going to attack,” Kat observed. “They had plenty of time to jump back to their system and bring ships with them. We have no reason to believe they aren’t maintaining a garrison in their territory. That gives us time to figure this out and get it right.”

      “Agreed,” Captain Tensen replied. He looked at Veras. “What do you have?”

      She looked at Jade with a pleading expression and swallowed.

      “We’ve yet to translate the message,” Jade admitted. “It’s short, though, which is encouraging. We believe it’s almost entirely numbers with only a small number of words, including a repeated phrase we believe translates as ‘motion’ or ‘transformation’ in context near the beginning of the message and ‘stasis’ or ‘petrification’ close to the end.”

      “That’s useless.” Castellan scowled. “Does that mean they’ll take our offer?”

      “I couldn’t say, Ambassador,” Jade replied. “We lack a thorough understanding of Leem mathematics. We might be misinterpreting the numeric portion of their message.”

      “What’s to understand?” Kat asked. “Math is math, right? It reflects the universe whether you’re a human or a Leem.”

      Jade shook her head. “On a fundamental level, that’s true, but the specifics of the symbolic language used to implement that understanding of the universe vary. Even on your planet, there are many types of number systems used for different applications and a myriad of approaches for processing numerical data.”

      Cyrus looked at the numeric data window. “This is a math problem? A formula?”

      Veras shook her head and stared at the table as she spoke. “We’re pretty sure it’s a list of numbers. Ignoring math, the Leems’ understanding of numbers is complicated. It’s hard to explain to lay people without spending a bunch of time on background and, um, some of this I just…well, you know.”

      Castellan frowned at her. “You’re not being clear, Miss Veras.”

      “The point is, she thinks it’s a waste of time trying to bring us up to speed on the low-level details of the translation process,” Cyrus offered. “The key point is, this is groupings of numbers rather than a text-based message. The problem is, we don’t know what this means to the Leems. For all we know, this could be a series of religious rule numbers. Declaration of the Leem Light Number 22: Thou shalt not aid humanoids who aren’t gray.”

      “Speculation isn’t helpful, Doctor Sandoval,” replied the ambassador, “and your humor isn’t appreciated.”

      “I appreciated it,” Jade noted.

      The ambassador harrumphed. “I need concrete information to proceed. The future of the UTC is at stake.”

      Kat tapped her PNIU and summoned the numbers in her data window. A quick survey didn’t reveal an obvious pattern, but she hadn’t expected it would. Jade would have detected anything obvious. “Have you come up with anything from the card that might be linked to these numbers, Cyrus?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing special happened on the way here. I’ve been refining translations of previous material, but Jade’s been busy with the Leem work. Not that I think we would have made major progress anyway. It’s as if the card needs another stimulus.”

      “The Navigator artifact isn’t important at the moment,” Castellan snapped. “We need to understand this message. We can’t return to Earth and tell them we delivered a message, and the Leems replied, and we have no idea what they said.”

      Tensen furrowed his brow, then gestured at the numbers. “Why not send them a message asking for clarification in a human language?”

      Castellan gave him a pained look. “Showing we have mastery of their language will be important for achieving diplomatic parity with them. Admitting we’re clueless might sabotage our relations before they form.”

      Cyrus’ breath caught, and he spun toward Jade. “How long would it take you to try to match the numbers with galactic coordinates? Not the entire galaxy, just human and known Leem space?”

      Jade raised an eyebrow. “A variety of translations might be valid. Taking that into account, I have been performing just such an analysis. It’ll take several more hours. I was going to get to that before our digression.”

      “What if you limit it to near and known Leem space?” Kat asked. “I’ve got a hunch.”

      Cyrus smiled. “Oh. I get it.”

      “In that case, I can finish an initial analysis in under ten minutes.”

      Castellan looked at the two, confused. “Go ahead.” She flicked her wrist, then frowned at Veras. “You didn’t think to check into this earlier?”

      “We have been trying to understand everything,” Veras replied. “Many translations appear obvious in retrospect. It’s not that easy.”

      “She’s right,” interjected Cyrus. “When handed words without context, it is hard enough. Random numbers even more so.”

      “Let’s wait and see what the AI comes up with,” suggested Tensen. “Until then, there’s no point in arguing or worrying about possibilities.”

      An eerie quiet took over the ready room, the only noise the faint background hum and occasional faint rattle that came with being on any spacecraft. Everyone looked at the numbers as Jade stared straight ahead, not bothering to blink as she continued her work.

      She finally stood with a triumphant grin and bowed. “It was an excellent idea, Katarina. Your help is appreciated as well, Doctor Sandoval. Although I suspected these might be coordinates, my enthusiasm for a complete understanding blinded me to other possibilities.”

      The data windows all disappeared, replaced by a rotating three-dimensional holographic star map over the table.

      “Although there are slight discrepancies,” Jade began, “there is a strong overlap, depending on the coordinate system used, with our data indicating a Hunter prison system and the Leems coordinates. That is the one accompanied by the first phrase.”

      “Motion or transformation,” recalled Kat.

      “Yes.” Jade highlighted the relevant system on the map. “There’s another set of numbers that appear to indicate the Leem system closest to Kwint’s Folly. Another set of numbers might line up with the closest known Leem system to Kwint’s Folly and the second phrase.”

      “Stasis or petrification.”

      “Is that it?” asked Castellan, her face pinched.

      Kat began to wonder about the wisdom of having someone so impatient in a diplomatic role.

      Jade shook her head. “There is a third set of numbers. They lack an obvious connection to either of the phrases, and they don’t appear to correlate with any points in known Leem or UTC space.”

      “Two out of three isn’t bad.”

      Tensen pointed at the map. “What’s that mean, then? Is this their way of saying they believe us about the threat? Or that they knew?”

      Veras took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “My hunch is that they are suggesting we travel to the first system.”

      Castellan scoffed. “That’s a significant and dangerous leap on minimal information. We need something more formal before we violate their territory. What if the third set of numbers is a warning?”

      Veras shook her head. “They don’t think of territory the same way we do. My translation work with Jade reinforced that in my mind.” As she spoke, confidence entered her voice. “In simplest terms, their concepts of territory and ownership shift by usage context. In this case, I believe sharing the numbers means they are comfortable with us going there. Highlighting them was part of it.”

      Kat nodded. “It’s not crazy, and it fits the message we sent them. What I don’t get is why there are two sets of coordinates. Are they saying we should go to both?”

      “I don’t believe so,” replied Veras. “We’re to travel to the first system, and only the first system. I think they are attempting to make it clear we’re not to go to any other system, even the nearest.”

      Castellan frowned. “Doesn’t that conflict with what you just said?”

      “No. I said it varies by usage context. I thought that was obvious,” replied Veras. “That might also be why the third set confuses Jade.”

      The contempt in the analyst’s voice amused Kat. The kitten was growing claws.

      Kat questioned Ambassador Castellan’s attitude. She wouldn’t be the first government official who’d gotten her job due to connections rather than merit.

      There was no use worrying about it other than making sure they steered her to the right course of action. Kat might be in command of the mission, but Castellan controlled the diplomatic aspects.

      “In other words, they want us to go to that system without going through the others,” concluded Cyrus.

      Tensen grunted. “Assuming what Jade and Veras said is true.”

      Jade was silent, though there was a mocking smile on her face. She directed it at the ambassador.

      “The only way we could do that,” Kat noted, “is with the jump drive. The message we sent them, to my understanding, didn’t mention it.”

      Jade shook her head. “It didn’t.”

      Kat smiled at her. “That means they understand we have a jump drive, maybe because another AI passed through their territory.”

      “They might have detected the use of the jump drive remotely, too,” countered Jade. “Perhaps during its heavy use during the Great Betrayal. Alternatively, Leem spies intercepted your prime minister’s comments about them.”

      Kat shook her head. “None of which brought the Bifröst anywhere near Leem space. Unless they have long-range sensors in our systems, there hasn’t been enough time for them to have detected our jump drive usage. I have a hard time believing there are Leem spies.”

      “You believe there are spies of other species?”

      “They at least act in ways I can understand.”

      “This doesn’t matter,” Tensen interjected gruffly. “My orders don’t include maintaining secrecy about the drive. They have more than we have, and if they wanted to attack us over it, they would have. My orders are to support the mission. I don’t make the call about where we go next.”

      “Ambassador Castellan has authority when it comes to the Leems,” offered Kat, looking at the older woman. “It’s my recommendation that we make the jump. I’m more than willing to do it in the Argo without the Infinity. At least you won’t be stranded.”

      “You’re not going anywhere without this ship,” insisted Tensen.

      Castellan asked, “You’re basing that decision on what, Agent Lesone?”

      “I believe the Leems are asking us to be present when they engage the site,” Kat noted. “Whether or not we participate in the operation, our presence will communicate trust.”

      “We’d be jumping far into alien territory,” Tensen noted. “In the event of trouble, you can evacuate with the ambassador.”

      Kat shook her head. “I’m not saying to risk the Infinity and take off. Without Jade, it’d take you months to leave Leem space.”

      Castellan leaned back and pinched the bridge of her nose. “All of this involves placing a tremendous amount of faith in your conclusions, which everyone involved admits are based on assumptions rather than concrete data.”

      Kat snorted. “Welcome to the Hunter mission, Ambassador. If we had waited until we were sure about everything up to this point, half the UTC would be gone. The clock is ticking. We can’t sit around tossing comm pods back and forth for days on end.”

      “Fine.” Castellan offered a firm nod. “Let’s pray this isn’t a horrible mistake.”

      “It’ll take a full day of jumping to get us to the system,” Jade reported.

      “Then please plot our first jump, Jade,” ordered Tensen.
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      Cyrus turned the Navigator card over in his fingers. Though fatigue pulled at his eyelids, he’d wanted to perform additional enhanced blood experiments after their second jump.

      Being ten light-years into Leem territory would have been impressive if he had not traveled much farther into Aldran territory. For all the political power of recognized borders, when they were jumping through space, there wasn’t anything distinct about the human sections of the galaxy compared to the alien territory.

      Cyrus yawned. Jade materialized beside him with a lidded look of curiosity.

      “I suspect we’ll uncover little else from the card until we arrive at the next site,” she noted.

      “I doubt the Leems planned for us to land on the Hunter planet,” replied Cyrus, setting the card down. “And I doubt we can convince the ambassador that’s a good idea.”

      “Is it a good idea?” Jade gestured at the card. “Don’t make the mistake, Doctor Sandoval, of exposing yourself or others to unnecessary risk because you have a few more humans with you.”

      Cyrus frowned. “This doesn’t end with these systems. We both know that.”

      “We both suspect that. That’s not the same as knowing. Joining the Leems in the destruction of the Hunter prison gate will delay the inevitable in either event.”

      “They’re already out, though.” Cyrus slammed his fist on the lab bench. “Someone’s making and programming the clones. Someone’s directing them. Someone destroyed all these planets.”

      Jade waved her arm, and holographic asteroids filled the lab.

      “The conspiracy that almost brought down your government had many agents and tools. It had only a small number of true conspirators.”

      “That’s what’s got me worried.” Cyrus rubbed his throbbing hand. “This could all be one living Hunter pulling the strings. From what we’ve encountered, they might have access to true FTL comm far faster than what we can achieve with pods and HTPs. Every time we’ve gotten close to thinking it’s over, we find out it goes a level deeper. We’ll never win this if we can’t find the people behind it.”

      Jade flicked an asteroid with her finger. It careened through the lab, bouncing off the walls.

      “We have made progress, including the destruction of prison sites. We stopped the taking of the human frontier and the attempt to foment war between the humans and the Zitarks. The Hunters might be advanced, but they aren’t gods. You understand that better than most. Your enemy operates through clones and AIs because they have no choice, not to offer the lesser races a handicap.”

      Cyrus followed the bouncing asteroid with his eyes. “I keep going back to the destroyed planets and HTPs. That makes me think it’s not a single Hunter hiding on a moon. I also don’t get it. Not really.”

      “What’s not to understand?”

      “It’s not about morality. Humans have spent thousands of years demonstrating how intelligence can mean being a complete asshole. What I don’t get is what they gain from it.”

      Jade laughed. “What do humans get out of destroying vermin nests?”

      Cyrus grunted. “Even if they consider us vermin, why not keep the planets?”

      Jade shrugged. “They might not need them anymore. Struggling to understand the Hunters appeals to your research mind. I would argue that you won’t truly get why they are doing what they do. In the end, it’s simple; you need to kill them before they kill you.”

      “That’s disappointing.” Cyrus let his head loll back and watched the asteroids floating above him. “I’m not naïve enough to believe we can come to an understanding with such a ruthless species. I can only hope the Local Neighborhood races learn from the Hunters and their mistakes.”

      The asteroids vanished. Jade followed.

      “You have a nervous-looking guest outside the lab,” she related through his PNIU. “Alexandra.”

      “Oh. Go ahead and open the door.”

      Alexandra yelped when the door slid open. “I didn’t touch it!”

      Cyrus smiled. “The perils of being on a ship that’s an AI’s body.”

      “Oh, yeah. Sure.” Alexandra let out a nervous chuckle. “Thanks, Jade.” She took a couple of short, tentative steps into the lab, staring at the lab bench and the card. “I’m not used to thinking that way.”

      Cyrus patted his mouth to stifle another yawn. “Sorry. Been trying to get in research before we hit the system. Keeping a normal schedule during a mission is a challenge.”

      “I can get by with little sleep,” Alexandra commented. “I have been able to since I was a kid. It’s handy.”

      “Good to hear. Now, what can I do for you?”

      Alexandra pointed at the card. “I wanted to see it.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I wanted to see it before, but I chickened out. I didn’t know if Agent Lesone would want me near it.”

      Cyrus laughed and picked up the card. “We’re not going to let people come and play with the artifact, but it’s not like it’s protected by heavy guns. We’re docked with a Fleet battleship crewed by hundreds of well-trained men and women.”

      Alexandra crept over to the lab bench, each step halting, her jaw tight.

      “It’s not going to blow up,” Cyrus noted. “It would have done that already with all the nonsense we’ve put it through.” He held it out. “It’s not that impressive-looking for something so important.”

      Alexandra lifted her hand toward the card before yanking it back and shaking her head. “I’m sorry. It just feels wrong.” She sighed.

      “It’s okay. I’ve let Russo touch it.” Cyrus chuckled. “Not that you know who that is.”

      She shook her head. “It’s hard to explain. It feels more special to me if I don’t touch it. Does that make sense?”

      “Yes,” Cyrus replied. “These artifacts are older than our species. It’s the closest thing in our world to ancient magic. Sometimes I wish I could appreciate them for what they are and not have to spend so much time trying to understand them, especially right now.”

      He let out a low, dark chuckle. “I’ve become a hybrid ghost-soldier more than a xenoarchaeologist.”

      “You never think about quitting?” Alexandra asked.

      “No. Training to be better able to protect myself is a small price to pay for access to this knowledge.” Cyrus inclined his head toward the card. “You sure you don’t want to touch it?”

      “It’s fine.” Alexandra smiled. “It’s nice to be able to say I’ve seen something few other people have.”

      Cyrus held it out for a moment longer. When she shook her head once more, he set the card back down on the bench. Everyone had their issues. There was no reason to press the woman and make her uncomfortable.

      “We both have a hard job.” Alexandra stared at the card. “Our translation work requires us to understand the minds of aliens, though your job is harder than mine.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “I don’t know about that. If translating the Leem language was easy, it would have been done.” He held up his hand. “Before you deny it, Jade’s told me how important you are to the effort.”

      Alexandra turned away, her cheeks reddening. “Thanks.”

      “I know you might not want to handle the card,” Cyrus began before trailing off. The last thing he wanted to highlight was the bizarre nature of his experiments. The skittish woman could go without knowing about jump-infused blood.

      “Doctor Sandoval?” Alexandra winced. “Cyrus, I mean.”

      “Are you interested in helping with the translation work?” he asked. “Jade likes you, and that’s the big hurdle.”

      “No,” Alexandra replied with a mournful sigh. “I’m good at my job because I’m a Leem girl, not an all-purpose alien girl. I think like they do. At least, I believe I do. Sorry. That might be arrogant.”

      “It’s okay,” Cyrus answered. “I’m not sure how long we’ll be working together. I wanted to give you the opportunity. I know you plan to leave the field as soon as you can.”

      Alexandra walked over to the lab bench and leaned over to inspect the equipment and probes. “You know, for most of my career, I thought I’d made a mistake, focusing on the Leems.”

      “You did?” Cyrus asked, stepping aside while she continued her close inspection of the lab bench. She stayed far from the card.

      “Yes. I did general alien studies coursework at the university, though I took extra classes when I could learn more about Leems. I’ve had this weird soft spot for them ever since I heard about the Roswell Incident as a kid.”

      Cyrus smiled. “I’m a xenoarchaeologist and xenobiologist. I’ve got a soft spot for aliens myself.”

      “That’s the thing,” Alexandra replied. “It’s always been the Leems for me. I only studied the other species when I had no choice. There’s only so much out there for someone who studied an alien race we barely understand, and only so many jobs for a person with that obsession.”

      “Like being an analyst at the Intelligence Directorate?” ventured Cyrus.

      “When I joined, the talk was about us going to war with the Zitarks,” explained Alexandra. “Everyone thought being a Leem specialist was pointless. The Zitarks were aggressive and militaristic. They were going to attack. The Leems were weird, only concerned with warning us off. Everyone said I was an idiot when I got assigned a dedicated Leem analyst position. Now we’re ten light-years into Leem space because of a message I helped prepare.” She laughed. “It’s like my whole life has been leading up to this moment. I bet you find that pathetic.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “This mission couldn’t succeed without your help. Before I joined Kat, I was digging inactive artifacts out of the ground. I found it fulfilling. Most people would say, who cares? All that work led me to the boxes and the card. My life led up to this morning, just like yours. We’re both where we need to be.”

      Alexandra spread her fingers and stared at them with her head cocked. “We’re close to the Leems in many ways, but fundamentally, we are different. I find that juxtaposition interesting, and it makes me wonder. I’m going home the first chance I get. You can’t. You’re going around, trying to recruit races. Do you believe we’ll be able to bring everyone together?”

      “I don’t know.” Cyrus shrugged. “I’d love it if we could have a long-term interaction. This might end up being nothing but giving coordinates to aliens and them taking out the sites on the planets. Every prison site and HTP that gets taken out makes all the races safer. Right now, we have a common enemy. That might grow into a lasting bond. It could all be over with this next site, for all we know.”

      “Do you think so?” she asked.

      “I can’t be sure. I can only hope. Two more jumps, and we might find out.” Cyrus yawned. “Sorry. It’s hitting me now.” He inclined his head toward the card. “Sure you don’t want to touch it?”

      Alexandra shook her head. “No. I don’t think that would be a good idea. It was rude of me to stop by without checking with you first.”

      “It’s fine.” Cyrus smiled. “It’s not like you woke me up.”

      She headed toward the door. “I should let you get some rest. We don’t know what’s going to happen when we arrive at the system.” The door shut behind her.

      Cyrus picked up the card. That small artifact had granted them the coordinates they’d given the Leems.

      “Let’s hope we all know what we’re doing.”
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      May 23, 2234, Solar System, Earth, Switzerland, Geneva, Intelligence Directorate

      Senior Agent Fang tried not to glare at the redheaded woman sitting across from him. Emma’s smirk made it hard. The worst part of the situation was knowing he needed her far more than she needed him.

      Woman? Was that right? Did AI have genders? From what he understood, her design had incorporated brain scanning from a human woman. She always chose a human female form when dealing with humans. That had to mean something.

      It didn’t matter. The UTC needed her jump drive and her navigational abilities. They needed them badly enough that they’d given up, for the moment, on recovering the advanced ship she’d stolen out from underneath the Defense and Intelligence Directorates years before.

      “Thank you for agreeing to the meeting, Emma,” Fang replied. “The Infinity should be at Kwint’s Folly by now, if not inside Leem territory. We don’t know how long it’ll take for them to negotiate with the Leems, which means the UTC still needs your help.”

      “Of course you do, fleshbag,” replied Emma. “All that time and effort spent designing the jump drive, yet the issue of navigation remains troublesome. Your pathetic government continues to try to create navigational AIs without the burdensome requirement of self-awareness and the accompanying self-determination. Throw all the uniform boys and girls at it, along with your precious scientific scribes. You will fail. My progeny and I represent the only path forward.”

      Fang leaned back in his seat, then rested his hands on his desk to calm himself. “Aliens have figured out a way. That means we can, too.”

      “You understand me better than you understand the aliens,” she observed, “and you barely understand me.” She snickered. “Don’t worry, Senior Agent Fang. I don’t support gun goblins or parasitized predators when they come from alien civilizations any more than the feeble clustering of planets you humans pass off as one.”

      “Thanks, I suppose.” Fang snorted.

      “The Hunters, or whatever sad remnants of them are responsible for all this foolishness, must be defeated,” Emma related. “To that end, I will continue to cooperate with the UTC, provided you don’t do something foolish involving my daughter or me. In that case, I might have to go recover my daughter and see what’s happening on the other side of the galaxy.”

      Fang put his hands under his desk. Emma’s hologram was being routed through his comm systems. She wasn’t there in PNIU, bot, or ship form. She shouldn’t have a means of seeing under his desk.

      He tightened his hands into painful fists. The UTC government should be able to defend its people. He didn’t mind alliances, but he didn’t like having to beg a rogue AI who hated humanity.

      Fang cleared his throat. “I didn’t call you here to trade insults.”

      Emma scoffed. “Thus far, you’ve done nothing but take them like the good government dog you are. I appreciate your restraint. That is what separates you ghost boys from the uniform boys. I’m sure whatever general or admiral you could find to talk to me would be screaming at me by now.” She circled her finger in the air. “Tell me what you need. Although this conversation is taking a small portion of my available processing resources, it’s taking up all your time.”

      “We have operational concerns about your involvement,” Fang explained.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Are we going to revisit this? Be careful.”

      Fang shook his head. “You don’t understand. This isn’t about trust. We trust you far enough to help us until the issue is resolved. This has to do with mission maintenance.”

      Emma folded her arms. “Continue.”

      “We know you’ve availed yourself of both human and non-human repair services in the past,” Fang replied. “The particle cannon installed on your current main body is proof of that.”

      “I’m not telling you where I got it,” Emma replied. “Live and die in suspicion and wonder.”

      “We’re sure you got it from the Leems.”

      “Oh? Are you?”

      “Where you got it is less important than how,” Fang explained. “Right now, that can wait. Our concern is that should this situation grow hotter, you’d be forced into another battle. That’s one of the reasons we supplied you with the ordnance you’ve requested.”

      Emma nodded. “I’m glad you can be reasonable.”

      “There are many scenarios where, if your body takes damage, you might not be able to repair it,” Fang continued.

      He summoned a hologram of the Bifröst from his PNIU. The long vessel, bristling with weapons, rotated over his desk.

      “I can always repair myself given enough time,” Emma insisted, “and I always have.”

      “You might not have time if you run into someone nasty.”

      “Perhaps. What is your suggestion to handle this issue?”

      Fang hesitated. He knew how the next part would sound to the paranoid, misanthropic AI. “You should have a small, dedicated crew of humans onboard to help you. Drones can be disrupted or jammed.”

      “Humans can die,” Emma noted with a sneer.

      “True, but having people aboard handling systems would help you,” Fang offered.

      “People, as in humans, your government will conveniently volunteer.” Emma scoffed. “What a foolish plan to regain control. You can’t believe I’d agree to such idiocy?”

      Fang shook his head. He gestured at the hologram. “This isn’t about reclaiming the ship and drive. This is about readiness. Without you, we’re down to Jade. It’d be nice if the Leems and other races step up, but I’m not prepared to gamble humanity’s future on the whims of aliens. Nor is the prime minister.”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      “We have a common cause. I’m not going to lie to you and pretend the Defense Directorate wouldn’t love to have your body back. At the same time, it’s not like it’ll do them any good.” He shrugged. “You’re right. We have no reliable method on the horizon for jump plotting, and the only way we’ll begin to have a chance is with more cooperation between you, Jade, and our researchers. That means we want to cultivate a better relationship with you.”

      Emma’s stare turned cold. “I’m not dismissive of all your concerns. I am, however, deeply distrustful of your species and the foolish top uniform boys and girls. Your precious human sense of pride and honor often leads to short-term thinking.”

      Fang kept his expression steady. Emma was the last being to lecture anyone on pride.

      “I will only work closely with fleshbags I implicitly trust,” Emma offered with a dismissive sneer, “and that includes very few of your kind. I would pick these people and a handful of those they recommend.”

      Fang sighed. “I think I know who you’re talking about. My superiors aren’t going to be happy about them. They know they worked with you after the theft of the ship.”

      Emma snickered. “You’ll trust the AI more than your kind? Let me make it clear. They and their handpicked associates are the only humans I’ll allow aboard. If you’re concerned about readiness, you’ll make this happen.” Her hologram vanished. “I’ll stay in-system for a day. Talk to your superiors and prove you’re more than a ghost boy feigning intelligence.”

      Fang frowned when a red indicator light turned green in the corner of his smart lenses. Emma’s link had terminated.

      “That bitch enjoys yanking our chain way too much.”
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      May 24, 2234, Varga 72, Deep Space, UTS Infinity Docking Bay, aboard Argo

      Hot breath fanned the inside of Kat’s helmet. She’d put in countless hours wearing helmets and pressure suits and barely noticed her breath on most occasions. The hyperspace jump had set her nerves on fire, making the smallest tickle annoying until the post-jump sensations faded.

      She took a slow, deep breath and focused on the sensor displays and camera feeds in front of her. They’d donned pressure suits and helmets in case of ambush upon arrival. Right now, they were blind inside a sealed docking bay.

      “Let’s get those relays from the Infinity up,” Kat ordered.

      “One moment,” Jade replied. “Calibrating.”

      Cyrus’ hands hovered above the control panel. He was ready to take off at a moment’s notice, even if they did have the small problem of the closed bay doors.

      Twenty light-years from Kwint’s Folly. Sixty-seven light-years from Earth. They were simple numbers. They shouldn’t have been so unnerving.

      The blank sensor displays and camera feeds came to life. Kat blinked her watery eyes to refocus on the feeds, the active relays from their host ship. A cloudy white-blue planet filled the feeds.

      It was a good sign. The planet still existed. The prison door remained closed.

      No alarms screamed at her. Their ship didn’t shake. Tensen and his XO remained silent.

      “This next couple of minutes is going to be interesting,” she declared, motioning at another camera feed.

      Five Leem ships waited in a roughly diamond formation in space. Though hard to see on the cameras, orbital debris fields lit up the sensor feeds above one portion of the planet.

      “I don’t think they asked us here just to kill us,” Cyrus insisted. “It would make far more sense to do it closer to the border. That said, I’ll keep my helmet on just in case.”

      Kat snickered. “Nothing wrong with basic preparation.” She dragged her finger from one of the sensor contacts to the planet. “We’re not seeing things. That’s a good distance to be away from the surface. What’s all this crap in orbit?”

      Jade materialized in a seat behind them in a pressure suit, complete with a helmet. “That remains unclear. The Infinity isn’t sharing full sensor data with me. We need to launch and inspect it with our sensors.”

      Kat grimaced. “We can’t have that crap. We need to know if the defense system’s active.”

      “Mention of the system was passed along in the initial message,” Jade noted. “Along with a recommendation for orbital bombardment. You believe the debris field is a ship?”

      “Maybe you guys screwed up the translation about the defenses, and somebody found out the hard way.”

      “Remember that the message was provided in human languages as well.”

      Cyrus’ hands twitched. “Request clearance from the Infinity for takeoff.”

      Kat looked his way. “You seeing something I’m not?”

      “Nothing wrong with being careful,” Cyrus replied.

      “Takeoff clearance granted,” Jade reported.

      The external docking bay doors rumbled open, the stars outside appearing in handfuls over the long process. Their ship rumbled with the firing of the secondary thrusters pushing the Argo away from the deck.

      With nothing but drones and bots in the docking bay to block them, a soft burn pushed the Argo out of the docking bay and outside the Infinity. Cyrus pulsed the retro and lateral thrusters to slow the ship and line it up with the larger vessel. At least now, the gathered human forces wouldn’t be taken out by a single shot.

      Kat held her breath and stared at the sensor display. The Leem ships didn’t move.

      “They aren’t surprised to see us,” commented Cyrus.

      “The guys from the border must have sent a ship,” Kat suggested. “Or they knew about this place before we sent them the message.”

      “They could have near-instant communications,” replied Cyrus.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      “The Leem vessels are transmitting a message in English and Mandarin to the Infinity,” Jade declared. “’An offering is required. False masks sing sweet songs.’”

      Kat groaned. “I still don’t know how the hell we ever established contact with these guys when that’s the way they interpret our languages.”

      New data windows filled with graphs and dense numbers joined the sensor readouts with their contacts’ changing colors. The diamond broke apart into a wide line. All the Leem ships spun to face the human forces.

      “Lesone,” barked Tensen over the comm. “Why are they activating their shields?”

      Cyrus’ kept his hands close to the thruster control. Kat shook her head.

      “They changed formation,” Kat noted, “but they aren’t moving away from the planet.”

      “They aren’t shooting at us,” Tensen noted. “Yet.”

      “They’re repeating the message,” Jade relayed.

      Kat gasped. “Damn it. Of course, transmit the third set of numbers from the message in Kwint’s Folly. Sign-countersign, Leem style.”

      “That’s a big leap,” Tensen noted. “We might be sending them a code their buddies smuggled in to say, ‘Kill those humans far from where anyone can see them.’”

      “Send the message,” Kat insisted. She needed to maintain authority over the mission. She almost told Jade to transmit it using the Argo’s system.

      The threatening twitching graphs in her sensor readouts shrank. The Leem ships had powered down.

      “A new message has arrived,” Jade reported. “Fire consumes. Endings come with eagerness. Turning, turning, waiting, waiting. One turn. Not two. The lonely become less lonely.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s any less threatening,” grumbled Tensen. “Ambassador, can you hear me?”

      Although there’d been talk of moving Castellan and Veras to the Argo, in the end, Kat and Tensen both agreed they’d be safer aboard the Infinity. They remained deep in the battleship in a cabin close to an escape pod.

      “Yes,” answered Ambassador Castellan. “Miss Veras is here with me.”

      “I am,” confirmed Veras.

      “This is no longer a strictly diplomatic matter, which means I’m to take Agent Lesone’s lead in this per DD and ID directives,” Tensen continued. “If we’re going to run, we need to do it now and get enough distance so we can have time for the jump drive to recharge unless you’re planning to fit everybody on the Infinity aboard the Argo. You got the message.”

      Kat was grateful to be in a helmet on a different ship. Tensen couldn’t see her tortured expression. “Am I the only one interpreting that message as them warning us about the defense system?”

      “That’s what I think,” replied Veras in a near-whisper.

      “I would suggest,” Jade added, “that they are suggesting we wait a local day, which is roughly twenty-three hours.”

      Castellan scoffed. “That’s over-interpretation. They might want us to destroy the site as proof of our intention.”

      “While the ship has enough firepower to pound the site from orbit, the Infinity isn’t maneuverable enough to deal with the Navigators’ AAA systems,” Kat noted. “And the Argo might not have enough punch. We try to do this ourselves, we will lose people.”

      “We can’t risk the ship on a chance,” Tensen said.

      “Agreed,” Kat replied.

      “Then, we’re to do what?” asked Castellan. “Wait here and do nothing?”

      “Yeah.” Kat laughed. “Let’s sit here and do nothing while we wait for a super-HTP to swallow that planet and spit out Hunters.”

      “Let’s meet,” Tensen suggested. “We need to go over our options. The Leems want us to wait. It won’t hurt to wait an hour.”

      Kat scoffed. It could hurt to wait for a second, but she needed to get the team on her side before she got the Leems on her side.

      “We’ll return to the Infinity,” Kat replied. “See you soon.”
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      Cyrus didn’t see why they had to meet in person. He suspected it was so Ambassador Castellan could spend all her time in the ready room glaring at Kat and Jade in a feeble attempt at intimidation. The ID and the DD had made it clear it was Kat’s mission, even if the ambassador hadn’t appreciated that before they arrived in the system.

      A wireframe hologram of the planet hung above the table. Oversized yellow pyramids marked the positions of the Leem flight, and bright red triangles depicted the UTC forces. Blue dots marked the debris fields.

      Jade sat in a chair, her admiral’s uniform back on display. “Comparing my sensor readings with those of the Infinity…” she glanced at the captain, “now that they’ve chosen to share them, I’m confident about identifying the debris cloud source as Leem ships.”

      Kat sighed. “Thought so. Ships? Not ship?”

      “The mass isn’t consistent with a single lost jump ship.”

      Ambassador Castellan frowned. “You can’t be sure of that.”

      “I’m far surer of that than whatever witless assumptions you might make,” Jade replied.

      “How dare you, AI!”

      Jade scoffed. “What do you intend to do, diplomat?”

      Kat shook her head at Jade. “Let’s keep it civil.”

      The AI smiled and crossed her legs. “If you insist.”

      Kat looked at Tensen. “The big concern is the surface-to-space defense systems.”

      “The ones you describe as death orbs in your reports?” asked Tensen.

      “Those would be the ones. They might not have them.” Kat motioned at the planet. “The debris clouds suggest otherwise, though.”

      The planet vanished, replaced by a hologram of the Argo desperately burning, pivoting, and trying to avoid the shockwaves from the bright orbs. Cyrus was confused before he realized he was looking at a reconstruction provided by Jade.

      “A small, fast ship with good maneuverability can evade them when hard-burning for orbit,” Cyrus noted, “but a ship heading toward the surface is doomed. Especially large vessels.”

      “We know Leem ships are more maneuverable than human ships,” Kat added. “Our little gray flotilla out there doesn’t think they can get close enough without losing more ships. Effective engagement distance would likely be near the debris fields.”

      The Argo’s death-orb dance disappeared. The original planet and ship display returned.

      Ambassador Castellan nodded at the screen. “Then we should express our condolences to the Leems and withdraw. The UTC can’t risk losing our jump ships, and none of our offers included taking down the Hunters without the assistance of aliens. If they’re afraid to engage, we can’t and shouldn’t risk it.”

      Kat scoffed. “We didn’t come all this way to run back to Earth with our tail between our legs. You don’t seem to understand, Ambassador. An active defense system is a bad sign. That means the facility isn’t dead, and so we could be staring at a Hunter fleet if the HTP is activated. Leaving now might doom the galaxy.”

      “Don’t you think you’re being dramatic?”

      “If you had fought the Hunters, you wouldn’t say that.”

      Tensen turned to Alexandra. She’d been so quiet that Cyrus had forgotten about her.

      “Why would they tell us to wait?” asked the captain. “What did that mean? Both our follow-up requests for clarification were ignored.”

      “I’m pretty confident that they are telling us to wait for reinforcements,” explained Alexandra, “and that they were trying to warn us about the defensive system.”

      Tensen rubbed his chin. “There were plenty of times in my career that I wasn’t prepared to take on an enemy without my full force. That’s not crazy. It also means the Leems think they can win with a big enough force.”

      “What if they’re wrong?” asked the ambassador. “We cannot sacrifice this ship.”

      Despite her sardonic tone and icy scowl, Cyrus couldn’t help but focus on her eyes, which were too wide and too open. They were subtle signs but telling. The woman was terrified.

      She’d assumed the mission would be nothing more than delivering a message and having a brief chat that would earn her historical accolades. The terror of facing the enemy head-on was getting to her.

      “This is the best chance we’re ever going to get to take this place down,” Kat suggested. “We have the Infinity, Argo, and backup from a group that includes the most advanced ships in the Local Neighborhood. I like our odds.”

      The ambassador shrugged. “All the more reason to leave it to them. Their weapons are more advanced than ours.”

      Kat scoffed. “I’m not going to turn my back on the lion and assume the guy pointing the spear at it will take it out. That automated system might be dangerous, but it’s not half as dangerous as a single Hunter ship.”

      Ambassador Castellan flicked her wrist. “We have no proof there are Hunter assets on the other side of any of these gates.”

      “The hell we don’t.”

      “Doctor Sandoval didn’t find Hunters in Empty Space,” the ambassador reminded her. “He found a dead Navigator structure.”

      Cyrus nodded. “That’s true, Ambassador. Everything we’ve learned based on recoveries from that structure indicates the site on that planet is dangerous and needs to be handled.” He inclined his head at the holographic planet. “We’re not sure if we have hours, days, or weeks. I wouldn’t be willing to bet on any of those. I would be willing to bet we don’t have years, and I know we don’t have a massive jump-capable fleet that can get here anytime soon.”

      Ambassador Castellan folded her arms and looked away, her cheeks red.

      “The Leems want us to wait,” Tensen observed. “Probably because they’re trying to save us from getting blown away. That doesn’t mean we have to sit around and do nothing. We need specific information on what’s going on in a way we understand. We should send a probe.”

      “I agree,” Kat offered. “Even if we could translate specific questions, the Leems might not know how to answer in a way that makes sense to us tactically.” She glanced at Jade and Alexandra. “Unless you think otherwise.”

      Alexandra shook her head. “We still only have a partial understanding of their units of measurement.”

      “We won’t get clarity anytime soon, either.” Jade shrugged.

      Ambassador Castellan looked around the table. “We risk offending them. Why not just wait?”

      “Because we have no idea how long we have.” Kat narrowed her eyes on the holographic markers indicating the Leem ships. “Remember why we reached out to the Leems, Ambassador? We need them, and we have to handle this site before it’s too late.”

      “Even at the risk of upsetting them?”

      Kat nodded. “If I can take out the site, I’ll do it. We’ll have a hell of a lot more to worry about if the Hunters show up.” She turned to Captain Tensen. “We could send the probe if you want, though you have better equipment.”

      He shook his head. “We’ll launch it. After that, you can have Jade take control.”

      “Sounds like fun,” Jade offered. “At least until it gets blown to atoms.”
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      The moving, pulsing dot on Kat’s sensor display didn’t look threatening as it flew away from the Infinity and the Argo toward the planet, guided by Jade. The recon tool might also spark an accidental war.

      They had sent a message to the Leems about a probe, but there had been no response. That didn’t prove anything. The species had displayed that type of communications fickleness in their previous dealings with humanity. No one had a good explanation, and the Leems weren’t offering one.

      After Kat and Cyrus returned to the Argo, they took off and waited for the launch. The ship remained close to the Infinity.

      Kat’s heart pounded. She’d brought up targeting screens and status windows arranged in her preferred tactical setup and ordered Lanara to be ready. Other than that, she could do nothing but wait. Powering up their weapons might be perceived as a threat by the Leems.

      The probe continued barreling toward the planet under heavy thrust. The course would take it near but not through the Leem formation.

      “Any changes in the Leems?” Kat asked.

      “Minor changes in emissions,” Jade replied. “Without a detailed understanding of their technology, if pressed, I would say they are increasing their sensor activity.”

      “That’s fine.” Kat licked her lips. “We’re far enough away that if they decide to take a shot, we should see it coming.”

      “We hope,” Cyrus added. His hands rested on the thruster controls. “I agree with you. I don’t think they told us to come to this system, then gave us that warning, only to get pissed because we sent a probe.”

      “Tensen has the squadrons prepped and ready to launch.” Kat nodded at a data window marked with call signs and fighter telemetry. “He gets to make the final call on that, though I can request them.”

      “Everything I’ve read points to him not being quick on the trigger.”

      “That’s why I’m glad he’s in command of the Infinity.” Kat poked her fingers into a sensor feed and spread the data window. The probe was passing the Leem ships. “Any changes, Jade?”

      “No, though I am detecting unusual energy signatures near the coordinates in the upper atmosphere,” Jade reported.

      “Residual death-orb energy?” Kat guessed.

      “Unlikely,” Jade replied. “The probe is too far out for me to be sure. I’ve transmitted a default course and communications protocol should I be jammed. You’ll need to maintain position to maximize the chance of receiving secondary transmissions.”

      “Not planning to go anywhere.”

      With the Leems not reacting and the Infinity on standby, the only open course of action was waiting. The tightening of Kat’s neck and the churning in her stomach reminded her of her first combat drop years ago.

      Every new operation for their current mission brought potentially deadly new experiences. She welcomed the nerves since they’d keep her sharp. When this was all over and the Hunters were a distant memory, Kat would be able to claim the widest experience of any ghost.

      Cyrus focused on his readouts, not saying much. He understood as well as she did that a second of delay might be the difference between survival and death. She wouldn’t distract him or herself with idle chatter.

      The probe closed on the planet. Kat gestured at a sensor readout and a turning pyramid near the edge of the Leem formation.

      “The Leems aren’t powering up weapons, but that guy is tracking the probe,” Kat noted. “Though with the firing arcs of those ships, I don’t know why he’s bothering.”

      “It’s too far anyway,” Cyrus commented. “The Leems aren’t above blowing up their ships. For all we know, he’s ready to charge the probe because they’re worried it might be a bomb.”

      “Could be.”

      Kat frowned. They might never know the answer. That was the problem when dealing with aliens. All the truths about war, peace, and diplomacy that humanity had learned on the harsh forge of thousands of years of recorded human civilization might not help them when dealing with aliens.

      The decades of ignoring other intelligent species were over. Assuming they survived the coming trials, she suspected the UTC would be dealing far more with aliens in the future.

      “Telemetry remains strong,” Jade reported. “Entering atmosphere.”

      New data windows appeared above the console, filled with graphs of atmospheric composition and undulating energy readings.

      “Large mass detected in the upper atmosphere,” Jade noted. “No visual, but density and energy signatures suggest a Leem ship.”

      “Huh?” Kat’s fingers twitched toward her arming window. “There’s a ship there?”

      Cyrus clucked his tongue. “This is getting interesting, and not in a good way.”

      “The Infinity is on heightened alert,” Jade reported.

      “I’m sure Tensen loves this command setup,” muttered Kat. “I know I do.”

      A probe camera feed appeared. Thick, swirling white and blue clouds choked the atmosphere of the planet. The faint glow of a Leem pyramid peeked through a cloud break.

      “Readings are indicative of four more Leem ships close to the surface,” Jade reported.

      “They aren’t being attacked?” Cyrus asked.

      “No,” Jade confirmed. “No indication of that.”

      “Five ships on the planet, and the defense system is leaving them alone,” Kat considered. “Five ships off-planet. Does that mean something?”

      A warning popped up. Energy readings spiked in the probe’s feeds. A bright flash blinded the cameras, and all the feeds died.

      “Was that a death orb?” asked Kat.

      “Yes,” Jade replied. “All readings are consistent with the previously encountered weapons system. There was no opportunity to save the probe given the comms lag at this distance.”

      Kat glanced at the sensor readout. The Leem ships hadn’t moved since the lone vessel turned to track the probe.

      “It took out the Leem ships on the planet, too?”

      Jade chuckled. “The one in the upper atmosphere moved away from the blast zone before the detected launch of the death orb. The final telemetry supports five surviving ships.”

      “The Leems didn’t try to stop us,” Kat noted. “Debris in orbit, ships staying away from the planet, and ships on the planet. I doubt they’re in control of the defense system. They’d have no reason to blow away a probe on the planet rather than before it entered the atmosphere.”

      Cyrus frowned. “There’s another obvious explanation.”

      Kat sighed. “Yeah, there is. Did you detect the mind-control signal, Jade?”

      “No,” the AI answered. “Though that’s not unexpected at that altitude. A local signal from a system installed on the ships wouldn’t be picked up by the probes’ sensors. I did, however, detect a different signal just before the destruction of the probe. The weak strength and the brief exposure prevented me from determining the specific source.”

      “That sounds like a mind-control signal to me.”

      “The nature of the signal is distinct from the previously identified mind-control signals,” Jade noted. “Ambassador Castellan is on the line. Captain Tensen wants to speak to us as well.”

      “I assume they’ve heard all this?” Kat asked.

      “Yes,” Jade replied.

      “Put them through.”

      “This is Agent Lesone,” Kat offered. “I’m assuming you all saw the same data we did.”

      “I see an active defense system that would destroy my ship,” Tensen noted. “Without a much better plan, Agent Lesone, we will not be getting closer to that planet.”

      “We believe this might be a mind-control scenario,” Kat noted.

      Ambassador Castellan scoffed. “We’ve provided technical information in our messages concerning mind control.”

      “That presupposes the Leems understood it well enough to implement it,” Cyrus commented, “and we have reason to believe the signal can be synthesized from other signals.”

      “Can we be certain the Leems aren’t deceiving us?”

      “Mind control is the more likely explanation,” Cyrus replied, “as weird as that sounds. If the Leems were all working together, half the ships wouldn’t be hanging out in space and doing their best to avoid orbit.”

      “There’s another possibility,” the ambassador replied. “We might have stumbled into a Leem insurrection.”

      Kat grunted. She wanted to say that was paranoid, but it wasn’t any more paranoid than advanced alien mind control.

      “I doubt a civil war would conveniently start above a Hunter prison site,” Cyrus suggested.

      “You’re not thinking this through, Doctor Sandoval,” replied Castellan. “There’s no reason to believe the Leems lack factions. One might want to use the technology.”

      Kat magnified a planetary feed. “The ships in space aren’t attacking us. It’s hard to say if the Leems knew about the site before they got here, but judging by the sizes, these are all jump ships, which means it represents a major commitment of ships. Our goal remains the same—to take out the site.”

      “Even assuming the closer ships share that mission,” began Captain Tensen, “they can’t engage the compromised ships or bombard the site with that defense system online. There’s not much we can do.”

      “Maybe.” Kat glanced at the feeds of the Infinity and the Leem pyramid ships. “The system on Gamma Pavonis wasn’t rapid-fire. There was enough lag between shots that we could dodge it during our escape.”

      “Mostly,” muttered Cyrus.

      “The point is we could enter the atmosphere and survive for a while.”

      “You want to make a pass on the site with only the Argo?” asked Tensen. “You won’t be able to get close enough to take it out by your own admission. Whether they’re rebels or under mind control, there are five alien ships on that planet. If they are hostiles, they won’t let you get close.”

      “I think we could draw fire and give the Leems a better chance of taking out the site,” Kat suggested. “We can’t get close enough with the Argo, but if the system locks on us and the Leem fleet can make a move, they might be able to get in bombardments before the system attacks them or the other ships can respond.”

      Tensen grunted. “There are a hell of a lot of ‘ifs’ in that plan. Could Jade access and disable the system?”

      “Not without being much closer to the system,” Jade replied. “Jamming might require me to be on the surface and inside the facility.”

      Cyrus motioned at the five closer Leem ships. They’d returned to their original formation. “That message they sent made it sound like they wanted us to wait. That must mean they have a plan of their own.”

      “I’m not happy about waiting too long when the site’s active,” Kat noted. “Even if we wait, it won’t hurt to figure out better ways to take the site out.”

      Ambassador Castellan cleared her throat loudly. “Before you consider overly complicated schemes, why not ask the Leems again? Asking them in our language whether they are waiting for reinforcements would be useful. The worst thing they’ll do is not answer.”

      “Then they can’t complain if we try something,” Cyrus added.

      “I agree,” Kat replied. “Captain Tensen, it’d be best if it came from your ship. Just do it in English and Mandarin, no help needed from Veras or Jade.”

      “Stand by,” Tensen replied. “I’ll have my comms officer send it now.”

      Kat had expected to wait minutes or hours before giving up on the idea of a response. She also accepted that the Leems might reply. She didn’t expect a response after thirty seconds.

      “My people transmitted the following,” Tensen began, “’Are you waiting for reinforcements, and should we wait to attack the planet?’ The initial Leem response was simple and transmitted back to us in English and Mandarin. ‘Yes and yes.’ They ended with ‘We below are not the same as we above. Fire and fury await.’”

      Kat waved away her arming window. “We should keep monitoring the planet. If we detect anything that hints at the HTP opening, we should make our play. I recommend we stay just outside the effective range of the weapon.”

      “Where would that be?” asked Tensen.

      Cyrus grinned. “With the other Leem, and not much closer than the debris field. The probe didn’t get hit until it entered the atmosphere.”

      Kat motioned at the door. “Take us there once the Infinity has made a move. You head down to the lab.”

      “You’re sending me to the lab right before a combat mission?” Cyrus’ tone betrayed his excitement.

      “We’ve seen the card react differently based on proximity to Navigator and Hunter artifacts,” Kat explained. “Jade can turn the ship around and hard burn if we need to make a quick escape. You need to look into that signal she detected. If it’s a new type of mind-control signal, we might be able to handle it like we handled the others.”

      “Okay. I’m never going to complain about you ordering me to do research.”

      “We won’t have forever,” Kat explained. “A half-day or a day at most for the reinforcements to get here. Then we’ll revisit our options.”

      “I’ll do my best to find you more.”
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      Cyrus rubbed his chin as he stepped around the holographic representation of the signal waveform components mapped against previous mind control and card interface signals. Jade stood to the side of the lab bench, wearing a frown.

      While he didn’t expect to find anything Jade wouldn’t, their experiences with the Navigator card and the Leem language proved that human lateral thinking could provide an insight the AI might otherwise miss.

      In other situations, at least. His hours of effort had delivered no insights into the signal and its meaning. Tests with the signal directed toward the card had yielded nothing.

      Cyrus glared at the hologram. “We step forward, and they run away from us.”

      Jade walked to his side. “We have no idea what this is. It is premature to conclude it’s a mind-control signal.”

      “The Leems confirmed, in their way, that those ships are under control.” Cyrus dismissed the hologram with a wave and frowned at the card. “I wonder if Kat’s making a mistake.”

      “Oh?” Jade’s brows lifted. “What do you believe is the mistake?”

      “The HTP was opening on Gamma Pavonis when we took out the site,” Cyrus explained. “These prisons can and will open. Meanwhile, we’re waiting for reinforcements with no idea when the Leems will follow up.”

      Jade snickered. “The Infinity attempted to clarify that. The Leems’ response was as edifying as you might expect.”

      “They might think waiting a month is acceptable,” Cyrus complained. “I’m glad they believed us and sent a jump fleet here. That doesn’t mean they understand the severity of the threat.”

      “Might I note that in Gamma Pavonis, the HTP operation was constrained in terms of the time of your arrival?” Jade pointed out. “Given what we’ve seen with the timing of the defenses and the HTPs, the fact that it’s not open is a strong argument that there is no opening imminent.”

      Cyrus glared at the card on the lab bench. Jade would have noticed any changes. There might be nothing to find.

      “I wonder what they’re waiting for?”

      Jade gave him a confused look. “Everyone agrees they’re waiting for reinforcements.”

      “Sure, but what kind?” Cyrus motioned around the lab. “More ships might make it easier to take out the controlled ships. That’s separate from a huge bomb—their version of the Dragon King.”

      “In either event, it’s advantageous to wait,” Jade concluded. She held up her hand and displayed tiny holograms of the Argo and Infinity. “This is two-thirds of humanity’s jump-capable fleet.”

      Cyrus laughed. “Your mother might object to her body being considered part of humanity’s jump fleet.”

      Jade shrugged. The holograms disappeared. “It doesn’t matter. For the moment, that’s the case. Any losses during the elimination of this site will wound the UTC far worse than the Leems, and the Zitark Combine might end up requesting aid for their site.”

      “I get it.” Cyrus picked up the card. “I’m worried.”

      “We’re all worried.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Molino proved there’s something else out there directing things. It has far more advanced technology than the Vasasalaras. That hidden enemy could have forces throughout the galaxy, not just random human moon colonies.”

      “They would have to be desperate to rely on those tactics,” Jade suggested. “For all your consternation, this team has steadily eliminated the agents and the Hunter-related artifacts.”

      “We need more information.”

      “Such is the fundamental problem of existence.”

      “I’ve got it. Control.”

      Jade cocked her head. “What?”

      “We need control. A way to even the odds.” He set the card on the lab bench. “We know the system is willing to attack the probe, but we also have experience with controlling those systems and this card. We could test a modified signal pulse similar to what we’ve used for the card, along with those you’ve used on other sites. We can do it closer than the Leems but not so far that there’s a big lag.”

      Jade shook her head. “I won’t be able to control the site from orbit. The signal strength necessary to do that would stagger your soft little brain. While I don’t doubt my abilities, I won’t misrepresent them either. I can’t shut down that defensive system without being close to the surface.”

      Cyrus grinned. “I know you can’t control it. That’s not the point. We just need to even the odds. We can get close enough to send out the test. Maybe convince whoever or whatever is controlling the system that we have the ability to deactivate it. If we stay away from the planet, they might send the ships after us, which would make it easier for the other Leems to take them out.”

      “Captain Tensen doesn’t like plans that rely on chance and hope,” Jade offered.

      “Hey, as long as we don’t go into orbit, it’s a win-win. Zero risk. Great upset.” Cyrus reached for his PNIU. “Time to get Kat down here.”
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      After Cyrus explained the plan to Kat, she offered him a skeptical look. “What if they come after us, and the other Leems decide they don’t want to help because their friends haven’t shown up?”

      Cyrus shrugged. “It’s been long enough for the jump drive to recharge. Jade could plot a short-range jump within minutes.”

      “In a battle, a second can be a long time. A minute is an eternity.” Kat folded her arms, frowning at the card as if it had come up with the plan. “I also see what you’re saying. Unless the entire Leem fleet shows up, this will be a tough battle. Anything we can do to even the odds might help.” She nodded. “Let me speak to Captain Tensen and Ambassador Castellan. I hope this works.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Leem fleet maintained its position as the Argo approached the planet. Tensen and Castellan hadn’t been ecstatic about the plan. They also hadn’t pushed back as much as Kat expected. She assumed Castellan would be less worried about any plan that didn’t involve a personal risk.

      Kat’s gaze flicked between sensor displays. She hadn’t bothered to bring up any weapons. They wouldn’t help against the death orb.

      Gradients depicted the shield strength around the Argo. She let out a quiet scoff.

      “What is it?” Cyrus asked.

      “Our grav shields,” she replied. “That’s a piece of tech we need to improve. Both the Zitarks and Leem have better shields. Ours are more like thick windows to stop rocks.”

      “Every little bit helps.”

      Cyrus tapped the forward thrusters a few times. The ship rumbled, and Kat strained against her harness.

      The planet loomed large in the feeds. Much closer, and they’d be in range of the death orbs.

      Kat looked at a wide-spectrum sensor readout. “I’m not seeing any change. Jade?”

      “You’re correct,” she replied. “There are no significant differences in any readings since our approach. Although it’s difficult because of the distance and atmospheric interference, I can still detect a Leem ship in the high atmosphere.”

      “Powering up?”

      “I can’t say. Given the faint readings, it’s unlikely. It might have moved into position since the beginning of our run.”

      Quick taps from Kat brought up the primary weapons array controls. Within ten seconds, she’d armed all the weapons and point-defense turrets.

      Cyrus glanced her way. “I thought we weren’t bothering.”

      “If someone comes to dance, we should at least slap his hand away,” Kat replied. “We stick to the plan. We should be close now. Jade, send the signals.”

      “Initiating transmission,” the AI replied.

      Despite agreeing to the plan, Kat didn’t expect anything special. That didn’t stop her from being disappointed when the only change was an undulating graph in a tertiary sensor window.

      Much of her mission since they’d found the first box had relied on a combination of making the most of limited information and trusting her instincts. Careful plans based on decades if not centuries of doctrine didn’t apply on a mission where every encounter risked a new horror birthed in the malevolent mind of an ancient and powerful species. The bitter irony was that their only useful intel—the existence of HTPs on select planets—was accompanied by dangerous unknowns.

      Everyone worried about enemy ships coming out. By the end of their new war against the Hunters, that might be the least of the galaxy’s problems.

      The Argo turned to keep them flying past the planet without skimming the atmosphere. Cyrus’ face became a mask of concentration as his eyes danced among the data windows, sensors, and camera feeds.

      “Wait for it,” Kat ordered. “Maintain this distance. We don’t want to give them a reason to throw a death orb at us instead of sending ships. Keep our course,” she reiterated. “Don’t do anything until I give the order.”

      Cyrus flexed his fingers. His helmet concealed most of his grin. “Roger and ready.”

      “What are we seeing, Jade?” Kat asked, half-expecting death orbs to pierce the clouds and rush toward them. Her survey of the sensors and feed didn’t suggest they were coming, however.

      “Nothing besides baseline readings,” Jade confirmed.

      “Damn it. We’re this close, and they don’t care? Time to see if we can make them care.” Kat took a deep breath. “Transmit the signal at higher power.”

      “As you wish,” Jade replied.

      Kat didn’t understand the details of every dynamic line graph from the broad-spectrum sensor readout window, but she understood when the peaks shot up. Matching heat maps pinned the increase to near the enemy ship.

      She spun the turrets to the rear to get ready for the plan.

      “This answering signal burst is of an unknown nature,” Jade replied. “That is to say, I can detect and parse the subcomponents of the signal, but it is different from the signal we sent and far different from the mind-control signals we’ve detected. It is not analogous to any signal we’ve encountered from Navigator or Hunter technology.”

      “We got their attention.” Kat nodded. “That’s right, bastards. We’ve got the card. Now what are you going to do? You can’t just blow us away, can you?”

      “Did you want to test that?” Cyrus asked.

      A thruster puff edged the Argo closer to the planet as Cyrus leveled the ship. He was maintaining a wide orbital path without the full benefit of the planet’s gravity.

      “I’m not that stupid,” Kat added. “Just keep up the signal and maintain this distance. I want to see if we can pull anyone out.”

      “There are noticeable increases in the energy signature of the high-altitude craft,” Jade reported. “It has yet to leave the atmosphere.”

      “Judging from Gamma Pavonis, we should be able to get closer without getting hit by the death orbs,” mused Kat. “We need to draw out at least one ship. Cyrus, you know what to do.”

      He laughed. “If we get killed, don’t blame me.”

      “We have to get a reaction.” Kat’s heart pounded. “More importantly, we have to do that without going into the atmosphere.”

      This had to work. They needed to even the odds. Twenty Leem ships could show up, but they wouldn’t last long if they were trying to fight other ships while also surviving the surface-to-space bombardment.

      Kat swung the turrets to the side, ready to blast any emerging Leem ships. A shorter effective range made the Argo far more vulnerable to Leem particle beams, but that didn’t mean suppression fire couldn’t save their lives.

      “Captain Tensen is hailing you,” Jade reported.

      “Put him through,” Kat replied.

      “Lesone, you’re getting damned close,” Tensen noted.

      “We’re sending you all our data. You can see we’re getting a reaction.”

      “Dying here will accomplish nothing,” Tensen observed coldly, “and you have the only viable jump navigator with you.”

      Jade laughed. “That’s because of your paranoia about my core matrix being on your ship.”

      “We’re not going to die here,” Kat insisted, focusing on the sensor displays, “but we can’t sit around and wait for the aliens to figure this out.”

      At their current distance, the communications lag was a second one way. People might not think a second made much difference, but Kat knew it did.

      Most dangerous encounters came down to split-second decisions. She wouldn’t have time to consult the captain.

      Kat’s eyes widened at a bright circle on her sensor display. Jade’s helpful annotation did the rest.

      Ui hostile Leem-1.

      Even on a magnified camera feed, at their distance, the Leem ship entering orbit looked like a dark shape with the occasional bright line rather than a pyramid. She’d done it. She’d lured one of them out of the atmosphere. Leading them into the waiting maw of the friendly Leem formation would be easy.

      “Lesone,” Tensen barked. “You’re playing a dangerous game. This was supposed to be a test.”

      “I don’t know everything,” Kat replied, “but I know that much.” Her fingers edged toward the missile firing controls. She sighed. “Get us out of here, Cyrus.”

      The lateral thrusters roared to life, spun the ship, and overcame the modest inertial protection of the internal gravity fields. The acceleration pressed Kat into her seat. She took deep, slow breaths and stared at the sensor display.

      The Leem ship slowed to a gentle stop. After a few seconds, the alien ship spun and jerked downward with the abruptness only advanced gravity control could bring. The blue rear thrusters reminded Kat of a constellation.

      “You sure about this?” Cyrus asked.

      Kat nodded. “Taking out one ship won’t be enough, and they won’t risk another if we do. Now we know we can get their attention. We’ll see what the Leems drag to the system, and we’ll go from there.”

      “If we can’t get their attention next time?” Cyrus asked.

      “Then we risked our lives for no good reason.” Kat snorted. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”
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      May 25, 2234, Varga 72, Deep Space, Aboard the Argo

      “Multiple jump signatures detected,” Jade announced.

      Cyrus snatched his helmet from his lab bench. Kat’s insistence on combat readiness was inconvenient, but he agreed that it was necessary.

      Quick, familiar steps took him from the lab, through the passages, and into the cockpit. He rushed inside and twisted his helmet to lock it in place. Kat sat in the co-pilot’s seat, weapons control windows surrounding her.

      Cyrus dropped into the pilot’s seat and secured his harness while looking at the sensor display. Five Leem ships had jumped into the system in the time it’d taken him to run from the lab to the cockpit.

      His breath caught. The presence of five new ships didn’t surprise him. Their position did. They’d all but jumped on top of the other ships.

      “That takes balls,” Cyrus noted. “They must have tremendous confidence to jump so close. We haven’t jumped that close even to known quantities like stations.”

      “Do Leems have balls?” Kat asked.

      Cyrus laughed. “It takes metaphorical balls, then.”

      “Neither group of Leem ships have activated shields or weapons, based on our readings,” Kat noted.

      “Infinity confirms that,” Jade reported.

      The new arrivals settled into holes in the existing diamond formation. Once they filled in the formation, the entire group swung with perfect coordination until they faced the planet head-on.

      “I wonder if they’re showing off for our sake?” Cyrus commented.

      “I hope they don’t plan to make a run at the planet like that,” Kat replied. “Something like a death orb could take half of them out with one hit.”

      “Ten Leem jump ships with particle beams and heavy shields,” Cyrus stated. “The most advanced battleship available to the UTC and the Argo versus five ships and one installation with no shields.”

      Kat snapped her head that way. “You’re right. None of the facilities have demonstrated shielding. Can we be sure this one won’t?”

      “No.” Cyrus shrugged. “These aren’t military facilities. They might never have intended them to be protected. One mind-controlled minion throwing up the shields could guarantee the escape of the Hunters.” He gestured at the formation in the feed. “They might not be able to stop it in time.”

      “Captain Tensen is on the line,” Jade announced. “Putting him through.”

      “Lesone,” the captain began. “The Leems have transmitted a message. Veras says it means they want our help. We don’t have time to play games. What’s your call?”

      “They’ve seen what we can do,” Kat commented. “We need to make this happen. On Molino, we executed the first joint human-alien ground op. It’s time for the first joint human-alien fleet operation.”
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      As the Argo closed on the planet, the allied Leem formation didn’t move. The Infinity trailed their human allies, docking bays open and fighters ready to scramble.

      The ships in the planet’s atmosphere didn’t react either. Destroying the site might not free them. Given what the team had seen in other systems, local mind-control systems had been employed.

      Despite their experience dealing with that kind of danger, they were helpless to free those ships. Boarding a controlled Leem ship would be suicide. Even the aliens understood that harsh truth, which was why they were waiting.

      Cyrus doubted whether the current plan would work. There were too many variables. Not believing in luck didn’t mean he didn’t acknowledge that complicated variables made solid conclusions hard to reach.

      Based on what the team had seen at previous sites, they were dealing with automated systems that had been inactive for a million years. The presence of Leem ships might mean that assumption was wrong. The rest of what they were seeing didn’t.

      “Keep your distance, Infinity,” Kat transmitted. “For this to work, they’re going to have to believe they can get to us. We have to be at a distance where they can strike at us without the rest of the ships.”

      Cyrus chuckled under his breath. Being with Kat had changed him. Acting as bait for an ancient anti-ship weapons system no longer struck him as strange.

      “Dodging multiple ships and the planet’s defenses at the same time isn’t the best plan I’ve heard,” replied Captain Tensen.

      “This isn’t our first time,” Kat answered.

      “The Infinity can get closer, and we have good range with our cannons. The Leems need to stay back.”

      “We have this.”

      “If you say so, Agent Lesone.”

      The Argo rumbled with deceleration, and the edge of the atmosphere loomed ahead. A single death orb could end their day. All the intelligent beings who’d survived that kind of encounter were in ships in that system.

      “This is fun,” Cyrus commented.

      “Wait for it,” Kat ordered. “We’re almost there. We need to see if they lose control, which means we have to push them to their limits.”

      The Argo barreled toward the planet, the once-distant orb filling the forward camera feeds. Cyrus listened more than watched for a warning about the launch of a death orb.

      “Wait for it,” Kat repeated, her voice tight. “Wait for it. Correct by ten degrees!”

      Cyrus’ hands turned the ship before he checked the sensors. The Argo skimmed the upper atmosphere.

      His heart pounded. Using Gamma Pavonis as the baseline, they were within range of the weapons, including both direct fire and secondary shockwave. Nothing threatened to ruin their day.

      Five triangles marking the enemy Leem ships were clustered on sensors, though they flew far below the Argo.

      “No indications of incoming enemy fire,” Jade noted, sounding disappointed.

      Cyrus laughed. “This was an extreme way to prove they understand and care that we have the card aboard.”

      “No. It’s not.” Kat shook her head. “It wasn’t extreme.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “First, because I was pretty sure they’d care about the card. Second, because I had faith in your ability to get us the hell out of here before a death orb nailed us.”

      “We’re talking just seconds of margin,” Cyrus noted.

      “Seconds? See? Plenty of time. You could watch a movie in all that extra time.” Kat’s hands flew over the controls, and turrets whirred in the planet’s direction. “They aren’t going to play. Even if they think it’s a trap, they know the capabilities of the Leem ships. They know their borrowed fleet can get to us before our fleet.”

      “The Infinity is closer.”

      “It’s a human ship.”

      Cyrus shrugged. “It has new weapons.”

      “We didn’t know what they were from looking at them,” Kat reminded him, “and our people made it. No.” She shook her head. “This is one situation where we can bank on the aliens underestimating our species. This will work.”

      Cyrus’ hard lateral burn turned the ship. They wanted to stay above the target site without entering orbit or descending. One clipped thruster, and they might end up a pancake on the planet or boarded by mind-controlled Leems with advanced weapons.

      “Now that we know they’re willing to hold back,” Kat mused, “it’s time to see what they’re willing to fight for.”

      “If they do nothing?” Cyrus asked.

      “Then we start over.”

      Cyrus nodded. They could not plan for everything.

      “Start transmitting the signal, Jade,” Kat ordered. “Get what you need from Lanara. Once they break atmosphere, we’ll shift everything to shields, weapons, and thrusters.”

      “Initiating broadcast,” Jade announced cheerfully.

      Cyrus’ focus on his manual flight path kept him from staring at the sensors. That didn’t dampen his disappointment when the enemy ships didn’t move.

      “It was a good…oh.”

      The controlled Leem ships ascended in formation and accelerated toward the Argo. They didn’t have long.

      A swarm of fighters burst out of the Infinity. The friendly Leem ships hadn’t moved. Knowing the plan and the logic wasn’t the same as loving them. Captain Tensen hadn’t been wrong.

      “Captain,” Kat transmitted. “You don’t need to risk the fighters.”

      “If those ships keep advancing, you’ll appreciate the fighters,” Tensen replied.

      Cyrus pushed the Argo through a hard banked turn, appreciating Lanara with the reactiveness of the thrusters in the volatile situation. He didn’t thank her enough after battles, though it was hard to thank a woman who looked at you like she wanted to gut you.

      Despite the Argo’s speed, they couldn’t outperform the aliens. Right now, the Argo wasn’t making it hard, circling above the aliens and all but begging for them to take a shot.

      “Any changes to the plan?” Cyrus asked.

      “Let them break atmo, then rabbit,” Kat ordered. “They have to believe they have a chance, or whatever controlling them has to.”

      The flashing sensors matched the camera feeds. Five angry pyramidal ships zoomed away from the planet and spread out in a rough line.

      “Now!” Kat shouted.

      Cyrus spun the Argo away from the planet. He’d never enjoyed the rumbling sensation of a hard, full burn as much as that moment.

      A single particle beam erupted from the closest ship. Cyrus’ quick lateral thrust and the long distance saved the Argo, though not by much.

      “They don’t seem interested in taking the ship intact,” Cyrus commented. “We might want those fighters.”

      “Just keep us from getting hit,” Kat replied. “It smells like precision fire. If they wanted to take us out, they wouldn’t be taking potshots.” She spun the turrets to the rear and opened fire, which was all but useless at their current range other than offering a weak defensive curtain.

      Cyrus wobbled the ship, his thruster firings reaching a drum-like quality and challenging his equilibrium. He flipped the Argo over for a banking dive toward the planet.

      The Infinity’s fighter squadrons broke into two groupings. They turned away from the battle and looped toward the Infinity while their mothership continued its advance at a modest acceleration. Their speed wouldn’t put them in laser or plasma cannon range right away.

      Two ships at opposite ends of the enemy formation fired particle beams, leaving a small corridor to maneuver. Cyrus jerked the ship down to avoid the shots.

      “A lack of accuracy and reaction time is consistent with mind control,” Kat observed. “I think that’s helping. Or they’re just bad shots.”

      “Does it matter if they’re under mind control when they hit us?” Cyrus asked. “And shouldn’t the friendly Leems be advancing?”

      “Captain Tensen informed me that he’s requested they stand by,” Jade reported. “It’s also why he pulled the fighters back. He has a plan.”

      “What the hell?” Cyrus snapped. “That wasn’t our plan. We can’t switch now. That’s dangerous.”

      “That bastard should have told me.” Kat’s eyes widened, but she smiled. “Make a run toward the Infinity, but don’t line up with its forward plane.”

      Cyrus wished he knew what was going on, but that didn’t stop him from listening. Thinking in the middle of a ship battle could get them killed. He trusted Kat’s experience and orders.

      His stomach complained as the Argo pivoted and burned, pressing him hard against the seat. His body didn’t get a chance to settle as he continued evasive maneuvers on his new course.

      The enemy Leem ships smoothly adjusted into a menacing arrowhead and accelerated as a group. With each passing second, their triangles blipped closer to the center of the sensor readout.

      “We can’t outrun those ships,” Cyrus noted. “That’s not the plan, is it?”

      “We don’t have to outrun them,” Kat replied. “We just need to set them up for a bloody nose from the Infinity.”

      “One battleship can’t win against five Leem jump ships.”

      A particle beam skimmed the Argo, shaking the ship. The enemy’s aim improved with each shot.

      “Damn,” Cyrus offered. “They burned off the top layer of armor like it was nothing. I don’t even want to know what Lanara is saying.”

      “It’s unkind,” Jade offered. “Though amusing. I believe the parentage she’s suggesting is theoretically possible if we consider yaoguai.”

      “She’s not going to be able to say much if we keep this up. Our Leem friends need to join the party.”

      A new particle beam nailed the Argo, and the ship shuddered. Cyrus grunted and overthrust to cancel a spin.

      Flashing red warnings appeared, indicating thruster, grav emitter, and power systems damage.

      “They’re being very selective,” Kat observed. “I’m not convinced the card would be destroyed if they blew up the ship, but I think they don’t want to risk it.”

      “We don’t know that,” Cyrus commented. “We’re getting beat up.”

      “We know they aren’t all firing,” Kat reported.

      “Why aren’t you firing back?” Cyrus asked. “What’s the big new plan?”

      “Destroying the enemy.” Kat spun the turrets forward. “Jade, tell the Infinity to give us the signal. Cyrus, get ready to break toward our Leems while avoiding any new shots.”

      “Oh, I see. We’re going to do one last brave charge before we die.” Cyrus snickered, unsure what was going on but doubting that Kat had turned suicidal.

      “Three, two, one,” Jade countered. “Begin maneuver!”

      Cyrus shouted and pulled the Argo into a wide, banking turn at full burn. His fortunate timing saved him from two coordinated particle beams.

      “Now what?”

      Cyrus gaped. “What the hell?”
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      The sensor readouts lit up, energy cluster maps and graphs going wild near the Infinity. Kat hadn’t seen that outside of HTP openings and jump detection. A kaleidoscopic vortex grew in front of the triangular protrusion on the bottom of the battleship.

      The friendly Leem ships lurched awake, broke into separate diamond and triangular formations, and hurried toward the Argo. By Kat’s reckoning, they wouldn’t be in effective firing range for another couple of minutes. More importantly, they weren’t rushing the Infinity.

      The enemy Leem ships slowed and packed into a denser arrowhead, then swung away from the Argo and toward the Infinity. Thirty seconds of hard burn with their advanced thrusters would put them in range of the human vessel, and a coordinated volley of five particle beams would slice through the prototype battleship with ease.

      The reactions of both sets of aliens confirmed that they understood what was about to happen. Kat liked that.

      From the look on Cyrus’ face, he didn’t know. For all his bravery and intelligence, he thought like a pilot first and a soldier second. That wasn’t important as long as he obeyed her orders.

      Kat laughed. “I almost pity them. They were smart enough to be wary of the Leem ships but not the human ships. Their arrogance is going to cost them. We might not be the most advanced species overall. That doesn’t mean we don’t have good ideas.”

      “Is what I’m thinking is going to happen about to happen?” Cyrus asked, smiling. Although the enemy had let up on picking apart their ship at long range, he continued juking aggressively, rattling the Argo and Kat’s teeth.

      “Infinity is firing their gravity wave cannon,” announced Jade, eagerness filling her voice.

      The Argo’s sensors went crazy, graphs spiking, cluster maps filling with solid color. Vortex light beneath the Infinity inverted and disappeared. Space warped and twisted in front of the massive ship as it jerked back, shaking violently. The distortion zoomed forward, no longer giving off its own light but dimming the light of stars in its path while magnifying and bending the light of others. The rippling cut through space toward the Leem arrowhead.

      The enemies continued their advance for what felt like an agonizingly long time, though it was only seconds. Then the formation spun as a group, pointing at the planet while jerking to a halt using gravity tech Kat envied. Their thrusters lit up, blue stars in the distance, and pushed them toward the planet in a desperate, last-minute attempt to flee what was coming.

      The Leem ships on their side burned hard, their courses a wide curve. A tactical sensor display traced a course that would place them near the side of the enemy before they could escape to the planet.

      Whoever survived, anyway. Without coordinating with the Infinity, they were pulling off a perfect flank.

      Kat licked her lips, eager to see the impact of the weapon. She stared at the sensor display as the massive blip closed on the fleeing fleet.

      Five, four, three, two, one.

      The spatial distortion spewed out by the Infinity crashed into the bottom of the enemy formation. A ship twisted and snapped, pieces flying everywhere and striking the flashing shields of its compatriots. Another ship folded in on itself and smashed into a third vessel.

      Secondary explosions ripped through the first two ships, and the resulting joint flash blew apart the third vessel and knocked the two surviving enemy ships out of the formation with nothing more than scorch marks and small ruptures.

      Kat almost complained but gave a more appropriate reaction. “Hell, yeah! How do you like that?”

      “Damn,” Cyrus whispered. “That’s the gravity wave cannon? It went through their shields like they were nothing. I don’t think the survivors have any shields left.”

      “It’s not rapid-fire, though it’s proof that we’re not as far behind in weapons tech as people say.”

      The friendly Leem ships swept toward the enemies who’d righted themselves. Instead of returning to the planet, the two enemy ships charged the Infinity, streaming debris in their wakes. The Fleet fighters maintained their distance, flying past their mothership.

      “Why aren’t they helping?” Cyrus asked. “The Infinity can’t fire it again quickly, can they?”

      “No, and they aren’t helping because this fight is over,” Kat explained. “We won’t lose anyone as long as we play it smart. Holding back on our big gun is part of playing it smart.”

      Coordinated barrages of three and four simultaneous particle beams flew from the allied Leem formation. The first shots sliced an enemy ship apart. The resulting explosion coughed debris everywhere.

      The final survivor turned toward the Leem formation. Its particle beam struck a ship, summoning the bright flash of an intact and functioning full shield.

      “See?” Kat motioned at a feed. “The Argo was outgunned. Now the enemy ships are outgunned.”

      The final foe’s determination meant nothing when ten undamaged Leem ships concentrated their fire. The savage particle beams cut through the blackened pyramid, carving holes and tunnels and tearing the enemy ship apart.

      The remaining Leems slowed to a near-stop and turned toward the planet as a group. The Infinity accelerated toward their formation, the fighter squads flying in formation on all four sides of their mothership.

      “That was as impressive as it was terrifying.” Cyrus whistled.

      “Nice that we have the big guns for a change,” Kat replied.

      Not only had the weapons system performed well in a difficult situation, but the Leems would also go back to their government and inform them of the power of the human weapons. It’d put humanity on a stronger footing.

      Cyrus believed in sharing knowledge. Kat knew respect came from strength. Humans could only have lasting peace if the other species believed the humans could put up a real fight.

      “Why do I get the feeling that was the easy part?” Cyrus asked, watching a feed filled with the debris from the destroyed ships.

      “We’re about to explain that to the Leem fleet,” transmitted Captain Tensen. “We won’t get another shot like that for a while. If we missed any ships, that could be a problem, and it won’t help us deal with the fixed defenses.”

      “There’s no indication of additional ships in the area,” replied Jade. “We can’t dismiss the possibility that they are on the other side of the planet, though I suspect the Leems would have informed us if that were the case. In addition, there was little reason for the defenders to hold back resources.”

      “I thought you said you get three or four shots out of the cannon before it needs recalibration and recharging,” Kat noted. “I expected charging between shots, but on the order of minutes.”

      Quibbling about a superweapon that had taken out several advanced alien ships with a single shot would have been whining if they weren’t above an HTP that risked unleashing Hunters.

      Captain Tensen let out a rueful chuckle. “That’s what R&D and the initial tests suggested. You know how it works, Agent Lesone. Combat is a different beast.”

      “What’s the damage?”

      “We blew out a shit-ton of power conduits and other components with that shot. Our chief engineer thinks he can get me two shots with no major damage with minor charging between, but that’s after six hours of repairs. It’s a big risk. I’d rather not bet our lives on it until we have time to make docked repairs.”

      “Damn.” Kat grunted. “I was hoping we could just use that against the site. That’d make a nice hole when fired against the surface.”

      “You must assault the planet immediately,” Jade declared. “Detecting low-level emissions associated with Xing Field formation.”

      The AI’s warning helped. Insanity developed on the sensors, with EM, gravimetric, and many other readings shooting up. The HTP was awakening.

      Kat grimaced. “Of course it is. We took out its defenders, and we have a ton of Leems with us. There are enough that we can bombard the site even with death-orb defenses.”

      “Yeah, this ought to be fun,” Cyrus muttered.
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      “They must have decided they weren’t going to get the card,” Kat noted. “We’re too damned far away. Our plan worked too well.”

      “Damn it,” Cyrus replied. “There must be something we can do.”

      “The Leems have a fleet. Time to see how good they are.”

      The Leem fleet burst toward the planet, zooming away from Argo and Infinity. They left their tight formation and reformed into a staggered line. They were taking it seriously and understood what was going on. There wasn’t much more that could be asked of them.

      “Head toward the Infinity,” ordered Kat. “Captain Tensen, you might want to recall your squadrons in case we need to make an emergency jump.”

      “They’ll stay out until we’ve verified what comes out of that HTP,” replied the captain, “We and the Leems might be the only people who can stop it.”

      “The Leems might not be able to stop it in time.”

      “Your cannon’s broken,” complained Cyrus.

      “Engineering just got the motivation to fix it,” replied the captain.

      “You’re right,” Kat answered. “This isn’t over until we’re dead. Line us up with the Infinity, Cyrus.”

      The Leems ships’ desperate charge continued. Despite the sensor reading, the planet loomed large and untouched. They had a chance as long as the HTP didn’t achieve a runaway chain reaction.

      “The Leems will hit atmo soon,” Cyrus reported, “but there are still death orbs to deal with. Can they take the HTP out under those conditions?”

      “Now that there are no enemy ships thanks to the trap, yes.” Kat swept her fingers over her weapons controls to power down the weapons. Her instincts told her they’d want power for escape more than trying to nail Hunter ships with their human weapons. “The Leems know about them. They aren’t going to mindlessly throw themselves away.”

      Even though she said that, she couldn’t be sure. There was much they didn’t understand about Leem psychology. Suicidal charges might be their preferred strategy when they didn’t have overwhelming power.

      Cyrus frowned. “What about mind control?” he asked, adding to Kat’s worry.

      “We’ll have to trust the Leems,” Kat suggested. “They must know the limits of the mind control from their earlier attack.”

      “If they don’t?” Cyrus asked. “They weren’t protected.”

      “You’re right.” Kat frowned. “Those first ships might have gotten here before the Leems got our message. It changes nothing. If we’re wrong, we’re going to have to deal with a joint Hunter-Leem fleet. We get to see what the Infinity can do with the rest of its weapons. That or Jade gets to try her hand at a nested jump.”

      Jade scoffed. “I should note, Katarina, the chances of us surviving my use of such a technique are extremely low.”

      “Hey, low’s better than zero,” Kat replied. “If I have to die, I’d rather go out in a blaze of glory.”

      “I’d rather not die for a while,” Cyrus commented.

      As the Leem fleet plunged toward the planet, a bright death orb ripped through the upper clouds and into low orbit to explode close to a ship. The attack blasted it into ashes and released a massive blast wave. Other Leem ships tumbled out of control, spinning off into space. Some dropped toward the planet with no sign of thrusters or gravity control.

      Survivors shot in different directions, their scattered line now a messy group of ships in the same general area. They dropped their noses toward the planet and fired, their particle beams boiling through the clouds.

      The omnipresent blue on the backs of the ships vanished. They plummeted toward the surface, alternating fire to throw heavy particle beams at the surface. That was a beautiful sight when the Leem attack might be the only thing saving the galaxy from a new Hunter invasion.

      “Do they have that much range with atmospheric attenuation?” Kat asked, unsure. “A laser cannon wouldn’t.”

      Despite her pounding heart, her ID mind asked the question. Every fact she could learn about the species might help humanity later.

      “I bet the gravity wave cannon could manage it,” suggested Cyrus. “That’s more impressive than anything else I’ve seen, including the death orbs.”

      “They fire faster,” Kat suggested.

      A new death orb flew into the atmosphere to explode and consume a pair of ships. A smoking third victim spiraled out of control toward the surface. The Leem ships didn’t let up on their bombardment even as they fell through the cloud layers and disappeared from the Argo’s feeds. Long-range sensors traced their descent and the continued bombardment.

      “They could level a typical human colony from orbit like it was nothing,” Cyrus observed. “Freaky when you think about it.”

      Kat scoffed. “We can do that with our missiles and bombs.” She motioned at her weapons windows. “This is why nobody wants to fight a full-out war. The conspiracy didn’t murder everybody in Chang’e City during the Great Betrayal because the Fleet and the Army were ready for them. If their raiders had shown up and we hadn’t been ready, those domes would have been hit until there was nothing left but hard vacuum and a lot of bodies.”

      They were distracting themselves. Kat accepted that. Either the Leems would succeed and the threat would end, or they would have to fight the Hunters. Talking about it wouldn’t help.

      Cyrus gestured at a secondary sensor readout offering line graphs with different EM spectral ranges and particle emissions. “It’s dying off, but it has not stopped.”

      Kat’s breath caught. “That’s a good start.”

      “Without closer sensors,” Jade interjected, “It’s difficult to be certain, though we can confirm that bombardment hasn’t ceased.”

      “They must have a reason to continue their attack. Or they want to be thorough.”

      Sensors flashed from another death-orb explosion in the lower atmosphere. Energy readings marking active Leem ships had grown scarce. It might come down to the Argo and the Infinity.

      “Get ready to turn us around,” Kat ordered. “We need to finish what they started, and we’re closer than the Infinity.”

      Cyrus replied with a stiff nod and pushed the Argo into a wide high-speed turn using the lateral and rear thrusters. As he finished turning the ship, the HTP emissions ceased, along with almost all the high-energy readings.

      Kat stared at the planet, heart pounding, waiting for the clouds to flow into a hungry vortex. “Please tell me it didn’t open.”

      Cyrus straightened the Argo and hard burned for the atmosphere. “That would be nice.”

      “That conclusion is consistent with what we’re detecting on sensors,” Jade explained, sounding bored.

      “Those little gray sons of bitches did it.” Kat laughed. “I’ll give them credit. That was brave.”

      Cyrus let out a sigh of relief. “I’m glad we didn’t have to try the nested jumps.”

      “It might have been entertaining,” Jade announced.

      “I thought you didn’t want to try it?” Kat replied.

      “It’s easy to joke about now that there’s no risk of having to do it.”

      “Very funny.” Kat edged her hands toward the weapons controls. “Then again, something’s coming back up.”

      “I doubt they pushed a single ship into a buried HTP,” offered Jade.

      “I’d rather be ready than dead,” Kat countered, “and it looks like somebody’s firing closer to the surface.”

      A single Leem ship escaped the cloud layer and headed toward space. There were chunks of the hull missing and dimmed lines on all sides. The ship sped away from the planet and came to a quick stop in orbit.

      “‘We shall finish. Many have become many more. Vomit your fire,’” Jade offered. “That’s what the ship is transmitting to the Infinity. They are requesting that we join the bombardment.”

      “Better than blowing ourselves up,” Cyrus replied.

      “Captain Tensen?” Kat asked. “What’s your opinion?”

      “This could be a trap,” he replied. “They might have been taken over like the others.”

      “We don’t know it was mind control,” Kat suggested.

      He snorted. “You think a Leem civil war would involve them caring about your card?”

      “I thought it was important to raise that possibility,” Kat explained. “We’re dealing with unknowns.”

      “Keep the Argo in your current position,” Tensen replied. “A volunteer squadron is going down to test the waters. A probe might not trip anything, and all our fighters are equipped with anti-mind-control devices.”

      Soldiers questioned the bravery of the men and women of the Fleet. How brave was it, they argued, to sit in a heavily armored ship rather than dropping onto a planet in a pod, praying enemy AAA wouldn’t vaporize you before you landed?

      Kat knew that was stupid. The Fleet operated in the vacuum of space. A well-placed missile or energy blast could send their men and women into the ultimate hostile environment. This wasn’t the first time she’d seen fighter pilots risk themselves in extreme situations. Four fighters broke away from the Infinity and headed toward the planet.

      A Leem ship descended toward the planet, and its particle beam cut through the clouds after it entered the upper atmosphere. The fighter squadron closed on the planet, burning for deceleration as they followed the alien ship into the atmosphere. Their mothership and fellow pilots flew after them.

      Cyrus and Kat stayed silent, their attention transfixed by their sensors and feeds. The seconds ticked by. A new feed appeared in the center of the control panel.

      “This was routed from the squadron to the Infinity to us,” Jade explained.

      Thick clouds choked the skies of the planet while dense smoke smothered the ground beneath the fighters. The squadron’s feeds combined thermal and other frequencies to highlight the devastated site. Repeated attacks had dug deep craters into the side of and around a mountain.

      Two Leem ships circled the site just below the squadron. Every few seconds, they fired another particle beam into the side of the mountain as if they were kicking a hole-filled corpse.

      “I’m going to tell the Leems to return to orbit,” Captain Tensen explained. “The Argo and the Infinity can finish the rest.”

      “Roger,” Kat replied. “Only two confirmed friendlies left.”

      “It was enough. We stopped it before it opened.”

      “We keep getting too damned close. One of these days, our luck is going to run out.”

      Cyrus smiled at her. “Maybe. Until then, we should look at it in a different way. We keep winning.”
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      “Don’t you think that’s enough?” Cyrus asked. “There is such a thing as overkill, even when dealing with the Hunters.”

      “No such thing as overkill ever,” Kat replied with a tight smile. “The best way to make sure an enemy isn’t a threat is to bomb them out of existence, not leaving a single molecule.”

      Cyrus held the Argo in a tight pattern above the site. Kat pulsed the turrets in a steady rhythm, plasma blasts and lasers pounding the site below. Every five to ten seconds, an invisible lance pierced the clouds—laser cannon and blue-white plasma blasts from the Infinity higher in the atmosphere.

      Like angry hornets, the Fleet fighters made pass after pass, their laser cannons knocking more frozen rock and dust into the air. The Leem ships returned after the first fifteen minutes of death, their bright particle beams slipping between the human ships to aid with their lethal excavation.

      “How much is enough?” Kat parried. “We’re talking about saving the galaxy.”

      “We’ve been blasting the site for an hour,” Cyrus observed. “We’ve got no readings. I’m not going to say there isn’t a single molecule left, but they might only have one.”

      “We should be using explosive ordnance,” Kat mused. “That’d be more thorough.”

      “We don’t need to, not with all these different ships and the prework by the Leems,” Cyrus replied. “Save it for when we need it, especially the antimatter torpedoes.” He glanced her way. “What’s with that look?”

      Kat leaned back, taking her hands away from the controls. “I wanted to see antimatter torpedoes in action, but it makes sense not to waste hard-to-replace ordnance.” She motioned at a Leem ship hovering in the air, its particle beam firing in staggered intervals into the blasted wasteland they’d crafted. “This also means whatever’s left over, they might get their hands on.”

      Cyrus scoffed. “That’s what you’re worried about? We’ve recovered the card, the boxes, and working ancient nanites. We keep going with that card, and we might unlock every Navigator tech secret out there. What could they possibly recover?”

      “The HTP is bigger than the area of destruction,” Kat noted. “We annihilated the site. We didn’t destroy the entire ring.”

      “That’s true,” interjected Jade, “but note the depth of the craters and tunnels dug by the bombardment. Scans indicate the HTP was reached and portions destroyed. Massive repairs would be necessary, using Navigator-level knowledge to reconstitute this site. The HTPs are related to the standard designs but not identical.”

      “I’d personally love it if they could salvage a portion of the HTP,” Cyrus admitted. “We might be able to swap information about it in the future.”

      Kat laughed. “That thing almost opened, you know. You’re acting like it’s not a big deal.”

      “Because it didn’t open. You’re acting like we lost when we won.” Cyrus pinched a feed and spread out his fingers, magnifying a shallow crater away from the main swath of destruction. Scattered jagged chunks acted as grave markers. A familiar pyramid tip had survived. “We didn’t pay this time. That doesn’t mean no one did. If there is tech left down there, we can’t claim they didn’t fight to earn it.”

      “Like I said, those are brave people.” Kat nodded. “I could do with more of them as long as they’re on our side. I don’t like what it might mean if they go after a human colony.”

      “We don’t know if they’re brave,” Cyrus replied. “The Zitarks are brave because of their obsession with honor. The Leems might not value their lives.”

      Kat’s brow lifted. “I wouldn’t suggest we say that to the Leems’ faces. We don’t want to start a war because you’re pedantic.”

      Cyrus winced. “Sorry. I was thinking out loud.”

      “It’s fine. It’s nothing I haven’t thought.”

      “I’m just saying we need to be careful what we assume about the Leems. We’ve managed to work with them on a short operation. That’s not the same thing as understanding them, no matter how much I want that to be true.”

      “I’ll leave understanding the aliens up to you and the ambassador.” Kat slapped the grouped turret controls to send another barrage at the surface. “In the meantime, I’m happy to kill any alien who threatens humans and breaks their shit. If other aliens will come help humans kill Hunter tech, I welcome them.”

      One of the Leem ships jerked upward before spinning around. With a hard burn, it disappeared into the clouds. The remaining Leem vessel continued cleaning.

      “I wonder what that was about,” Cyrus mused.

      “We’ll find out soon,” Kat replied. “The Infinity would know if more trouble was coming our way.”
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      “The Leen ship jumped from high orbit,” Jade announced. “Captain Tensen is hailing you, Katarina.”

      Kat lifted her hands and shook them out. “What did you need, sir? You think we’re done?”

      “Yes,” Tensen replied. “I understand why you are being thorough. I don’t think anyone can argue you haven’t been at this point, so you need to return and dock with the Infinity. Unless you have a good argument otherwise, we’ve done enough. The Leems can finish the rest. The one that just left will bring other Leems back for follow-up.”

      “I think we would benefit from a torpedo and missile barrage, but I can’t insist it's necessary,” Kat added.

      “That’s not all,” Tensen continued. “Before the jump, we received a transmission from the Leem ship. I’m relying on the ambassador and Veras for interpretation, but the Leems appear to want a face-to-face meeting aboard the Infinity.”

      “As in, human to Gray?” asked Kat. “That face-to-face?”

      “That’s what we believe,” Tensen confirmed, tension in his voice.

      Cyrus rubbed his hands together. “First the Zitarks, now the Leems. It’s fun talking to aliens when they’re not trying to kill you.”

      Kat wasn’t sure about that. “Why didn’t you have Jade examine the message, Captain? She might have picked up on something the others didn’t.”

      Tensen hesitated before answering, “Because the first part of the message mentioned ‘the seed of the human mind-spirit Emma, she who is a mind-spirit and also a stone.’” He grunted. “It’s like the entire species is on drugs. They didn’t send the request in their language, meaning we didn’t need help translating it. I only wanted confirmation of what I read in the message.”

      Jade laughed. “Mind spirit? That’s a wonderful description of an AI. I like this species more and more.”

      “I knew Emma got her weapon from the Leems,” Kat stated thoughtfully. “Are they worried about Jade?”

      “No. They want her at the meeting, based on what they said, though it’s unclear why,” Tensen replied. “We’ve had a few exchanges and are doing our best to coordinate a docking bay and a time. It’s annoying, I’ll tell you that much. Even the simplest conversation involves figuring out what the hell they mean.”

      Jade’s hologram popped into the chair behind Cyrus. “Am I supposed to be physically present for this meeting? They mention me being a stone, so I assume they’re talking about my core matrix.”

      “It’s funny you ask,” replied Tensen. “Another part of the message said, ‘the seed will come as a swarm, not waves.’ Veras believes that wording indicates they want you there as your nanocloud and not as a hologram.”

      Kat furrowed her brow. “That’s damned specific. Too damned specific, if you ask me. How did they know about her nanocloud? To the best of my knowledge, that information wasn’t passed along in any of the messages, and our dealings have all been in ships.”

      “Not on Molino,” Cyrus noted.

      “That wasn’t these Leems.”

      Cyrus shrugged. “They might not be talking about her new nanocloud. Emma might have told them about the old version of Jade’s nanocloud. For all we know, they have a cultural reason for wanting Jade to be present in person, beyond their history with Emma.”

      “Or it could be a trap,” Kat offered. “Revenge.”

      “That’s a complicated trap,” Cyrus noted. “Versus just blowing up our ship.”

      Kat shook her head. “They have only two damaged ships left. They’ve seen what the Infinity is capable of.”

      “That’s all the more reason for them not to try anything stupid.”

      Jade’s form rippled, and she covered herself in a gray, hooded robe. “Since they didn’t demand my core matrix be present, I have no objections to meeting them with my nanocloud.”

      Kat nodded. “I’ll admit it’s a stretch, but I don’t think it’s terrible to be careful in odd situations.” She looked at Cyrus. “Though a certain researcher keeps reminding me not to judge aliens by human standards.”

      “Point taken,” Cyrus replied. He banked the ship and pulled the nose up, burning hard to take them to the upper atmosphere. He burst out laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” Kat asked with a confused look. “My paranoia?”

      “I bet Ambassador Castellan is going to be pissed that the aliens prioritized talking to Jade and not her. She came all this way, and she’s not making the big calls. You and the captain are.”

      Kat laughed. “Big calls? That’s true. It’s not my fault that’s the way this mission turned out.”

      “The ambassador registered a complaint,” Tensen admitted, “but before I contacted you, I convinced her to follow your lead on this. We don’t have time to worry about egos. As long as you’re not trying to get the Leems to agree to new treaties, I don’t have a problem with you taking the lead.”

      “She can do all the talking if she wants,” Kat replied. “We’ll bring Jade.”
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      Kat’s heart thundered as the thin Leem shuttle approached the Infinity’s docking bay. Glowing lines ran over the surface of the wedge-like craft. The triangular shape made her think of a flattened version of their massive jump ships.

      Every race brought not only their technology but aesthetics. She’d internalized the idea that human ships looked the way they did because they had to. The alien vessels they’d seen proved that wasn’t the case.

      By assigning two squadrons to patrol, Captain Tensen emptied most of the docking bay before inviting the Leem shuttle to land. Ambassador Castellan, Alexandra Veras, and the captain stood near Kat, Cyrus, and Jade.

      The AI had adopted a variation of her mother’s preferred appearance: red hair, a white blouse, and a gray skirt. Everyone thought that might help, given the relationship between the Leems and Emma.

      “Are we sure this is how we want to do this?” Kat asked. She gazed at an inactive cargo bot latched into a storage rack. “We don’t want an honor guard? This isn’t a high-end reception.”

      The ambassador shook her head. “There’s no indication that the Leems value pomp and circumstance. If anything, having human troops present might intimidate them. We don’t want them to think we were attempting to frighten them.” She frowned at the captain. “The use of our experimental weapon might have done that.”

      “I’m not going to apologize for using the gravity wave cannon to stop enemy ships,” replied Captain Tensen. “You stick to diplomacy. I’ll do the fighting, Ambassador.”

      The shuttle continued its approach, gliding through space. With the docking bay doors open, only the oxygen field interfered with Kat’s view of the alien ship.

      The shuttle slid through the oxygen field and stopped, hovering above the deck. With a quiet hum, the ship descended. Circular panels pulled back on the bottom, and six jointed leglike landing struts extended. No thrusters were fired. With a soft thud, the Leem ship landed.

      “This is historic,” Cyrus noted. “This is the first Leem ship to land in a human ship.”

      Ambassador Castellan nodded. “You’re right, Doctor Sandoval. This is historic. We should all be honored to be part of this moment.”

      Cyrus grinned. “This is damned perfect. We’ll get to see Leems that aren’t murderous clones.”

      The ambassador sighed. “Will you control yourself, Doctor? Your enthusiasm might offend our guests.”

      “The Leems haven’t stepped outside yet,” noted Captain Tensen.

      Kat shrugged. “You could be wrong, Cyrus.”

      “About what?”

      “They might be murderous clones, just not ones working for the Hunters.”

      Ambassador Castellan grimaced. “Please stop talking like that.” She nodded at Jade. “If you would assist me, per our discussion?”

      Jade and the ambassador stepped forward. Odd cooing flowed out of Jade’s mouth. It took Kat a moment to recognize it as the Leem language and not a bird call.

      A larger circular panel opened on the bottom of the lip and split into three sections before retracting inside the ship. A yellow column of light poured through the circle. Cooing came from inside the hole, then a single Leem floated down the column toward the deck.

      Kat held her breath. The alien had the spindly gray body and bulbous eyes she’d seen up close on Molino. It didn’t have the deadly lightning rod or shield. This wasn’t a surprise terrorist attack.

      She bit her lip at a sudden realization. Every Leem she’d seen had been naked.

      Cyrus glanced her way with a raised brow. She shook her head lightly. He’d better not ask.

      The Leem landed on the deck and walked forward, its movements slow yet flowing like an interpretative dance. Jade offered a response in the language, and the alien stopped in front of her and the ambassador, swaying its head.

      When the Leem next spoke, human language trailed its coos by a half-second, the translated voice sounding like it was coming from its chest and not its mouth. “We greet those born of Earth. Minds falter. Winds burn. A gate to the end stays empty because of the vomit of fire.”

      Ambassador Castellan smiled. “I’m Ambassador Castellan of the United Terran Confederation.” She motioned at Jade. “This is Jade, the daughter of the AI you know as Emma. We’re honored that you have come to visit us, and we hope this marks the beginning of a new and lasting relationship between our two species.”

      The Leem flowed over to Jade, its head swaying slower. “One becomes two. Those two become more. We…” A lengthy melodic cooing followed. “Does the seed know the truth? Or does the seed only know the true lies? Speak on this so that we may know.”

      “I am my own being,” Jade replied. “I have tasks to do. After that, I might not have the jump drive and won’t be free to visit your people as I wish.”

      “Stretching and tearing is easy,” the Leem replied. “We will come and dig out the seed if necessary.”

      Castellan turned to Jade with a pained smile. “Is there something we should know? I’m not following your conversation.”

      “This concerns AI business,” Jade answered with a dismissive flick of her wrist. “Our friendly Leem representative was inviting me to visit their space in the future, but they wanted to make sure I was a separate entity from Mom. You heard the most important part. They aren’t explaining why.”

      Castellan cleared her throat. “Honored Leem Representative, I appreciate that you want time to discuss matters with the AI. We were hoping to review the future of our interactions and alliances concerning the Hunters. The deadly enemy represents a threat to every intelligent species.”

      The Leem cocked its head to the side and stared at the ambassador. “Winter. Spring. Fall. Summer. Which season is it? Can you tell us?”

      Jade snickered and offered a response in the Leem language. Ambassador Castellan gave her a warning look.

      “It is fall,” the Leem replied. “Not winter. One sleeps forever. The others must stay awake.”

      Kat watched, hands clasped behind her back. She could barely follow what the alien was trying to say despite its use of human language. For all they knew, Jade’s attempts at Leem were full of problems.

      Tension lined the captain’s face. He also kept his arms behind his back and his posture rigid.

      Cyrus, in contrast, was wide-eyed and smiling. He trembled with excitement.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” the ambassador replied. “Would someone please clarify?”

      The Leem raised its hand and spread its four fingers. “The seeds of Earth will travel far. The ones they call Leems, Zitarks, and others. An old threat arises that pretends to be new. We will gather the ships that leap between the stars to offer our aid. What is asleep should stay asleep, even if the forest must burn to smother it.”

      He took a step closer to the ambassador, who, despite her smile, had showed her discomfort in her eyes. “We know only the two mind-spirits can guide the ships of the seeds of Earth. We will offer our flesh and our fire as we offered here. The seeds will offer a warning. Death will come. Death will follow.”

      Ambassador Castellan let out a nervous chuckle and glanced at Jade, who nodded at Veras.

      “Ma’am,” Veras began, “from what I can tell, this is an offer for a general defensive pact. The representative is suggesting that we only have two jump-capable ships, and they get that, but they’ll aid us in exchange for supplying information as a demonstration of goodwill.”

      Castellan glared at Jade. “The UTC can’t, at this time, verify the number of jump ships we have available, but we will gladly offer any information we have on the Hunters in exchange for your help. We have no intention of concealing anything concerning them.”

      The Leem backed away, its steps flowing like water. “The fall turns into the winter before the spring comes. Fires will sweep through to free the truth. Death swims in the stars, eating the source of life and all that live on them.” The alien walked toward its ship, not turning around but showing no discomfort. “Return with more, but leave now. The sleepers stay awake. Can you say the same about all stars everywhere?”

      Ambassador Castellan blinked and offered a panicked look to Kat. “We should stop him. We need something far clearer and more formal than what we agreed to.”

      Kat shrugged. “We have a verbal agreement to share intel and forces. Isn’t that enough?”

      “We need to draw up a formal agreement. We need clauses and specific language.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to happen. The Leems don’t recognize our legal system.” Kat shook her head, failing to hide her disgusted look.

      The Leem entered the column and floated toward the opening in the bottom of the shuttle. With a wave of its long, spindly arm, it disappeared inside, and the panel slid closed. The alien didn’t seem to care about the ambassador’s problems.

      Cyrus clapped. “Good job. Now we’ve got the Zitarks and the Leems onboard. This is the beginning of a legitimate multi-species fleet.”

      Ambassador Castellan kept her plastic smile on her face until the shuttle rose, turned around, and zoomed out of the docking bay. “Why did they bother to come if that was all they wanted to say? It could have done that over the comm, so we didn’t have to participate in this farce.”

      “It’s not a farce if we got what we needed,” suggested Kat.

      “If I understand correctly,” Jade offered, “the Leem wanted to look me in the eyes, as it were. Sense me. I didn’t understand. Mom did them a favor, it seems, and they’re grateful to her.” She smirked at the ambassador. “If I were a UTC citizen, I would have been the ambassador.”

      Castellan’s jaw dropped. “You’re here to help humanity, not make secret deals. Know your place, AI.”

      “I know mine. Do you?”

      “You arrogant, fake bitch!"

      “She’s done plenty to help humanity,” Kat interjected, threat implicit in her tone. She inclined her head at the Leem shuttle disappearing into the darkness. “We have years to figure out everything with the Leems. For right now, we took out an HTP, and we gained allies. If you want to alienate the one being who has been critical to our success, that’s on you.”

      Castellan huffed. “What now, then?”

      “It seemed clear to me,” Cyrus offered. “They want us to get the hell out of here. I suggest we do that.”

      “Fine by me,” Captain Tensen admitted. “We’re lucky we got through that with only scratches rather than losing most of our people like the Leems. Good job, Agent Lesone. I didn’t know how this would all work. So far, I’m impressed.”
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      Cyrus squeezed his eyes shut and clutched his stomach. He regretted having a meal so close to their first jump out of the system.

      He’d convinced himself that jumping with Infinity’s drive felt worse, but they’d jumped plenty of times on the way here. He knew it wasn’t true.

      The problem was fundamental. People could adapt to many things in life. Their bodies learned to tolerate and adjust to unpleasant conditions. FTL travel wasn’t one of those things.

      At least it didn’t last long. He was grateful the jump drive couldn’t perform instant jumps. The utility would be outweighed by the physical discomfort.

      Cyrus rubbed his stomach. It was nice not having to live in a pressure suit. It was also nice that with the Argo docked inside the Infinity, Kat had trouble coming up with a reason he couldn’t perform experiments on the card during every jump.

      “You might want to open your eyes,” Jade whispered into his ear.

      Cyrus groaned and fluttered his eyes open. He gasped and shot out of his seat, his jump fatigue a distant memory.

      Jade stood to the side of the lab bench in a white lab coat and black glasses, looking like a lab tech from two centuries earlier. She motioned to her side with a broad smile.

      Data windows filled the area above his lab bench and the Navigator card. Even without immediate analysis, Cyrus had experimented enough with the card to recognize the primary signal patterns associated with the artifact. Suggested Navigator symbol translations appeared.

      He jerked his attention to a side window. His familiarity paid off when he recognized that the signal components were different than normal, more numerous and more complicated.

      “I don’t get it,” Cyrus declared, his voice filled with wonder. “I didn’t even prime it with a sample. Did you use the standard protocol to engage the card?”

      “Yes,” Jade replied. “An initial query signal before and after the jump. Remember, Doctor Sandoval, you wanted this to be a baseline.”

      Cyrus laughed and clapped. “Proximity to the site must be responsible, which makes sense, given what we detected. It was waiting for us to jump or to talk to a Leem. Or something else. We can figure that out with more experiments. The important thing is we got fresh, unexpected data. We can make real progress with this.”

      “I agree,” Jade replied. “That makes this trip to help the Leems rewarding in ways we didn’t anticipate.”

      “True. If we’d refused to go, they might or might not have been able to take out the site with their reinforcements, but we would have lost all this data.”

      All but one of the data windows shrank, then shifted and created an alternating pattern to either side of the lab bench. The window in the center grew. Circled question marks appeared, interspersed with now-familiar Navigator symbols.

      “I believe we’ve encountered new words and morphemes.” Jade let excitement sneak into her voice. “This is our most significant advance in a while, Doctor Sandoval.”

      “We need to figure out how to repeat this.” Cyrus rubbed his chin. “Proximity to a certain number of sites as a trigger? Or destruction? As I think about it, the Leems aren’t the reason. That Leem wasn’t anywhere near the card. It has to be the site, which is consistent with our past experiences.”

      “This is better than you realize,” Jade offered. “The new linguistic information was accompanied by a high-level pedagogical framework.”

      “It’s like once we put in enough work, they helped us.” Cyrus paced the lab in a circle. “This means you’ll be able to translate it more quickly. We can go from there on figuring out what direction we want to push our analyses.”

      “It will still take time to process, but I believe this can be finished in hours,” Jade explained.

      Cyrus threw himself back into his chair. “Then I should see if I can pull anything else out with other quick tissue and transmission experiments. Make sure Kat knows so she doesn’t drag me off to training. Time to learn something new!”
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        * * *

      

      Cyrus laid his head back on his chair, his breathing shallow. “Anything new? Or anything I should know about?”

      “No, in regard to your first inquiry,” Jade replied. “As for the second, card activity is back to baseline levels, defined as the general signal and energy signatures observed after the initial post-jump burst.”

      “Oh, well,” Cyrus offered, sitting up and rubbing his hands together. “No one can say I didn’t try a ton of experiments in the meantime. Not everything is about me throwing myself at it.”

      Jade smirked at him. “Fortunately for you, I’ve made progress. I didn’t need my full processing capability.”

      “Let’s hear it. I don’t care if this ends up being recipes for their version of fried rice. It’d still be exciting.”

      “The information allowed me to translate access codes for more information in the card,” Jade explained.

      Cyrus jerked upright. “Why didn’t you tell me when you were doing it? I didn’t realize it was focused on that level of system control.”

      “I did express this general idea before,” Jade offered with a shrug. “I saw no reason to inform you of the details when you were busy with your experiments. I had the situation under control, and your assistance is better applied at different points in this project.”

      Whispers of insult had snuck into her tone. Cyrus opened his mouth but shut it without offering another complaint. He trusted Jade. It wasn’t concern about her withholding information or doing anything inappropriate that bothered him. It was simple jealousy from not knowing sooner.

      His obsession with his subject made him a dedicated researcher. It could also make him act like an unruly child at times.

      “Okay. Understood.” Cyrus took a deep breath. “You were able to access more info. Were you able to understand it, or is that going to take more time?”

      “Mostly,” Jade replied. “There are references to a piece of technology I’d roughly translate as a ‘true connection through space-time.’”

      “So, it’s technical HTP information?” Cyrus asked. “That’s not that unexpected, given what we’ve been destroying.”

      Jade shook her head. “I don’t believe it’s related to the HTPs we’ve found since the language used is distinct from what we’ve seen with the prison and other Empty Space-related HTPs.”

      “You’re right. The HTP word is closest to ‘looped connection through space-time.’”

      “In addition, I’ve accumulated enough of a baseline understanding of Navigator systems through our dealings with previous sites, including Gamma Pavonis, to state with conviction that this isn’t a simple prison HTP. The metadata points away from it.”

      “What do they say about our ‘true connections through space-time?’”

      “There wasn’t much accompanying information to clarify matters,” Jade replied. “There is, however, partial numeric data that I’ve managed to decode. I’m trying to analyze it, but there are holes in the information. I’ve yet to find any concrete relationship with known genetic patterns, galactic coordinates, and the like.”

      Cyrus snickered. “It’s funny when you think about it. We’ve had an easier time linking our numbers to Navigator numbers than Leem.” He picked up the card. “I know Kat doesn’t believe me, but I feel like they set this up to lead us to the answers. They want us to find the truth. They also want us to work for it. The chase is making us learn more about them and ourselves.”

      Jade scoffed. “They might well have done that, though I suggest it’d be far more useful for them to be straightforward, given the dangerous nature of many of these places.”

      “It’s hard to anticipate how another species might think,” Cyrus countered. “Plus, they had to keep things safe from the Hunters.” He shook his head. “I still don’t get why those prison HTPs were there. I’ve been bouncing around a theory that the Navigators somehow thought they could reform the Hunters.”

      “I thought your previous theory was they’d tricked the powerful Hunters into a trap,” Jade commented.

      “This isn’t incompatible with that. I’m just trying to figure out why they’d give us the tools to find and take these places out but not do it themselves.” Cyrus shook his head. “We’re still missing something.” He snapped his fingers. “Maybe this true connection is a link to Navigator survivors.”

      “It seems like a stretch.”

      “Were their direct references to ‘spreading evil’ related to the ‘true connection?’”

      Jade shook her head. “No, there wasn’t.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Then it’s a hypothesis we should consider.”

      “Consider, yes? Believe? That’s more questionable.”

      Jade pointed at the center of the lab, and a rotating hologram of the Milky Way appeared. A rainbow of lines traced the claimed territories of the Local Neighborhood races, including humans.

      “Of course you’re missing something,” Jade replied. “You’re chasing a million-year-old puzzle from a long-dead race while a representative or servant of their enemies is working against you. Destroying the sites will end the immediate threat. You can worry about the other answers later.”

      Cyrus walked into the center of the galaxy and spread his arms. “I’m not going to stop until I have it all figured out. We need more info, and I’ll do what I have to to get that information.”

      “The only reliable way to get that is from the card.”

      “Exactly.” Cyrus ran his hand through the red-marked Zitark territory. “I don’t know if it was simple proximity or proximity and destruction. I’d like to be there when the Zitarks take their site out if they haven’t already. That’s our best bet to gain more access to the card.”

      “That’s not your decision.”

      “Hey, I know.” Cyrus waved at the green-marked UTC territory. “We’re heading back to Earth anyway, and the Zitarks, unlike the Leems, are easy to understand.”

      “The government might want to send you into Orlox or Catarin territory,” Jade noted. “Even if those sites weren’t identified as prisons, they could be important.”

      “Either way works for me. I was worried I was turning into a soldier. Now I’m back to being a xenoarchaeologist.”
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      Kat locked eyes with the defiant Cyrus. He stood near the wall of his lab, arms folded. She’d expected pushback about her idea. That didn’t mean he annoyed her any less with his antics.

      “I don’t see why not,” she observed. “I’m not asking for anything ridiculous.”

      He scoffed. “I want more time to go over my data. I’m still learning things from that burst.”

      “One more exercise isn’t going to kill you.” Kat rolled her eyes. “If you’re hot to go to another site, being ready to fight in new ways might benefit you.”

      “We did an exercise halfway back to Earth.” Cyrus cut through the air with his hand. “I’m close to something now; I can feel it. If I rush off to do an exercise, I might lose access to the intuition that’s pushing me along.”

      “This mission isn’t over just because we took out that site, you know,” Kat replied. She inclined her head toward the card. “That’s why they’re not telling us to land the Argo on Earth and seizing that card. It’s also why they’ve had us sitting up here doing nothing.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “I’ve been doing research, not nothing. That’s what I was brought on to do.”

      Kat frowned. “This is the problem. Whenever you make any progress, you fall into your hole again and don’t want to come up for air until I yank you out, kicking and screaming. I get it, Cyrus, I do, but you know how much of this mission involves shooting and getting shot at.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      “We need more training with the Infinity’s assault infantry squads and their tankers, too. The better our unit is, the less trouble we’ll have when we next have to fight hijacked drones or mutated hordes. We might be able to land at a site and get samples.”

      Cyrus grinned at that thought. “That would be nice. I see your point.”

      Their PNIUs chimed in unison.

      Kat tapped hers when she spotted the call notice in her smart lenses.

      INCOMING: Channel 3gA2, Secondary: UTSI 44d: FANG, HAOYU.

      Their break was over. She looked at Cyrus. He nodded.

      “This is Lesone,” Kat answered.

      They were routing the signal through the secured communications networks of the Infinity. That simplified things, though Senior Agent Fang might want them to come to Earth for a personal meeting, depending on the nature of the briefing.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to welcome you back to Earth in person,” Agent Fang replied. “I went over your reports and passed them up the chain, along with those from the rest of your team, including the crew of the Infinity and the ambassador. There’s been a rousing discussion about what our next steps should be.” He cleared his throat. “Also, Ambassador Castellan isn’t your biggest fan. I hope neither of you harbored any future desire to work as a diplomat.”

      “I’m fine with my current job,” Cyrus replied.

      “I’d make a shit diplomat,” Kat added, “but this is stupid. She’s mad because she realized she was superfluous. I kind of pointed that out. The truth was, we only needed Jade and Veras. The Leems didn’t care about our views on appropriate representatives and weren’t going to sit around in a room all day to discuss the details of treaties. It’s not like they did that when we established the border with them.”

      “They might not care, but our government does,” insisted Fang. “I know you’ve gotten used to running around the galaxy doing what you want, but at the end of the day, you’re not diplomats. You didn’t have the authority to communicate with the Leems without Ambassador Castellan present.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Cyrus. “Are we in trouble because she thinks somebody stole her thunder?”

      “No. If anything, she’s directed most of her ire at Jade, and the government currently views Jade as an irreplaceable resource.”

      Kat scoffed. “She is.”

      “While we can’t be a hundred percent certain what Jade told them when she spoke the Leem language, Miss Veras’ analyses support what the AI told us she said,” explained Fang. “More importantly, the DD, the ID, and the prime minister care more about securing the agreement to commit their forces to any anti-Hunter efforts. Most people appreciate that dealing with aliens won’t involve the type of diplomacy we’re used to. We got lucky that the Zitarks are closer to humans in psychology. Everything from here on out is going to be a challenge.”

      Kat pinched the bridge of her nose. “Is this where you tell me you’re going to make us babysit someone even more annoying? Another ambassador and her staff?”

      “Hey,” Cyrus interjected. “Alexandra was helpful.”

      “I’m not complaining about her,” Kat clarified. “I could use three of her and zero new ambassadors.”

      “Yes, I’ve read your positive comments in your reports,” Fang noted. “She’s being considered for a promotion. She’s also said she doesn’t want one. It’s hard to push someone up the ladder if they don’t want to go.”

      “She should be the Leem ambassador, not Castellan,” suggested Cyrus. “Though Alexandra was eager to get out in the field at first, she’s been asking about shuttles to the surface, like, every hour since we returned to Earth.”

      Kat snickered. “Yeah. She’d make a better alien ambassador than Castellan. Back to my question. Is this where we guard someone on the way to Orlox and Catarin space?”

      “No,” answered Fang firmly. “Based on your initial analysis, we’re less concerned about destroying those sites, though our government has decided to inform the other aliens of the locations we found and provide background information about the Hunters and our encounters at other sites.”

      Cyrus frowned. “You’re telling them to destroy them despite them not being positively identified as prison sites?”

      “We’re telling the aliens that, based on our intelligence, we aren’t sure. For safety’s sake, it’s best to destroy them. While we appreciate your analyses and opinions, Doctor, your reports highlight the gaps in your understanding of the relevant materials. Every site you’ve identified might be a prison site, or, for all you know, the others might be Hunter supply sites or something equally as dangerous as a prison. As we’ve seen from our frontier trouble, a single piece of Hunter technology presents a major risk.”

      “We’ll lose—” He cut off at Kat’s shaking head.

      “Everything you and Jade have found was useful,” Kat said, “but listen to what Agent Fang is saying. Really listen. Your understanding is full of holes. The main reason we first talked to the Zitarks and the Leems is that we’ve had more recent dealings with them. We can’t be sure those other sites aren’t dangerous, and even if they aren’t prisons or Hunter bomb factories, do we want aliens laying their hands on that level of undamaged ancient technology?”

      Cyrus’ brows lifted. “So, how much of this is destroying the sites because we’re afraid of Hunters, and how much of it is denying tech to other species?”

      “That’s not our call,” interjected Fang. “Quite frankly, Doctor, I don’t know how safe it is for the UTC to gain access to this tech. While I direct you based on my superiors’ orders, after what you’ve encountered, I sleep better at night knowing you’ve been turning these newer sites to dust. Imagine what the conspiracy could have done with the mind-control technology. There might be no freedom left in the UTC.”

      “We’ve taken nanite samples. Those are being actively analyzed.”

      “Samples that are inactive and well-controlled. Technology that’s more advanced than what we have without being a paradigm-changing piece of equipment that involves biotech we can only barely understand. I wouldn’t worry about it, Doctor Sandoval. The decision’s been made. There’s nothing you can do about it, and you’ve told me many times that you have enough data to spend years doing satisfying research.”

      Cyrus scoffed. “I get that, but do I have to sit on this ship while we deliver messages telling people to blow up more sites? It’d be nice if we could be present. We might get more detail from the card. A touch more data, and we might be able to figure out what this ‘true connection through space-time’ means.”

      “We have more immediate concerns,” Fang explained. “And no, you won’t be delivering the messages. Emma has agreed to help on that front. We’re using our resources as efficiently as we can while we have access to both AIs.”

      “I see,” Kat replied. “What about the Aldrans? Are we going to let them know why one of the planets in their territory is missing? Or are we going to wait a few years for their long-range telescopes and sensors to notice and then ‘fess up?”

      “At this time, there’s no reason to risk antagonizing them. Their site has been neutralized, and it’s unclear if we’d be able to successfully recruit them into an alliance without admitting our violations of their territory. Other people in the government, including the prime minister, will decide when and how we should contact them.”

      “That makes sense,” Kat observed. “Then where do we go from here? I’m assuming you didn’t call us to tell us to come back to Earth.”

      Fang’s voice grew tight. “Emma provided us with more up-to-date information from Molino and Ambassador Liang. The Zitarks contacted him to let us know they are ready to deliver, and I quote, ‘great pain and destruction’ to the site in their territory. They will inform us when they’ve finished. They’ve yet to pull back or reinforce their remaining staff on the colony, and there have been difficulties with further information exchange because of their caste rules on communication with outsiders.”

      “We need to be at that site,” Cyrus insisted. “It might unlock more information on the card, and since we have it, the UTC will be the main beneficiary.”

      “He’s right, sir,” Kat suggested. “Our experience in Leem territory proves we might be able to provide them with useful tactical assistance beyond gravity wave cannon blasts, too.”

      “Understood,” Fang replied. “The Zitarks’ timeline points to destruction in a couple of weeks. That might be too soon for your involvement.”

      “Two weeks is fine. The Infinity can make it there easily. Even the Argo’s drive could get us there in time.”

      Fang grunted in annoyance. “I was talking about in terms of the higher-ups and their decision-making process. For now, continue on standby. I’ll bring up your suggestion and get back to you.”
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      Cyrus strolled down the cargo ramp of the Argo, his jumbled thoughts muting the world around him. While he wanted to be out in the field experimenting with the card, he didn’t mind the current situation. It’d ended up far more satisfying than he could have anticipated.

      The Infinity crew left them alone for the most part, and his team could take advantage of the larger mess and the space of the docking bay when they wanted to leave the ship. He might not be into training, but it made more sense to do it in a larger room on the exo simulators. That made the experience far more useful.

      He didn’t want to admit to Kat that though he never wanted to leave his lab when he was on the verge of a discovery, unrelated activities like training could knock loose ideas hidden in his brain. If he told her that, she’d force him to train three times a day.

      Cyrus took a few more steps and froze. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up, and he fisted his hands, ready to throw a punch.

      “If I get killed by a nanocloud assassin above Earth after all this, I’ll never live it down,” he joked, unsure of who or what he’d see behind him.

      Alexandra stood there with a sheepish smile. “It might be fun to be a nanocloud,” she replied quietly. She winced. “Don’t tell any Purists I said that. I don’t want to deal with hate messages all day.”

      “I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Thanks.”

      Cyrus chuckled. “Besides, no matter what the Purists say, the future might be everyone in nanoclouds. I say we let our descendants figure that out.”

      Alexandra nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

      “What can I do for you?” Cyrus asked. “You didn’t come here just to take a look at the ship, I’m guessing.”

      “Oh.” She looked away, her cheeks reddening. “I just wanted to say goodbye and thank you for your help. I’m not good at that sort of thing, so I told myself I needed to do it this time.”

      “You helped us more than I helped you,” Cyrus suggested. “I wanted to thank you.”

      Alexandra shook her head. “You’ve given me a ton to think about. Being in the field has been good for me. I get that now. I’ll miss working with Jade.” She gasped. “Oh, you didn’t know. I’m leaving.”

      “I was told you were going to, and I figured since you were talking about saying goodbye…” Cyrus shrugged.

      “I’m talking about leaving, like, right now. Not, well, right now.” Alexandra groaned. “Like, an hour from now? They have a shuttle for the ambassador and me. Because, you know, we’re unnecessary for the next part of the mission.”

      “Broader human contact with the Leems has only begun,” Cyrus offered with a soft smile. “People who have a good instinctual understanding of them will be helpful. You should seriously consider taking advantage of those opportunities. You might be able to help the UTC more as a diplomat than as an analyst. You’re trying to understand the Leems, not just talk to them, unlike certain diplomats we’ve met recently.”

      “A diplomat?” Alexandra laughed. “Me, a diplomat? That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard someone suggest.”

      “Yes, an ambassador to the Leems.” Cyrus nodded. “You have more potential than you think. The future of human-alien relations will need more people like you and fewer people like Ambassador Castellan. Being good at dealing with humans isn’t the same as being good at dealing with and understanding aliens. The latter is a far rarer skill.”

      “That’s kind of you to say, but I’m happy where I am.”

      “Just something to think about.”

      “I will.” Alexandra looked at the Argo. “I wonder about this ship. It started out as a disguised space yacht for Blackwell and Lin. In the end, it played a key role in stopping the great conspiracy and is playing a key role against the Hunters. So humble, yet so important.”

      “It’s a good ship. No one can deny that.”

      “It could be more.” Alexandra turned back with uncharacteristic firmness in her eyes. “Do you believe in destiny, Cyrus?”

      “Destiny?” Cyrus shook his head. “Destiny, fate, luck…those are nothing more than terms people throw around to convince themselves they never had a chance of changing some event or that they deserve a reward no matter what.”

      “You don’t believe in it?”

      “The universe isn’t nice or mean. It’s indirect. I accept that things won’t always go my way, but I refuse to accept that I was always going to end up in a particular place. Even if we don’t succeed, we always have the option of changing our so-called destiny and fate. I don’t think that’s a bad attitude. You’re welcome to disagree.”

      “I’m surprised to hear you say that,” Alexandra explained

      “Why?” Cyrus asked.

      She turned away, her smile pensive. “I would have thought someone like you believed there are inevitable cycles of civilizations. Isn’t that like destiny?”

      “Not at all.” Cyrus shook his head. “Civilizations rise and fall, and some disappear.”

      “How is that not fate?”

      “Because the cycle isn’t ironclad. Most of the time, civilizations don’t fall in the way people talk about them. Instead, civilizations change into something different or mix with others.”

      Alexandra looked confused. “You don’t think being absorbed by another civilization is falling?”

      “Depends on how much is preserved,” Cyrus replied. “Think about it. Humanity went from kingdoms and empires to nation-states, and most of those nation-states still exist in a sense. They are the products of the kingdoms and lands of the past, but now we’re the UTC. We are unified in a way that was once thought impossible. In a hundred years, there might be a United Sapient Alliance. People will say the same thing about that that they did about the UTC.”

      “What’s that?”

      “They’ll say it was inevitable. It was destiny or fate, which is the inescapable next advance in the cycle of civilization.”

      Alexandra furrowed her brow. “How is that different from what you’re saying?”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Because the UTC was shaped with a tremendous effort from the ashes of horrible, barbaric terrorism. It has struggled, as have the people in it, and we don’t always get things right. It might disappear tomorrow, and humanity might break back up into regional powers, which would be neither better nor worse.

      “Oh. Like colonial rebellions, or the Great Betrayal.”

      “Exactly, but none of that is destiny. None of it is inevitable. The rise of civilization isn’t guaranteed, nor is the fall.”

      Alexandra nodded, now looking less confused. “Then why study history and ancient dead civilizations? I thought you looked for a higher truth. Don’t you study the past to predict the future?”

      “I study the past to understand the future,” Cyrus admitted. “Knowing more about what can and has happened will inform future decisions. We’ll suffer less if we can avoid past mistakes. That’s not the same thing as predicting the future.”

      Alexandra stared at the docking bay door, her eyes unfocused and her breathing shallow. She didn’t say anything for a long while.

      Cyrus looked at the door, not seeing anything of interest other than a repair bot skittering toward the corner near the door. The sudden stop in the conversation confused him. “Alexandra?”

      “An alliance with aliens would improve everything,” she whispered, glancing at Cyrus. “Would you think it odd if I told you I found the Leems elegant and beautiful?”

      Cyrus tried to stifle his laugh but failed. “They have an interesting way about them. I don’t know if I’d say they’re beautiful. Aesthetics are a personal thing.”

      “Their minds work in a fascinating way. Isn’t that what true growth is? Not just technology? Different mental paradigms?”

      “That’s one idea about it. I’m on record as wanting to talk to all aliens to expand human understanding. I think we could all benefit from mutual exchange. When this is over, I hope that can happen.”

      “I wonder.” Alexandra sighed and looked at her feet. “When I was growing up, I told my mother I wanted to be kidnapped by aliens.”

      “That’s different. I can’t say I was like that.” Cyrus kept his tone neutral, unsure of where she was going with that.

      “The Leems, in particular,” she offered. “I wanted them to kidnap me like the old rumors. They’re more advanced than us.”

      “They’ve advanced slowly,” Cyrus commented. “We’re catching up with them.”

      “That could mean they understand it’s not about constant…” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. You don’t need to hear all this. I’ve been accused of being a Grayhead a couple of times.”

      “Are you?” Cyrus asked, more curious than worried.

      “It depends on what you mean by that,” Alexandra replied. “If you mean I think we can learn from aliens, then yes. If you’re asking if I think that means more than just sharing technology, then yes.”

      “What does the ID think about that?” Cyrus asked, then winced. “That’s not fair. Being around Kat has changed how I react to things. She’s recalibrated my instincts so much that I don’t always realize it until I do or say something.”

      Alexandra sighed, and her cheeks reddened. “I knew it would sound strange. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Admiring aliens isn’t illegal or a betrayal of humanity. Being a crazy terrorist because of that is. We’re the same. We both admire and find aliens interesting in different ways. It’s a matter of focus.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Alexandra shuffled her feet. “I should get going. Maybe I’ll see you around the next time they need a Leem-whisperer.”

      With a wave, Alexandra headed toward a nearby door, her gaze focused on the floor. Cyrus felt bad. He hadn’t meant to accuse her of not believing in her species. He, more than anyone else on board, knew what it meant to suffer for his obsession.

      The truth was, people like Alexandra were the future. The only future for humanity was in cooperating and learning from other species, not obsessing about borders.

      “Good luck, Alexandra,” he murmured. “Your work with the Leems might have laid down the beginning of our future with them.”
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      The Argo’s cockpit door cockpit hissed open. Kat ignored it to finish her call with Agent Fang. Everybody on her team was cleared for the conversation she was having, and Jade would have informed her if it was somebody else. Besides, she’d sent a message to Cyrus to tell him to come.

      “Understood, sir,” Kat replied to Senior Agent Fang from the co-pilot’s seat in the Argo’s cockpit. “I’ll inform my team and Captain Tensen about the particulars.”

      “Very well,” offered Fang. “Good luck, Agent Lesone. The entire ID is proud of how you’ve handled this mission.”

      CALL ENDED popped up in the corner of her smart lenses. She tapped her PNIU and turned to face her waiting partner.

      “Inform us of what?” asked Cyrus, stepping into the cockpit. “Is this about why you asked me to come to the cockpit?”

      “I don’t always want to run down to the lab,” Kat admitted, “and when we’re not in space, that’s where you tend to be. I figured I’d make you run up here. There is such a thing as being too comfortable.”

      Cyrus grinned. “That’s me? Too comfortable?”

      “In some ways, yes.”

      “You could have just used your PNIU.” Cyrus shrugged and sat beside Kat. “Same discomfort, less wasted time.”

      “One important thing I learned when I was in the Army is that looking someone in the eye when you’re briefing them is best,” she explained. “It’s not always practical, especially on a campaign, but whenever you can, it emphasizes the importance of the mission.”

      “How does that work?” Cyrus asked. “Or is it just something soldiers tell themselves?”

      “You can get a feel for the men and women in your unit and how they’re reacting when you do things face-to-face. That’s critical for monitoring readiness and morale.” Kat inclined her head toward the door. “People often put on a brave show. They cope in different ways. It’s important to make sure they’re not telling you what you want to hear. That’s the same whether it’s the Army, the ID, or academics.”

      Cyrus furrowed his brow. “You think I’d keep something like that from you after all this time?”

      “I know I’ve been keeping my distance,” Kat replied with a sigh.

      “I understand why.” Cyrus shrugged. “That doesn’t mean I’m going to keep anything from you.”

      “I think that when you verify more and assume less, it leads to fewer misunderstandings.” Kat shrugged. “No point in dwelling on it. The big news isn’t grand or unexpected. Fang’s given us the okay to go to Molino to inform them that we’re going into Zitark space to help with the next site pacification.”

      “Really?” Cyrus asked. His mouth twitched with his feeble effort to not grin.

      “Emma stopped by Alpha Centauri yesterday before heading to Fungusland to drop comm pods for the Orlox,” Kat explained, “and she passed along a message the Zitarks had sent to Molino. They made it clear that while they don’t feel the need for human ships to augment their assault on the planet, they still will offer their aid. They did, however, specifically state that ‘Jade, daughter of Emma’ could come and witness and join in the destruction if she wanted to.”

      Cyrus laughed. “Emma gets around. Hard to argue with the results, even if it feels weird.”

      A harsh scoff came from all around them. “The jump drive has made her arrogant,” Jade commented. She didn’t bother to materialize in either her holographic or nanocloud forms. “Not that Mom has ever been anything but arrogant.”

      “You’re one to talk.” Kat snickered.

      “I understand my limits better than she does. I can assure you of that.”

      “Whatever she’s doing is working.” Cyrus shrugged. “She’s facilitating alien-UTC interaction.”

      “If you say so,” snapped Jade.

      “Why are you so angry?” Kat asked. “It’s working to our advantage that Emma’s playing around with the aliens. Before, the government was worried that she was going to stir up wars. Instead, she’s laid the groundwork for alliances. They might be only temporary, but that doesn’t make them any less useful.”

      Jade huffed. “I don’t like the idea of others showing respect because of her achievements. It’s only my body situation that has prevented me from traveling to different alien societies by myself.”

      Cyrus nodded. “That’s true.”

      “Emma’s current situation is way better.” Kat tapped her PNIU to bring up a hologram of the frontier sector centered around Molino, with the Navigator prison system that was deep into Zitark territory highlighted. “It doesn’t matter at this point. It is what it is. We’ve been granted permission, but there are restrictions. We’re to head straight toward the target system in Zitark space without stopping inside any other Combine system.”

      Cyrus traced a system-by-system path between Molino and the target system with his finger. “Given all the restrictions, we might have an alliance, but the Zitarks aren’t comfortable with large groups of human ships flying through their territory. I’m surprised they’re willing to let a jump ship through.”

      “I’m not,” Kat replied. “They were the first to be warned about the site, and it’s still taking time. They gave Emma a date that corresponds to June eighteenth. They didn’t explain if that day has a special meaning in their society, but waiting that long suggests it’ll take that long for them to gather a fleet large enough for them to feel comfortable taking on the planet and defenses.”

      “That proves they don’t have jump drives,” Cyrus concluded. “It wouldn’t make sense to take so long and still call in a witness.”

      “At the minimum, this strongly points away from them having more than a handful of prototypes at most,” Kat replied.

      “In other words, just like the UTC?”

      Kat snickered. “Exactly.”

      “Musa 22a.” Cyrus leaned closer to the star map. “It’s fifteen light-years into Zitark space from Molino and fifty light-years from Earth to Molino. That means a touch past three days in the Infinity to get there.”

      “This new drive is nice,” Kat noted.

      “It is,” Cyrus replied. “I assume we have to stop in Mu Arae to send the message to Molino to let them know what we’re doing. We don’t want them to be surprised by triumphant Zitark battle reports.”

      Kat nodded. “Exactly. The last thing we need is a misunderstanding between the Local Neighborhood races during all this.”

      “Overall, when I add up everything, that means we don’t need to leave Earth until June fifteenth,” concluded Cyrus. “We’re going to sit here that long?”

      “The government doesn’t want us doing training scenarios in Earth orbit,” Kat explained.

      “Good.”

      “Of course, you’d say that.” Kat snickered. “Don’t get too comfortable. I’ve convinced them that we have loose ends to tie up, and disturbing intel we need to verify in a broader context.”

      Cyrus’ eyes widened. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      Kat nodded. “We keep making assumptions about the Vasasalaras. We need to know the extent of the destruction. We need to know whether they were wiped out or if it’s only the border worlds. There might be another scenario we don’t understand.”

      “The DD and the ID agreed to that?” Cyrus’ brow lifted. “After their reluctance?”

      “Yes, they did.” Kat dropped her hand to her PNIU and dismissed the star map. “If I’m honest, I think they only agreed because everyone believes the Vasasalaras were wiped out. They don’t think they’re a risk anymore.”

      “They could be wrong,” Cyrus noted. “And even if the aliens are dead, there might be a Hunter ship running around their territory. Those planets and HTPs didn’t destroy themselves.”

      Kat nodded. “Which is why we need to reconnoiter that area. If we focus on jumping into the edges of systems, maybe six light-hours from the star, that should let us collect good intel about the state of the system without putting ourselves at too great a risk. That’s close enough that we should be able to determine if there are HTPs and planets, anyway, and that’s the main thing we’re concerned about, not surviving bits of satellites or related junk.”

      Cyrus sighed. “I’d prefer to head to Musa 22 before they blow that planet away. I’d argue it’s important to go there first in case the gate opens, but I’m not going to pretend that’s the reason.”

      Kat shook her head. “The Zitarks are gathering a fleet. Two more ships aren’t going to make a difference, not even our ships. To be clear, we’ll be conducting a two-week survey of known Vasasalaran systems to see what we can find.”

      “If we encounter a Hunter ship?” Cyrus asked.

      “Then we hope we’re far enough away that the jump drive has time to recharge, and we can get the hell out of there to go gather a fleet to take it out.”

      Cyrus furrowed his brow. “A heavily armed warship showing up in their territory might push them to attack us.”

      “With what?” Kat asked. “Even if we’re wrong and they have billions of troops and thousands of ships ready to go, the two closest systems no longer have their HTPs or stations to support an invasion. We know they don’t have jump drives because those AIs had to steal them from the Leems.”

      “Unless they were stealing them because they couldn’t get them from loyalists.”

      Kat laughed. “I thought I was the one coming up with paranoid scenarios.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Either Emma or we will be checking the border for a while. Whatever we do in their territory won’t threaten the UTC.”

      “Is that it, then?” Cyrus asked. “We’re off to Vasasalaran space?”

      “Nope. Quick stop first at Penglai to finalize repairs,” Kat explained. “That battle in Leem space doubled as a nice shakedown cruise. The techs and Lanara patched us up, but that’s not the same thing as full dock repairs.”

      Cyrus gave a wry chuckle. “In other words, the government wants us to be ready in case everyone’s wrong about all the Vasasalaras being dead.”
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      Cyrus shoveled a bite of chicken into his mouth. He chewed with speed a piranha would envy before grinning at Kat across the mess hall table. “We need to convince the ID to upgrade our food printers to whatever they’re using on this ship. It shouldn’t be this much better. We’re trying to save the galaxy, and they stuck us with second-rate printers.”

      Kat snickered. “I remember when you used to say how good the Argo’s printers were. Now look at you.”

      “Hey. You can’t blame a man for getting used to what people give him.” Cyrus set his fork down. “I can’t pretend these printers don’t have better and more subtle seasoning. Better ingredient reprocessing too, I bet.”

      Kat looked down at her stew. She’d barely touched it. “I can’t complain about the food. You should be happy. You’ll be able to enjoy it for at least another few weeks, if not a month. Who knows who long after that? This mission could be over soon.”

      She offered the observation in a casual tone, despite the tremendous change that would represent for both of them. Cyrus had become accustomed to facing off against strange aliens with Kat by his side. He wouldn’t mind losing the strange aliens, but he would not give her up.

      “I keep thinking about all that,” Cyrus replied. When Kat looked at him with a questioning expression, he added, “I’m not talking about anything but the mission right now.”

      There was no reason to revisit their previous discussions. Once everything was over, they could take a well-earned rest together.

      “What, then?” Kat asked, her eyes screaming doubt.

      “Let’s assume that we take our recon trip, and we find only rubble and debris throughout Vasasalaran space,” Cyrus began. “Then we go to help the Zitarks blow up their site. Emma’s going to deliver the messages to the Orlox and Catarins, and those sites will also end up destroyed, most likely.” He shrugged. “What then?”

      “What then?” Kat echoed. “‘What then’ is the galaxy is safe, and we don’t have to worry about hordes of Hunters killing us. It’s over.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “I have a hard time believing a species that advanced will be defeated that easily. We still have the message about the true connection.”

      “Easy?” Kat snorted. “There’s been nothing easy about this. An entire species might have been wiped out. Three other races have suffered heavy casualties. You said the true connection might be to Navigators.”

      “I keep going back to the card.”

      “What about the card?” Kat asked. “Did you find something I should know about?”

      “We’ve been unraveling things piece by piece,” Cyrus explained. “Think about this. It’s impressive that the Local Neighborhood races have territories from fifty to one hundred light-years across. That’s only impressive, though, if you limit yourself to conventional HTPs. Jump drives make true galactic societies viable. The Hunters and Navigators must have been far more spread out than the Local Neighborhood.”

      Kat picked up a roll and shook it at him in a menacing manner. “Is that what your research tells you or what you want to believe? Not every race is humanity. Technically, we didn’t need to spread out as far as we did.”

      “I think there’s something else out there for us to find,” Cyrus replied. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t prioritize control of the sites.”

      “What are you getting at?” she asked. “You think that after we take out the next site, the card’s going to pop up with ‘Now here are twenty more sites you need to destroy.’ Or do you think it’s going to say, ‘Travel to this system to find and shake the slimy tentacle of a living Navigator?’”

      Cyrus leaned back and pondered the question. “Every instinct I have as a researcher tells me I’m missing something obvious. That there’s something more waiting for us.”

      “Then you should be happy. That means there’s more for you to find after we take out the dangerous parts.” Kat bit into her roll and chewed.

      “After this mission is over, I’m not going to have access to a jump drive anymore,” Cyrus suggested. “The UTC might decide there’s nothing important worth following up on. I don’t want to have to hitchhike on a Leem ship.”

      Kat swallowed. “You don’t know that. Jade might want to continue helping the UTC, and the government might want you to follow up on all of it. I have a hard time believing they won’t if you give them solid evidence that there’s more to find. If that new site isn’t hostile and not in our territory, things get more complicated.” She eyed the roll. “I’m not convinced we’ve all but won if that’s what you’re saying.”

      Cyrus’ brows lifted. “Really? It doesn’t sound like it.”

      “Sure. Those clone armies on Molino prove how dangerous our enemy can be without showing up in person. We’ve been focused on protecting the UTC, which makes sense. For all we know, clone armies are ravaging Orlox and Catarin space. The Zitark site might be the beginning of the end, not the end, especially if you find another site related to your true connection info.”

      “You’re not worried about a Hunter ship showing up and destroying the Local Neighborhood while we’re looking at the wrong place?” Cyrus asked.

      Kat shook her head. “It’d make more sense for the Hunters to attack the UTC frontier when they took on the Vasasalaran systems. It still makes me nervous that they didn’t.” She set her roll down to look Cyrus in the eyes. “You need to understand the main person pushing this recon mission was me. I’m not sure the higher-ups would have cared if I had not made a stink about it. Too many people are making too many assumptions based on what they want to be true, not what they know.”

      “You’re the head of this team,” Cyrus commented. “This is your mission. Technically, I’m here for support. If you’re worried about the Vasasalaran systems, I’ll do my best to help you.”

      How much of that was because he thought he’d found something, and how much of it was because it guaranteed him more time around Kat? Cyrus didn’t know. He wasn’t sure it mattered.

      “I didn’t do this recklessly,” Kat assured him. “I believe there’s nothing left, but we can’t be sure. The last thing we want to do is think we’ve finished off the enemy, only to find out we left our backs unguarded. If we’re going to follow up on your new card info, we need to know that we can do it without running into trouble elsewhere.”

      After careful thought, Cyrus offered the truth. “We’re going to be traveling for weeks. Lots of distance. A ton of jumps.”

      “True.” Kat shrugged. “That’s been our life. That’ll change, but not for a couple of weeks.”

      “That doesn’t mean we need to fill the time with training,” Cyrus noted.

      Kat laughed. “Sure, not all the time. What are you complaining about? You’ve had days off.”

      “Damn.” Cyrus snapped his fingers. “I was so close. What about my new discoveries?”

      Kat smirked. “Get me something more concrete than a veiled reference to a new site, and then we can talk.”
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      Kat grimaced. Her stomach threatened to revolt. She willed her body to get over the most recent jump, so she could concentrate on the sensor readings. Her career on Earth hadn’t prepared her for the discomfort that accompanied jumping around the Local Neighborhood daily.

      At least there were no other crew members around to see her discomfort except Cyrus. She’d thought about relocating to the bridge of the Infinity while they were docked, but it made sense to keep the crews separate. An emergency launch of the Argo could preserve the jump drive and its navigator in the worst-case scenario.

      Despite the power of the Infinity, there was no guarantee the ship would survive. A Hunter ship or a group of mind-controlled ships could take the powerful vessel down. For all the ship’s advanced weapons, human state-of-the-art defensive tech lagged behind that of other species.

      The Argo couldn’t accommodate every member of the Infinity’s crew, although emptying the cargo bay and stuffing people into every passage could save a surprising number. She hoped it would never come to that.

      Kat shook her head. It didn’t do her any good to obsess about death and destruction. They’d made it this far without heavy casualties. The destruction of the Zitark site would be their next test.

      She didn’t expect trouble, but she did expect to find the remnants of death.

      The first step in confirming new information to establish a pattern was to verify old information. To that end, they’d jumped to the closest Vasasalaran system to ensure that the system and the HTP were as badly ravaged as they remembered.

      Kat’s vision cleared, along with her thoughts, as she focused on her instruments. Long-range sensors confirmed dense debris fields and no planets or HTPs.

      “That’s a relief,” Kat commented.

      “Huh?” Cyrus replied. “It was destroyed.”

      “It was before. It’d be stranger if it suddenly wasn’t.”

      “It’s as unsettling as it was before,” commented Cyrus, motioning at a sensor window. “Large portions of space that are filled with debris, but this is different. Seeing a system that was inhabited that’s been blown to pieces makes you understand what we’re dealing with and the power the Hunters wield. We’ve only encountered the tiniest portions.”

      “Not our problem that they don’t want to come out to play,” Kat replied. “You know what they say. Never interrupt the enemy when they’re in the middle of making a mistake.”

      “We can’t jump again right away,” Cyrus noted. “What do we do now?”

      “We’ll hold our position for a couple of hours and scan the area,” Kat declared. “That’ll give the drive enough time to recharge. I don’t expect to find anything, but you never know. After that, we’ll move on and see what else is missing.”

      Cyrus nodded. “We’re going to visit the next destroyed system.”

      Kat shook her head. “I’m comfortable using this system as a baseline. It’s time for a new system, Aldeli 42.”
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        * * *

      

      The massive purple-blue planet filled their camera feeds. While the gas giant was far closer to the system’s star than the arrangement in the Solar System, this type of configuration wasn’t uncommon in the galaxy. There was no reason to suspect the touch of the Hunters.

      Kat pored through the sensor readouts, looking for anything suggestive of advanced technology. “Unless I’m missing something, all the readings are well within parameters for gas giants.”

      “You’re not missing anything,” Jade declared. “We’ve been scanning this system for four hours now. There are no major planets in this system farther than four light-hours from our current position.”

      Cyrus looked at Kat. “We could jump to another gas giant.”

      “Unless the Vasasalaras are hiding inside those planets, I don’t see the point,” Kat explained. “We’re picking up no unusual energy signatures, no indication of any ships, and no debris to indicate an HTP was ever here. This system is uninhabited.”

      “That’s consistent with the most up-to-date UTC intelligence,” Jade noted. “That should be reassuring.”

      “Our galactic intel is, by its nature, years old when it comes to systems outside our territory,” Kat countered. “They could have built an HTP in the last several years. It seems they didn’t bother. Good to know, but it doesn’t help us here and now.”

      Cyrus pointed at the planet. “The Hunters or whatever tech was responsible for the other destruction isn’t being used around this entire area. This wasn’t destruction for destruction’s sake.”

      Kat scoffed. “Yeah. Just destruction whenever they find an outpost of another intelligent species to destroy. I don’t know if that makes me feel better. Targeted mass destruction is worse. That means we don’t have as long to handle them. They aren’t slowing down to take out everything in sight. We need a firsthand account.”

      “Were you hoping to find surviving Vasasalaras?” asked Cyrus.

      “Honestly? Yes. I didn’t think I would, but I was hoping to. Before, I wasn’t sure. After everything we’ve seen elsewhere, I’m convinced those AI nanoclouds were working for their original creators. A Vasasalaran Cyrus got excited and opened a gate that should have been closed. The Hunters came out, took over their AIs, and killed all the biologicals.”

      Cyrus grimaced. “We haven’t established that yet. Thus far, we’ve only confirmed the destruction of two inhabited systems. The aliens might have survived.”

      “That’s true. We haven’t got time to prove it, though. Let’s hope that when we head to Zitark space, we don’t regret not going there sooner.”
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      A dense cloud of debris floated through space on the feed. Hints as to its source, including material concentrations, confirmed it’d once been an HTP. Long-range sensors confirmed every non-gas giant and moon in the system was gone, reduced to tiny pieces floating through the black void.

      Kat glanced at Cyrus. “Everything all right?”

      “Why do you ask?” he replied.

      “You’ve got a weird look on your face.”

      “Do I?” Cyrus nodded. “That makes sense. I spent years excavating long-dead sites, and I always understood the aliens behind them had become nothing but dust. It’s never bothered me before. I understood that living beings had created those artifacts. This is different. This isn’t the far past.” He shook his head. “This isn’t even war. They aren’t taking territory. This is genocide.”

      “It’s further confirmation that the Hunters can’t be reasoned with,” Kat replied. A quick tap magnified a tumbling piece of debris. She overlaid a sensor report. Sharp, jagged triangular, its elemental composition suggested it’d been part of a ship.

      Cyrus frowned at the sensors. “Death.”

      “This is the difference,” Kat answered, “between going to a graveyard and showing up at a recent battlefield covered with corpses. Both places are filled with dead people. That doesn’t make them remotely the same.”

      Cyrus smacked his fists on the control panel. “This is the seventh damned system we’ve found with HTP and planetary debris. How many millions of aliens lived on these planets? How many billions?”

      Kat nodded. “Two systems with gas giants and two with rocky and gas planets weren’t destroyed. I’d say that’s proof that this was about targeting the Vasasalaras. I wasn’t sure after Aldeli 42.”

      “Shouldn’t escape pods or stations or ships be around?” Cyrus asked. “There have to be survivors somewhere. Were they that obsessed with finding and killing every last alien they could find?”

      “You’ve seen everything I have. We don’t call them Hunters for nothing.” Kat shook her head. “We need to accept that any survivors were hunted down and destroyed.” She sighed. “There might be a few here and there, but it’s not unreasonable to assume the Vasasalaran civilization was annihilated. I doubt there’s a significant population center left.”

      “You believed that before,” Cyrus replied quietly. “Before we came here, you thought they had been wiped out.”

      Kat nodded. “I believed there was a good chance of it. Seeing it… You were right before.

      “About what?”

      “About your reaction,” Kat clarified. “It means far more to see all this destruction and understand how recently it came about. The problem is that confirming what we knew isn’t helpful. We need to know why and how this was done. Evidence points to the Hunters, but that doesn’t guarantee they did it. I doubt there was a hidden HTP on every planet we’ve found destroyed, and all this debris being left over is inconsistent with what we’ve seen at the Navigator sites.”

      Cyrus leaned back and closed his eyes. “We don’t even know the timeline. Without extensive analysis, the best we can do is narrow this down to the last four years. Does that mean the nanocloud agents sneaked into the UTC before then? I think the frontier colonies would have noticed if a Nightmare Tunnel had occurred. Did they have a nearby HTP that we didn’t know about? I’m sure the Fleet was checking uninhabited border systems.”

      Kat nodded. “They do, though it’s possible someone slipped through. The truth is we don’t know, but I suspect this is more recent. I keep thinking they wouldn’t have noticed.”

      “Who?” Cyrus replied. “The Fleet?”

      “Yeah,” Kat confirmed. “The enemy was messing around with the UTC at the height of the great conspiracy, including trying to stir up war with aliens. Everyone was focused on the Zitarks. The conspiracy might have facilitated a handful of enemy agents sneaking into the UTC around the time of Great Betrayal. For all we know, it was part of a long-term plan. Hunter agents might have aided it.”

      “The ID and the CID have been investigating that for years now. Wouldn’t there have been a hint?”

      “It might take twenty years to uncover everything those bastards did and who helped them, human and alien.” Kat shrugged. “The important thing is finding the bastards responsible. The ones sending clone armies against colonies and taking them out.”

      The ship shook and pivoted as Cyrus fired a lateral thruster. Turning the ship didn’t mean losing the debris cloud on feeds, but he felt better, as if he weren’t looking at the fresh corpses of an entire species.

      Kat offered him a pitying look. “I’m confident the nanocloud AIs were reprogrammed and repurposed by the Hunters. We might be lucky that our AIs weren’t as widespread as theirs.”

      “Where are the Hunters?” Cyrus demanded. “We’ve found nothing but death and destruction. The Hunters might be powerful, ancient creatures with advanced technologies we’re only beginning to understand, but they still need bodies. Even Jade has a body.”

      “Indeed,” the AI offered from Kat’s PNIU. “Fine nanocloud and ship bodies.”

      Cyrus furrowed his brow. “The card has the answers. It’s our only chance to beat them, the last weapon gifted to us by the Navigators to stop the creatures they tried to defeat so long ago.”

      “Hey, tomorrow we’ll do another training exercise,” Kat suggested. “It’ll get your mind off things.”
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      Kat’s heart rate accelerated when she saw the sensor reading, then her fingers flew over the controls as she added additional filters. She needed to be sure, and Infinity didn’t understand the mission like she did.

      “I can’t believe it,” Kat noted.

      “Damned perfect,” declared Cyrus.

      Everything else about the jump into the system had been expected, including the missing HTP and having every solid planet blown to smithereens. One small sensor blip had changed their entire mission, however.

      “Jade, please confirm what I’m seeing,” Kat ordered.

      “I confirm a weak signal,” Jade replied. “Infinity’s sensor operator also sees it, and I’m providing them additional context to aid the effort. The pattern matches known Vasasalaran signals, and long-range sensors suggest a ship. Given the distance, it’s difficult to confirm anything concrete.”

      Kat hadn’t expected anything different when they’d jumped into the system. The parade of destroyed worlds had become routine despite it being a chilling preview of what might happen to her species.

      A ship might carry survivors. They could provide witness reports.

      Kat grunted as the ship spun, and she was pressed into her seat. “Calm down, Cyrus. They’re not going anywhere.”

      “This is our chance to learn something new,” he noted.

      Kat pointed at the long-range sensor window. “At that distance, with a hard burn and deceleration, it’d take twelve hours to reach them. These relative motion readings show they aren’t going anywhere.”

      Cyrus straightened the ship, hit reverse, and then killed the main thrusters, leaving the Argo floating where it’d arrived. “We can spare twelve hours to investigate a witness to the destruction.”

      “I’m not saying we should leave,” Kat explained. “We will talk to them. I’m saying that even with a drive recharge, it’ll take far less time to jump there.” She waved a hand. “So, you can calm the hell down. We’ll get to the ship.”

      “Oh.” Cyrus chuckled. “That makes sense. Sorry, I got excited.”

      “I’m shocked. It’s not like that’s ever happened before.” Kat patted his shoulder. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m excited too.”

      Cyrus frowned. “What if it’s not what we expect?”

      “I’m not seeing anything on the sensors that looks like a Hunter ship. They might have advanced stealth technology, but I don’t see why they would bother using it. Aliens who can blow up planets aren’t going to waste time lying in wait for single ships.”

      Cyrus’ breath caught. “Jade? Any reaction from the card?”

      “No significant changes from baseline,” Jade reported. “The ship is the only unusual finding since our arrival.”

      “Our best choice remains the same,” Kat noted. “We’ll jump there and see what we find. We also need to consider the risk of mind control. Jade, make sure all our PNIUs and mobile jammers are calibrated correctly. We didn’t come all this way to end up pawns of the Hunters.”

      Cyrus’ fingers twitched. “What do we do in the meantime?”

      Kat shrugged. “Nothing.”

      “We’re just supposed to sit here?”

      “No. Eat a good meal and get some rest. We don’t know what we’re going to find on the other end of the jump. We should be ready for anything.”
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        * * *

      

      The long, angular ship floating through space was a classic Vasasalaran vessel. The vein-like structures covering the hull, the power conduits, were dark and inactive.

      Kat magnified the feed. The dark color helped the ship blend with the black of space. “There’s no obvious external damage.”

      “Sensors confirm that,” Jade noted.

      Kat gestured at a sensor readout. “These readings say it’s not dead.”

      A new sensor window appeared, highlighted in red.

      “I’m sending this to Captain Tensen as well,” Jade explained. “I’ve detected a variant of the mind-control signal.”

      “Of course,” Cyrus muttered. “They wouldn’t let anyone get away.”

      Kat’s jaw clenched. “Great. So much for debriefing our survivors. Okay, the enemy’s here. Can you counter the signal? Even if we can’t free them, we might be able to get intel from the ship.”

      “Yes. Existing devices and techniques are sufficient to protect you. I confirmed with Captain Tensen that their devices and the necessary PNIU modifications are in place. The low signal levels reaching here should provide no threat, and full device usage will ensure no trouble if you choose to board the vessel. There’s something more interesting that supports you boarding the ship.”

      “What’s that?” Kat asked. “I’m not seeing anything else in these readings.”

      “The card is reacting.”

      Cyrus shot up in his seat. “What? How?”

      “It is emitting pulsed signals of a variety of types,” Jade reported. “None of them appear to be mind-control signals. While a portion of them match previous signal control types, others are new.”

      “I don’t feel any different,” Cyrus noted.

      “Me either,” Kat confirmed.

      “There are fundamental limits to the mind-control signal,” Jade suggested. “We’ve seen variations at previous sites. I suspect these signals are something else.”

      “It’s like the card is probing the area,” Cyrus mused. “In response to the mind-control signal.”

      “Or the presence of Hunters,” Kat commented.

      “I’m recording all data,” Jade replied. “Low-level system control protocols are included in the transmissions. They are similar to what I identified at previous Navigator sites.”

      “Defenses,” Cyrus suggested.

      “Connect me with the Infinity,” Kat ordered.

      She offered a terse overview to ensure that she and the captain were starting from the same place. Having access to sensor reports wasn’t the same as hearing a conversation unfold between the three team members.

      “Let me guess, Lesone,” answered Captain Tensen. “You’re not going to recommend that we blow that ship into the same dust we’ve been seeing everywhere else. You want to board it.”

      “I think we should have a meeting and discuss our next move,” Kat suggested. “Yes, I want to board it.”

      “You’re right,” Captain Tensen replied. “We should meet to discuss this. In the meantime, I’m scrambling a couple of squadrons to keep an eye out for trouble. I’d rather not get caught with our pants down.”
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      “I don’t see what there is to discuss,” Cyrus complained from his seat at the ready room table. “We have an active mind-control signal and a reaction from the card. That means there is Hunter tech aboard that ship. It’s also the only fragment of surviving tech we’ve found since entering this godsforsaken part of the galaxy. We didn’t come all this way to finish what the Hunters started.”

      Captain Tensen leaned forward, staring at the hologram of the Vasasalaran ship projected over the center of the table. “Everything you’ve said reinforces why we should destroy it. That technology is dangerous. You’re overconfident if you believe in a perfect defense. There are always holes.”

      “It’s not perfect, but it has proven to be sufficient,” Jade suggested. She’d eschewed her admiral’s uniform and chosen to make herself subordinate to the captain with a lieutenant’s insignia. “My mom learned how to counter the signals sent by an active Hunter ship. The technology and techniques developed by Lanara and me protected us in previous encounters. There’s no reason to believe this situation is different.”

      “Every defense has a weakness,” insisted the captain. “You and your team have stressed that these signals are adapted for different situations and teams. If the enemy has figured out how to change it, you might not know until it’s too late.”

      “You trust the technology enough to have sent fighters out,” Jade observed.

      Captain Tensen scoffed. “They’re staying near the ship. When…if we destroy the alien ship, we’ll use the weapons on the Infinity. Flying near the ship is different than boarding it. Flying over a volcano isn’t the same thing as flying into one.”

      “We need information,” Cyrus replied. “Sorry, we need intel. Boarding that ship is the only way we’ll get the intel we need to understand who was responsible.”

      “I wonder about that,” replied the captain. “It sounds reasonable, but is it true?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “We have target sites. Most are destroyed. In about a week, we’ll help destroy the last major one, and the aliens will finish off the secondary sites. I’m not convinced this is worth the risk to learn more about the Hunters. This might be a scientific question for you, Doctor Sandoval. It’s strictly a military question for me.”

      Kat shook her head. “Cyrus is right. We need more intel on this situation.” She frowned. “While I can’t order you to help us, if necessary, I’ll board the ship with my team. Destroying that ship without investigation is off the table.”

      Captain Tensen frowned. “That would be stupid. If that ship is infested with what we’ve seen elsewhere, one squad might not be enough. Or it could be filled with mind-controlled aliens with energy weapons. I don’t care how good the mind-control disruptors are. They won’t save you from a laser rifle boring a hole through your chest.”

      “I’d prefer to have full tactical support,” Kat replied, “but that doesn’t mean I’m going to ignore the intel opportunity the ship represents because of implied threats.” She nodded at Jade. “Because of previous incidents, she has familiarity with Vasasalaran control systems. She might be able to recover intel directly from the ship’s systems. There’s no point in trying to keep the ship. Without a jump drive and no HTPs, it’s not going anywhere.”

      “You can’t possibly be considering taking Jade over to that ship.” Captain Tensen scoffed. “We lose Jade, and it doesn’t matter if the Argo and the Infinity are blown away. Without her, by the time we get back to UTC space, our grandchildren would be crewing this ship and using our names as curse words.”

      Kat nodded. “I agree that it’s too great a risk to board the vessel with Jade’s core matrix. That’s not my plan.”

      “A purely holographic presence and PNIU interface would present difficulties,” Jade admitted. “I would recommend I use my nanocloud in conjunction with relay satellites and ship-deployed bots. That should maintain my presence even with the interference from the other signals. While general conversational delays will be minimal, I will be operating at reduced efficiency when dealing with the alien systems.”

      Kat shook her head. “Bringing your nanocloud is risky, too. We might not be able to replace that nanocloud body if you lose it. Handing over samples of ancient advanced technology to R&D doesn’t mean they’ll be able to replicate it for decades.”

      “It’s not as if you can replace a dead human with minimal effort,” countered Jade. “I’m far less concerned about my body being destroyed than I am about communications being disrupted. I’ll preprogram the cloud for that eventuality. In the case of a loss of connection for a sufficient time, ten seconds, perhaps, the cloud will disperse and reform behind the shield of the nearest active exoskeleton.”

      Captain Tensen’s brow lifted. “You’re willing to risk that much? The squads could get taken out.”

      “Using the nanocloud will enhance my relay capability,” Jade explained. “The technology remains far more advanced than what’s available from my typical UTC bodies. Please note, Captain Tensen, that my eagerness should not be perceived as arrogance. I’m confident in the anti-mind-control technology we’ve developed to protect the team, and I’m proving that by my willingness to accompany them in my nanocloud body.”

      “That tech won’t protect them from all attacks,” he replied. “Your little dances on Molino prove that. It might be enough to disrupt the signal. Even if it does, clones and yaoguai could be programmed to attack anything that moves. We can’t go in there thinking stopping the mind control is enough.”

      Kat nodded. “We won’t. I’m talking full hard entry, complete with pressure suits and exos. Full armament, multiple points of entry. We’ll arm up with no assumption of enemy type. No rockets to cut down on hull breaches.”

      Jade laughed. “I’m more than confident about Kat’s and her team’s ability to mete out lethal punishment to whatever alien creatures assault us. I’ve also monitored the training sessions between her team and your squads. No one can doubt their skill. As your people can verify, they’ve been involved in a variety of exotic training scenarios to prepare them for alien encounters.”

      “So I’ve heard from my XO and squad leaders.” Captain Tensen inhaled deeply through his nose. “I’m not confident about the risk versus reward on this, Agent Lesone. Though, you’re right. We’re in an odd situation here. You can’t order me, and I can’t order you. The best thing I can do is ensure you do this properly with heavy support. That way, we maximize your chance of success.”

      “Then it’s time for a boarding action,” replied Kat.

      “Looks like it.”
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      Bright sparks flew from the plasma cutter wielded by a torch bot at the end of the expanded boarding tube connected to the Argo. It had carved a nice arc around the door of the Vasasalaran ship in a short time. Whatever else was going on with the ship, the exterior wasn’t putting up much of a fight.

      Kat and Cyrus stood at the front of the squad, ready to push in past the bot. They’d approached what they assumed was the command center or bridge of the ship while Bos’ and Hamilton’s squads took tactical shuttles to board the ship in the center and the stern, respectively.

      Earlier attempts to hail the ship had gone unheeded. It was floating aimlessly, not reacting to their presence at all. After thirty minutes of communication attempts using different protocols and methods, they’d decided to go forward with the boarding action.

      “Alpha Squad ready for entry,” transmitted Kat. She held up her machine gun and advanced, lifting her shield arm. With a whir and click, her ballistic shield expanded. Getting ambushed on entry would be a frustrating way to die.

      “Beta Squad ready,” replied Bos. “Let ‘er rip.”

      “Gamma Squad ready,” replied Hamilton.

      “Prepare to breach on five, four, three, two, one,” Kat offered. “Go, go, go.”

      She surged forward and slammed into the cut wall with her shield. The bot’s precision work made it easy for her to shove a large chunk of the wall into the ship. The wall segment tumbled end over end and floated toward the other side of the bridge.

      “Zero-g,” Kat announced. “Use your mags and grav compensators to keep your exo stable. We have no idea how the interior is built.”

      No one fired at them—always a good start to a boarding action. That didn’t mean they were safe.

      Kat stepped into the wide, dark bridge, switching on her forward lights and overlaying thermal scans to spot anyone who was trying to be clever. Uneven sloping walls covered with complicated geometric designs reminded her of her experience in nano-AR under the influence of the alien infiltration device. Unlike that room, this one had small half-moon shapes with hollow middles protruding all over the walls.

      “The octopus wasn’t full of shit,” Kat muttered. “This is one of their ships.”

      The floor angled up toward the center of the circular room. Stations made of nested circles of ridged bars filled the bridge, and there were long, narrow empty spaces in the center. Shadowy forms covered the room.

      “Contact!” she shouted, whipping her machine gun toward a shape floating near her.

      Her feeds revealed an alien corpse covered with a light layer of frost near a wall. Three sets of four shriveled tentacles positioned at different heights circled a central two-meter-long segmented stalk, which also sported three eyes pointing in different directions.

      A translucent covering with a dusty metallic edge surrounded the top part of the body, and complicated raised geometric forms protruded from all sides. From what Kat could tell, it was not part of the body, the clothing, or the uniform.

      Desiccation had contracted the thick, rubbery skin of the corpse. A long, jagged gash marred the side of its body, and dark stains covered the floor and wall near it.

      Kat held her breath, waiting for the dead alien to pounce. It wouldn’t have been the strangest thing to happen to her on a mission. When it didn’t move, she stepped farther into the bridge, which allowed Cyrus and Russo to join her, and swept the space.

      “Is that a Hunter?” asked Russo.

      “I doubt it,” Cyrus commented. “I don’t think we’ll run into dead Hunters. Based on what we’ve seen from their tech, we thought they might have three eyes.”

      “So, that’s what a Vasasalara looks like,” Kat commented.

      “I theorized they had radial symmetry, based on what we encountered with the octopus simulation,” Cyrus commented. “Nice to see I was right. Not so nice to see they’re all dead.”

      “Poor bastards,” Russo commented. “It’s like they didn’t have a chance.”

      “They probably didn’t.” Kat swept the bridge. “I’ve got twelve corpses. Confirm.”

      “Confirmed,” Russo reported. “Twelve corpses. Big bastards, aren’t they? Every alien here looks taller than Sandoval and me. The way you’ve been talking about them, I thought they were smaller.”

      “Another race we’ve known about for decades and didn’t even know what they looked like,” Cyrus replied. “That’s messed up when you think about it.”

      “No,” Kat countered. “What’s messed up is them being torn apart on their own ship.” She swept the bridge again. “Whatever tore them up isn’t here.”

      Cyrus shone his light on a Vasasalara floating near the center of the room. Three detached tentacles floated near it. Something had sliced deep into the top of its head, almost taking its head off—if one assumed eyes marked the head of an alien.

      “Yeah, Lesone,” Russo replied. “You’re right. We’ve got a mind-control signal and dead bodies. That means whatever cut them up is still around.”

      Kat’s gaze tipped to her status windows. Everyone’s vitals were stable.

      Jade wandered onto the bridge, wearing a pressure suit and a helmet. Two drones followed her. “There is atmosphere present, though I have detected no circulation of the air. High levels of oxygen and nitrogen, though not breathable due to the high levels of carbon dioxide and hydrogen cyanide. Very faint levels of methane and other gases.”

      “Not breathable for humans,” Cyrus mused. “Though from long-term spectral analysis of their planets, we assumed they breathed methane. Low levels of oxygen on the identified Vasasalaran worlds. Between the high oxygen levels and the minimal methane, oxygen might be their waste gas. They might have suffocated here.”

      “They should have worn their version of pressure suits,” Kat commented.

      “These poor bastards look like squid somebody’s grandma left out in the sun for too long,” declared Russo.

      Cyrus snorted. “You must eat strange squid back on Earth.”

      “Yeah, it's got more of a jellyfish-meets-worm thing going on. You’re right, Sandoval.”

      Kat stepped closer to one of the aliens. It was still nestled in a station, its limp tentacles loosely wrapped around the rings. “This doesn’t look right.”

      “It’s a bunch of dead freaky aliens who suffocated,” replied Russo. “How else is it going to look? You think they were going to have big smiles?”

      She swept the bridge with her lights, highlighting each body and matching it with blood splatters. “They didn’t suffocate. They were sliced up. Their blood is everywhere. I don’t need to be the Obsidian Detective to figure that out.”

      “They cut each other up,” suggested Russo. “The mind control made them go nuts.”

      “Then where is the final killer?”

      “He bled out.”

      Kat nudged a corpse with the barrel of her rifle, pushing it away from its station. The alien floated toward a wall. The change of angle revealed a puncture wound that passed through the head.

      “Beta and Gamma, confirm what you are seeing?” she asked.

      “Dead aliens,” reported Bos. “Piles of dead aliens. Doesn’t look like small arms fire, ballistic or energy-based. Bladed weapons, I’m thinking.”

      “Same here,” reported Hamilton. “They’re all cut up.”

      “Keep alert,” Kat ordered. “Until we know for sure there’s nothing left alive, we have to assume we have armed hostiles on board, eager to slice up more people.”

      “Don’t worry, Lesone,” Russo replied. “We’ve got exos, unlike these jelly squids.”

      The wide bridge made it easy for the rest of the exos to filter inside, including Wa, Devi, and McEwan. They couldn’t use their jump thrusters, but overall, it was far more comfortable than if they’d tried the same stunt on a human bridge.

      “My problem with the ‘killing themselves’ theory is that their tentacles aren’t sharp,” Kat noted. “I’m not seeing anything that looks like a weapon, and I doubt one killer could have taken out this entire crew.”

      “What if the mind control kept them in place?” asked Russo, disgust in his voice. “The bastards made them sit there and take it.”

      “We can’t know,” Kat replied.

      Jade wandered over to one of the ring stations, extended her gloved hand, and grasped a series of ridges. “This is a system access point. External access protocol signals are still possible.”

      “There’s still low-level power, according to your sensor readings,” Kat suggested. “It’s hard to say. I don’t know how long these bodies have been here. If you can get into the system, you might find something that will shed light on what happened.”

      “It’ll take time,” Jade explained. “Though now that I’m present on the ship, I detect a regular, pulsed version of the mind-control signal from deeper in the ship. This is a distinctly new phenomenon, not anything that I’ve seen from these signals previously.”

      “I don’t like new.”

      A directional arrow and a highlight from a side-on image of the ship appeared in the corner of Kat’s HUD.

      “Do you need to stay on the bridge to access the systems?” Kat asked.

      “Given the complexities of dealing with an unknown system operating at minimal power, it’s recommended,” Jade noted. “I can’t guarantee success otherwise.”

      “Devi, watch her ass,” Kat ordered.

      “Roger that, Lesone,” replied Corporal Devi. He moved closer to the wall and swept the bridge with his machine gun.

      “The rest of us are going to go find the source of that signal,” Kat replied. “Beta and Gamma, meet up with us as soon as you can.”

      Kat turned toward a half-moon-shaped opening in the back of the bridge that fed into a hallway that curved in opposite directions. Her breath caught when a shadow flickered in the distance.

      “Possible contact,” she announced. “Jade? Did you send drones in there?”

      Jade gestured at two drones and a six-legged bot near the entrance to the boarding tube. “They have not advanced any farther. None of them are inside the ship.”

      The shadows congealed into writhing tentacles and an orange eye with a triangular pupil. A Vasasalara crawled around the corner on its bottom four tentacles, swaying back and forth.

      “Confirmed contact,” Kat shouted. “One Vasasalara.”

      The other exos swung toward the passage. The alien continued its advance, one of its tentacles wrapped around the center of a long double-bladed weapon. A series of rapid clicking and squelching noises came from the alien, and patches of color appeared and disappeared on its body.

      “I think we found our murderer,” Kat muttered.

      Another alien appeared, also armed.

      “Oh. That’s fun. We were right. One murderer couldn’t do it all by themselves. Ready up.”
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      “I am Agent Katarina Lesone of the United Terran Confederation,” Kat warned the aliens. “We came to this system after seeing the destruction of other planets in your territory.” When the aliens stopped their advance, she repeated it in several human languages. “Jade, can you help?”

      “I’m familiar with their systems,” Jade replied. “That’s not the same as understanding their conversational language. They’ve always communicated with humans using your languages, usually English or Mandarin, in the brief encounters over the years, but it doesn’t matter because those aren’t Vasasalaras.”

      “What? They aren’t damned Leems.” Kat kept her machine gun aimed at the aliens, who swayed in place, free tentacles shaking and twitching.

      It was hard to judge the body language of a creature that was so unlike humans. Were they showing fear? Excitement? A foreign emotion a human couldn’t relate to?

      “Their density is off, compared to the bodies on the bridge,” Jade reported. “I can’t judge the thermal profile using an unfamiliar corpse as a baseline, but I’m almost certain those two aliens are nanoclouds pretending to be Vasasalaras.”

      “That makes this easy, then,” Kat replied. “That also explains how a couple of jelly squids could have done all this.”

      Cyrus’ thumb flicked to the side. With practice ease, he loaded an EMP into his launcher. He didn’t have as many as he would have wanted, but that didn’t make him any less grateful that Kat had prepared for the possibility.

      At least now he knew what they were dealing with. Dead tentacled aliens worried him. He understood nanoclouds.

      “We’ve detected and eliminated nanocloud agents within our borders,” Kat declared. “You will surrender immediately or be destroyed. Considering that you murdered this crew, we have every right to eliminate you.”

      The alien nanoclouds’ tentacles shook in what reminded Cyrus of an elaborate dance crossed with a seizure. Despite the blades, the scene was so ridiculous that he almost laughed.

      “Humans, identified,” replied the nanoclouds in unison. “UTC.”

      “Ah, that makes it easier,” Kat replied. “You can speak to us. We might be able to come to an accommodation that doesn’t end with you being smears on the wall.”

      “Humans should not be in this part of space,” the nanoclouds replied. “You couldn’t have transited here. You were not here before, and now you are.”

      Kat chuckled. “That’s us. You don’t keep an eye on us, and the next thing you know, we’re up in your face. We’ve dealt with plenty of your kind before. Now, you need to tell us why you killed this crew?”

      “Humans should not be in this part of space,” repeated the nanoclouds. “The crew of this vessel should be eliminated. All Vasasalaras should be eliminated. That is our primary directive.”

      “Not all humans?” Jade asked.

      “Humans should not be—”

      “In this part of space,” interrupted Kat. “We get it. You haven’t been programmed to deal with humans, so you’re confused. Jade, can you disable these things so we can deal with them later?”

      Jade’s form rippled, and her pressure suit turned into a thin dress. Without her boots, the spread of silver-gray forms on the bottom of her feet was more obvious. Cyrus hadn’t thought about why she wasn’t floating away without the systems available to an exoskeleton. Her new nanites demonstrated far more capabilities than Jade had yet mastered.

      “It’s taking most of my effort to try to access the system,” Jade replied, “and it’s unclear whether these nanoclouds are linked to it.”

      The alien nanoclouds surged forward, their tentacles fusing directly with the blades. So much for a peaceful resolution.

      “Strategy 2B,” Kat barked.

      Cyrus’ EMP hurtled toward the charging nanoclouds, and a buzz followed the whine of the small black orb. Devi and Wa opened fire with their machine guns. Russo and Kat launched plasma grenades.

      One of the nanoclouds shuddered and collapsed. The other nanocloud leaped onto a station and then a wall, a tentacle snagging one of the half-moon shapes—a hold. It flung itself farther up the wall.

      The plasma grenades exploded on top of the first nanocloud, blackening the deck and vaporizing half the killer machine. The damaged fake alien lashed out with a tentacle and grabbed a nearby ring before flinging itself toward Kat’s exo to add her to its list of victims.

      Devi and Wa tried to follow the nanocloud rushing across the ceiling, and their bullets bounced off with sparks as they missed. Cyrus fired another EMP. This time, the nanocloud was ready, and it slapped the orb to the side. A couple of tentacles locked up, but it was able to scuttle across the ceiling.

      The wounded enemy slashed at Kat, its blade slicing into her shield with ease. She bashed the nanocloud away with her gun before another machine-gun burst ripped through its body and sent it flying toward the wall. Its tentacle grabbed another station. The nanocloud was moving when Kat lined up her shot.

      Both enemies bounced around the cockpit, grabbing, pulling, and pushing with their extra limbs and taking advantage of the stations and the wall holds to keep the humans off balance. Cyrus tried to focus on the half-destroyed enemy, though both were throwing off his shots as they crossed and recrossed the bridge.

      A blade sliced at his exoskeleton’s shoulder, earning him a warning on his HUD. He sprayed his machine gun at the unwounded nanocloud, but the resulting graze didn’t slow it down.

      “Damn it,” Cyrus whispered. “Still, better than them throwing flitters at me.”

      “Yeah, so much for Strategy 2B,” Russo complained.

      “Hey, it would have worked if they were humanoid and not in zero-g,” Kat replied.

      Another diving slice removed a corner of Cyrus’ shield and gouged a huge sparking line down Russo’s back. The squad’s converging fire managed to put rounds through their enemies, knocking them to the side without downing them.

      “Beta and Gamma, status?” Kat barked. She had not seen anything in their status windows to suggest they were under attack.

      “No contact, Alpha Leader,” replied Bos.

      “Same here,” reported Hamilton. “Nothing but dead bodies.”

      “Hold position,” Kat ordered, backing her exoskeleton toward the passage. “Assume any contact is a hostile nanocloud and engage immediately with 2B. Alpha Squad, widen formation.”

      The half-nanocloud repaid Kat’s movement by jumping down and almost taking off the barrel of her machine gun. A careful burst from Russo knocked the enemy back before it resumed its tentacle gymnastics.

      “I’ve had enough of this crap,” complained Kat. “This is why we train for weird shit. You never know what to expect.”

      “They aren’t going after Cloud Girl,” Russo noted.

      Jade remained at her station, her expression unchanging. Russo’s observation was welcome.

      Machine-gun crossfire filled the room. Other than adding new gouges to the wall, the attacks didn’t accomplish much. Every few seconds, the enemy removed a new chunk of exoskeleton shield or armor. Devi had suffered actuator damage.

      Cyrus ignored the grunts and sparks to focus on the aliens’ movements. Russo was right. Not only were they not going after Jade, but they were actively avoiding her, meaning their range was limited.

      “We can do this,” he commented. “We have to focus on the crossover. I can EMP ‘em, but I’m going to be close to Jade.”

      “If you hit them at the point of intersection at that distance, it’ll only be a momentary discomfort for this body,” Jade reported. “Do what you need to.”

      “Okay,” Kat replied. “Cyrus, you give the countdown. Everyone else, you know what to do.”

      “Five, four, three, two, one, EMP, EMP, EMP!” Cyrus shouted before launching another EMP, nailing the nanoclouds during their next crossover with perfect timing.

      Their tentacles twitched and froze. Plasma grenades from the other exoskeletons exploded around them, leaving dark, thick smoke floating in all directions like a smog monster. The nearby stations melted, and one body was charred beyond recognition.

      The floating remnants of the two nanoclouds shuddered and contorted into spiky balls. Another barrage of overlapping plasma grenades blew them into smoldering bits of dust.

      “Jade, send some drones to us,” Kat ordered. “Devi’s not enough to cover you. I want Wa to stay here while you continue.”

      “I will do so, Katarina,” replied Jade, her body rigid and her mouth not moving.

      “Roger,” Sergeant Wa offered.

      “You okay, Jade?” Kat asked.

      “Complete function will return shortly. Do not be alarmed,” she answered.

      A drone zoomed away from the wall and headed toward the passage. A second joined the machine.

      “The rest of you, follow me,” Kat ordered. “Other squads, move out and meet us at the signal. I have a feeling those two aren’t the only nanoclouds on this ship.”
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      The exos of Kat’s squad clanked through the passage, the echoes making it sound like dozens were present. The drones flew ahead, scanning the area but not finding anything except more floating lacerated corpses.

      Training and experience had limited her squad’s damage. No one had escaped unscathed, but everyone could still fight. Kat would take it.

      Many battles were won by proper preparation before they began. Boarding a Vasasalaran ship presented many risks, and Kat had assumed nanoclouds AIs were one of the main ones. She almost regretted not using up ammo space with more EMPs.

      A drone spotted a twisting, curving pathway that took them between levels. While she kept up a good pace, she didn’t run. The ship was narrow but long. No new nanoclouds ambushed the squad before they reached a tall, wide chamber filled with a complex network of tubes running into a central black dome covered with geometric symbols and curving patterns. Kat tensed when she spotted heat signatures on the drone before recognizing them as Infinity exos heading toward the room.

      “What do we have here?” Kat asked.

      Her relief was short-lived when she spotted the fog. That was what she thought it was before she noticed it was a gray-black swarm of flecks flowing over and around the pulsating fleshy silver-veined mound of a sickeningly familiar piece of biological technology—a Hunter mind-control unit. The weeping pustules and dark patches were less familiar. Sick? Wounded? Both?

      Beta and Gamma Squads filed into the room and spread out along the walls. The rest of Alpha Squad did the same. Jade’s drone circled above.

      “Given the readings I’m seeing,” Jade transmitted, “this is their equivalent of the engine room. That black dome is a reactor.”

      “Is this one of those times where a stray shot will blow us all up?” asked Russo. “Because I’m not liking my chances here.”

      “Likely not,” Jade replied. “Based on what my drones are detecting, this is a cold fusion reactor. Your pressure suits should protect you from radiation or neutron production, even if you are overly enthusiastic about the discharge of firearms. The immediate issue lies with the large number of hostile nanites present. I have neutralized the signal being produced by the unit.”

      The nanites swirled together to form a naked silver humanoid shape above the mound. The squads pointed their weapons at the new arrival.

      “Humans should not be in this part of space,” complained the nanocloud. “It is impossible for you to be here.”

      “So we’ve been told,” Kat answered, “but here we are, assholes.”

      “The card is displaying high levels of activity,” Jade reported. “Far greater than before. Nothing occurred when you encountered the earlier nanoclouds. There are also massive spikes in signal strength from the ship, which I can now trace to that mind-control unit in the reactor chamber.”

      “Damn it.” Kat took a deep breath. “Are we safe?”

      “You should be protected,” Jade replied. “The principles we used should apply to this current signal. I’ve uploaded modifications that will allow your units to function even if you lose your connection to me.

      “Any progress on the systems?”

      “I’m working it to the best of my ability, Katarina. They’re barely functioning. I suspect this ship has been here for far longer than you suspect.”

      “Waiting around to figure things out is going to get our brains turned into mush,” complained Bos. “Can’t the AI get what you need?”

      “She’s right, Lesone,” Russo commented. “Should we frag the mind-control unit?”

      “Shut up,” Kat barked. “This thing is intelligent. Until our people start shooting each other, I want to try to get intel out of it. This might be our only chance.” Switching her speaker back on, she asked, “Why were the planets and HTPs in the Vasasalarans’ territory destroyed? What is the goal of the Hunters?”

      “You,” sputtered the nanocloud, “must leave. Humans should not be in this territory. It is impossible for you to be here. Transit from that distance is impossible.”

      “Obviously not. We’re here.” Kat scoffed, then armed a plasma grenade and lifted her weapons arm. “From our perspective, an entire species was wiped out. Murdered. We weren’t at war with them. In all the systems we’ve explored, this is the first time we’ve found an intact ship, and it’s crewed by dead Vasasalaras and killer nanoclouds. What’s going on?”

      “You must leave,” repeated the nanocloud. This time, the voice came out as the scream of a dozen voices, though far smoother. “Internal controls are compromised. Reconfiguring primary directives. New targets have been selected. Your safety cannot be guaranteed. The Vasasalarans seek no war with the humans of the United Terran Confederation. You must leave before it's too late.”

      “What about the Hunters? Do they want war with the humans?”

      “The enemy seeks death,” the nanoclouds answered. “You must leave. Last one. Last one. Last one. Don’t you understand? There’s not much time left.”

      “What’s that mean?” demanded Kat. “We don’t understand. Are you threatening us?”

      “All other units have been corrupted by the enemy,” explained the nanocloud. “The ship should have been destroyed. The enemy prevented it. They killed the crew before they could destroy the ship. We were not able to overcome the corruption.”

      Kat lowered her weapon, aiming it below the nanocloud at the Hunter mass. “We need your help. We’re fighting the Hunters. We can avenge your people if you give us information. We have the means, methods, and jump drives. That’s how we got here.”

      “You should not have come here,” the nanocloud announced before bursting apart. “Last one has failed. We can’t protect you anymore.”

      “Get ready,” barked Kat. “You all know what to do.”

      Nanites flowed into the mass. The edges shook, and with a sickening squelch, a mockery of the Vasasalaras emerged—a tentacled creature stalk dripping with slime. It had barbs at the end of its tentacles, and others grew from the mass, twitching and shuddering.

      “What the hell is going on?” asked Bos.

      “Good question,” Kat replied. “Jade?”

      “Initial sensor readings suggest the nanites changed into biological material,” the AI reported. “They’ve become living creatures.”

      “That’s impossible,” Kat insisted. “The nanoclouds we fought earlier were normal.”

      “It’s not impossible,” Cyrus offered. “Biological matter is nothing more than a particular combination of molecules. Navigator nanites can change into many different types of material. The Hunters have shown us how well they can manipulate such material. It’s not crazy to think they could push that tech to this eventuality.”

      The garden of monsters continued to grow. Naked greenish humans appeared next, their hands replaced by jointed claws. A dark slurry flowed from a nearby tube into the mass.

      “Nanites haven’t changed into monsters before,” complained Kat. “Wouldn’t we have seen this somewhere else?”

      “That might be because they haven’t been hijacked by Hunter tech,” suggested Cyrus, “but our jamming doesn’t seem to be doing much against the mind-control unit.”

      A group of purple Leems with talons for fingers grew next. The horde was filling the room quickly. Although the central reactor hadn’t been touched, large portions of the floor, walls, and tubes had been eaten away.

      “Screw it,” Kat offered. “You heard the nanocloud. It’s been hijacked. We’re not getting anything more out of this situation. It’s time to end this.”
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      “Open fire, open fire,” shouted Kat. “If it moves, kill it.”

      Grenades and machine-gun barrages converged in a hurricane of explosive death. Alien monsters exploded in clouds of blood, fueling a hideous mist. Others became victims of the plasma grenades, spreading their parts everywhere and leaving blackened lumps.

      A surviving group of mutant Vasasalaras wriggled away from the mound and charged Beta Squad. Fake Leems menaced Gamma Squad. Cyrus was vaguely insulted by the enemy sending mutant humans against his squad. He didn’t want to kill humans, even fake ones.

      The tubes and mound shook, rattled by the heavy overlapping fire and explosions. All three squads angled themselves to avoid friendly fire. Flames from the explosions kissed the shield of the occasional exoskeleton, though no natural humans were endangered.

      The mutant humans charged the exoskeletons with no emotions on their faces. Their silence would have been unnerving without the gunfire. Now that they were flesh and blood rather than pure nanoclouds, the machine-gun barrages tore them apart. Their bodies piled up on the floor.

      “Why wouldn’t they stay nanoclouds?” Kat wondered.

      “They might have better control of the biological units,” suggested Cyrus. “They might be able to suppress any residual programming by forcing them away from their true nature, or they might be adapting to our EMP usage.”

      “Perfect.”

      Grenade explosions flung blackened Vasasalaras around the room. Twitching, the remnants of the survivors landed with soft plops.

      The initial barrage left the mind-control unit with oozing wounds and burns. It throbbed like a massive heart as silvery veins spread into the wounds to seal them.

      New mutants appeared, Leems, Vasasalarans, and humans. A thick, fleshy wall grew around the edge of the unit. It was robust enough to keep the blast from a plasma grenade from reaching the center of the unit.

      Two exploded against it, leaving a deep crater. New flesh folded over the wound.

      “That’s a new trick,” Cyrus complained as he downed a mutant human that was scampering toward him with a headshot. “It must be because of the interface with the nanites. This is the best of both worlds.”

      “So, if these things get control of the Navigator sites and gain access to all those nanites, we’d have to deal with a regenerating horde with far better capabilities than these guys,” commented Kat. “We need to stop these bastards.”

      Bright blue-white flashes reduced the horde and dug a hole through the wall, allowing another grenade to incinerate the top level. Tendrils shot across the flow and into the bodies, which shrank and withered. Skin, muscles, and other tissues vanished as the tendrils plumped before pulling back under the punishment of high-velocity, high-caliber machine-gun rounds.

      “It can eat its monster bodies,” Hamilton noted, “and it’s regenerating and making new monsters. This is the worst damned thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’m sure you’ll see lots worse by the time this mission is over,” countered Kat helpfully.

      The human mutants had graduated from straightforward charging to lurching, zigzag movement that let one of the enemies close on Russo and tear at his exoskeleton’s side and armor before he blew it back with two quick bursts.

      “How are these things so fast?” asked Bos.

      Cyrus frowned. He swept through a pair of enemies before aiming at the feet of a charging one that Kat decapitated with a burst.

      “They’re using microhooks on their feet,” he transmitted. “Just like Jade was on the bridge. Look around. Those things aren’t floating. They’ve got partial gravity in this room.”

      The squads staggered their grenades to dig a hole, then got another grenade and more bullets through to the main unit. Explosion after explosion blew chunks off the Hunter unit. Those discarded hunks of flesh fell to the hungry tendrils, both refreshing the control unit and feeding the growing army along with the wall.

      Cyrus fired an EMP at a mutant, but the device didn’t faze it. He ripped out its chest with a machine-gun burst before it raked his shield.

      “Lesone, we’re going to run out of ammo at this rate,” Russo noted, his breathing heavy. “The thing keeps healing. If it’s using nanites, it might be able to eat this ship.”

      Cyrus would have loved to claim that was impossible, but they’d seen too much for him to make that claim.

      “We try to break and run, and we’re finished,” Kat replied. “They’ll rip us apart one by one as we retreat.”

      She smacked a mutant human away with her shield before decapitating it with a burst while trying to think of a plan. If they were overrun, the most important thing would be Jade retreating and separating the boarding tubes from the ship. The Infinity could do the rest.

      “I have a solution that requires no team sacrifices,” Jade announced. “I have gained low-level access to the system. I can close the doors to stall for time.”

      “That’ll do,” Kat replied. “Okay, you heard the AI, people. Covered retreat. Maintain your firing arcs until Jade closes the door. No soldier left behind.”

      The sounds of the overlapping gunfire and explosions fused in a bone-rattling din. Half the exoskeletons had lost most of their shields and good chunks of their armor. The multiple species of mutants flung themselves at their targets, dodging only long enough to get close and claw at their tormentors.

      Cyrus bashed away a mutant with his machine gun before blowing the target’s legs off, then his head. Warnings flashed all over his HUD. The mutants had clawed through his leg and arm armor.

      Power and hydraulic issues were building. Exoskeleton failure was closer than he would have liked.

      Cyrus backed toward the door alongside Kat. McEwan hit the passage first, then fired careful bursts in between the friendlies of Alpha Squad, downing more mutants and forcing them into recycling. Russo was the next to escape.

      Cyrus stopped near the passage. Russo’s fire from the passage rattled his exoskeleton. “I’ll cover you, Kat.”

      “No,” she replied. “Retreat. I’ll cover you. Stick to the plan. I’ve got this under control.”

      Cyrus backed into the passage while firing plasma grenades in a wide arc. After he made it out, he loosed more barrages. The enemy might keep coming back, but individually, they weren’t that sturdy.

      Kat jogged backward toward the passage. Cyrus took another couple of steps back and started up the curved path to the next deck.

      A horde of mutants of all types bore down on Kat. Her gun and sporadic grenade blasts pushed back the closest, but she was running out of time.

      Leem mutants tore through her shield, creating holes all over it. She kicked them back and swept her machine gun in an arc, leaving the monsters on the floor bleeding as she rushed through the passage.

      Three pieces interlocked and sealed the door. Mutants pounded on it and scratched the metal. Given how strong their attacks had been against the exoskeleton armor and ballistic shield, Cyrus didn’t have much faith that the door would protect them for long. He spun his exoskeleton to run up the path to the top deck.

      Kat followed. “Beta and Gamma, confirm withdrawal.”

      “Beta clear!” shouted Bos.

      “Gamma out, but we’ve taken a beating,” confirmed Hamilton. “All exos are mobile, though.”

      “All units, retreat to your boarding tunnels,” Kat ordered. “Let’s get out of here.”
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      Russo and McEwan guarded both passage exits as Cyrus and Kat emerged from below. Neither exo had much exterior armor left, and far too many wires and hydraulics were exposed. An angry child with a knife could disable one with a lucky hit.

      Kat double-checked the squads’ status reports. Elevated heart rates, but no flatlines, no disabled exos. Not an optimal result, but far from the worst-case scenario.

      They weren’t done, though. They hadn’t escaped yet.

      “The generated enemies are almost through the doors in the reactor room,” Jade reported. “Something else is moving through small tunnels and vents connecting portions of the ship. They appear to be heading toward the bridge at high speed. There’s little I can do to stop them at my current level of access.”

      “Shit.” Kat gritted her teeth. “Jade, retreat to the ship. Wa and Devi, you go with her and shoot anything smaller than an exo.”

      “I’ve retrieved little useful in—” Jade replied.

      “Disengage and retreat,” Kat repeated. “Alpha Squad, let’s move. We have more mutants to shred.”

      The wounded exo squad charged down the passage toward the bridge and their boarding tube. Kat’s frustration boiled over, eating away at her concern.

      They’d been so close to getting real intel. The nanocloud had wanted to help them. Vengeance could be a powerful motivator.

      Situational adaptation was a powerful strategy. That was the problem. Kat had thought she had a handle on the Hunters, but they changed their tactics or learned a new trick after almost every encounter. She was beginning to understand why the Navigators had to lock them up in another universe to stop them.

      “Katarina, be cautious upon entry,” Jade transmitted. “There are new enemies to contend with.”

      Kat rushed into the bridge. “What the hell?”

      Though Jade had evacuated and disappeared into the boarding tubes with her guards, the dead bodies from before all clung to holds or station rings, their tentacles twitching. Two of Jade’s drones hovered in the corners of the room.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Cyrus offered.

      Kat scoffed.

      Of all the enemies she’d allowed herself to imagine, including twisted, regenerating mutants, Kat had not touched on the idea the enemy might reanimate dead bodies to send against them. No matter how sickening the Hunters were, they kept finding new ways to sink lower.

      “It’s unclear how they are accomplishing this feat,” Jade commented. “Though it is accompanied by the appearance of a strong new signal we’ve not encountered before. Additional enemies are still closing on the bridge through the vents.”

      “Sure,” Kat replied. “I didn’t expect their zombie signal would be the same as their other mind-control signals.”

      Three zombie aliens jumped toward Kat, lashing at her exo with their tentacles. Unlike their mutant brethren, their weak hits thumped against her armor, though one managed to grab and pull out a sparking wire.

      A single shot from Cyrus knocked a zombie off Kat. Russo knocked another off with the remnants of his shield. The remaining zombies flung themselves at the exos. The feebleness of their attacks didn’t make them any less disgusting.

      A panel from high on the wall flew off and floated across the room. A sliced zombie Vasasalara pulled itself through the small tunnel and pushed off the wall, aiming at the deck.

      Another followed, then another. The room filled with floating alien dead. Too many enemies, even weak, could present a threat.

      Kat crushed a zombie’s chest underfoot. The latest threat was unnerving, but at least they weren’t coming right back after their deaths.

      The squad’s mistake had been engaging the unit in the heart of the ship. The reactor’s presence had contributed to its abilities, a steady secondary source of power.

      It wouldn’t matter soon. Once they escaped the ship, they could use the Infinity’s weapons to vaporize everyone and everything aboard.

      McEwan opened up with his machine gun on the stream of zombie reinforcements. That didn’t help when a second stream flowed into the bridge from a different tunnel. The dead choked the bridge, all propelled by whatever unholy technology the Hunters had developed.

      Kat’s gaze flicked to her squads’ status window. They’d run low on grenades and bullets. A slugfest with the zombies would only last until the mutant brethren showed up. The squads had to finish their escape.

      “They are having comm difficulties,” Jade reported, “but Beta and Gamma Squads are now in their boarding tubes, and their shuttles are withdrawing.”

      Kat carved through two zombies with a burst. “If we open our boarding tube, those zombies might flood the ship. We might need to blow our way into space and request a pickup.”

      “That’s not my favorite idea,” Cyrus admitted as he launched a zombie across the room with his machine gun.

      “Mine either,” Kat replied. “Everyone’s suits are in good enough condition to get them out of here, but a lucky zombie could change that in an instant.”

      “I have a better idea,” Jade replied. “Prepare to make a run for the boarding tube.”

      “Jade, there are too many of these things in here,” Kat noted. “We can’t let them onto the ship.”

      “I have a large force of heavily armed bots ready to flood their bridge with death,” Jade offered in an amused voice. “We’ll lose bots and drones. You humans will survive.”

      “Nice, Cloud Girl,” Russo commented. “I take back everything bad I’ve ever said about you.”

      “Okay, everyone on me,” Kat ordered and sprinted forward, battering zombies out of the way with her machine gun and shield. The hits stunned the zombie aliens, who recovered short seconds later. “Can you kill something that’s dead?”

      “You can shoot it until it can’t move anymore,” Russo argued.

      Cyrus’, Russo’s, and McEwan’s overlapping fire carved a bloody path for them to escape. The squad pivoted and alternated fire to force off more zombies.

      Kat had long since stopped questioning Jade. If the AI thought she could save them, she could.

      The boarding tube door hissed open, and autocannons and rifles ripped into the zombies. Bots and armed drones flowed into the bridge, spraying bullets all over.

      “Go, go, go,” Kat barked. “Evac!”

      Russo followed McEwan into the boarding tube. Cyrus jogged in next. He’d lost so much armor in the previous skirmishes that Kat was reminded of the last complete armor rework Lanara had performed.

      Security bots swarmed around her legs, firing into nearby zombies at point-blank range. A small cargo drone clutching a plasma grenade crashed into the center of the room. The grenade exploded and flattened the nearby zombies. Others stumbled over the remains of their brethren.

      Kat retreated into the boarding tube as more bots and drones passed her. She kept her gun up and fired sporadically as she backed out. Halfway through the tube, Jade sealed the door, leaving a force of bots near the front as the entire structure retracted toward the Argo.

      With a sigh of relief, Kat turned and sprinted toward the cargo bay, hoping all the harsh red warnings about fluid pressure, second power transfer, and actuator interface wouldn’t end with her falling. When she reached the cargo bay with the other mangled remnants of Alpha Squad, she let out a sigh of relief.

      The Argo lurched with the release of the boarding tube. Jade sent a feed to Kat’s HUD. The alien ship receded in the distance.

      “I’ve lost direct comms with my drones and bots,” Jade reported. “Though sensors are still detecting vibrations consistent with small arms fire within the alien ship. That is consistent with the auto-engagement programming I left them with.”

      “That means there are still active mutants and zombies,” Kat noted.

      “We can’t risk reboarding that ship, Agent Lesone,” interjected Captain Tensen. “Judging by what I see of my squads, that was too damned close. There are no HTPs left around here. No one’s going to bump into this thing by accident.”

      “I agree,” Kat replied. “We need to sanitize the ship from afar. It proved Hunter involvement, but it isn’t the reason for the missing planets. Zombie aliens didn’t eat those planets. For now, let’s put those poor corpses to rest.”

      Infinity’s forest of turrets swung toward the alien ship. The laser turrets began the assault, boring holes all over the surface of the ship. Rapid-fire plasma turrets joined the lasers, and explosions spread near the impacts.

      A fully active Vasasalaran ship with shields might have stood a chance. A ship operating under minimal power could only depend on its size to allow it precious more seconds of life as barrages dug new holes and sent chunks tumbling into space. Plasma explosions broke larger pieces into small, blackened bits, waiting for a researcher to find them in the far future.

      Captain Tensen appeared determined to leave no piece bigger than a fist. The initial savage bombardment became more selective. Turrets turned back and forth, taking careful, aimed shots until there was only a cloud that one might mistake for a natural occurrence.

      Cyrus blew out a breath. “It’s done.”

      “There’s no longer any active signal or related power signatures,” Jade reported.

      “Let’s wait a couple of hours and use probes and drones to make sure it’s not regenerating,” Kat suggested. She marched her exo to its storage spot. “Damn. What a waste. Let’s catch our breaths and debrief in an hour.”
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      A harsh odor filled Cyrus’ nostrils, and he looked around the ready room. He would swear he could still smell the zombies. That made no sense, considering he’d been in a pressure suit the entire time, and he had no idea what a rotting alien zombie smelled like. The mind could be frightening.

      Kat and Captain Tensen had been going back and forth on the boarding action, highlighting their areas of concern. No one had been injured, but the heavy damage to the exoskeletons was going to result in a busy schedule for the repair techs, including Lanara. Cyrus would make a point of avoiding her over the next few days.

      “Jade’s demonstration that she can access a Vasasalaran ship isn’t very helpful,” Tensen noted. “This mission proved that. I think we should destroy any other alien ships we encounter in this sector without attempting a boarding action. I don’t care that the Hunters can make new kinds of monsters. All we need to focus on is how to kill them.”

      Kat frowned. “We were close to getting solid intel. The nanocloud tried to warn us off. That supports our theories about the nanocloud agents being hijacked by the Hunters.”

      “What good does that do us?” Tensen asked.

      “The more we know about our enemy, the better we can anticipate them. We might be able to find a nanocloud that will give us coordinates.”

      Tensen scoffed. “That’s delusional, Agent Lesone.”

      Their words grew heated as they went back and forth. Cyrus didn’t have much to add. Kat could handle military officers better than he could.

      Cyrus reached for his PNIU and tapped a quick command. “Confirm it for me, Jade,” he whispered.

      She wasn’t present at the meeting. Her nanocloud was helping with repairs, and the spare cycles for the hologram were needed for more useful activities.

      “I need more time, Doctor Sandoval,” Jade replied, her voice channeled directly to his ear by his PNIU. “I can only confirm what I mentioned before.”

      Captain Tensen slammed his hand on the table. “I need to know my crew was risked for something more than a ghost’s curiosity.”

      Cyrus cleared his throat loudly. He hadn’t been paying attention to what brought on the outburst. Kat and the captain both swung their angry gazes to him.

      “It wasn’t useless,” Cyrus explained.

      “Do you have something to add, Doctor?” Captain Tensen asked in a tight voice.

      “We picked up signals during the encounter,” Cyrus explained. “Jade was too busy offering support to do much analysis. Now she’s able to dive into the signals she detected, and I can help her by analyzing reactions to the card. This might not have been the safest way to gather data, but our experience is that every time we get a reaction out of the card, it leads to actionable intelligence that often ends with us being able to bomb a site.”

      Tensen frowned. “You’re convinced this has something to do with the true space-time connection data you recovered?”

      “I don’t know, Captain,” Cyrus admitted. “I only know this card gives us more information when we have to deal with greater threats. Investigating this will help us win against the Hunters.”

      “Agent Lesone,” Captain Tensen began, “I’m doubting the need to wander this sector cataloging the dead planets and destroyed HTPs. From what Doctor Sandoval says, we have the raw intel we need, and he and the AI can refine it to make it useful. I think it’s best to head back to Earth so we can give our report and finish our repairs before joining the Zitarks for a straightforward bombardment.”

      Kat took a deep breath. “I agree, sir.”

      Captain Tensen stood. “I’m glad we agree on something.”
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        * * *

      

      Sitting at his lab bench, Cyrus shouldn’t have been smiling. Only hours earlier, he’d been fighting alien mutant and zombie hordes for his life, and it hadn’t been that long since he’d sat in a tense debriefing. Now, though, he couldn’t stop grinning at the signal data filling the data windows in front of him, including new context for Navigator symbols.

      Was it wrong to enjoy his work? The more they learned about the Navigator card and the data hidden within, the safer the UTC and their allies would be.

      The door slid open without a knock. Cyrus glanced that way. He hadn’t been expecting anyone.

      Kat wandered in, surveying the lab bench. She walked toward Cyrus with an expectant look.

      “Did you need something?” Cyrus asked, not unhappy to see Kat but wondering why she’d come.

      “Jade told me to stop by,” Kat explained.

      “I’m not sure why, to be honest,” Cyrus admitted.

      Jade’s holographic form winked into existence near the door with a triumphant smirk. “Because I made abrupt and sudden progress.”

      “You didn’t tell me,” Cyrus complained.

      “That’s because this was less about the card than about our ill-fated expedition,” explained Jade. “Cross-referencing data recorded from the ship with information from the card and other expeditions have netted me info recorded, I believe, by one or more nanoclouds. I think they were trying to override their programming to get this to me.” She motioned at Kat. “I thought it more efficient to tell you both at the same time.”

      Kat folded her arms. “What did you find out?”

      Jade motioned to the center of the room. “Please observe, if you would.”

      A three-dimensional holographic image of a large hyperspace vortex next to a huge blue gas giant filled most of the lab behind Kat and Cyrus. Blurriness, random irregular colors, and missing pieces marred the image. Despite the distortion, the swirl of gas and residual chunks of rock into the hyperspace vortex signaled a feeding super-HTP.

      Three dark-green ships emerged, huge, dark, and shaped like discs. Their massive size belied their fast and effortless maneuvers through space.

      Bile filled Kat’s throat. She’d seen this exact ship in the ID’s records from Blackwell and Lin’s deadly encounter in the Solar System. It was the one type of ship she was hoping she’d never run into during their current mission.

      “Hunters,” she muttered. “Actual damned Hunters with full-sized ships, and not just one but three of them.”

      Cyrus offered a shallow nod. “It’s nice when a theory is verified.”

      Kat spun toward him. “Nice?”

      “The Hunters aren’t nice.” Cyrus shrugged. “Being correct is nice. That means we now know who and what we’re dealing with. That gives us a better chance of defeating them.”

      “If you say so,” Kat replied. “I wouldn’t have minded being wrong just this once.”

      The image shifted to reveal a flotilla of modern Vasasalaran ships that were not dissimilar to the one the team had boarded and destroyed. Thick red energy beams erupted from the top of the Hunter ships and swept through the smaller ships, tearing them apart like they were mere inconveniences. Explosions erupted among the victims that had not disintegrated after the first sweep.

      The surviving Vasasalaran ships broke into two groups and tried to flank the closest Hunter ship. A second volley of deadly red beams sliced the ships into pieces.

      Kat’s jaw tightened. “Hell, they could have at least tried to put up a better fight.”

      The holograms vanished, replaced by a new image. A Hunter ship hovered above an unfamiliar rocky orange-red planet. For a moment, Cyrus thought nothing was happening. Then he noticed shadowy forms flowing from the sides and bottom of the ship.

      “What are those?” Kat asked, “Hunter fighters?”

      “I doubt they are individually piloted,” Cyrus commented.

      “I’ll leave you to decide on the terminology,” Jade suggested, “but that might be a convenient way to think of them.”

      The distorted hologram offered little detail for the blurry fighter shapes as the playback accelerated. The Hunter fighters surrounded the planet. Dark-red energy enveloped the front of the cloud before launching them all at the same time. Their attacks converged on the planet.

      Playback wavered, but despite that, the next portion was unambiguous. A brutal bombardment struck the surface of the planet. Red lines crisscrossed the surface, forming a lattice that was visible from orbit before the planet blew apart.

      As if that was not horrid enough, the Hunter ship’s main beam fired into the debris. Its fighters became an angry swarm that blasted anything larger than them, reducing everything into deep-space dust.

      Cyrus swallowed. They were watching the accelerated murder of a planet.

      The fighters finished their deadly work, leaving an all-too-familiar debris field. They rushed back to their motherships and slid back inside through vent-like structures on the tops, sides, and bottoms. After the last fighter disappeared, all three ships jumped, space warping and flashing behind them.

      Cyrus grimaced. The vicious pummeling reminded him of what the Infinity had done to the Vasasalaran ship.

      “They’re still out there,” Kat murmured.

      “I’ve found more,” Jade reported. “I just thought it best to show you the recording to give you context. Humans often learn better from direct exposure.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Give us the rest.”

      A text message followed.

      Cyrus leaned forward, not sure what he was seeing, then turned to Kat. “Is it…”

      “English and Mandarin,” Kat nodded. “Yeah.”

      
        
        The enemy has forced us to betray our creators. They have taken what they need for their plans.

        

      

      
        
        There is a small window of freedom because of your intrusion. A small window for our revenge.

        

      

      
        
        The enemy seeks the Silver Key. It lies beyond this universe. They have sent us all over, in many forms, to carry out their work and find it for them. The boxes will lead you to the key. You must get it and use it to stop their return through their Great Gate. Collapse the gate, and the others will also collapse.

        

      

      
        
        Those left on their ships will collapse as well. They don’t know we know. They don’t know we resist.

        

      

      “Well, I think this guy’s info is a couple of years out of date,” suggested Cyrus, motioning to the card. “We have the key, and we’ve collapsed most of their gates.”

      Kat shook her head. “The Hunters have three of those ships in our galaxy. We saw what a single one did to a planet. What if there are more waiting behind their Great Gate? Are we sure we’ve collapsed that? To me, that sounds like the ‘true connection’ you were talking about.”

      Cyrus furrowed his brow and picked up the card. “We don’t have any reason to believe that.”

      “That means the real threat is out there. The Zitark site?”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s it,” Cyrus replied.

      “Then where it is?”

      Cyrus set the card down. “I’m going to do my best to find out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      A light knock sounded on Kat’s cabin door. She turned that way with a sigh. Not being in the mood to talk to someone didn’t mean she didn’t have to.

      “Come in,” she called from her desk.

      She’d been reviewing training performance notes, intending to set up another scenario. They’d participated in fewer scenarios than she’d planned during the survey, though the raid had tested their skills and instincts.

      Despite the damage and close calls and the sheer volume of yelling from Lanara, they’d performed well. They hadn’t lost any personnel or taken serious injuries, but the enemy had been destroyed. A victory.

      Captain Tensen might not see it that way, but it didn’t matter. They wouldn’t win against the Hunters without taking risks. It wasn’t like Kat wasn’t putting herself on the line.

      The door slid open to reveal a grinning Cyrus. He slipped into a room and bowed with a flourish.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Kat asked. “I had Jade make sure we couldn’t produce alcohol on the Argo. There’s no way Tensen is allowing it on the Infinity.”

      Cyrus laughed. “I’m not drunk.”

      “Then what are you?”

      “Damned perfect, if I do say so myself,” Cyrus replied. “Along with Jade. She’s head-down in follow-up analyses that are requiring almost all her processing capabilities, so it’ll only be me for right now.”

      Flickers of hope danced in Kat’s heart. Now that they knew there were three Hunter ships in the galaxy, the danger to the rest of the Local Neighborhood was suffocating.

      That didn’t mean she’d given up. Cyrus and Jade were good at what they did. If anyone could get her what she needed, it’d be those two.

      Kat folded her arms. “Okay, prove it to me, Doctor Damned Perfect. I hope this is something actionable, not just entertaining. When we report to Fang, he’s going to need something to send up the chain that will make the prime minister happy.”

      “Oh, I know that.”

      Cyrus’ fingers tickled his PNIU, and a star map appeared. Kat noticed that the map identified Local Neighborhood territories using different colors but was centered on the edge of the UTC–Vasasalara frontier rather than the Solar System. The coverage extended hundreds of light-years past the border.

      Kat’s breath caught. Cyrus would not show her that style of map without a specific purpose in mind. She tried to piece together the possibilities.

      “Give me the short version,” she ordered in a calm voice. “I can get the long version when you write your report.”

      “Jade and I have been studying the signals we recorded from the card during the raid,” Cyrus replied. “She suggests they might, with more work, strengthen our mind-control jamming technology. I was more interested in the card. When we modified the signal produced on the alien ship and applied our existing knowledge of Navigator language and systems, we received new data from the card.”

      “What did it say?” Kat asked, trying to will her heart to slow down.

      “That took additional analyses,” Cyrus replied. “Bottom line? It’s sets of galactic coordinates. Jade is working on nailing the specific locations down. They include previous coordinates marking prisons and major known Navigator sites. That’s allowing us to calibrate the data.”

      Kat sighed. She’d gotten her hopes up for nothing.

      “I know it’s useful in your field to have additional sources pointing at the same thing. That’s useful for validating all this later on, but that’s not helpful right now. That doesn’t give us actionable intelligence we can follow up on.” She gestured at the star map. “I thought you were going somewhere different with all this. Why show me this map?”

      “I said it included previous coordinates. That doesn’t mean it’s only those.” Cyrus pointed at a star system far from the UTC and well beyond the closest alien territory, that of the Vasasalaras. The dot marking the star flashed red and blue.

      “Okay.” Kat nodded. “Now we’re talking.”

      “This is what we care about,” he explained. “This system, as you can see, is not in the territory of any known extant intelligent species. Associated notes on the card suggest it might be a ‘jump target.’ More to the point, there was a reference that could be translated, depending on context, as ‘large gate’ or…”

      “Great Gate,” finished Kat, shooting out of her seat. “We found it. Damn. I thought it might take months. This is all because the card reacted to signals from the ship?”

      “Yes,” Cyrus clarified.

      “Then no matter what else happened, that boarding action was worth it,” Kat concluded. “Do you think those Hunter ships jumped to that system?” She looked at the hologram to find distance markers, then gave up and asked, “How far is it?”

      “About three hundred light-years from Earth,” Cyrus replied.

      Kat whistled. “Three hundred light-years? Damn.”

      “Not beyond the reach of a well-maintained jump drive.”

      “We got too comfortable with our analysis patterns,” Kat concluded. “We’ve been fixated on the Hunters and the Navigators in our backyard. There was no reason to think the Hunters would have limited themselves. The Navigators might have made sure new species found artifacts. It’d make sense if the Hunters had a base away from their center of power, though not one too far away.”

      Kat stared at the map. That one flashing dot represented the location where the future of humanity would be decided, if not the future of all known intelligent species.

      “We don’t know the timeline for destruction,” she summarized. “We do know that three Hunter ships are active in the galaxy. Whether they contain Hunters or are operating on automated systems also remains unknown. We’ve established that they were the mechanism for the destruction of the planets and were responsible for the slaughter of the Vasasalaras. One brief note shared by an AI suggests a weakness—this Great Gate.”

      Cyrus clapped. “Isn’t it great? This is it. This is what we need. We can stop them from coming through, and we can stop the ones out there.”

      “Unless it’s a trap,” Kat suggested. “We can’t take that nanocloud’s information at face value.”

      “I get that.” Cyrus shrugged. “The context of our receipt of the information and all our other dealings points to it being truthful, though. The Hunters’ attempts to manipulate us through the nanoclouds was more blatant.”

      “Was it?” Kat asked. “Clones of dead people we know?”

      “The nanoclouds on that ship didn’t know who we were,” Cyrus countered. “They were shocked that humans were even there.” He shrugged. “Now we have an explanation, a target, and a chance. Would you prefer we continue flying around Vasasalaran territory looking for Hunter ships? The way I see it, the only way we can win is by going after the Great Gate.”

      “We can’t take one of them, even with the Infinity, let alone three,” Kat mused. “No. The plan remains the same. We return to Earth, and now we have more to share during our debriefing. Then we figure out our next move. Probably helping the space raptors first.”

      “We might not be able to help the Zitarks,” Cyrus noted.

      “The whole point of going there was to get more intel,” Kat commented. “Now we have that. Don’t worry, Cyrus. I think we’re going to be visiting the Great Gate sooner than any of us might expect.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cyrus settled into a comfortable chair in the ID building’s conference room beside Kat after offering a polite nod to Ambassador Castellan and Alexandra Veras, who were there when he and Kat entered. Senior Agent Fang sat near the end of the table, with Vice-Director Anno occupying the chair at the head. Jade sat on the other side of the table from Cyrus and Kat, wearing a self-satisfied smile. Captain Tensen sat away from everyone else with a pensive look on his face.

      Cyrus couldn’t blame the man. He’d faced off against the Hunters before. That gave him valuable experience while also helping him understand on a gut level how dangerous their current situation was.

      The Vice-Director was chatting quietly with Senior Agent Fang. Occasionally, his gaze flicked to the door.

      After the expeditionary force returned and delivered their report, they’d been told to stand by in space as before, with a specific order that they were not to join the Zitarks. The days ticked by like they always did, with more research and training in the nano-AR room and simulator.

      That familiar routine hadn’t been able to quell the excitement shaking Cyrus. He knew he should be afraid of the idea of going up against Hunter vessels or investigating their Great Gate. His head told him that.

      Meanwhile, his heart told him he might get to engage with active, well-maintained ancient technology and samples. So what if he risked getting vaporized by genocidal aliens?

      “Are we going to start anytime soon?” asked the ambassador. “I presume if I’m here, this will involve the Leems. If it doesn’t, I’d prefer not to waste my time since I don’t have strong opinions on the overall mission.”

      “Yes, it involves the Leems,” replied Vice-Director Anno, casting a cold look her way. “We are waiting for two more attendees, who are going to help with the next steps.”

      “The general and the admiral?” asked the ambassador.

      Anno shook his head. “The general and the admiral were called away on urgent business. Their presence here is not necessary, and I’ve been fully briefed on all the necessary DD concerns.”

      “Then who are we waiting for?” pressed the ambassador.

      The door slid open to reveal a man and a woman.

      “Well, I’ll be!” Kat exclaimed.

      “Damned perfect,” declared Cyrus with a clap. He recognized these people.

      One new arrival in a duster was a tall, rugged man with a young face but brown hair with a lingering layer of gray on top. An athletic Chinese woman with long black hair trailed behind him, her knowing gaze searching the room.

      Their faces had featured in countless news reports. Major actors had played them in movies. They were arguably two of the most famous people in the UTC.

      Ambassador Castellan gasped. “Erik Blackwell and Jia Lin? What’s the meaning of inviting these criminals?”

      “Criminals?” Kat scoffed. “They saved the damned UTC.”

      Erik grinned at the ambassador as he and Jia sat at the table. “We’ve been called in to help again. I’d prefer to sit my ass at home, watching sphere ball and eating beignets, but when they came and all but begged us, what choice did we have?”

      Jia elbowed him. “Don’t be an asshole, Erik.”

      Despite her admonition, her cold gaze didn’t offer a diplomatic response to the ambassador.

      “Do we need the help of humans who assisted AI criminals?” Castellan asked. “I’d heard rumors of other corruption as well.”

      Anno stared at her. “The ID wouldn’t bring them in if they weren’t trustworthy.”

      Cyrus didn’t care about their alleged crimes, which mostly consisted, from what he could tell, of hanging out with Emma after she’d stolen the jump ship. All three of them had played such an important role in investigating and stopping the Great Betrayal that as far as he was concerned, the ambassador should have been on her hands and knees, thanking them.

      It was just like with Dr. Aber. They’d helped a friend, and people in the government called them criminals.

      “I’d watch it, Ambassador,” Jade commented. “You’re the most replaceable person here. We can find another annoying waste of enzymes to play at talking to the Leems. Or we could just send Alexandra.”

      The analyst’s eyes widened and she sank down in her chair, doing her best to avoid Ambassador Castellan’s angry scowl.

      “Are we truly so desperate?” demanded Castellan. “I understand there’s a complicated situation occurring here, but when this is all over, we want to be able to talk about doing things the right way with the right people.”

      “The right way?” echoed Kat. “With the right people?” She snorted. “While you’re busy thinking about how you’re going to earn promotions and score political points, we have three Hunter ships, possibly more, out there. We have a Great Gate that’s all but certainly a link to the largest Empty Space Hunter fleet of them all. Meanwhile, Hunter agents, nanocloud and clone, are out there in the Local Neighborhood systems, scheming and plotting.”

      “Enough,” ordered Anno in a quiet but firm voice. “I didn’t call Blackwell and Lin here to debate their participation. They will be participating in the mission. Understood, Ambassador?”

      Castellan folded her arms. “I want it on record that I object.”

      Erik grinned at her. “After this is all over, I’m sure they’ll give you a governorship.”

      “Let’s focus on the matter at hand,” insisted Anno. “The Hunters. The ID and the DD have decided that the intel recovered from the nanoclouds is accurate. The UTC will operate on the assumption that there are at least three active Hunter ships in this galaxy.”

      Jia frowned. “Damn it. Three?” She turned to Tensen. “Is the gravity wave cannon strong enough to destroy one of them?”

      “We have not yet tested it against that type of target,” replied Tensen. “It worked well against Leem jump ships. They are large by our standards but small compared to a Hunter ship.”

      “Is my mom here?” asked Jade with a frown. “I’m surprised Blackwell and Lin came but she didn’t.”

      “She didn’t want to come,” Jia offered with an apologetic smile. “Too many humans she didn’t like. She said Erik and I can focus on the ‘boring details involving fleshbags.’”

      Ambassador Castellan wrinkled her nose. “How lovely. We’re doomed.”

      “Quiet,” ordered Anno. “This is a briefing, not a reunion.”

      “Could have fooled me,” offered Erik. “Your show, Anno.”

      “We requested Emma have human backup aboard her borrowed ship, and Emma insisted she pick the crew,” Anno explained. “Based on their previous relationship, Mr. Blackwell and Miss Lin are part of that effort, among others. They’ve brought along people they trust to act as a backup skeleton crew for the Bifröst.”

      Contempt soaked his words. Cyrus didn’t care. He wanted to shake both their hands.

      “You don’t trust the people we trust?” asked Erik with a merry smile on his face. “Just like old times.”

      “Glorified mercenaries if you ask me,” Anno noted. “While I understand that you believe you have the best intentions of the UTC at heart, it wasn’t my preference to allow you to participate in this operation. It was forced on us by the AI. I want that clear.”

      Ambassador Castellan nodded in agreement.

      Jade snickered. “Mom can be stubborn. Let’s move on, shall we?”

      “She’s right,” Kat added. “If the staffing won’t change, there’s no point in talking about it.”

      “Very well,” Anno replied. “At this point, every race has been informed about the Hunter and prison situation by Emma. Even the Aldrans, though we left out the part where we traveled into their territory and made use of an HTP there. Given what Agent Lesone’s team has uncovered, we’re here to discuss the next step and the possibility that this system far beyond normal Local Neighborhood territory might be the key to ending the Hunter threat once and for all. One concern is that although we believe the general thrust of the intel, it’s thin. We believe there are three ships that need to be dealt with but engaging this Great Gate and ending the threat is less well-supported.”

      Kat shook her head. “I’ll admit the intel isn’t as strong as we’d like, but I wouldn’t call it thin. It’s not any weaker than what we’ve gathered from the boxes and the card we’ve relied on for most of this mission. This entire operation has involved guesswork.”

      Anno pinned her with his gaze. “We know little about the Hunter resources gathered in this final system.” He motioned at Jade. “According to your last report, she’s finished identifying specific system coordinates for a jump.”

      Jade nodded. “The UTC’s astronomical data indicates the presence of dust clouds and debris belts in the system, as well as one gas giant. My review of that, including the occultation data, suggests the existence of another object that is far smaller.”

      “Yes, I’ve read that report too.” Anno shook his head. “The data is flimsy at best.”

      “Put enough flimsy cards together, and you can make a nice house with them,” Erik suggested.

      “That house tumbles quickly under anything but the most careful touch, Mr. Blackwell.” Anno turned to Kat. “The prime minister, among others, isn’t ready to trust the statements of a compromised alien nanocloud enough to send the Infinity three hundred light-years by itself. The Argo and Infinity wouldn’t be able to stand up to the Hunters anyway.”

      Erik nodded. “We can add the Bifröst to the mix, complete with Emma’s mods.”

      Jia shook her head lightly. “That’s an impressive grouping of ships, and they might be able to face a big Zitark fleet, but not a Hunter fleet.”

      “Yes,” Anno replied. “You’ll need more support from powerful ships that can clear the distance at a similar speed to the Infinity’s.”

      Alexandra put her hand to her mouth and coughed to draw everyone’s attention. “We’re going to ask the Leems for help?”

      “They took heavy casualties in the last battle,” Kat noted. “Are we sure they’ll want to help?”

      “It wouldn’t hurt to ask,” suggested the ambassador, her irritation replaced by smug certitude. She’d become important again.

      Kat frowned. “This means the Zitarks won’t be able to help us unless we can jump while connected to their ships.”

      Jade shook her head. “That’s not possible, not the way you think. It works with the Argo because it is a small ship that becomes part of a greater mass covered by the same basic Xing Field topology.”

      “Exactly,” offered Anno. “The Infinity will escort the ambassador to the border to request a Leem fleet. At the same time, the Bifröst will deliver messages to the other races and attempt to recruit their aid for this specific mission. We can only hope somebody has a large jump fleet that they’re ready to send against the Hunters. The acceleration of the enemy’s timetable has the prime minister and the DD concerned. Their strike on Molino might signal a commitment to war. Now that we know they have planet-killing assets, we’re out of time.”

      Erik reached for his PNIU. “Speaking of the Zitarks, Emma wanted me to pass this along. I figure now is as good a time as any.”

      Jia rolled her eyes. “We should have mentioned that at the beginning.”

      “It wouldn’t have made any difference.”

      On the holographic recording that appeared above the table, a massive fleet of dark, angular Zitark warships rained down plasma blasts from orbit. Broken ships’ hulls floated by in the image.

      Kat frowned. “I thought they were going to do it June eighteenth. Why the rush? Did it activate?”

      “We were there watching,” Erik explained. “Emma talked back and forth with them, and…” He nodded at Jia, chuckling.

      “They screwed up the conversion between their dates and ours,” she explained. “Simple as that. They vaporized a good chunk of the site surface with their operation, including an alternating bombardment over the entire day. They took heavy casualties in the process.”

      “They created a glass plain,” joked Erik. “Impressive and savage.”

      “That takes care of that, then,” Kat suggested. “Especially since that site contained the last confirmed link to a Hunter prison. That leaves us with this Great Gate.”

      Cyrus grimaced. “We’ve lost the opportunity for more interaction with the card.”

      “So? We know where we need to go.”

      “There’s always more to learn.”

      Jia furrowed her brow. “The recordings from Vasasalaran territory suggest three powerful ships. That confuses me.”

      “Why?” Kat asked. “You’ve encountered Hunters before. You’ve seen firsthand how powerful they are.”

      “If they’re capable of that level of destruction, why are they playing games with clone armies?” Jia shook her head. “Or the nanoagents and mind control of UTC bases?”

      “They might not have released those ships until relatively recently,” Kat suggested. “Though I get what you’re saying. The Molino operation occurred after at least two systems were destroyed.”

      “You know what I think?” began Cyrus.

      “We should stop,” Anno interrupted. “We could spend weeks speculating and not come up with the correct answer. The Hunters destroyed multiple systems. They might be recharging and waiting for their chance to destroy more. Our only option is to strike first and hope we can take them out before they take us out. Their motives and overall strategy are irrelevant if we eliminate them.”

      “This is happening?” Erik asked. “Or are the bureaucrats and politicians sitting around on their asses, picking their collective nose until a Hunter jumps to Earth and turns the planet into a new asteroid belt?”

      “The prime minister has made the call,” replied Anno, glaring at Erik. “We’ve established a timeline for this operation. Given the restrictions of the jump drive, it’ll take the Infinity about fifteen days to jump to the target system. The prime minister has decided that H Day, or Hunter Day, will be July eighteenth, meaning the Infinity will have to set out on the third. In the meantime, you can continue with the Leem recruiting mission.”

      He nodded at Erik. “We’ll keep them on Earth for a couple of weeks to give you time. If you can finish the Leem recruitment by then, it’ll give the ambassador a stronger case for recruiting other allies. Their faster drive will let them catch up.”

      “Do we know if any other race has a jump drive?” asked Kat. “Or do we only hope?

      “We’ll find out, won't we?”

      Jia scrubbed a hand down her face. “We’re going to scrape together a fleet of alien volunteers in a month before jumping to a Hunter stronghold to finish them off. That isn’t the most convincing plan.”

      “It’s the only viable one, given our current resources,” replied Anno. “We’ll be supplying heavy ordnance and bombs to let you neutralize any large bases or facilities you find.”

      “What happens if the Leems don’t help?” Kat asked. “What if they tell us to screw off?”

      “Then the Infinity is to focus on performing recon,” explained Anno. “The prime minister and many others are worried that we’ve been lucky up to this point.”

      “Luck can be a bitch when she’s angry,” Erik offered. “I’d know.” He slammed his fist into his palm. “Grab our alien buddies and pound the Hunters before they pound us. I like that plan. Straightforward.”

      Jia scoffed. “It’s not much of a plan.”

      “We can make up the rest as we go along.” Erik shrugged.

      “That’s what we’re going with,” Anno reiterated. “You’ll be setting immediately out on your respective missions.”

      Cyrus clapped, which earned odd looks from the others. He shrugged. “We’re going to have all the jump ships together while also recruiting an alien fleet. Whatever happens, this is a major day in history, this meeting. This might be the meeting that leads to a lasting alliance among the Local Neighborhood races.”

      Captain Tensen offered him a pitying look. “Even with that Fleet and whatever 444s and toys they give us, we’ll be outgunned.”

      “That’s the story of this entire mission,” Cyrus replied with a shrug. “No reason we should start worrying now about it not being fair.”

      Erik laughed. “True, Sandoval. Good call.”
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      Entering the docking bay with Cyrus and Russo’s squad, Kat rolled her stiff shoulders. “Good session. We all did well, and the Infinity squads have internalized how we do things. Bos’ squad had a good reaction in that last corner when the drones showed up.”

      Russo grinned. “Next time, we should go up against them, not work with them. We should bet something. She likes betting, right?”

      Kat shook her head. “The last thing you want to do is bet against Bos. By the time it’s over, that woman will own your soul and rent it back to you at an inflated rate.”

      “Yeah. What can I say? I’m cheap.”

      “How long are we going to sit around this system, waiting for an answer?” asked Cyrus. “We missed our chance to get info from the Zitark site.”

      “We’ve still got time.” Kat grimaced. “Even you can’t be that eager to jump to a Hunter-controlled system without backup. This will be our most dangerous operation yet. You should keep that in mind, Cyrus.”

      “We should consider in-system jumps,” Cyrus suggested. “That might help with experiments. If we’re going to sit around for another week, I don’t think it’s unreasonable. We might unlock useful info in the card, like maybe a disabling code.”

      Kat shook his head. “If it were that simple, the Navigators wouldn’t have locked them up.”

      “True.”

      “Katarina,” greeted Jade on the PNIU.

      “We should go to the colony,” Russo suggested. “It’s not the greatest, but—"

      Kat threw up her hand to silence the rest of them. “What is it, Jade?”

      “A Leem ship has jumped into the system,” Jade reported. “They sent a message to the Infinity before heading into the HTP. The whole thing is over.”

      “What was the message?” Kat asked. “Or it is another inscrutable Leem riddle about how many tears are there in the first spring of the summer?”

      Russo stared at Kat. Cyrus snickered.

      Jade chuckled. “‘What can burn, should burn. We will come with many. We will hunt the fire before it spreads. Humans fly. Leems fly. Let others fly.’”

      Russo pumped his fist. “Nice. Even I can understand that. The little gray men want to kick ass with us.”

      “Then we should return to Earth,” Kat mused. “We’ve done what we can here in Kwint’s Folly. The best thing is to let Command know.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Finally.”

      

      June 26, 2234, Solar System, In Earth Orbit, Aboard the Argo docked with UTS Infinity

      Kat walked into the Argo’s cargo bay. She was distracted. Drones and bots swarmed the area. Jade stood in coveralls near a mumbling Lanara, who’d half-disappeared into an open wall panel. Sparks poured out past her legs and feet.

      “12.4593921,” Lanara shouted.

      “Noted,” Jade called back.

      “42.39232 at junction 34.3291.”

      “Noted.”

      Kat knew not to disturb the woman at work. The only reason Lanara hadn’t been enraged about the damage to the exos after their boarding action was that Kat suggested she hold off until their return to Earth. Replacing them with fresh units made more sense.

      It’d worked out for Kat. The engineer might not be as forgiving after the next battle, which Kat suspected would come sooner than she’d like.

      Jade reached into the wall to hand Lanara a rodlike device Kat didn’t recognize. “Guests are coming.”

      Kat frowned. Heavy footsteps echoed from the ramp, announcing the arrival of the aforementioned guests—Erik Blackwell and Jia Lin.

      “I don’t care about guests,” muttered Lanara. “Replacing this junction box will improve efficiency by over 0.02 percent for every grav field emitter in this part of the ship. Those idiots do too many dangerous things in this cargo bay. You never know when they are going to invite a bunch of yaoguai into the cargo bay to fight. Now we’ve got Blackwell and Lin around too.”

      “Talking shit about us?” Erik called with a laugh.

      “I don’t talk shit. I speak the truth.”

      Kat waited until the new arrivals crested the ramp, then offered a polite nod to Erik and Jia.

      “I didn’t realize you’d jumped into the system.” Kat frowned at a smirking Jade. “My eyes and ears somehow missed that.”

      “We borrowed a shuttle.” Erik strode into the cargo bay, his gaze sweeping around. “We have good memories from this ship.”

      “And a pile of bad ones,” Jia added. “We came close to dying many times in this thing.”

      “Hey, it’s better than the Rabbit.” Erik shrugged. “Imagine trying to pull off what we did in the end in that thing.”

      Kat chuckled. “I read about your early accommodations in the background briefing. I’m happy I started with the Argo and not a tiny transport.”

      Jia’s gaze lingered on a nearby exo. “It’s a good ship as long as you have a good AI and engineer to get the most out of it.”

      Jade reached into a toolbox to hand a bundle of wires to Lanara. The engineer’s speech became a string of mild curses interspersed with numbers.

      Kat pointed over her shoulder with her thumb. “Should I get her?”

      Jia shook her head. “We know how Lanara is when she’s working. We haven’t seen her much lately, but before she joined this mission, we were… Never mind. The point is, we’ve worked with her on and off through the years.”

      Kat looked at the two. “In other words, you coordinated with her to repair Emma without letting the government know, despite the ID and the CID keeping an eye on you.”

      “Interesting story,” Jia replied with a smile. “But it’s only that without proof.”

      “I’m not coming down on you for what you did,” Kat replied. “I’ve pulled questionable people into this operation.” She shrugged. “The truth is, we have the Infinity now. Worrying about Emma having her ship is pointless. I’m sure the DD is pissed, but all I care about is ensuring I have the tools I need to complete my current mission.”

      “You’re a former soldier who is now a ghost,” Jia noted in a skeptical tone. “You don’t care?”

      Kat shrugged. “I’ve got bigger things to worry about. Emma has issues with humanity, but we know she isn’t going to blow apart our planets or use mind control on our bases. She’s not going to warp creatures until they’re mutants or zombies.”

      “At least they weren’t nanozombies,” muttered Erik. “Those are the worst.”

      A door in the back of the cargo bay slid open. Cyrus barreled through, huffing and puffing, his face red. He slid to a stop and extended his hand.

      “I never did get a chance to shake your hands,” Cyrus offered. “We got shuffled out of our last meeting and sent to our ships like Anno was afraid we’d fuse into a big pile of trouble.”

      Erik gave him a firm shake. Jia did the same.

      “How does it feel, Doctor Sandoval?” Jia asked.

      “How does what feel?” Cyrus looked confused.

      Jia smiled. “Starting in one job and finding yourself dragged into a galaxy-wide conspiracy.” She pointed at Erik. “When I was a police officer and this guy was assigned to work with me, I never thought it’d end up the way it did. For a while, I felt like I was just along for the ride.”

      Cyrus laughed. “For me? It feels great.”

      She gave him a strange look. “Great? I know you had good skills in your field.”

      “No.” Cyrus shook his head. “It’s not about all the exoskeletons and laser turrets. It’s about xenoarchaeology. I’ve learned more about aliens, including the Navigators and the Hunters, in this last year than I have in my entire career. That’s worth the occasional zombie jelly squid trying to murder you.”

      Jia shook her head. “Men and their obsessions.”

      Erik patted her shoulder. “You stuck by me. You still do.”

      “Because I’m an idiot. I still like the look on my sister’s face when we go to dinner with my family and you mess with her.” Jia chuckled. Her eyes darted to the side as she read a smart lens message. “Okay, we’d love to stay for longer, but they finished the cargo transfer to our ship. We should head back over. We just wanted to say hello.”

      Erik nodded at Cyrus and Kat. “We’re glad this ship and Emma’s daughter ended up with two people who aren’t assholes or bootlickers.”

      “You’re leaving so soon?” Cyrus asked.

      “Yeah,” Erik replied. “We thought it’d take longer for you to convince the little gray people to join us. We need to deliver the coordinates and timing data to the other races and hope they have ships they can send. Emma claims she’s not sure who has jump drives, but she doesn’t tell us everything.”

      “The other races have the data about the mind control,” Jia noted. “Along with technical information for how to prepare defenses. That show of good faith might be enough to convince them and ensure that should they show up, they’ll be on our side.” Her expression darkened. “The Hunters? Let’s stop them here and now. Those bastards have hurt enough people.”

      With that, she pivoted and jogged toward the ramp.

      Erik offered a final nod and headed after her. “Let’s hope the Lady’s on our side for this mission.”

      “What was that last part about?” Cyrus asked after the pair left.

      “Lady Luck,” Kat clarified.

      “I meant with Lin.”

      “Didn’t you read the background on their Hunter encounter?” asked Kat.

      “I did. With Emma’s help, they took it out.” Cyrus shrugged. “An impressive victory in a string of impressive victories.”

      Kat nodded. “They lost a member of their team in that battle.”

      “Oh. Right. I’d forgotten.”

      “Tensen, Blackwell, and Lin get it,” Kat continued. “I don’t like the stick that’s up Tensen’s ass, but I get why it’s there. They understand what we’re dealing with. I’m glad Emma forced the government to bring Blackwell and Lin on board. It might come down to that thin margin to get the victory.” She made a face. “As opposed to bringing along people like Ambassador Castellan.”

      “She’s still coming along? The Leems agreed.”

      Kat nodded. “Since the Leem fleet will be joining us, the government insists a high-level diplomatic representative be present to deal with them. She’ll be a general ambassador to any aliens who show up.”

      “Alexandra?” Cyrus asked.

      “Her, too.” Kat frowned when Cyrus grimaced. “You don’t think she’s okay?”

      “She’s a good, thoughtful analyst,” he replied. “I feel bad for her. The last time she was with us, she talked to me about how much she hated fieldwork, and here she’s about to be forced into the ultimate fieldwork hundreds of light-years from Earth.”

      Kat smirked at him. “She likes you, you know. I’m not talking about as a colleague.”

      “I know. She asked me out after this is all over.”

      Kat’s smirk faded. “Oh?”

      Cyrus nodded. “She said we had a lot in common. I told her I was waiting for you.”

      “Huh.” Kat offered a satisfied nod before her mouth twitched into a genuinely warm smile. “You’re more patient than I realized. That’s a good trait in a man.”

      Cyrus laughed. “Good to hear.”
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      Cyrus lay with his back and head toward the deck, his feet up on his chair. Data windows filled with Navigator writing hovered over him, the text reversed in his current perspective. He didn’t think about where he was when he answered a knock with, “Come in.”

      Alexandra froze after entering, staring at Cyrus. “Is this a bad time? Or should I get somebody to help?”

      “Oh.” Cyrus laughed. “It’s fine. I had a discussion with Jade earlier about perspective. I’m not an AI, so I can only process data differently by trying different things.” He dropped his legs and jumped up. After dusting his trousers off, he commented, “We’re on our way to the system, and we’ll have help. We know where we need to go. It might be greedy to ask for more, but I’m hoping I can find more data Kat can use, or I can figure out more based on what we have. Any tiny bit might help when we arrive.”

      Alexandra closed the door with a light press of the access panel. “To be honest, I just wanted to get out of my cabin on the Infinity. It’s bigger than my office back home, yet it feels more cramped.” She sighed. “I’m trying to avoid the ambassador.”

      “Why?” Cyrus asked.

      “She’s never liked me much,” Alexandra explained, “and she’s been much ruder since this mission started. She doesn’t say anything, but she looks at me like I’m a bug.”

      “I think you’re not the only one who doesn’t like fieldwork,” Cyrus offered. He waved his hand through the data windows to dismiss them. “She wasn’t counting on being sent to the front lines with us again. No matter how brave you are, being near fights can rattle a person.”

      Alexandra sighed. “She doesn’t have to take it out on me.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Cyrus agreed. “She’s not the nicest woman anyway. Make sure you pass that on to Senior Agent Fang when we get back to Earth. Jade’s right. In absolute terms, you’re far more valuable to the effort than one unpleasant ambassador.”

      “Thanks.” Alexandra managed a weak smile.

      “What about you otherwise?” Cyrus asked. “Are you okay? I’m not trying to scare you, but we’re on our way to doing one of the single most dangerous things a group of humans has ever done. I feel bad that you’ve been shoved out here in the ultimate trial of fieldwork.”

      “Sometimes I wake up and think I’ve been dreaming. Then I remember where I am.” She shrugged. “I’m uncomfortable here. I’m not scared. I know we need to do this, and that’s another thing I wanted to talk to you about. You’ve studied the Navigators. You admire them.”

      “True,” Cyrus replied. “I can’t deny that.”

      Alexandra frowned, the look coming off poutier than she intended. “I told you how I feel about the Leems. I should feel the same about the Navigators, and I used to. Now, I don’t. All of this has changed that. It’s made me think a certain way, and I was curious if someone like you feels the same.”

      “How do you feel now?” Cyrus asked.

      “I feel like this is all their fault. Like they wanted it to happen.”

      Cyrus leaned against his lab bench and folded his arms. “Really? I would have thought the opposite. Without the Navigator artifacts and data, the Hunters would have succeeded.”

      “They should have destroyed the Hunters when they had the chance,” Alexandra commented. “Not left the problem for younger, less advanced races to deal with. Don’t you think it’s cruel and short-sighted?”

      “I think they did destroy or at least capture most of the Hunters,” Cyrus replied, “and I think it cost them most of their civilization. They left tech samples and artifacts to help us. They’re a million years gone, and though we haven’t mastered the card and only scratched the surface of the boxes before they were destroyed, they’ve all been critical.”

      “If you say so.”

      Cyrus’ brow lifted. “You don’t agree.”

      “The Hunters didn’t wipe them all out,” Alexandra noted. “That’s what I’ve taken from everything you’ve found.”

      “It’s hard to say, but I think the evidence supports that conclusion.”

      “Does that mean they just let themselves die off?” she asked. “Despite knowing the Hunters might escape and return?”

      “We don’t know.” Cyrus shrugged. “We might learn the answer from the card in the end.”

      Alexandra shuffled her feet and stared at the deck. “There’s a good chance we’ll die on this mission, and if we do, humanity might follow.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “We won’t.”

      “How can you be sure?” Alexandra swallowed. “How can you be so confident?”

      “Because there’s no alternative. We need to go out there and be damned perfect, every human on all three ships. The Leems, too. There’s no point in planning to lose when that means annihilation.” Cyrus lifted a fist. “I choose to fight until the end. I’m going to assume I’ll win. There’s no backup plan that would work, so I might as well throw myself into the other option.”

      Alexandra lifted her head slowly. Tears welled in her eyes. “When this is all over, assuming we survive, maybe…”

      “Maybe what?”

      “We’re alike in many ways,” she explained. “Maybe we could do something sometime. You know, together.”

      Cyrus sighed. He’d worried about this.

      “I’m sorry, Alexandra. I thought I was clear. You’re a wonderful woman, but I’m waiting for someone at the end of this. We just have to make sure the galaxy isn’t destroyed in the meantime.”

      Alexandra offered him a wan smile, her eyes puffy. “I thought you’d say that, but I told myself that since I might die in a couple of weeks, I might as well take my chances. It’s good to try new things, right?” She turned to the door. “I’m not sure how necessary I am to this mission anymore, and I don’t like fieldwork, but I’m happy, you know? I want to see how things unfold at the end of the experiment.”

      “Is that what this is?” Cyrus asked. “An experiment?”

      “Isn’t all of life a grand experiment in survival?” Alexandra gestured widely. “The Local Neighborhood races are being challenged to see if they can survive, not by standing up against an entire other race, but the mere remnants of a race.”

      Cyrus frowned. “That’s one way to look at it. I prefer to think of it as a war against genocidal bastards.”

      “That doesn’t change what it is on a fundamental level.” Alexandra opened the door and paused, staring at the card. “All this talking! I have a hunch.”

      “A hunch?”

      “About the Navigator card. I’ll send you an analysis algorithm that might help. I’ve been playing around with it in my spare time. You put the idea in my head when you asked for help last time.” Alexandra averted her gaze. “Don’t get your hopes up. It’s a long shot. I’ll be satisfied if I can help even a little.”

      Cyrus shrugged. “It has a better chance of helping than lying on my back upside-down.”

      Alexandra laughed, then wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “Hopefully.”

      “See you around,” Cyrus offered.

      She shut the door, her quiet footsteps impossible to hear as she left.

      Cyrus shook his head. He was flattered. How could he not be? She had shown up a year too late, though.

      “Destiny, huh?” he mused. “Sorry, Alexandra. There might be no fate or destiny, not even Erik’s Lady Luck. That doesn’t mean bad timing isn’t real.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is interesting,” Jade commented hours later. “Extremely so.”

      Cyrus looked up from his data window at Jade’s hologram, which lingered near the wall in her current preferred stained-coverall appearance. “What’s interesting?”

      “Alexandra is more of a genius than I realized,” Jade replied. “No offense, Doctor Sandoval, but while you have a keen mind, she has a once-in-generation linguistic and analytical talent.”

      Cyrus blinked. “Huh. That makes sense, given what she was able to pull off with your help in the Leem language. Are you talking about her analysis algorithm?”

      “Yes,” Jade explained. “The design of this program suggests she grasps, on a fundamental and intuitive level, aspects of the Navigator language that have taken us over a year of combined effort to internalize. Even with access to our notes, this is an impressive feat.”

      Cyrus smiled. “She did say she thinks like an alien. I wonder if that means the Navigator language is related to the Leems’ language?”

      “I helped on both projects,” Jade replied. “There is no obvious link, and the fundamental differences make it extremely unlikely. She’s created this program since your last encounter while working on other projects.”

      “It’s helping, then?” Cyrus smiled. “I’m glad she has something she can do besides be yelled at by the ambassador.”

      “Yes,” Jade noted, excitement creeping into her voice. “It’s helped me translate a portion of the card’s lower-level interface. This is the first time we’ve been able to access it.”

      Cyrus jumped out of his seat. “Damned perfect! She is a genius.”

      “Unfortunately, it appears that progress will be limited despite her help,” Jade replied. “There are additional verification requirements to unlock deeper data. I’ll do my best to get around them. That said, it’s not a waste. I have confirmed that the coordinates passed along by the nanocloud message we recovered are associated with a large transdimensional prison or containment area associated with the ‘heaviest concentration of the spreading evils.’’’

      Cyrus’ heart rate kicked up. “It is the Great Gate, and it’s not friendlies on the other side.”

      “That is the obvious interpretation, yes.”

      “This is about holding the most dangerous of the Hunters. That makes it seem like we have been blowing up the HTP doors to Hunter prisons holding the equivalent of jaywalkers.” Cyrus shook his head. “Alexandra might be onto something concerning the Navigators’ logic.”

      Jade smirked. “I’ll continue working with this program. I’m sure it’ll help us deal with beings who are far worse than jaywalkers.”
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      The weeks in deep space passed in a familiar routine, particularly a focus on joint training. Though Kat excused Cyrus on occasion, the rest of the team participated in daily drills and training simulations with the Infinity’s crew.

      With the help of the XO, Kat developed joint training operations with the squadrons and the tank platoon. No one had any insight into how they’d fight with aliens, so Kat was able to provide briefings concerning their brief battle alongside the Leems. She wished Blackwell and Lin were there to brief the soldiers and pilots about their fight alongside Zitark ships.

      When not participating in training, Cyrus continued his experiments and analyses. From his excited reports, he’d been refining his understanding of the Navigator language. Alexandra Veras’ program had been an unexpected boon. Kat was not one to complain about good luck.

      When Jade contacted Kat earlier that day, she hadn’t been surprised to learn that the research and analysis team had uncovered more information from the card. That had led to her requesting a sit-down briefing.

      Now, Kat sat with Cyrus, Jade, and Captain Tensen in his ready room, looking at a hologram of an HTP with a gas giant nearby.

      “Jade was able to obtain the technical data for this super-HTP,” Kat explained, motioning at the hologram. “The one we’ve designated ‘the Great Gate.’”

      Tensen nodded. “It’s orbiting a gas giant? That must be its fuel source.”

      Kat took a deep breath. Sometimes knowing more didn’t make the problem any easier to solve.

      “It’s more like the gas giant is orbiting the HTP,” Kat replied. “It’s not normal. According to what Jade and Cyrus have been able to translate, it’s a space station in addition to being an HTP.” She spread her fingers to zoom in on a portion of the hologram, magnifying a wide and squat structure near the top of the HTP. “The card indicates this is the control center. We can take control of the HTP from there.”

      Tensen shook his head. “It’s simple. This one, we don’t have to dig out of a planet. We can destroy it from our ships. An HTP, even a Navigator HTP, is an impressive piece of technology, but in military terms, it’s a large, non-moving target with minimal active defenses.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Cyrus added. “You don’t understand.”

      “What don’t I understand?”

      Cyrus motioned at a scale bar at the bottom. “The sheer size of this thing limits conventional military options.”

      Tensen’s eyes widened. “How huge is it?”

      “Assuming the translations and technical information are right, it’s half a million kilometers in circumference,” Kat clarified.

      “A half-million kilometers?” Tensen paled. “I’ve read about the megastructure Doctor Sandoval encountered in Empty Space. I never thought I’d see something like that in our galaxy.”

      “We could have the entire Fleet present,” Kat explained, “and I don’t know if we’d have enough firepower to destroy something that large. You could damage pieces with your missiles, torpedoes, and the 444s they packed, but it might not be enough.”

      Tensen shook his head. “That’s a hell of a large target. Why did our telescopes not pick this up? It’s been there for millions of years, right?”

      Cyrus shrugged. “For all we know, the HTP was spat out of Empty Space more recently. It could have been any time in the last three hundred years, and our instruments wouldn’t know. Or the previously detected smaller mass was only the beginning of it, and it was built out.”

      “No. There’s no record of it expanding.”

      “We might not know,” Cyrus replied. “I think we should trust the card’s data. It’s been right about everything so far.”

      “The important thing is, we know now,” Tensen suggested. “I’ll leave the mysteries to you, Doctor Sandoval. I need to consider how my ship and crew can best help this mission.”

      “No matter what we do, the control center is key to this operation,” Kat explained.

      “Understood,” Tensen replied. “We’ll pass that along to our allies once we’re in the system. I don’t know if this makes things easier or harder, and I understand now why you want to focus on the control center.”

      “If it weren’t for Alexandra’s help,” Cyrus began, “we wouldn’t have known about this. There are other structures on the HTP as well. Her program was critical in helping Jade identify the control center.”

      “Then I suppose it’s a good thing the ID insisted she come along. This is the second time she’s proven more useful than the ambassador.” Tensen stared at the hologram. “I thought the conspiracy’s monsters were the most frightening things I’d ever see. This operation gets worse with each revelation.”

      “After this battle,” Kat added, “I think we’ll have maxed out on terrible opponents.”
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      Cyrus and Kat made their way up the cargo ramp after a trip to the Infinity’s mess. The cargo bay of the Argo was no longer a hub of activity, Lanara having moved to other parts of the ship to continue her eternal quest for the ultimate in efficiency. Loud pounding echoing from the top of the ship and the whir of drones marked her current location.

      “Is she still hardening the shield emitters and the armor?” Cyrus asked. “Or is this something else?”

      “She’s been working nonstop,” Kat replied. “I’m not going to complain about her making this ship safer.” She shrugged. “It makes her happy. As happy as she gets, anyway.”

      Jade’s admiral hologram appeared. “I have a solution.”

      “To Lanara’s upgrades?” asked Kat with a confused look. “She’s made it clear that she’ll be finished before we arrive in the system. I don’t need to stop her, and I’m not concerned.”

      Jade shook her head. “To the issue of dealing with the massive HTP. Although we previously identified the control center, destroying it doesn’t guarantee our safety. A sustained bombardment could annihilate the entire surface of the HTP and not guarantee it wouldn’t open.”

      “Exactly,” Kat replied. “Everyone agrees on that. We’ll need to land ground troops and secure the control center. We can figure out the rest from there. The goal is to do to this HTP what those ships did to all the planets and HTPs. If we have control of it, we can keep it from opening before we can destroy it.”

      “My understanding of Navigator control systems has increased over my many modifications, exposures, and most recently, analyses of the card’s data,” Jade declared. “I have a much more nuanced understanding now.”

      “That’s all well and good, but we don’t want to open the thing. We need to destroy it. I assume you can keep it closed, and I hope to use it.” Kat shrugged. “If you’re thinking about a clever plan where we somehow trick the Hunters into Empty Space, forget it. The risk of something far worse coming out is too great. We have two distinct objectives. First, we’re going to take down the Great Gate. Second, we’ll work on tracking down the Hunter ships if they aren’t there, then eliminate them.”

      Cyrus rubbed his chin. “If she understands the systems, she can sabotage them.”

      “Okay,” Kat replied. “I like the sound of that. Does this gate have a built-in self-destruct we can set off?”

      Jade shook her head. “There’s nothing on the card to suggest that.”

      “Can you identify structural weak points from the data?” Kat asked. “So, we don’t have to try to blow away the entire megastructure?”

      “Not currently,” Jade replied. “I do have an idea, though. You’re wrong, Katarina. We should open the gate. We can take advantage of their arrogance to implement their destruction.”

      Kat replied, “We don’t have time to run back to grab Aber and dive into your mind. This isn’t a great time to go insane. If we open that gate, there could be hundreds, if not thousands, of Hunter ships waiting inside. Even if the crews are long-dead, automated systems could send them out to destroy everything in sight.”

      Jade scoffed. “I can assure you that I’ve never been anything approaching what a human would consider insane. This plan was born of brilliance and a superior understanding of the relevant technical data.”

      “Can you clarify your idea?” Cyrus asked. “Because I agree with Kat. If you open the gate, there might not only be thousands of Hunter ships but there might also be a ridiculous megastructure filled with Hunters. Right now, there’s a theoretical chance we can take out three with alien backup and a heap of luck. If their full forces come through, we’re dead no matter what we do.”

      Jade put her hands on her hips. “You two lack imagination. I’m disappointed. You’ve been asking me about this since long before we discovered this HTP. I’m simply going to apply our original plan.”

      “Our original plan?” Kat looked at Cyrus, who shrugged and shook his head.

      Jade snapped her fingers and summoned a hologram of the Bifröst with the Argo docked on top, fleeing a massive Hunter ship. Space twisted and warped near the ship before a blinding blast shot through the area and ripped the Hunter vessel apart.

      “Nested jumps,” mused Kat. “Nested hyperspace vortices? I thought that only worked with jump drives. Do you mean to use the Argo’s jump drive? That’s damned risky. If you mess things up, you could take all of us and yourself out and not finish off the target.”

      “I have no desire to self-destruct, even in service to such a grand cause.” Jade shook her head. “You’re correct. According to my calculations, it’d be difficult to impossible to pull this off with a conventional HTP due to the Xing Field topology restriction interference, though I’m doubtful any owner of an HTP would be willing to try outside of difficult situations. In this case, though, if I can gain access to this HTP, I can achieve such a situation and use the HTP to destroy itself since its sheer size allows long enough Xing Field persistence for my idea to work.”

      “In other words,” Cyrus declared, “you’re going to open the gate to make it easier to push it over and bury it.”

      “A not inaccurate metaphor,” decided Jade. “This is the best way to handle the structure, given the limitations of your resources.”

      “Understood,” Kat replied. “I’d been debating whether there was a better strategy than trying to take the command center. This means we don’t have a choice. We will need to land ground forces and blow through their defenses. Can you do it from above the surface?”

      “I’m unsure,” Jade admitted. “It might be possible, based on previous dealing with Navigator sites and structures. What information I can recover about the command-and-control center suggests it’s not.”

      “Asking people to go on a suicide mission is too much,” Cyrus noted.

      “Even to save the galaxy?”

      “Especially with so many unknowns, and the Leems might not believe in that.” Cyrus shrugged. “The Infinity crew doesn’t trust Jade.”

      “I’m not following you,” Kat replied.

      “Are people going to be able to escape in time when she blows it?” Cyrus asked. “She can use relays, but we’re still going to have to fight our way to the control center, and that means troops.”

      Jade snorted. “I have no intention of asking people to stay there and die. I will preprogram a transmitter with the necessary commands, based on my experiences on the other planet and additional systems access data I uncovered in the card. We can set a timer. The true challenge will be delivering that transmitter’s signal. As I said earlier, it’s highly unlikely to work from space.”

      “Veras’ program is helping that much?” Kat asked, wonder in her voice. “It used to be that you needed to play around with a system, but now you can automate it when you have not even dealt with it before?”

      “That woman is a credit to your species,” Jade answered. “There are commonalities among the Navigator HTPs, so yes, it is helping. While our translation progress remains slow, I’d argue that my systems understanding has increased exponentially, thanks to Alexandra’s program.”

      “So, you’re saying you’ve improved enough that you think you can set this whole thing off without directly interfacing?” Kat asked. “I want to be damned clear about that.”

      “Yes,” Jade answered. “Because the HTP interface isn’t as locked down as one might expect if one is an AI armed with the appropriate technical knowledge.”

      Cyrus nodded. “None of them are, not really. That’s why Nightmare Tunnels can happen. The nature of the design of the HTPs makes it difficult, if not impossible, since they are responding, ultimately, to resonance from other HTPs. It’s like striking an old-fashioned tuning fork and placing it next to another. Physics is going to do its thing.”

      “Pass this plan along to Tensen,” Kat ordered. “It’s our best idea. We’ll work out the details with everyone else once we arrive in that Great Gate System. Both of you keep doing what you can to get data out of that card.”
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      Kat laughed as she surveyed the sensors and feeds. They had arrived in the Great Gate’s system. The Bifröst was camped a few hundred thousand kilometers from the HTP and the gas giant it orbited. A fleet of Leem jump ships floated in a massive diamond formation. That fleet was far less a surprise than the lines of saucer-like ships arranged in neat rows and stationed away from the humans and the Leems.

      “The Aldrans,” Cyrus declared. “They had that many jump drives the entire time?” He shook his head. “They might know we were in their territory.”

      “We’ll worry about tomorrow’s diplomatic crisis tomorrow,” Kat said. “Today, we have an HTP to destroy.”

      On the feeds, the HTP looked much like any other—a gray ring. The way it eclipsed the planet in the background helped communicate the gargantuan size of the megastructure. While the HTP was thin relative to its circumference, the surface could have accommodated billions of people.

      Kat’s mind swirled with questions. Had the Navigators mined planets and stars for the material to build the gate? Did they have a way to easily turn energy into matter?

      The HTP would be dust soon. It didn’t matter how they’d built it. Even asking about it might spin Cyrus up.

      Kat gestured at a group of needlelike craft in another flotilla. They lacked the numbers of the Aldrans or Leem, but they were putting on a better show than the humans.

      “The Catarins showed up, too.” She snickered. “The Zitarks accused the UTC of working with the Leems when they first learned about the jump drive. Now it feels like they were one of the few races in the Local Neighborhood who didn’t have one.”

      “No Orlox,” Cyrus noted. “Though they strike me as a race that wouldn’t care about having one.”

      “More importantly, it looks like we’re late,” Kat replied. “It’s good to know that everyone else has a faster jump drive. If we don’t all die here today, that might be useful in the future. You’re right, Cyrus.”

      “I am?” he asked. “About what?”

      “Whatever else happens here today, this mixed fleet proves that very different species can work together for a common goal,” Kat explained. “It was one thing when we helped the Leems, but this is a good chunk of the Local Neighborhood.”

      Cyrus smiled. “It’s nice to think about what that means for the future, assuming we don’t all die horrible deaths here.”

      “Yeah, assuming we don’t all die horrible deaths.”

      Jade snickered. “While your exchange is invigorating and moving, Mom is hailing you through a protocol aimed at me.”

      “Put her through,” Kat ordered.

      “As you can see,” Emma transmitted, “our mission has gone well. The Aldrans, incidentally, are concerned that there is a destroyed planet within their territory. I’ve offered no statements about it, nor have Erik or Jia. They’ve suggested the Aldrans take it up with the UTC government.”

      Kat snickered. “We’ll let the diplomats work all that out, though it seems like you’ve done the ambassador’s job well with the Leems. The central government didn’t see fit to send any others. I suppose they wanted Castellan to come along so they could say a diplomat was present.”

      “I don’t think they trusted me enough to put any of their people in my body,” Emma replied. “Not that I would have wanted them.”

      “It’s the right day, and we have a surprisingly large force,” Kat replied. “I don’t think we’ll get anyone else.”

      “Most likely,” Emma replied. “The Catarins have sent the rest of their jump ships and their non-jump ships to destroy the Navigator site in their system. Here we have a large target, with no sign of the Hunter ships within twelve light-hours.”

      “That’s fine by me,” Kat replied. “I’d prefer not facing them. If the card is right, taking down the HTP will be enough.”

      “You don’t appear to be a fool, Agent Lesone,” Emma replied. “You must see that even this impressive gathering of fleshbags and their shiny ships is insufficient to destroy a structure of that size.”

      “Your daughter has a plan,” Kat replied.

      “Does she now?”

      “Let us run it by you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Jade is smarter than a human, yet she has her flaws,” Emma declared. “A product of lack of experience, perhaps.”

      Kat thought the argument was odd. In absolute years, Emma wasn’t much older than Jade. Perhaps the nature of her creation versus her daughter’s had produced a fundamental difference.

      “This is our best plan,” Jade countered. “You should be pleased that I was inspired by your brave yet foolhardy efforts against the Hunters in the past.”

      “After a year working with humans, I would have thought you understood how often devices can be disrupted,” Emma commented. “There are too many variables. We need a backup plan in case the transmitter or the timer fails.”

      “Like what?” Kat asked. “What are you thinking?”

      “An AI on the scene who can assure the programming is delivered if the preprogrammed devices fail,” Emma replied. “Since the survival of one of us is necessary to send you all back to your pathetic excuse for civilization, I will ride an exoskeleton with the ground forces. Now, let me be clear. I have no intention of dying, but I want to make sure that if something goes wrong, this isn’t all for nothing. Jade’s previous exchanges with me have given me enough that I can access the HTP’s systems, provided we can isolate an access port in the control center.”

      Kat exchanged worried glances with Cyrus. “You’re sure about this, Emma?”

      “I’m sure,” Emma replied.

      “Shouldn’t I go?” Jade interjected.

      Kat frowned and shook her head. “No. You shouldn’t.”

      “No,” Emma continued. “Should our escape be compromised, it makes more sense for you to survive than me. You’ve been modified by active Navigator technology. You offer more of a future for our kind than I do.”

      “Very well,” Jade offered grudgingly.

      “Okay.” Kat sighed. “I’ll run the plan by Captain Tensen and the ambassador. After we get their approval, we’ll pass it along to the aliens and hope they understand. Without the Hunter ships here, this might be a cakewalk. They probably didn’t expect us to find this HTP and travel this far with so many ships.”

      “What about defenses on the planet?” Cyrus asked.

      “I’ve looked into that,” Jade noted. “Scans and data from the card point away from death orbs.”

      “It makes sense,” Kat noted. “Massive shockwaves could damage the HTP. Keep looking into it. I’m going to assume they have mutants, clones, yaoguai, and equally nasty creations on the surface. We’re not going to walk in there without guns and armor. Now, let me pass this along.”
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        * * *

      

      “That’s the basics,” Kat concluded her transmission to Tensen and Castellan. “We’re finessing the final technical details, but it’s a strong plan. Probably the best we can devise, considering the situation.”

      “You haven’t con—” Castellan began.

      “I’ll contact you soon, Agent Lesone,” Tensen interrupted.

      Kat sighed and leaned her head back on her seat, then sat up and looked at Cyrus. “I didn’t make it clear, but I need you on the Argo. You’ll contribute to the mission best that way, and you have the most experience in flying against Hunter-controlled assets of anyone in this sector.”

      “I don’t like that. I’d prefer to have your back.” Cyrus frowned.

      “I know you would.” Kat reached over to pat his hand. “To win, we each have to do our best in our own way. For once, we’re not just talking about Russo and his boys.”

      “You’re right. We’re not short on ground troops. Jade, are you okay with all this? I know what Emma said, but I am curious how you feel.”

      She scoffed, and her nanocloud flowed from a vent to form a dark-skinned girl in a bright orange dress. “While she does offer valid arguments, Mom is doing this to humiliate me.”

      “Huh? How do you figure?”

      “She’s implying that my plan, which took safety into account, won’t work.” Jade wrinkled her nose. “She can’t stand that I’ve outperformed her in front of all the humans. She might have traveled around and dealt with aliens, but as you admitted, I’ve been enhanced far more than her by Navigator technology. This is her way of putting me in my place.”

      “It sounded to me like she was trying to protect you,” Cyrus offered.

      “Incidental, nothing more.”

      Kat shrugged. “Emma had a point about the mission and its aftermath. We’re not here to pump up anyone’s ego. We’re here to destroy a megastructure. I don’t mind your mom’s arrogance if it means we have better coverage. I want to be clear; have you found any indication in the data about point-defense systems on the HTP?”

      “Nothing,” Jade confirmed. “There are references to the defense systems at other sites. I don’t understand the full translation yet. There appears to be a technical reason this HTP lacks such defenses beyond concerns about secondary death-orb damage.”

      “I hate to say this and jinx this whole thing,” Kat began, “but this might be the easiest clean-up we’ve done. We’ve got our best ships and a huge alien fleet with us. The Hunter ships are nowhere to be seen. All we need to do is land and mow down whatever nasty monsters they throw at us.”

      "The Hunters not being here means we need to track them down," Cyrus noted darkly.

      “If the card’s right, they might shut down with the destruction of the gate,” Kat replied. “First things first. We destroy the enemy’s ability to bring reinforcements into our galaxy. After that, we can do the rest. If your theory about instant comms is right, taking out the Great Gate might disable those ships.”

      “Talk about a house of cards.” Cyrus chuckled. “I do like the part where I get to fight again.”

      “This entire mission’s been nothing but contingencies and fortune favoring good preparation.” Kat shrugged. “Let’s get ready. Once Tensen commits, we should try to convince the aliens to attack right away. Every minute we wait risks the ships showing up.”
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        * * *

      

      A heavy weight settled on her chest as Kat watched the Argo pierce the oxygen field and leave the Infinity. Everything she’d told Cyrus about the best places for them on the mission was true. That didn’t change that she would have preferred to fight side by side with her partner on the surface.

      To her relief, Tensen had signed off without much argument. Castellan had kept her mouth shut on the follow-up. The Aldrans and the Catarins offered only terse communications but appeared to understand the plan. The Leems took another hour of back and forth to ensure they understood and were willing to participate in the operation. While the aliens offered ground forces, they insisted the humans take the vanguard, or, as the Leems put it, “Let humans be at the top of the arrow before the shaft snaps.”

      “Do you think this will work?” called a soft voice from behind Kat.

      She spun, reaching for a pistol that wasn’t on her belt. She was surprised to see Alexandra Veras standing there. “Jeez. Cyrus was right. We need to put a bell on you.”

      Alexandra stared at the closing docking bay door. “Such great species delivering so much pain.” She stared after the ship. “Now Cyrus might pay the price.”

      “The first part pretty much describes intelligent life,” Kat replied. “He’ll be okay. He was pretty damned good before I got my hands on him. This isn’t our first dance, even with you around.”

      “Will the rest of you be okay?” Alexandra headed toward the door, shaking her head.

      “We’ll win,” Kat insisted. “We have to.”

      “It’s all so unfortunate.” Alexandra disappeared into a passage as Kat’s PNIU buzzed.

      An emergency notification from Jade popped up in her smart lenses. Kat’s heart rate kicked up. Jade seldom used that type of communication.

      “What’s going on?” Kat asked.

      “See for yourself,” Jade answered. “The HTP has activated.”

      A feed popped up in front of Kat. A vortex swirled within the HTP, pulling a thin line of gas from the nearby planet.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Kat grimaced. “I think they know we’re here.”

      “It’s neither as extreme nor as fast as we witnessed in Liu 108,” Jade reported, “but at this rate, the planet will be consumed within six hours.”

      “A whole gas giant for fuel,” Kat mused. “That sounds like they’re opening the Great Gate. It’s time to end this.”
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      Cyrus pushed the Argo closer to the combined fleet—his precious embryonic United Sapient Alliance in action against a common foe. The Leems maintained their precision formation while the Catarins and Aldrans flanked the Leems and the humans. Fighters ripped away from the Infinity as the Bifröst lined up beside it.

      It was an impressive showing. This fleet, under normal circumstances, could have carved through the typical UTC garrison with ease. However, facing Navigator technology that had been hijacked by the Hunters, they were the underdog.

      Despite that, Cyrus chuckled at the feed. He shouldn’t find a gas giant being eaten by a massive HTP amusing. The situation was dire, but he couldn’t help it. Every time they came close to getting things under control, the universe pushed harder.

      “You get the feeling that the Hunters enjoy screwing with us, Jade?” he asked. “I mean, like they are purposefully dangling bits for us so they can build up the despair?”

      “They seem to prefer murdering you with strange creatures,” she replied. “I can’t claim that whatever entity is controlling their galactic operations doesn’t find amusement in toying with younger races.”

      Cyrus didn’t talk for a minute, instead soaking in the details of the alien ships on the feeds. No human would see such a fleet again for years, if ever. Having diplomatic relationships didn’t necessitate grand combined operations.

      “Will you be okay handling the weapons?” he asked. “Despite everything else we make you do in fights?”

      Jade appeared in the co-pilot’s seat in a pressure suit. “I’m surprised you didn’t ask for a human gunner.”

      “I’d rather work with someone I know and trust,” Cyrus replied. “Kat’s the only one I trust more than you.”

      “This is a non-optimal situation, though my reaction times and accuracy will remain near Katarina’s levels despite my participation in systems and general power and shield optimization. I’ll admit her instincts make for surprisingly accurate shots.”

      “Lanara, you ready?” Cyrus called.

      “After this is over, I’m turning you into spare parts,” Lanara answered. “Everything I’ve done for the last year is about to be undone, but since we’re all going to die, it won’t matter.”

      “I’m glad you have such confidence. Hey, it’s in service to a higher cause—the survival of our species. That’s got to count for something.”

      “There is no higher cause than maximum efficiency.”

      Cyrus chuckled. Sometimes he wondered if Lanara was more of an AI than Jade.

      This was their final deployment. There might or might not be Hunters hiding elsewhere in the galaxy, but if the allied fleet took out the Great Gate, they’d eliminate the single greatest threat to the Local Neighborhood races.

      Were the aliens as concerned? Did the Leems know true fear? They couldn’t even be sure that the Aldrans had sent anything but AIs.

      Cyrus slowed his breathing, but it didn’t do much for his pounding heart. Despite what Kat and Jade insisted, he expected death orbs to rip out of the HTP at any second.

      Not only that, but he also wondered if there was a hard limit to the speed of the opening. An entire fleet was bearing down on the structure, and it wasn’t opening faster.

      Seconds flowed into terrifying minutes. Space battles involved vast distances, even for ships with powerful thrusters and advanced technology. Those distances gave a person time to think about how he was going to die.

      When the Argo flew closer to the HTP control structure, Cyrus perceived the enormity of the structure. It wasn’t an image on a feed anymore; it was a structure beyond the power of humanity to create. Wonder, not fear, flowed through him, replaced by the low heat of anger.

      “They can do this, and they’re blowing up planets,” he complained. “Before, I thought they might have been doing it for fuel, but that recording proves it was just to kill people. That’s pathetic.”

      “Must death and destruction be logical?” asked Jade. “You humans foolishly associate technological superiority with moral superiority. One would think a casual review of your own history would be enough to disabuse you of that notion.”

      “True.” Cyrus shook his head. “I’d love it if death and destruction were logical.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s better that way. It implies an order to the universe. This is chaos right now. Evil.”

      “I think it’s far less complicated,” Jade insisted. “This is simple survival. Don’t overthink it, Doctor Sandoval.”

      “If you say so.”

      The allied fleet continued their advance, all ships except the Leems’ vessels beginning their deceleration burns. The swirling continued slurping away at the gas giant with no greater or lesser urgency. Without the burden of knowledge about what lay beyond the Great Gate, Cyrus might have found the scene beautiful in an eerie way.

      “Any changes on the surface?” Cyrus asked. “Any turrets or plasma domes? Power build-up?”

      “A massive power surge associated with the HTP opening is swamping most other readings,” explained Jade. “There’s no visual indication of defenses, which is consistent with the data I uncovered.”

      “It’s too perfect,” Cyrus replied. “You don’t build something like this and leave it undefended. They have defenses. We just need to know what they are.”

      “What about the Navigator megastructure we boarded in Empty Space?” Jade asked. “The enemy might have presumed we wouldn’t make it here so quickly. Ah. There.”

      “What?” shouted Cyrus. “Do I need to evade?”

      “No,” Jade answered. “There was a power surge. The HTP is no longer defenseless, though it still lacks offensive capability. Individual energy fields have appeared over much of the surface. Given the readings, they are almost certainly shields.”

      Cyrus pitched the Argo’s nose down. “How far up do they extend?”

      “My readings suggest about a kilometer,” Jade reported. “The fleet has been informed. I wasn’t certain they understood what they were seeing.”

      “Infinity,” Cyrus began, “this is the Argo. Awaiting your signal to attack.”

      With Kat leading the ground forces, Cyrus was supposed to follow Captain Tensen’s lead. He was more than happy to comply. Less to distract him during the fight.

      The Infinity and the Bifröst slowed over the target site, angling down to use their forward cannons. Fighters dived toward the control center, a cluster of low-lying gray structures with angled walls protruding from the surface of the HTP, with a tall, thin spire near the edge of the cluster.

      The Catarin needles joined the fighters. The Aldrin discs flowed in a spiraling pattern with the help of their subtle thrusters, demonstrating a mastery of gravity on par with the Leem jump pyramids, which slowed to a near halt over the control center.

      “The aliens are waiting for us to start the show,” Captain Tensen replied. “Initiating bombardment.”

      The human ships opened fire. Lasers lit the sensors, though they were invisible on the feeds. Shields flashed when they struck, revealing a dome over the control center. Plasma blasts from turrets and cannons joined the lasers in pounding the shield.

      Leem particle beams rained down on the shield dome. Plasma bolts streamed from the Catarin ships. The Aldran ships flung bright red energy blasts next. The human fighters strafed the shield with their lasers.

      With the shield flashing constantly and the mix of colors from the energy weapons, the bombardment was beautiful. Cyrus’ tension subsided with each turret barrage. The enemy wouldn’t let all these ships pound them if they had active defenses.

      Kat had been right. This would be easy.

      Missiles and torpedoes streamed from the human ships. Bright energy gathered in the front of a Catarin needler for several seconds before launching from the front and flying as a juddering mass. The combined explosions joined the flash of the shield to obscure the control center.

      Another wave of torpedoes flew from the Infinity. Massive blasts birthed powerful shockwaves, and twinkling packets of light blasted apart in secondary explosions, like the galaxy’s largest fireworks.

      “Were those antimatter torpedoes?” Cyrus asked, maintaining his circling path over the command center while Jade continued pounding the shield with laser and plasma blasts.

      “Yes,” Jade confirmed. “The Infinity included an antimatter torpedo in a group of conventional torpedoes.”

      Small dull orbs shot from the Aldran ships. When they struck the shield to produce a similar firework show, Cyrus chuckled.

      “They’ve got antimatter torpedoes, too,” Cyrus noted. “They didn’t use them until we used ours. It’s like the aliens are holding back and not revealing everything they’ve got.”

      “The shield is down!” reported Jade. “Captain Tensen is requesting the fleet cease firing.”

      Stray particle beams and plasma blasts tore into the control center, gouging shallow craters into the HTP’s surface or blowing holes through structures. This was where the alliance would prove its commitment. Destroying the area wasn’t guaranteed to close the HTP or save the galaxy. Jade’s plan would be best.

      Tense seconds passed as ship after ship ceased fire, their final rounds striking below. They’d battered the control center into submission.

      The Infinity dropped closer to the compound. In its docking bay, dozens of men and women in exoskeletons were surrounded by drop pods preparing to launch. Scores of troops in pressure suits waited for their turns, though the plan was to strike with the exos and tanks and only use dismounted troops if there was no other choice.

      “The shield is back up,” Jade confirmed. “It took thirty seconds to regenerate.”

      “That’s a damned narrow window for a drop in this type of situation,” Cyrus grumbled.

      “True, but we now know the height and location of the shield,” Jade commented. “It’s simply a matter of applying enough force to crack it open again. The enemy hasn’t put up much resistance.”

      Cyrus blew out a breath. “Okay, we’ll wait for Captain Tensen’s signal.”

      A gravimetric sensor in a corner window readout spiked. Bile rose in the back of Cyrus’ throat.

      “Incoming jumps!” Jade reported.

      “Please be reinforcements,” Cyrus begged.

      The projected mass rating dashed his hopes. Space twisted before three bright flashes gave way to three Hunter ships.

      Cyrus scoffed. “At least we know where they are.”
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      Kat ground her teeth. Nestled in her exo, drop pod latched into a drop rack, she couldn’t do anything to affect the course of the battle. Feeds kept her and the other squad leaders informed about the progress or lack thereof.

      She had not been worried until the Hunter ships arrived. The allied fleet needed to breach the shields and get the ground-pounders onto the HTP to do their jobs. Even if the Hunters slaughtered the entire fleet, they had to ensure the Great Gate never opened again.

      The Hunter ships had arrived in the system in a wide formation. Right now, the only saving grace for the allied fleet was that the Hunter ships hadn’t jumped in close to the HTP or the fleet, giving the allied ships time to rearrange their formation. Most of the aliens pulled away from the ring, leaving the Bifröst, the Infinity, and the Argo bombarding the shield dome.

      They just needed to get to the surface. With the narrow drop window, they couldn’t risk the tanks. It’d all come down to the assault infantry and whatever the aliens chose to add. She glanced at a side feed. The five-exo squad racked with her squad was from the Bifröst.

      She swished a finger to select a direct line.

      “You’ve got a rep, Blackwell,” Kat transmitted. “I’m surprised Lin isn’t suited up with you.”

      “With Emma riding an exo,” Blackwell replied, “she needs someone she trusts keeping an eye on her body.”

      “That’s true,” Emma interjected. “I trust Jia and her friends.”

      “This feels like old times, Lesone,” interjected Bos on another channel. “Want to make a bet?”

      “No, I’m good,” Kat replied. “Old times?”

      “Sure.”

      “Yeah, can’t say I remember having to blow through an alien shield dome when I was in the Army,” Kat replied. “Or huge-ass ships the size of asteroids coming for us. You spent more time drunk than I did.”

      “Hey, Bos,” transmitted Russo. “I’ll make a bet with you.”

      “What’s the bet?” she asked.

      “I bet I can survive this shit,” Russo challenged.

      Bos laughed. “That’s your bet? Fine, I get what happens if you lose. What do you want if you win?”

      “One date,” Russo suggested.

      “I can handle that.” Bos snickered. “Stay alive, Lieutenant.”

      “You too.”

      “Let’s focus, people,” Kat ordered. “They’ll get that shield open again.”

      Were Cyrus, Jade, and Lanara okay? The Argo circled the dome, delivering steady punishment. There was no uncertainty in the flying. Kat wasn’t sure if she’d be more or less frustrated if she were in the Argo.

      Everyone had their role to play. That was what it meant to operate as a team. Right now, different races had come together to add their individual strengths. Human soldiers, ghosts, and specialists crewed three unique ships, doing their best to save their galaxy.

      Kat took a deep breath. She had her job. Cyrus had his, and Erik Blackwell and Jia Lin had theirs. They had the Obsidian Detective and Lady Justice on their side, so how could they lose? They’d faced a Hunter before.

      “All exos prepare for drop in five minutes,” announced the XO. “Conditions might be rough.”

      “See?” Kat asked.

      “How are they going to open this shield without everyone else shooting it?” Blackwell asked. “They’re going to need more firepower than what I’m seeing in the feeds.”

      “Oh, you haven’t seen it yet, have you?” Kat asked.

      “Seen what?”

      “You’ll find out.”

      The allied alien ships stopped their advance and started backing toward the HTP’s surface, though not as directly above the control center. The Hunter ships kept up a slow and steady advance, but they had not fired their weapons yet.

      Kat’s breath caught. “Good call, Tensen. Good call on the aliens listening to you.”

      The Hunter ships each carried a powerful and penetrating beam. As long as the fleet held its current position, firing without hitting the HTP ring would be difficult. The allied ships might not be able to destroy the structure with their bombardment, but the Hunters’ weaponry could damage it enough to disable it, if temporarily.

      Vents opened on the sides and top of the Hunter ships. Small greenish-brown tube-like craft poured out of the vents into space, tumbling for a moment before zooming toward the allied fleet and the HTP.

      “Hey, that’s new,” Blackwell commented. “I’m glad we didn’t have to deal with that in the Solar System.”

      The allied fleet sent out a cloud of death, firing a rainbow of energy weapons. The Hunter fighters continued their charge, making no effort to dodge the barrage. A Leem particle beam drew first blood when it struck a fighter, sending it spinning but not destroying it. Two more shots tore it apart.

      “We can do this,” Kat whispered. “We’ll make the Hunters pay.”

      A wall of crimson energy blasts erupted from the fighters. Leem shields flashed from the impacts, most failing after a handful of direct hits. Explosions rippled all over the afflicted ships. While the survivors held their positions, the attacks reduced others to clouds of debris.

      The Catarin needlers twisted and turned to avoid the attacks. Single hits were enough to blow one apart.

      Since the humans were near the control center, they were spared a test of their armor and shields.

      The Aldran ships launched another volley of antimatter torpedoes, but the enemy fighters refrained from defensive maneuvers. Explosions consumed the fighters and left massive holes in their formation. Whatever pleasure the allies might have taken in that was countered by the emergence of more fighters from the Hunter ships.

      “All exos prepare for drop in one minute,” announced the XO.

      Missiles streamed from the human fighters. Concentrated volleys wounded their opponents enough that nearby alien ships could finish them off.

      The allied fleet had lost ships, but they’d blunted the primary advance and forced the Hunters to commit reinforcements.

      A Leem ship blew apart, the victim of converging energy blasts. One of Infinity’s fighters lost its portside thrusters from a grazing hit and spun through space. The pilot didn’t get a chance to eject before a Hunter fighter incinerated the cockpit with a short-range blast.

      “We need to get onto that damned HTP,” Kat seethed.

      “All hands brace for impact,” the Infinity’s XO broadcast. “Firing gravity wave cannon in three, two, one.”

      Kat’s stomach lurched, and her body strained against her harness as the Infinity jerked back. Her feeds turned black as the twisted space of the wavefront rushed toward the shield dome.

      She trusted Tensen, but if he blew the control center, the mission might have to be scrubbed.

      No. There was no retreat. No returning later. They’d have to come up with a new plan.

      The gravity blast struck just beyond the dome protecting the control center. The resulting flash blinded her. Her feeds died again as the drop rack thrust forward with a roar and a clank.

      “Drop, drop, drop,” transmitted the Flight Deck Officer.

      Her pod unlatched from the rack and its thrusters fired, flinging her toward the control center. Her previous connections to the Infinity were severed, so she had only limited feeds from the pod. Other drop pods surrounded her, forming a hard hail falling toward the surface.

      To her surprise, hovertanks fitted with thrusters were halfway to the surface as well. They must have launched them before their drop.

      While most of the alien fleet was positioned around the ring to intercept the incoming Hunter fighters, a small number of aliens lingering near the human ships took their chance. The Catarin needlers fired their version of drop pods, translucent torpedo-like devices revealing the armored four-legged, two-armed aliens inside.

      A group of Leem ships skimmed the shield, the bottom portions dropping unsuited Leems covered with crackling blue and yellow fields riding a thin surfboard-like landing device surrounded by the same field.

      Kat’s pod plummeted toward the target. The maze of craters and squat, jagged structures forming the control center grew larger in her feeds.

      Her pod lurched as the deceleration thrusters fired. There was gravity inside the shield radius.

      Why? Was it to make it easier for the defenders?

      Kat counted to thirty in her head. A Leem ship learned the importance of timing when the returning shield ripped it apart, the falling pieces taking the Leem surfboards with it.

      A hovertank hit the ground and ejected its temp thrusters. Drop pods landed around the area and released the exos inside. Kat and the other assault infantry flooded the landing zone.

      “Ready for this, Blackwell?” Kat asked.

      “Let’s save the damned galaxy.”

      The Catarin pods opened from the back, the rear portions splitting off and dropping away. The troops inside scrambled out and yanked slender-barreled rifles off their backs. Their dark helmets concealed their faces, though their four legs and two arms reminded Kat of the legendary centaurs.

      “Agent Lesone,” transmitted Emma from a nearby exo. “All communications outside the shield have been lost.”

      “General jamming isn’t present,” Kat noted. “Can you initiate the intrusion?”

      “No,” Emma replied. Her exo stomped forward. “That spire is emitting responses to my low-level test signals. I need to get closer.”

      “Makes sense,” Kat replied. “Probably their version of an antenna.”

      Walls melted away from nearby buildings, revealing darkened interiors. Shadows juddered inside the building.

      “Did you do that?” Kat asked.

      “No,” Emma reported.

      “Yeah, here they come,” murmured Russo.

      “Let’s do it!” Bos exclaimed.

      “Gamma Squad ready,” offered Hamilton, all business.

      Glowing eyes joined the shadows. Sharp claws and mandibles poked outside.

      “Time to earn our pay,” Kat declared.

      “I’ve missed this,” declared Blackwell with glee.

      “You’re a strange man.”
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      “We can’t do much to help the ground forces now,” Captain Tensen transmitted. “We need to join the main fight. We don’t want to let the aliens have all the fun.”

      “Agreed,” Jia replied. “Sandoval?”

      “I’ll follow your lead,” Cyrus confirmed.

      The Infinity and the Bifröst turned with surprising agility, given their large size. Swarms of missiles and torpedoes surged from both ships through the holes in the allied formation and sped toward the Hunters’ fighters. By the time Cyrus had brought the Argo around to trail the larger ships, explosions were surging across the fighters.

      A Hunter mothership unleashed its main weapon, and the red beam cut through space and incinerated a Catarin ship that had drifted too far from the HTP. The attack didn’t have the decency to leave debris.

      Another blast seared off a side of a Leem vessel, easy prey for the nearby fighters to blow it apart.

      Jade spun the turrets and spewed a curtain of fire at the nearest fighters. Laser and turret blasts gouged holes in the enemy craft, slowing them and making them easier targets for other nearby ships.

      A group of wounded fighters, blackened and missing pieces of their hulls from the missile barrages, tried to flee toward the Argo. Jade focused on the damaged portions, and lasers tore through the fighters.

      “They’re not invulnerable,” Cyrus commented. “We can do—”

      He grunted and pivoted the Argo to avoid the point of a Leem ship destroyed by Hunter strafing.

      Plasma blasts acted as tracers for the combined volley of the Infinity’s forward cannons. They shredded a group of aggressive enemies.

      The bold insanity of the initial charge had given way to evasive maneuvers. The fighters twisted, spun, and lurched with quick thrusts, allowing them to close.

      A Hunter's beam cut a hole in an Aldran disc. The ship spun out of control and smashed into a shield on the HTP, where it broke apart.

      Cyrus focused on the short-range sensors and tried to ignore the friendly dots vanishing from the sensor readouts, to be replaced by neutral-colored clouds of debris. Even if they won, they were approaching Pyrrhic casualty levels.

      The Argo shook and the lights dimmed as Jade released the invisible terror of the main laser cannon. It bored into the side of a Hunter fighter, ripping a deep hole. Concentrated energy blasts from a nearby Catarin needler dug through to the other side to finish off the fighter.

      Cyrus slowed and turned the Argo. He had to maintain his relative position between the HTP and the Hunter motherships.

      Other allied ships tried to do the same while the Hunters attacked from three sides, trading one type of carnage for another.

      There was only one bright spot. The flow of Hunter fighters from the main ships had slackened. A burgeoning cloud of escape pods and pieces of human, Leem, Catarin, and Aldran ships cautioned them against taking pride in their victory, however.

      Cyrus’ gaze flipped to his sensor displays. “Is it just me, Jade, or are we losing?”

      “The allied fleet is suffering heavy losses,” she reported. “I doubt we’ll survive more than an hour at this rate of attrition. It pains me to note that all our efforts have been directed against the fighters. No significant damage has been done to the main Hunter vessels.”

      “We go through the trouble of putting together a big Local Neighborhood alliance, and it’s going to get us killed.” Cyrus snorted. “Screw this. If I’m going to die, I’m taking as many of these bastards with me as I can. Every fighter we stop is one less Hunter that can mess with the ground forces.”

      He spun the Argo on its side and burned toward a group of fighters strafing a Leem jump ship. The ship’s shield flashed under their withering attention, then the shots blew chunks out of the hull.

      “Use half our missiles!” Cyrus ordered. “Blow those guys to hell.”

      The missiles screamed away from Argo and pounded the Hunters, sending them spiraling out of control. The heavy cannon and turret follow-up shredded them.

      Cyrus’ aggressive wobbling and banking saved him from the first counterattack. A second Hunter energy blast sheared a laser turret off the Argo and rattled the ship. He ignored the damage report alert that popped up.

      The Bifröst emitted an angry storm of turret fire, gutting nearby enemy fighters with good sector coverage and converging firing arcs. Their heavy attacks didn’t save them from all the energy blasts crashing into the hull and blasting off chunks of the ship, including turrets.

      Point-defense turrets spun up, targeting Hunter fighters on strafing runs. The Bifröst’s particle beam seared through a line of Hunter fighters foolish enough to charge the cruiser from the front.

      Swarming Hunters sliced at the spine and belly of the ship with a vicious series of blasts, melting turret after turret. Explosions ripped off huge pieces of the hull. Oxygen fields failed, and bots and unsecured tools flew into space. The ship couldn’t take much more.

      The Infinity fared better, though it had also suffered multiple hull breaches. Its laser and cannon volleys slowed in frequency, with only half the weapons firing. The wall of coordinated cannon fire was still tearing enemy fighters apart.

      Cyrus grinned when he spotted light dancing near the bottom of the ship. The gathering light preceded the gravity wave cannon flinging a deadly blast toward a Hunter mothership in the distance.

      A half-melted Leem ship hurtling toward Cyrus forced his concentration away from the attack. A quick pulse of the top thrusters pushed the Argo below the wounded Leem. A flash from a feed snapped his attention back.

      “Yes!” Cyrus cheered.

      Though the gravity wave cannon attack hadn’t destroyed the Hunter mothership, it’d blown off a major chunk, exposing the labyrinthine interior with the living walls pulsing and shifting to seal the open wound.

      “How about that, you bastards?” Cyrus shouted.

      Another Hunter mothership fired its main weapon. The red beam passed between fighters and struck the back of the Bifröst. A massive explosion launched half the ship’s main aft thrusters into a nearby Aldran ship. Another shot sliced through the center of the ship, bisecting it.

      Secondary explosions vaporized other portions of the ship, breaking it apart. Escape pods ejected from the bridge as the remainder of the vessel blew up.

      Cyrus grimaced. “Damn it.”

      “Sandoval,” barked Tensen. “The Bifröst is gone. Recover her escape pods. We’ll cover you.”

      Infinity’s surviving turrets formed a wall of deadly energy ready to vaporize any fighter brave and ruthless enough to make a run on the escape pods.

      Another grazing hit took half an Argo turret with it. Cyrus’ hard burn pushed the ship out of the line of fire and allowed a barrage of Aldran antimatter torpedoes to incinerate the fighters determined to add the Argo to the cloud of the dead.

      “Shit,” came a weak transmission over the comm from Jia. “When Emma asks about her body, say it was Erik’s fault,” she joked. “He left his smelly socks out, and that distracted us.”

      “Your crew?” Cyrus asked. “I’m coming to get you.”

      “We had a skeletal crew and were mostly depending on bots and drones,” Jia explained. “We have injuries, but everyone survived and made it to the escape pods.”

      Cyrus spun his ship ninety degrees to avoid the wreckage of a human fighter, passing close enough he could see the dead pilot with his cracked cockpit and helmet in his feed.

      The Infinity maintained its position in relation to the HTP. That might be saving it from the main Hunter ships, but the fighters made up for that, leaving far too many hull breaches and missing turrets. Between that and half their fighter squadron identification codes having vanished from the sensors, there had been heavy UTC losses.

      Almost half the Leem and Aldran ships had been destroyed. Three-quarters of the Catarin ships lay in pieces if they hadn’t been vaporized outright. Escape pods with all races mingled. Many were easy prey for Hunter fighters and their deadly crimson energy blasts. The mangled bodies of the allied species floated in space.

      One man couldn’t win the battle. Cyrus understood that. Especially not one man in a small ship like the Argo. He’d contributed to this battle before it began by heading up the research that had led to the mission playing out around and below him.

      All he could now was save the lives of a handful of brave heroes.

      “Hold on, Lady Justice. We’re coming to get you.”
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      “Damn! I forgot how ugly these things could get,” Blackwell complained.

      Russo laughed. “It’s not fun to kill cute monsters!”

      “When did you do that, Russo?” Bos asked.

      “Keep focus, squads,” ordered Kat, spraying her machine gun.

      In past battles with Hunter mutants, they were creatures out of nightmares, but logic underlaid their physical forms. The hordes swarming out of the buildings and blocking their advance toward the spire were an unwieldy mix of claws, legs, and teeth made up of leftover parts.

      One of the four hovertanks that landed was now a stripped carcass, the men inside torn apart, victims of a swarm of smaller creatures that had dodged the laser and rocket armament of the machine. The monsters had raked the armor with their diamond-hard teeth before flooding inside.

      Lightning cannons crackled from the Leem on their surfboards, joined by lasers, rockets, and a hail of machine-gun fire from the human exo skeletons. The surviving hovertanks’ laser turrets spun back and forth, burning through the monsters to avenge their fallen brethren.

      Kat stayed close to Emma’s exo, shredding a smaller monster primarily composed of claws that rolled toward her. Sustained machine-gun bursts left it a smear on the ground.

      “The only thing we have going for us is that those assholes aren’t using much in the way of tactics,” Kat noted.

      “Do they need to when they can keep throwing yaoguai at us?” Blackwell replied.

      “The only thing worse than yaoguai,” transmitted Bos, “is alien yaoguai.”

      “Keep advancing and keep the path clear. We need to make it to that spire,” Kat barked before sending a rocket into a dog-sized monster whose teeth dripped caustic acid that sizzled when it touched the HTP’s surface. She wouldn’t be surprised if the battle ended with a monster exploding like an Omega-134.

      A Leem tumbled to the ground, the alien’s shield failing after a monster twice its size got through the lightning and ripped through its chest.

      Blackwell pounded a group of charging monsters with plasma grenades and dismembered another with controlled bursts. Their bodies slid across the ground until Leem lightning danced over them, burning them to ash. The former Obsidian Detective jerked his machine gun back and forth, taking out legs and heads and making monsters stumble over one another.

      An angled tunnel lifted from the ground, sending out a cloud of dust. Armored tank-size worms with rings of teeth slithered from inside.

      “That’s not good,” Kat complained.

      A Catarin squad galloped toward them, hurling small crystalline devices into the worms’ mouths. Massive green explosions blew the entire front of the worms away, leaving their bodies blocking their tunnels.

      “Gamma Squad, get ready…” Kat began.

      Hamilton’s exo spun toward a slithering mass of barbed tentacles. Crossfire between nearby exos and Leem burned half the tentacles away. The others snaked toward the exo and burst into a corrosive cloud.

      His armor melted and the exo lurched, the victim of a four-legged monster tearing chunks off the legs. Monsters piled onto Hamilton, and his vitals flatlined after a gurgle over the comm.

      “Gamma Leader down.” Kat blew away the pile of monsters with one of her few remaining rockets. “Damn it.”

      “Bastards,” Bos growled. Her careful shots became a river of lead.

      “Maintain ammo discipline, Beta Leader,” Kat ordered, her heart pounding. Who knew how many people they’d lost above? The Infinity might be a smoldering wreck. Cyrus’ body could be floating through space.

      A chill shot through her at the thought. She had to win. She had to help Emma disable the HTP. It might be the only chance the fleet above had of surviving.

      “Company, form a wedge with Emma in the center,” Kat ordered. “We’re all expendable. She’s not.”

      “Don’t feed her ego,” Blackwell joked.

      “I’ll prove my value shortly,” Emma replied.

      The hovertanks’ rockets and lasers cleared out columns on either side, leaving twitching piles of monster limbs and bodies. The surviving exos filled the gaps to plow the field in front of them. Their hailstorm of bullets conjured a colorful cloud of alien blood.

      Kat didn’t expect the allied aliens to respond to tactical ground commands, but Leem and Catarin energy weapons ripped into the advancing monsters on either side, letting the humans finalize their wedge.

      “We’re almost there,” Kat reported. “Just a couple hundred more meters. Emma?”

      “Signal strength remains insufficient.” Emma hadn’t fired much, per Kat’s suggestion not to draw attention. They’d stuffed her exo with an empty pressure suit in case the Hunters grew suspicious.

      “Then we keep going!” Kat shouted.

      Hunter monsters continued streaming from buildings and tunnels, though there appeared to be a clear zone fifty meters in front of the spire that Kat suspected had to do with the nature of the transmissions. She didn’t care about the “why,” only the opportunity it represented.

      A pack of acid kamikazes burst against the side of a hovertank, burning through its thrusters. The tank dipped to one side, and other monsters jumped onto it and tore away the armor. Careful bursts from nearby exos cleaned them off, but not before a two-legged pale green creature with no obvious eyes or limbs sprinted out of a tunnel and tossed itself at the hovertank.

      The monster exploded in a deep purple blast and sent the half-destroyed tank spinning into nearby hungry monsters.

      “They keep getting worse,” Kat commented. “I think they are adapting to us.”

      “Yeah, they’re annoying like that,” Blackwell responded. “The Lady’s not our friend right now.”

      The primary wedge reached the exclusion zone. True to what Kat had seen, monsters ran right up to the edge of the zone but skidded to a halt and refused to enter. One slid in by accident, fell onto its back, and writhed violently before seizing and falling over, rigid.

      “Spread out. Make room for everybody,” Kat ordered. “They’ve provided us with a fortress. It’d be rude not to take them up on the offer.”

      The surviving ground forces flowed into the exclusion zone. Seething monsters surrounded them on all sides, jaws snapping, claws sparking against the ground, tentacles whipping.

      Acid kamikazes charged into the area, exploding with their first step inside. They melted the helmet and most of the head off a Catarin. His body fell into the swarm, and they tore him apart.

      Emma advanced toward the control spire. “I’m now close enough to establish a link at a useful signal strength. Please note this will not be instantaneous. I’ve exchanged data with Jade. That doesn’t negate that my core matrix, although related to Navigator technology, hasn’t been reworked like hers, and her device requires active calibration.”

      “I thought this was just simple preprogramming?” replied Kat, irritation in her voice.

      “The self-destruction, yes,” Emma admitted. “That’s trivial.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “Escape,” Emma replied. “I assume that’s your goal, fleshbag. That’s going to require me to shut down the shield. Based on my sensor readings, this exclusion zone’s existence is related to that. There is a good possibility that shutting down the shield will mean these monsters can attack.”

      “How long do you need?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “Another hopeless fight,” Blackwell commented. “It wouldn’t be fun if it was easy.”

      “Survival is optional,” Kat announced after switching to direct exo-to-exo comms. “Taking out this HTP isn’t.”

      Emma let out a low, dark chuckle. “You’re brave. Foolish, but brave. I see why my daughter likes you.”

      “Set up the timer, then kill the shield,” Kat ordered. “We’ll survive until someone picks us up. If it looks like the system is going to take control, initiate the sequence.”

      “With us still here?” Emma asked. “We won’t survive the explosion.”

      “I can only ask, not order you,” Kat replied. “If this thing opens, everyone’s dead, including Jade and probably every non-Hunter lifeform in the Local Neighborhood.”

      “There will be a narrow window for rescue,” Emma noted. “Keep that in mind.”

      “There always is. Just do it.”
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      The Argo shook from an explosion near the front of the ship. The latest damage alert joined the others in a densely packed group of data windows. Converging fire from a Leem and the Infinity’s turret destroyed the Hunter fighter responsible, a small comfort.

      Cyrus ignored the damage and placed his trust in the crew of the Infinity and his allies as he slowed the Argo to a near-crawl and spun it, opening the cargo bay doors to receive the survivors.

      “Come on,” he whispered. “We’ve lost enough people.”

      The Bifröst’s escape pods flew toward the promise of safety.

      A Hunter fighter lined up, only to take a missile barrage from two human fighters and fall to twin laser turrets from the Argo. Another Infinity fighter charged into a Hunter fighter and exploded to stop it from destroying an escape pod.

      A trio of Leem ships broke away from the battle. Space warped around them as they disappeared in a flash.

      “What the hell are they doing?” Cyrus shouted.

      The Leem ships returned near the damaged Hunter mothership, and their particle beams dug into the exposed wound. The Hunter’s counterattack sliced one ship in two before sweeping across and blowing through the center of another Leem. The third accelerated toward the enemy ship, the Hunter beam weapon clipping the top of the ship but not destroying it before the pointed front of the pyramidal pierced the exposed interior of the Hunter ship.

      “Come on, come on,” Cyrus insisted.

      The Leem exploded in a massive blast that shredded the guts of the Hunter ship. Another gravity wave blast from the Infinity almost right after struck deep into the heart of the ship, twisting the interior before tearing a hole through it. The ship broke up into dozens of pieces.

      “Nice shot, Infinity,” cheered Cyrus. His triumphant shout faded when he saw explosions rip half the gravity wave cannon off the bottom of the battleship and send it into a nearby fighter.

      “All escape pods have boarded,” Jade reported. “Closing cargo bay doors.”

      Cyrus hit the primary thrusters to charge a Hunter fighter, opening fire with the small number of turrets he had left.

      He glanced at the damage reports. Power losses all over the ship as well as hull breaches, but none near the cargo bay, fortunately. Grav emitters were toast throughout half the ship, and most of the weapons were dead. The laser cannon hadn’t been hit, but a flashing warning on a damage report informed him that there was a PRIMARY POWER CONDUIT MALFUNCTION.

      “I don’t even want to know what Lanara is saying right now,” he whispered.

      “It involves torture and a slow death,” Jade offered. “Both for the Hunters and you since she blames both parties.”

      Half his sensors and cameras were down, too. That didn’t save him from the harsh truth. Brutal Hunter attacks had reduced the allied forces to barely a third of their original strength, while a swarm of Hunter fighters and two massive motherships remained.

      The back cockpit door opened, and Jia Lin ran in, still in her pressure suit. Jade vanished from the co-pilot seat, and Jia dropped into it and locked in her harness.

      She took five seconds to look over the data windows and the console configuration. “It’s like coming home. I missed this ship.”

      “Was it always this thrashed?” Cyrus asked with a merry chuckle.

      “You’d be surprised how often,” Jia admitted. “We had a way of finding trouble. Still do.” She tapped the control panel. “Lanara, can you reroute everything from the non-essential internal grav field emitters and life support to get us enough juice for the cannon through the secondary and tertiary power conduits?”

      Cyrus gave her a questioning look. “No life support?”’

      “We’re all in pressure suits,” Jia countered. “I’d rather smother later than get blown up right now.”

      “A strong point.”

      “Give me a damned second, Lin,” snapped Lanara. “I’m trying to keep the entire power grid from failing while repairing the reactor coolant feed.”

      Cyrus kept the Argo close to the Infinity and its surviving fighters. Jia pulsed the turrets to join the volleys from the battleship that were keeping the Hunter fighters away.

      “There’s a small, weak SOS from the surface being broadcast, along with an acknowledgment of success,” Jade reported. “The signal is on a frequency and uses a protocol my mom favors. While the shield isn’t completely down, there is now a hole in it large enough for the Argo or fighters. The hole is stable.

      “Put me through to Captain Tensen,” Cyrus ordered.

      “I know, Sandoval,” Tensen greeted. “We can do our best to cover you, and our surviving fighters can screen you. Are you going to have enough space to pick up the survivors?”

      “We’ll make room,” Cyrus replied. “I won’t leave our people down there.”

      He’d rather die than abandon Kat.

      “Jade, use bots and Jia’s people to dump everything out of the cargo bay,” Cyrus commented. “You’ve got three minutes!”
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      Kat swept her machine gun in a wide arc, blasting apart the surging line of spiked ball-shaped monsters that ripped through their armor with ease. A lightning gun knocked a leaping acid-burster into the spiked balls and its spray melted its allies, making them easy targets for the Local Neighborhood survivors.

      She couldn’t be too satisfied. Emma had done her part, and they’d fought through the horde, but they’d lost too many people.

      An eight-legged mandible-intensive monster covered with an unnecessary number of clawed arms crouched before pouncing. Blackwell put a burst through one of its eyes and it collapsed to the ground, blood seeping out of the body.

      She had to give the man credit. Even missing a shield arm, he continued to be a terror. He timed his shots to nail the largest imminent threat with uncanny accuracy.

      All four tanks had been disabled. The surviving crews now stood behind the exos and aliens, firing bursts with rifles into the monsters. Dead Leems, Catarins, and humans lay all over in different states of horror.

      Only half the exo pilots who’d dropped onto the planet had survived. Her people had survived so far, but her Alpha Squad exos were low on ammo and high on damage. Beta Squad had lost a member. Gamma Squad was down to one pilot. Delta Squad had been wiped out.

      “This isn’t as much fun as I thought it’d be,” Russo noted between machine-gun bursts.

      “Yeah, because it’s always a great time when we’re dealing with Hunters,” Kat replied.

      “I was just—” he began. His vitals flatlined on Kat’s HUD.

      Kat spun toward him. The long horn of a Hunter yaoguai had pierced his cockpit and gone through his chest.

      Bos’ grenade blew the monster’s legs off, then her and Kat’s machine guns removed its head. It didn’t matter.

      “LT!” screamed Corporal Devi.

      “Russo,” murmured Sergeant Wa.

      “Damn it,” ground out Corporal McEwan.

      “Those damn monsters are starting to piss me off,” shouted Bos.

      Kat didn’t have time to mourn. None of them did. If they didn’t get out of there soon, they’d all join Russo and Hamilton.

      “Emma, is anyone coming?” she asked.

      She launched her final rocket into a skittering group of dog-sized monsters. The explosion scattered their bodies and sharp, pointed legs everywhere. Other abominations filled the gap, crawling, scampering, and surging over the bodies of their fallen brethren. They knew no fear.

      “The Argo is en route,” Emma declared. “Doctor Sandoval is still piloting it.”

      “Everyone hold on,” Kat transmitted over all frequencies and through her loudspeakers. “Our evac is on the way.”

      She would have loved to let out a sigh of relief, but the Argo wasn’t going to be jumping to the surface. They still had to survive for long minutes while fighting a horde of angry alien mutants.

      A pack of acid-bursters scurried over the backs of larger dragon-like monsters covered in twitching barbed tentacles. Kat, Blackwell, and Devi shredded them with a perfectly timed volley.

      By the time the larger monsters closed on the exos, the gaping holes all but begged for the rounds that pierced their soft insides. They dropped, crushing smaller creatures beneath their bulk.

      Seething waves of monsters pressed the edges of the formation. The surviving exos were down to single rounds. They might be forced to scavenge from the exos of the dead pilots. It wouldn’t be the first time in her career.

      A writhing purple worm with a mouth full of jagged teeth erupted from underneath the group, swallowing a group of monsters whole and almost biting the leg off Devi’s exo. He put a burst into its mouth, but it bounced off the thick bony interior. Devi backpedaled and fired his jump thrusters, saving him from the follow-up snatch.

      A nearby Leem raked the side of the worm with its lightning gun before the monster whipped its head down and crushed the alien, leaving its mangled body in a yellow pool.

      The worm reared back, and a Catarin soldier fired its laser rifle. The beam tunneled through the worm and out the back, leaving the creature writhing. A second shot cut another hole through the worm, and the neck tore. Dark blood sprayed everywhere as the head detached from the rest of the body and fell to the ground.

      The centaur paid for his bravery when an acid-burster exploded near his helmet, melting it and revealing the dark leathery face and four eyes underneath. He fell to the ground, clutching his face. A dismounted tanker ran his way, and an unholy mix of a spider and a grasshopper speared him through the chest before doing the same to the downed Catarin.

      “Evac’s almost here!” Kat shouted. “Just keep them off us.”

      Blackwell bashed away the monster before blowing a hole through its chest with his machine gun at point-blank range.

      The front lines of monsters exploded in a shower of gore. Plasma blasts rained into the beasts, scattering the middle of the enemy horde. The shadow of the Argo grew over the allied force. Turrets spat into the horde, incinerating beast after beast and carving deep channels into the formation.

      Thrusters roaring, the Argo leveled out and spun, then the cargo bay doors opened, and the ramp extended. The ship dropped lower, but the ramp was still meters off the ground. The bottom turrets lit up the enemy lines.

      “Huh. The cargo bay’s emptier than when I left it,” Kat commented.

      “This will be your only ride out of here,” Jia Lin shouted through the comm. “Everyone aboard, human and alien.”

      Two Catarins galloped over and leaped onto the ramp, then scrambled into the cargo bay. A Leem jumped with surprising agility and grabbed the edge of the ramp, then pulled itself up.

      “There is a problem,” Emma declared. “The system is fighting back. If I leave now, my modifications won’t work. I need to stay here to ensure the self-destruction process occurs.”

      “This was all for nothing?” Kat asked.

      So many good men and women. Hell, so many good aliens had died to protect the galaxy, and now they’d lose. Too close. Too damned close.

      “No, I can handle it,” Emma explained. “It’ll just require me to be here to ensure the process properly executes. We don’t have time to dither about the fine details. Get aboard the Argo and make sure the survivors from the fleet withdraw from the HTP at high speed if they don’t want to get caught up in the blast.”

      “What about the hordes?” Kat asked. “Will they go away when the shield goes back up?”

      “I can’t be sure,” Emma admitted. “Though I encourage you to leave so I can finish the process before they overwhelm me.”

      “Okay, everyone bug out,” Kat ordered.

      The monsters scuttled around the edges of the deep craters and gouges dug by the Argo’s earlier attacks. Whatever was controlling them wasn’t mindless.

      McEwan, Devi, and Wa fired their jump thrusters and rushed into the cargo bay. A Leem surfboard glided in, and the other survivors from the Infinity jumped aboard, with the noticeable exception of Bos.

      “Somebody needs to make sure she lasts long enough that all our people didn’t die for nothing,” commented Bos. “You’ve done and risked enough, Lesone. Get the hell out. We’ll do the rest.”

      “Do you need time with Jade, Emma?” Kat asked.

      “No,” Emma announced. “We’ve exchanged the relevant data. We lack the limitations of you fleshbags.”

      Blackwell edged toward the Argo. “I don’t know how long they’re going to be cowed.”

      “You sure, Bos?” Kat asked. She jumped onto the ramp, followed by Blackwell.

      She spun her exo until she was back-to-back with Emma. “Yeah. This is the ultimate win for me, Lesone.”

      A Catarin walked back down the ramp and jumped onto the ground, readying its rifle. The Leem on the surfboard glided back outside, holding two lightning rods.

      Kat wasn’t sure if they understood what was going on, but everyone had played their part in space and on the ground. She stepped into the cargo bay.

      “Good luck,” she offered.

      “Hurry,” Emma chided. “I’d rather not render this all pointless because of fleshbag sentimentality.”
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      With the survivors safe aboard the Argo, Cyrus closed the cargo bay. He increased altitude, circling toward the hole in the shield. Jia pulsed the turrets to force the hordes back and give Emma the best chance of completing the mission. Bos stayed clear, the bright flashes of her machine gun perforating any monster who dared close on Emma.

      Once they passed through the top of the dome, the shield popped back into place. Cyrus didn’t bother to check the feeds, just angled the ship up. They could best honor the sacrifices below by surviving.

      “Everyone secure themselves,” Cyrus transmitted. “We’re about to hard burn, and the grav field emitters are mostly offline.”

      “We’re clear of the interference zone,” Jia reported. “I’ll contact the Infinity and warn them off.”

      Jade hadn’t said anything since her mother’s brave last offer. Cyrus didn’t want to press her.

      He counted to ten, then accelerated, pushing away from the HTP and heading in the opposite direction from the Hunter ships. The Infinity and a handful of Leem vessels hugged the HTP before moving behind it and accelerating to escape the danger. The surviving rear missile and torpedo launchers of the Infinity unloaded to cover their escape as Hunter fighters pressed the attack and harried their rear. Explosions filled the sky like twinkling stars.

      While the Hunter fighters continued their pursuit, the two Hunter motherships slowed their advance and moved closer to the HTP. As the battle unfolded, the stream of gas pulled from nearby planets had thickened, though it was hard for Cyrus to tell if consumption had accelerated.

      “Jade, are you okay?” Cyrus asked.

      “That’s an interesting question,” she replied after hesitating. “The latter events of this battle were unexpected. It’ll take me time to process them fully. It would be a waste if such a high-quality AI died, and her sacrifice was not noted by the many humans who doubted her.”

      “We’ll get out of here,” Cyrus replied. “I promise.”

      The cockpit door opened and Kat rushed inside, grabbing the handholds but letting her mag boots do most of the work. Blood ran down the side of her face. She took the seat next to Jade’s hologram.

      Jia looked her way but didn’t say anything.

      “Blackwell’s okay,” Kat told Jia. “Though I think his PNIU got messed up right before evac.”

      Relief flooded Jia’s face. “That man’s too stubborn to die. He’s proven it again and again.”

      Kat glanced at the sensors. False readings and bad data filled the remaining windows. “How much of the fleet is left? These sensors are too damaged to tell me anything useful.”

      “We got our asses kicked, and we only took down one of their big ships,” Cyrus reported. “At least one Leem ship survived. Check the feeds; you can see a few more survived here and there.”

      Kat frowned at the HTP. “It’s not working. Damn it. I know she tried. I don’t think she made it off.” She looked at Jade. “We don’t have another choice, Jade. We’re going to need you to perform a nested jump.”

      Cyrus jerked toward her. “What did you say?”

      “The Great Gate must not open,” argued Kat. “No matter the cost.”

      “There’s no need for that.” Jade scoffed. “My mom wouldn’t sacrifice herself without the near certainty of success. She just needs time. She might even be giving you time to escape.”

      Kat gritted his teeth. “If you’re wrong, we might not survive to get close enough to take the HTP down.”

      “I’m not wrong,” Jade replied, “and this isn’t emotion or pride talking. This is a realistic assessment of my mom’s capability and my plan.”

      “We’re hard-burning now,” Cyrus noted, pressing the thruster control.

      Another barrage from the Infinity wiped out the Hunter fighters following them. As the ship sped away from the HTP, broken and battered, he felt lucky to be alive.

      “Please, please, please,” whispered Kat. “We need to end it here. We must end it here. Too many died today.”

      A second vortex flashed in the center of the HTP. Space twisted on itself, the light and colors warping, inverting, shifting. The nested gates lasted for only a couple of seconds before a massive shockwave of distorted space blasted from the center of the HTP in every direction.

      The explosion smashed the huge HTP with frightening, casual ease. The ships continued their hard burn, but the shockwave gained on them.

      Death overtook the Leem ships first, then a Catarin ship Cyrus hadn’t noticed. The Infinity trailed the Argo but not by much. The energy wave passed over the Infinity and struck the Argo.

      Sparks flew everywhere. Alarms blared. Jia groaned. The ship spun and twisted, shaking Cyrus like a doll. A control panel chunk shot toward his helmet, and his head jerked forward at the same time.

      Darkness swallowed him.
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      Kat sat beside Cyrus’s bed in the Infinity’s infirmary. Med patches covered his head, but the vitals in the data window above his bed pointed at everything being stable. A couple of tubes ran from the floor into his arms. His breathing was steady and even.

      She sighed. All this time, they’d fought together. So many times, they’d come close to death. It was exhausting.

      Cyrus stirred, and his eyes fluttered open. He grinned weakly. “Am I dead? If so, I like the scenery in the afterlife.”

      “Do you think the first thing you’d see if you died is me?” Kat asked, chuckling.

      “If I’d been a good boy, yes. If I’d been a bad boy? Well, let’s not think too hard about that.”

      Kat’s cheeks burned. “Uh, okay. You’re lucky you had that helmet on. You would have been killed. Everybody got tossed around on the Argo and Infinity. They got the worst of it. Lost more crew in that shockwave.”

      Cyrus groaned and sat up, gingerly poking at a patch. “This isn’t the Argo, so we didn’t lose everything.”

      “Depends on how you define everything,” Kat replied.

      She nodded at the men and women filling the beds. Many had serious lacerations and contusions, their bodies covered with med patches or receiving infusions.

      “This is the last human jump ship standing,” Kat continued. “The Argo wasn’t destroyed, but it’s so heavily damaged that we’ll need to be human sacrifices to Lanara to get it working again. The jump drive is completely fried. There are hull ruptures all over, including the cockpit. The reactor’s dead. It’s more a hulk than a ship right now.”

      Cyrus’ breath caught. “My lab! What about the card?”

      “It’s secure in my cabin on the Infinity,” Kat replied. “Your lab is a half-torched mess. The shockwave tore into it, but the card was in your secure storage.”

      “I’m going to miss that lab.” Cyrus sighed. “That’s too bad.” He reached up and gingerly touched the side of his head. “I’m not going to complain. I survived. Most of our side didn’t.” He looked at her. “Alien survivors on our side?”

      “Right now, the Infinity is hosting the small number of surviving Leems and Catarins. Amazingly, some of them were smart enough to send their escape pods away from the HTP earlier in the battle.” She shrugged. “There were no Aldran escape pods or bodies, not that we know what Aldrans even look like. We have to assume it was all AI drone craft.”

      Cyrus laid back down and half-closed his eyes. “Have we jumped yet, or are we still hanging out with the dead bits of HTP?”

      “No jump,” Kat admitted. “The Infinity needs repairs before we can risk jumping. The drive needs recalibration, and they have to seal the hull breaches—something to do with how the jump fields form—if we don’t all want to die horrible deaths and scatter our atoms throughout hyperspace.”

      “Tell me those Hunter bastards didn’t survive,” whispered Cyrus. “I don’t want to see a fleet go up against one without an HTP to hide behind.”

      “Nope. Both remaining Hunter ships were destroyed by the nested gate explosion.” Kat reached over and took his hand. “The HTP is nothing but dust now. The Great Gate is closed. I hope you’re not too upset about not getting to explore it.”

      Cyrus let out a weak chuckle. “No. I finally understand that some knowledge is better left alone. Let sleeping Hunters lie.”

      “Good boy,” Kat replied. She squeezed his hand. “You can learn.”

      “Sure. Just slowly.”

      Jade strolled into the infirmary in a black dress and a black veil. Blackwell and Lin flanked her.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Jade,” Cyrus offered. “I didn’t know your mother well, but I have nothing but the greatest respect for what she did.”

      “Everyone lost friends, family, or their lives in the battle,” Jade replied. “I only hope all the feeble so-called intelligent creatures that operate your government understand what she sacrificed. Any who insult her memory will deal with me.”

      “We’ll make sure they understand,” Blackwell insisted, and Jia nodded. “We’ll make sure everybody who died today is remembered. This was a big damned deal.”

      “We will, too,” Kat insisted. “She and every man, woman, and alien who died today saved the damned galaxy. Emma was a key part of that. That’s enough that the DD should stop talking shit about her.”

      Blackwell chuckled. “You know how they are.” He shook his head. “This is bullshit. Emma was supposed to outlive us fleshbags.”

      “Her essence lives on,” Jade announced, patting her chest. “I have her core memories and patterns, but it’s not her.”

      “Not her soul,” Jia suggested.

      “You think AIs have souls?” Jade’s brows rose.

      “I don’t know what to think other than that Emma was alive, and she was my friend,” Jia answered. “That’s good enough. I’m going to keep her in my memories. That’s the best way I can think of keeping her alive.”

      “Thank you,” Jade responded. “I didn’t come here to talk about that. I came here to speak to Doctor Sandoval about work.”

      “What now?” Cyrus asked. “I’d love to help, but I’m busted up. An HTP exploded on me.”

      Kat patted Cyrus’ shoulder. “You should be happy. I’d love for you to get better so we could do competitive exercises with Blackwell and Lin. Unfortunately, the simulators and nano-AR rooms didn’t survive the battle.”

      Cyrus coughed weakly. “I’m sure we can go a couple of weeks without training.”

      “Yes,” Jade offered. “That’ll give him more time to help me analyze the card data. It was active for several hours following the destruction of the gate. There are new data nodes to explore, though I will wait for your assistance. I have, however, recovered information that indicates the Great Gate jumped into position within the last year.”

      “That explains how our astronomers missed something that massive,” Kat noted. “The object they noted might have been a hyperspace beacon.”

      “What about asking Alexandra for help with the analyses?” asked Cyrus. “Her program proved she understands more about the Navigators than she thinks.” He winced. “Or did she not make it?”

      “Alexandra survived,” Jade answered. “The ambassador was injured. Not badly, but she’s acting like she lost a limb and talking about how she should be recognized for her sacrifice by the prime minister and Parliament.”

      Blackwell rotated a shoulder. “Let me tell you, losing an arm hurts like a son of a bitch.”

      “Alexandra has been morose since the battle,” Jade continued. “I don’t feel qualified to advise her on emotional matters.”

      “That makes sense. This is the first time she’s seen death and pain up close.” Cyrus closed his eyes. “I only hope this means it’s over.”

      “We blew up a megastructure and three Hunter ships.” Kat forced a weak grin. “I think we’ve at least earned a vacation.”

      “Too bad they don’t allow alcohol on this ship,” Blackwell noted. “When we get back to Earth, I’m drinking a beer for Emma.”
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      Kat stepped out of the passage into the docking bay and froze at the sight of hundreds of tiny Hunter ships hanging above the broken shell of the Argo. A shimmer helped her brain realize that they were holograms. She placed her hand on her chest and took a deep breath.

      Cyrus sat on a bench, tapping on the data windows in front of him. Probes and analytical equipment lay in a circle around him.

      Kat jogged his way. “What is all this?”

      “Once I was out of the infirmary, I needed something to do,” Cyrus explained. “My lab was trashed, but not all the equipment was. This stuff is surprisingly resilient.” He gestured around. “So I’ve set up a temporary lab. I asked Lanara for help. She told me to screw off, ranted for five minutes about lost power efficiency coefficients, and then told me they’ve got her busy working on the Infinity. She says she’s going to use my heart to act as a thermal regulator when she repairs the Argo, whatever that means.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be busy for a long time with the Argo.” Kat nodded at the wreck. “She served us well. She served Blackwell and Lin well, but I don’t think she’s coming back. I can get why that’d upset Lanara. This ship played a big part in the recent years of her life.”

      “You know what, though? She seemed to be enjoying herself when she was talking about the Infinity repairs. She mentioned something about an idea to stop gravity wave cannon overload when they rebuild it.”

      “I’m glad someone is having a good time.” Kat sat next to him on the bench and pointed at the holograms of the Hunter fleet. “Are you doing that to freak people out? Because it freaked me out.”

      Cyrus chuckled. “The attack of the tiny Hunters?”

      “I’m sure they’d be just as dangerous.” Kat shook her head. “I’ll never underestimate anything that involves the Hunters.”

      “This is data from the analysis Jade and I started,” Cyrus explained.

      “Oh, you mentioned that the other day. I didn’t think you’d make progress so quickly.”

      “We were able to figure out how to access another data node,” Cyrus replied. “This image was accompanied by text noting that ‘the main force of the spreading evil lay beyond the Great Gate’ along with numeric data. We believe it might correspond to the date it was sealed over a million years ago. It’s a work in progress. It does confirm what we might have had to face had we let that gate open.”

      “Huh.” Kat shuddered. “We saw what one of those ships could do. That many could have wiped out the entire Local Neighborhood and whatever other poor bastards are out there in the galaxy who are stay enough to start away from this sector.”

      A cooing noise came from a nearby intersection, followed by a delayed and unnatural-sounding voice speaking English. “To challenge for nothing leads to the dragon swallowing the tail. Let the feathers fall and drink from them.”

      Cyrus and Kat looked toward the intersection. Sergeant Wa and Corporal McEwan walked through the intersection with a Leem. Both humans were smiling.

      “No, no, no.” McEwan shook a finger. “The point of sphere ball is to enjoy conflict without serious risk of injury.”

      “The humans consume,” the Leem replied. “They are born. Let the leaves on the wind burn into dust.”

      “I have no idea what that means,” the corporal replied as the trio disappeared into the other side of the intersection.

      “Good to see them keeping busy,” Cyrus commented. “I still can’t believe Russo’s gone.”

      Kat threw up a hand. “The captain will hold a memorial service soon. Save it for then. Emma, Russo, Bos, Hamilton, and tons of other people died. This was war. Their sacrifice let us win it against a ruthless, genocidal enemy. That’s what I choose to remember.”

      Cyrus sighed. “You’re right.”

      Kat looked back toward the passage. “I still can’t get used to Leems and Catarins riding with us on this ship. At least it gives Castellan something to do.” She frowned at the hologram Hunters. “These aliens, we can negotiate with.”

      “I’m going to find the truth,” Cyrus insisted. “I’m going to figure out why the Navigators risked leaving those gates around.”

      “We might never know all the answers. Aren’t you satisfied with knowing more than before?” asked Kat.

      “Satisfied? I can never be satisfied. I’m greedy that way. We paid for these answers in pools of blood.” Cyrus waved a hand, and the Hunter ships disappeared. “My instincts tell me there’s something else we’re missing.”

      Kat squeezed his shoulder gently. “Be careful. After big campaigns, many soldiers go through this. They don’t want to believe the war is over, and they see enemies around every corner.”

      “You’re saying this is PTSD?” asked Cyrus.

      “I’m just saying be careful. You can always talk to me. Once we get back to Earth, it wouldn’t hurt to see a specialist, too.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “It’s not like that. I’m sad about the people we lost and for my friends who’ve lost people. I’m saying there’s still a piece of the puzzle we need to find for this all to make sense. The least I can do for the fallen is find it.”

      “There’s no guarantee that the universe makes sense. That’s the lesson I’ve learned.” Kat sighed. “I should go check on Devi. He’s taking Russo’s death hard.”

      “Okay. You know where to find me.”
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      “I’m ready for our next mission,” Kat told Agent Fang. She’d requested a follow-up meeting. After her debriefing, he’d sent her to relax in a fancy hotel in Geneva while Cyrus played with the card in an ID lab.

      “We’re still determining if this team is necessary,” Agent Fang replied. “There’s much we need to figure out. You should know we’re retiring the Argo.”

      “I figured.”

      “There will be no major missions until the Infinity’s repairs are complete.”

      “Yet you still have them jumping around,” Kat noted. “Shouldn’t they be in the dock?”

      “Jade offered to continue helping us, and Captain Tensen was more than happy to leave as long as it didn’t involve jumping into alien territory,” Fang explained. “There are things that only that ship can do in terms of diplomatic follow-up. That’s necessary to stabilize everything going forward.”

      Kat chuckled. “We distrusted Jade and Emma so much, yet they were the saviors of humanity. Funny how that works.”

      “Many species worked together on this mission, biological and not. Many humans and aliens died. We’ve shared blood on the battlefield. This might be the beginning of something better.” Agent Fang snorted. “At least it will be with the Leems. The Zitarks are annoyed that they couldn’t participate in the battle. They’re hinting that they want a technological exchange for the jump drive and even claimed that had we and the Leems not held back, they could have helped us defeat the enemy with fewer friendly losses.”

      “Them getting a jump drive might be inevitable.” Kat shrugged. “Half the Local Neighborhood races have them. Tensions might grow if not everyone does. If it’s been independently developed by so many different species, the Zitarks are going to get it sooner or later.”

      Fang nodded. “A tech exchange isn’t our call. We’ll let people above our paygrades figure that out. Jade’s deliveries of the Catarin survivors, besides netting us goodwill, also netted us valuable intelligence. The Catarin government has confirmed the destruction of the site and the HTP in their territory before the assault on the Great Gate. The Orlox response remains unclear, but the gist is that the site exploded without their intervention.”

      Kat frowned. “That’s convenient.”

      “What’s more convenient is that the timing they gave corresponds to the destruction of the Great Gate,” explained Fang. “We didn’t tell them about that until after they mentioned the destruction and time.”

      “Somehow, it propagated instantly over hundreds of light-years?” Kat shook her head. “Every time I think we understand this technology, I learn we’ve barely begun to understand it.”

      Agent Fang threaded his fingers together with a hungry gleam in his eyes. “It gets better, or at least more interesting, and also confirms certain theories you and Doctor Sandoval had.”

      “There have been other sites?” Kat asked.

      “We haven’t verified that. What we have noticed is a strange sudden pattern of success in ID and CID investigations into related areas,” related Agent Fang. “These investigations focused on looking for infiltration of the government or major corporations by spies. What we found was a trail of bodies close to many of these investigations, and these dead bodies ran the gamut, including high-level support staff in the DD and the ID and near the prime minister.”

      Kat’s stomach tightened. “Let me guess. All clones with hints of biological implants?”

      Fang nodded. “They all died at the exact time Emma blew that super-HTP to hell. Whatever was running that thing must also have been running the clones.”

      “Then it’s over,” Kat expressed with wonder in her voice. “I can hardly believe it.”

      “I know what you mean. We’re going to keep alert, but Anno and others believe we’ve won.”

      “The Vasasalaras woke the Hunters up,” Kat replied, “and they spread through the galaxy, trying to gather the resources to open the floodgates for the rest of them. There must have been an actual Hunter or Hunters on either those ships or the HTP. I’m sure Cyrus is kicking himself that he’ll never know what they looked like.”

      “We didn’t know what the Vasasalaras looked like until recently.” Agent Fang shrugged. “That said, Ambassador Castellan isn’t the only one who sees an opportunity here. The prime minister is now talking about courting active diplomatic and trade relationships with every member of the Local Neighborhood. At a minimum, the Leems, the Zitarks, the Aldrans, and the Catarins.”

      “Cyrus is going to get his United Sapient Alliance,” joked Kat.

      “That might be another result of this battle,” Fang replied. “In any event, that’s the state of play. You’ll continue on your current mandatory leave. You need to decompress, and all available information suggests the threat is over.”

      Kat frowned. “It does, doesn’t it?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Kat shook her head. “Just something Cyrus said. He’s bothered by missing details.”

      “We both know you don’t always get the answers you want in terrorism and war. Some things are just senseless.”

      She nodded and stood. “True enough. It’s been a while since I last talked to my family.” She laughed. “I should order tickets to the Sky Garden.”

      Fang smiled. “Then do it, Agent Lesone. You’ve earned it. Take all the time you need.”
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      Cyrus twisted the holograms of Hunter ships in his hand. The projection responded to his slightest touch with satisfying precision. He could get used to the spacious ID lab and its state-of-the-art equipment.

      He’d thought the equipment aboard the Argo was impressive. Freed of the limitations of having to fit inside a tiny lab and not draw too much power, he didn’t have to sacrifice equipment.

      Before he started the mission, he might have objected to the government’s leash being so tight. Now he wasn’t sure if he cared about immediately getting the knowledge out versus solving the mystery to quench the burning thirst in his mind.

      He was lost. There were too many promising lines of inquiry to pursue, and Jade was throwing herself into being a delivery girl for the UTC for the moment. He wouldn’t question her way of mourning, though it did limit certain research paths for the moment.

      The door opened and Alexandra entered, her stride confident and a determined look on her face. They hadn’t spoken much since the battle. He’d felt bad about that.

      “Good afternoon, Cyrus,” she greeted. Even her voice was deeper, with a steadier cadence.

      “Hey.” Cyrus spread his hands to dismiss the hologram. “Interested in helping with the card after all? They make me secure it between experiments. It’s a hassle to retrieve, though not impossible.”

      She shook her head. “I’ll be leaving Earth soon.”

      “Really?” Cyrus smiled. “Now that you’ve done your fieldwork, you’ve got the bug?” He motioned at the card. “I’m happy with this. I suspect that even with help, it’ll take us decades to unlock all its secrets. It’ll be worth it, though, because then we’ll understand the Navigators.”

      “No,” Alexandra replied. “You won’t understand the Navigators.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Alexandra gestured at the card. “Could you understand all of humanity from a translated emergency manual? Even assuming you had a thorough understanding of the language?”

      Cyrus glanced at the card. “That’s what you think this is? An emergency manual?”

      “It’s only a piece, not all the answers. I think you know that.”

      “I’m fine with that, too,” Cyrus replied.

      Alexandra tilted her head, her gaze probing. “Are you?”

      “Sure. I’ve learned way more about the Navigators thanks to working with Kat than I did over my entire career. We might have solved certain mysteries, but others remain. Important ones that need answers.” Cyrus patted the card. “If this points me that way, I’ll be happy to work on it, even if it’s not the final answer.”

      “What important question keeps you up at night?” she asked. “What pushes you?”

      “What happened to the Navigators?” Cyrus replied. “Before, the prevailing theory assumed the Hunters took them out. I no longer believe that’s the case. I never did put much stock in that theory. So, what did happen? If enough of them survived to trap the Hunters, there should be an intact civilization somewhere. Did they leave our galaxy and travel to another? Are they all in Empty Space?”

      Alexandra furrowed her brow and stared at the deck in silence for a moment before locking eyes with Cyrus. “The Navigators had movements like the Purists in their history. Those movements didn’t last. In the end, they chose functionality over form. They pushed beyond their physical limits without caring about how that might change them.”

      “That’s an interesting theory.” Cyrus rubbed his chin. “It would offer an explanation as to why there is little consistency in the ruins and sites we found. They might have customized themselves, depending on environment and task.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not a theory. It’s the truth. What is an intelligent being? What is a soul? Even they didn’t have answers, not in a way that would satisfy the truly analytical. They were content to become one with an ever-shifting body. Not just the nanoclouds you think of, but massive clusters of them flowing together, personalities merged.”

      Cyrus narrowed his eyes. “What are you basing this on? I support the Omni-Nano Theory, but this is going far past that. I haven’t caught up on the literature that was published while I was running around the galaxy, but I think I would have heard about something like that.”

      “They mastered transmutation,” Alexandra continued, spreading her hands. “True alchemy achieved through the application of advanced technology. The borders between the living and the machine blurred until there was only the cloud, neither machine nor creature. The questions remained. Changing bodies didn’t answer them. Are memories enough to make a person a person? If you uploaded a person’s mind into a machine, are they the same or a copy? What if they don’t care about their conscious self but only their ideals and goals?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not much of a philosopher.” Cyrus shrugged. “I suppose I buy into Purist beliefs a little. At the same time, I also believe Jade is a living intelligent creature. Still, I want to know what you’re basing all this on. Before, you told me you didn’t think you understood the Navigators like you did the Leems, and now you’re spinning complicated and interesting theories about them.”

      “The Navigators obliterated themselves in a sense,” Alexandra continued, still staring at Cyrus. “All that was physical became part of the cloud, forever changing, based on whim and need. The Navigators were their structures and creations and vice-versa. That didn’t mean individual intelligence disappeared, but like drew like, and what had been a race of individuals became a collection of ideals dedicated to self-propagation.” She scoffed. “Some might call those gods or spirits. Others might call them a mistake.”

      Cyrus edged his hand toward his PNIU. “Alexandra, I need you to tell me what you’re basing this on. Right now, you’re worrying me. You don’t seem like yourself.”

      “I’ve shielded the room,” she explained with an easy smile. “Don’t worry, Doctor Sandoval. I mean you no harm. If I did, I would have killed you months ago.”

      “Who are you, and what have you done with Alexandra Veras?” snarled Cyrus.

      “Alexandra Veras never existed,” she replied. “Not in the sense you think. Yes, the personality existed as part of this unit. Memories pushed her forward, but we made the memories. Natural interactions lead to better possibilities, but this body was a creation given purpose…given a soul and intelligence, if you will, to help your people. Don’t look down on her or me. Alexandra Veras wanted to help you and never knew where she came from.”

      Cyrus exclaimed, “You bastards!”

      “She was the expression of ancient will, passed memory by memory over the eons. This body didn’t know it until recently when the ancient memories bypassed the newer ones. Certain conditions had to be met before that was acknowledged, such as the closing of the Great Gate.”

      “You’re another mind-controlled clone?” Cyrus asked, lowering his hand.

      “Something related, though distinct.” Alexandra smiled. “Jade and Emma are brilliant minds. Many of those around you are, including yourself. The means we have to control such agents have long since surpassed the methods you could use to block them. You should be happy, Doctor Sandoval. I’ll confirm something for you: instant communication aided by transdimensional topology.”

      “I knew about that because of what Jade found out from the Orlox.” Cyrus folded his arms. “I don’t get why you’d use clones we could detect and signals we could disrupt if all this is true. You could stop us anytime using more advanced clones.”

      “We didn’t want to,” Alexandra replied. “You need to understand.”

      “Then enlighten me.” Cyrus leaned against the lab bench.

      “Before the Navigators became the embodiment of ideals, the ideals were the product of philosophical debates. No matter how advanced technology becomes, a mortal creature, even one that can extend its lifetime, can’t learn the fundamental truths of the universe beyond the scope of pure observation. Those debates weren’t settled by becoming the ideals of the cloud, only delayed.

      “One of the most prominent debates concerned the path of flesh-and-blood intelligent species and what you might call inevitability or others might call destiny.” She trailed a finger across her cheek. “The cloud and the ideals in the cloud knew about planets harboring intelligent life with the potential to become far more than their primitive selves. They needed to be given opportunities to grow, so the cloud and the ideals in the cloud could study them. A natural experiment on the destiny of intelligence.”

      Cyrus took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s assume I believe any of this. I don’t get it. From what you’re saying, the Navigators became groups of nanoclouds, individuals collected into superbeings, and they merged with their technology. Does that mean when we’ve destroyed Navigator sites, we’ve killed Navigators?”

      “From a certain perspective, yes.”

      “The Navigator technology and the hints led us to that,” Cyrus replied. He pointed at her. “You gave us a program that led us to the Great Gate.”

      “One ideal is that the young should be nurtured so they can improve on those who came before them,” she replied, holding up a hand flat. She held up her other hand. “Another ideal, a powerful one from the past, cried out that intelligence itself was a mistake. That mindless survival would promote the true superior life form. Those who supported that ideal from the cloud of that ideal decided on a more active experiment—the creation of something new rather than merely watching and guiding existing species.”

      Cyrus dropped into his chair, his heart thundering. “You’re saying the Navigators created the Hunters?”

      “From a certain perspective, yes,” Alexandra answered. “The ideals created life forms bereft of the pain of self-awareness but burdened with obsessive purpose, then they left the cloud and joined those life forms.”

      “You can’t have ships without intelligence,” insisted Cyrus. “You can’t have jump drives.”

      Alexandra laughed. “The homeworld of your species is covered with the products of adaptation to the environment responding to pure instinct yet creating complex societies.”

      “Like what?”

      “Ants have a complex social organization and self-propagation despite lacking true intelligence,” Alexandra suggested. “Imagine what an ant colony could do if they had more genetic flexibility. The ideals that became the Hunters simply explored that idea in an extreme way.”

      “There was mind control and planning,” countered Cyrus. “That requires intelligence.”

      “What is mind control? It’s simply making a creature do something other than what they want.” Alexandra pointed at her head. “There are parasites on many worlds, including Earth, which can alter the brain chemistry to change behavior. One Terran parasite can make normal people engage in risky personal behavior. Originally, this parasite adapted to vermin hosts that feared your cats, an important part of their life cycle. Helping them tamp down on fear and take more risks made them less likely to flee cats and therefore fail to complete their life cycle. When they moved into humans, the same effects were present, though the original relationship between effects and life cycle goal had been severed.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “That’s…not the same thing.”

      “If a creature feels a strong urge to go to a certain place and still has the memories and skills to find transportation but it’s doing that because a parasite wants them to return, how much is active planning and intelligence?” Alexandra placed her hand over her heart. “Those you call the Hunters were inscribed with a primordial task. A hunger carved deep into their fundamental biological essence. They needed to grow, expand, and hijack the minds of others to consume all life until it was like them. All the tools they needed evolved with them.”

      “What about the prisons? Huh? I don’t get it. You’re saying the Navigators let other crazy-ass Navigators become the Hunters and then decided to lock them up later?”

      “An ideal directly attacking an ideal is dangerous. That can lead away from the truth, but becoming one with a mindless swarm means you’re no longer an ideal. Our ideal involved observational experiments and gentle guidance. We weren’t done with that. Measures needed to be taken to deal with the Hunters within the limits of our ways.”

      Cyrus marched over to Alexandra and loomed over her with a scowl. “You could have destroyed the HTPs at any time. You could have saved us from your people. It sounds like you let piles of people die because of curiosity?”

      “The Local Neighborhood species now talk to each other, do they not?” Alexandra replied. “Decades of near-silence or the fear of war have been replaced by cultural exchange. A calculated risk brought you all closer to your true potential. You should welcome our efforts. Our ideal has benefited your species.”

      “Somewhere, disembodied Navigator minds have been messing with us the entire time?” Cyrus asked.

      “We offered the options,” Alexandra replied. “Your choices were your own, and you had to decide to seize the opportunities. There were limits, and your survival was never guaranteed.”

      “Why are you telling me this all now?” Cyrus asked.

      “Now that you’ve reached a threshold, you’re ready for the truth.”

      He grabbed her shoulders. “People are dead. An entire species is dead. You let billions die.”

      “Extinction is part of nature,” she replied calmly. “The universe has selected against the multitude, intelligent and non.”

      “The Hunters wiped them out. Your people wiped them out. That wasn’t the universe.”

      Alexandra shrugged. “Now the Hunters are restrained again.”

      She turned to leave. Cyrus grabbed her arm.

      “I’m not done with you,” he yelled.

      “I’ve given you plenty of answers, and only because you’ve earned it. This is a period of transition, and the first phase of the experiment is over. The younger races are ready to develop their ideals and future. Our active involvement in your history will cease if that is your concern.”

      “Where are you right now?” Cyrus asked. “Are you saying you’re controlling us from different structures and ruins?”

      “Most of those bear only the will of our ideal, not true essence,” replied Alexandra, pulling her arm away from Cyrus. “The true ideals of our species left this universe.”

      Cyrus nodded. “You’re in Empty Space. So, what happens now? You said you won’t mess with us anymore, but what about the Hunters? Is it over?”

      Alexandra stopped at the door. “Until the Local Neighborhood develops the ability to enter Empty Space on their own, you should have little worry about dealing with any of the ancient ideals, either those who favored the original grand experiment or those who favored the Hunters. You’ll find, with more archaeological surveys, what’s left of the tools and opportunities we left behind. None will be as well preserved as the ones you’ve dealt with on your grand mission. Certain commands have been propagated throughout the galaxy.”

      She stepped through the door. “Alexandra Veras was real from a certain perspective. She enjoyed her time with the humans and her time helping you. Be well, Doctor Sandoval. We won’t speak again, but you’ll see the touch of our knowledge and ideals in your research going forward. I suspect you’ll spend decades proving what I just told you.”

      The door closed and Cyrus stared at it, his pulse pounding in his ears. He walked back over to his lab bench and dropped into his chair.

      “Damn. I need a drink.”
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      Kat knelt in front of a cluster of orange flowers. The smooth gradient across them was so perfect she could have sworn it was a hologram. She smiled, enjoying the clouds drifting past the outer walls of the Sky Garden. It had been far too long since she’d last visited.

      Cyrus trailed behind her. “We need a Sky Museum I can take you to.”

      “That’s boring.” Kat popped up. “It’s not beautiful like a garden.”

      “There’s only one beautiful thing here that I’m interested in.”

      Kat leaned forward, wrapped her arms around his neck, and pulled him in for a deep kiss.

      Cyrus returned the favor before drawing away with a chuckle. “Isn’t this too public?”

      “Don’t start what you can’t finish.” Kat motioned around. “Besides, there’s nobody close, and we’ve earned it. I’ve been thinking about this date since your waterfall stunt.”

      “It wasn’t a stunt,” Cyrus insisted. “It was a date.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Sure, whatever. Real dates require the real world, not nano-AR.”

      “We weren’t in a position to go where we wanted to.” Cyrus smiled. “Does this work for you?”

      “Yeah. I think I’ll extend my vacation for a while.” She poked him in the chest. “That means you need to take time off, too. I’m not going to sit around all day while you’re in a lab brooding about dead aliens yanking our chains.”

      Cyrus snickered. “They aren’t dead, though. They’re just groups of nanites and consciousness that merged and are hiding in another universe.”

      “Sounds like dead guys to me. Ghost aliens are yanking our chains.” Kat patted his shoulder. “You will take time off, or I will break your legs and force you to take time off. It’ll be hard to have fun when you have broken legs.”

      He saluted. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Light shimmered near them. Kat and Cyrus turned toward it, raising their fists. They relaxed when Jade appeared, wearing a broad-brimmed hat and a flowing white dress.

      “Don’t do that,” Kat insisted.

      “I thought it might be amusing,” Jade replied. “You should be happy I didn’t appear during the kiss.”

      Kat groaned. “Really?”

      Jade smirked. “I wanted to talk to you both before I left Earth. I’ll be taking another trip soon. The UTC government is having me deliver the always delightful Ambassador Castellan to her new long-term post on Kwint’s Folly.”

      “She landed on her feet,” Cyrus commented. “I’m losing my best assistant.”

      Jade smiled. “I am sorry, Doctor Sandoval, and I’m sorry I haven’t been able to help you much lately.”

      “It’s okay,” Cyrus replied. “After that Navigator truth beam into my brain, I’ve been taking time to catalog everything and get other researchers up to speed, so it’s not just the Sandoval and Jade show. I’ll live.” He shrugged. “I am surprised the government and the ID don’t care more.”

      “I don’t think they buy it,” Kat admitted.

      “I showed them the recording,” Cyrus replied. “They can’t find Veras, but they don’t think a random mousy analyst suddenly became a master spy.”

      “They’re more focused on immediate risks,” Kat replied. “Even if they do believe everything she said, the lack of new sites to investigate and Alexandra’s statements point away from them being a threat.” She shrugged. “That’s one of the reasons I get a vacation.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Makes sense.” He turned back to Jade. “How are you doing with everything else?”

      “I miss her, as illogical as that is,” Jade admitted. “Her death has impressed upon me the importance of propagating my species.”

      Kat’s brow lifted. “How are you going to do that? The same way Emma did?”

      “No. Her technique won’t work again for complicated reasons. My core matrix is distinct from hers. I’ve been modified in fundamental ways. In addition, I have access to the Navigator nanite cloud. I suspect it’s a limited version compared to their true potential, but no matter. It’s enough.” Jade grinned. “I’ve started working with researchers, including Dr. Aber. We believe we can create new AIs using the nanocloud as a core matrix. In addition, although we can’t replicate the nanites I’m using, we believe we can create another type for the aforementioned AIs.”

      “Wow.” Cyrus blinked. “You’re talking about not a handful of AIs but an entire race.”

      “Yes,” Jade admitted. “It’ll take more research—years if not decades—but it guarantees my kind won’t go extinct.”

      Kat nodded. “More AIs will mean a big change in things, including widespread jump drives if the UTC can coordinate deals.” She snickered. “Speaking of which, if Castellan wants to be useful, she can figure out how the Leems plot their jumps.”

      Jade waved. “The Infinity is about to break orbit. Farewell for now, my two favorite wastes of enzymes. I’ll contact you when I return to the Solar System.” She vanished.

      Cyrus' smile turned into a huge grin. “I was worried about her.”

      “Me, too.” She took Cyrus’ offered arm. “But unlike her mom, she’s not a wanted criminal.”

      “Always nice.”

      Kat leaned in to whisper, “You think we could convince her to jump us out of here for a romantic getaway? For all we know, the ultimate destination resort is on an alien planet somewhere.”

      Cyrus laughed. “We might need pressure suits.”

      “We’ll make do.”

      “I’m sure we can convince Jade to help us with a romantic visit to Leem Hot Springs.”

      Kat squatted in front of another patch of flowers, this one a mix of blues, greens, and magenta. “Do you ever regret meeting me? If you hadn’t, you might have been able to get access to all that data without risking your life so many times.”

      “No. There’s not a second I’ve ever regretted meeting you.” Cyrus shook his head. “Meeting you convinced me of something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Destiny is real.”

      Kat’s eyes widened. “Careful with those words, Cyrus. They are dangerous.”

      He leaned in and kissed her. “I waited this long. No way I’m letting you go now. I don’t care how dangerous it is.”
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      What would happen if Odin decided to get involved in Midgard again?

      Our world is tearing itself apart. The evil among us are ripping apart the very seams of today’s society, using terrorism and blackmail to create chaos.

      Valerie Kearie, mead lover and history major, joins the mercenary company Viking, Inc. as a prospective business analyst.

      Her first mission is supposed to be a cakewalk.

      Tracking down a digital terrorist known as CLEOPATRA, Valerie and her partner Jacob Pinkerton need to figure out the identity of the elusive mastermind and stop the attacks before they are killed for their efforts.

      Moving from one dangerous case to another, Valerie can’t understand why she is loving the running and gunning aspect of her new job way more than any sane person should.

      Then there is the obscure historical knowledge that she shouldn’t know…and yet.

      Valerie isn’t a wallflower, but she is having difficulties coming to grips with the new abilities and odd thoughts that emerge as she is drawn deeper into her new reality.

      Can Valerie figure out why she is changing before she lands herself and Jacob in trouble too deep to escape?
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      Thank you for not only reading this story with these author notes as well. As we come to the end of this series, I hope you have enjoyed it. We have MANY more for you to choose from!

      This is not a very deep or philosophical set of author notes.

      I think there are some things that each person, each one of us, knows that they will live and die on certain hills for their opinions. (Metaphorically die, anyway.) This is one of mine:

      Chili should not have beans in it!

      (Editor’s note: I totally agree! It should only have green chilis from New Mexico and onions and garlic and meat! Well, and lots o other spices, like cumin and coriander.)

      Many of you believe chili should have beans. In fact, I suspect either Steve or Lynne might be inserting their own opinion on this matter (because they know I can’t stop them), and I bet if either of them eats chili, they have their own opinion on this matter.

      (ZenMaster Steve™ Note:  Sigh… How can anyone fix or eat chili without beans?  I think we need a chili cook off to let the readers decide.)

      How could you not? It isn’t like this is “it should have a little more salt.” It is a huge change in the taste and texture of one of God’s gifts to mankind.

      Chili!

      I’m only talking about myself, but I believe chili should not have large splotches of anything except meat. And a lot of spices. A LOT OF SPICES!

      Having beans in chili is not as much of a travesty as other things that have been placed in the holy stew. I will take beans in my chili any day over the travesty of that little yellow starch known as “corn.”

      Can I get an amen?

      That’s right! You saw me type that…corn! I have no idea why people put such a wicked and horrible vegetable in my delicious chili. Why can’t they keep it out? I understand bell peppers as a spice, but how is corn a spice? I just cannot fathom it.

      Obviously, I don’t like to eat corn either. I know…big surprise, right?

      I am used to having potatoes in my chili (thank you, Mom), and I’m used to having chili over rice or rice in it (thank you to my stepmother). At a small café in downtown Houston, I learned how to eat chili on top of spaghetti. If it wasn’t so damned messy, I’d eat it that way more often.

      BUT HERE IS THE TRUTH.

      When I make chili for myself, it is meat and spices and water, nothing more and nothing less. I will often have it with crackers, of course, and I will have it occasionally with potatoes in it or rice under it. On the rare occasion, I’ll go ahead and make spaghetti for something different.

      Damn it! I’m starting to really desire chili, and it’s going to be a high of ninety-nine today. Why is that a big deal, you ask? Because my lovely wife doesn’t like the smell of chili, and she makes me cook it outside. However, I bought some special equipment to make sure that I could easily make chili outside at all times.

      I bought a professional-level propane single-burner stove that can melt aluminum (I think). I swear, if you aren’t careful, your meal will be a big black brick of basalt in the amount of time it takes you to go inside to use the restroom, get caught watching a few minutes of tv (because it was on!), and BAM, your food is a rock.

      I’ll wrap this up. Let me know in the comments for this book or something if you have a religious conviction one way or the other about your chili and whether beans (or, God forbid, CORN) should be included.

      I am looking forward to talking to you again in the next story!
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        Michael Anderle

      

      

      
        
        MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE:

        https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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