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    FORWARD 
 
      
 
    This is the second book in the Echoes of Extinction series. The first, carrying the series name, was a joy to write and the reader feedback has been gratifying. If you haven’t read it, I recommend you do. It will provide context for many of the things that happen in this book. But whether you’ve read it or not, I hope the following synopsis helps whet your appetite before plowing in. Skip ahead if you recently finished Echoes of Extinction. Enjoy! 
 
    ... 
 
    My name is Kyle Wimberly. I was born in San Luis Obispo in central California, grew up on a working winery, enlisted when I got out of high school, then served six years in the Army. During my years in the service, I did two tours in Afghanistan. There, I bonded with my core team: master mechanic Mackenzie Stone (Mac), munitions expert Tyrell Mosely (Ty), and marksman extraordinaire Alexandra Reyes (Alex), who years later became my life partner. It’s also where I got my nickname, Kai, given to me by a truly sweet Hawaiian kid name Keone, who died trying to win the Taliban over with aloha. It’s where I met Captain Justin Wicks, who eventually became my business partner. It’s also where I met Natalie Wright, who I rescued after a Taliban attack. Natalie now chairs the House Armed Services committee and was an intimate friend before I gave myself to Alex. 
 
    Once out of the Army, I returned home, where my younger brother Mark had taken over the wine-making side of the family business. Not wanting to be his number two, I pursued an engineering degree at Cal Tech. While there, I fell in love with clean energy, ultimately earning a PhD in Physics based on a novel process I developed for modular Solar Concentration. 
 
    Justin, who was born to wealth, made a killing in real estate when he retired from the Air Force. Despite the age and rank difference, we had become friends of sorts during our time in Afghanistan. His firm was the first to whom I pitched my solar technology. Months later, we formed a new company, which we named Full-Cycle Solar, Inc. (FCS). In just three years, FCS became a leader in 24/365 base-line clean-electricity production. And, in some sense, that is where the true story of my life began.  
 
    On August 9, 2033, an alien space shuttle crash landed on one of our generating stations, which we referred to as Well #8. The shuttle sustained damage, resulting in the death of its crew. Only the captain survived. 
 
    Alex and I went to investigate, found Captain To’Kana gravely injured, then discovered he spoke English. He asked us to help him get to the medical facility aboard his shuttle, which he called an auto-doc. He also asked us to keep his presence on Earth a secret. 
 
    Knowing I was in over my head, I called Justin and asked him to fly out to FCS to inspect the damage. When he arrived, we went to talk with To’Kana and asked why he had come to Earth. The answer we got was unbelievable. 
 
    His people, the Iknosan, sent ten Legacy Ships out into the galaxy to distribute defensive technology. He parked his legacy ship in orbit behind the moon at Earth-moon Lagrange Two. The Dominion—an alliance of arachnoid planets whose aim was to rid the galaxy of humanoid life—had attacked his home world and had driven his people to the threshold of extinction. The Iknosan had determined how to defeat the Dominion in the year before the attack, too late to save themselves. 
 
    They chose Earth as a target for the legacy gift because the Iknosan thought we had enough of the rare materials required to build a viable defense. Most worlds did not. 
 
    Then To’Kana asked for our help. He needed help to repair his shuttle, update some portable scanners, and transport them to five sites. Justin promised our help in exchange for a small replicator. 
 
    Over the days that followed, we repaired his shuttle, visited his ship, traveled to the specified sites. There, we found large quantities of the rare materials we would need to adapt the Iknosan defensive technology. 
 
    With the resources confirmed, To’Kana committed himself to the Earth’s defense and appointed me as his sole point of contact for technology transfer. He also gave me a larger replicator than promised so I could start prototyping equipment. Within weeks, I built a 20-megawatt zero-point power generator, a small flying wedge with gravity drive and shields, and shielding systems we could erect to protect buildings. 
 
    We contacted the Department of Defense and had a short meeting with the Secretary, which didn’t go all that well. 
 
    Then I met Audell Knight, a reporter with a local TV station in Baltimore, WBAL. He traveled to FCS in the Arizona desert, took a cabin on site, and produced a series of specials that aired on the NBC Nightly News. 
 
    Almost overnight, I became one of the best-known names in the country. That brief celebrity was enough to get the government interested in meeting with us. 
 
    Then the unthinkable happened: a Dominion scout ship entered the solar system and carried out a psychic attack on To’Kana, Mac, and me. Thelma, To’Kana’s lab AI, saved me by transporting me away. But she ended up transporting me to the beach at Morro Bay, close to where I grew up. Two Danish cold-water surfers saw me go down into the water and rescued me, then took me back to their vacation rental to warm me up. While there, Thelma called, warning me that the scout ship was deorbiting and headed for FCS headquarters where my replicator was located. 
 
    In a panic, I transported back to the lab, called Alex, and asked her to round up additional help so we could build a shield wall in time. 
 
    The scout ship landed near the substation that connected FCS to the grid. After they blew it up, they came to headquarters, landing on the runway adjacent. 
 
    They landed atop shield emitters we had already placed but had not activated yet. When I raised the shields, it sliced their shuttle into four pieces. Then a Dominion warrior, a ten-foot-tall spider-like creature, emerged from the ship. It was the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen. Its eight limbs and huge, eye-covered head/torso gave away its arachnoid heritage. But its limbs were more specialized than any earth spider I knew of. The four upper limbs were arm-like with a hand at the end featuring a thumb and a single, wide, paddle-shaped finger. Its four lower limbs terminated with a large elephant-like pad. Later I would learn of its single sword-like fang that looks more like a mosquito’s proboscis than anything I’ve seen on an Earth spider. 
 
    As I stood staring at it, one of its upper limbs whipped around toward me. Thankfully the spur it threw hit the shield. I ran to the lab entrance and got inside before the next spur could hit me. But the warrior moved incredibly fast, getting a hand into the door before it was completely shut. In a panic, I put up the shields surrounding the building, which sliced the warrior in half. Unbeknownst to me at the time, a second warrior emerged from the scout ship and killed one of my team members, Ashton Baird, before running away. Audell Knight recorded the entire event. 
 
    Later the same day, we laid a trap for the second warrior. It sensed our presence and bypassed the trap. We still got it. But it gutted my right side before it went down. 
 
    I found out what happened when I woke up in a hospital ten days later. Thelma had transported my body up to the Legacy Ship and put my remains in stasis. It took several days for To’Kana to figure out how to rebuild me and make a new kidney. Then over the week that followed, he made me better than new, with a stronger immune system, improved cognitive and memory abilities, and other upgrades. 
 
    Audell’s coverage of the attack, and my single-handed defeat of the most terrifying adversary ever encountered by a human, brought me to a new level of fame—one the political establishment could not ignore. Meetings were scheduled, Congressional testimony demanded. That’s when I reconnected with Natalie Wright—head of the House Armed Services Committee. With her support, we scheduled a series of demonstrations with the military brass, then a proof-of-concept shuttle demonstration that took Natalie, me, and several others to Alpha Centauri and back in a single day. On our return, Natalie seduced me, breaking many years of celibacy on my part. But with her fully on my side, it shifted the tide, and Congress acted. 
 
    Over Christmas break, Justin rented the old Estate House at the Tawny Owl vineyards, at the east end of the Edna Valley, near my parents’ home. At the time, I assumed this was just an indulgent way Justin could keep an eye on me while taking a holiday ski trip. As it turned out, he had his eye on the abandoned cellar system under the home. At one time, it cellared Tawny Owl’s entire production. Now unused, it would be the perfect place to put twenty of the giant Iknosan industrial replicators that would build our fleet. 
 
    On Christmas eve, a terrorist attack in the parking lot of my parent’s wine production facility nearly killed my brother’s best friend Jeremy, who the terrorists had mistaken as me. To’Kana saved him, but the event changed everything for me. I was no longer safe. Everyone knew where FCS was, I needed to go into hiding. What better place to do it than the Estate House, where we were already putting in security measures for the replicator farm we were installing in the cellar. 
 
    In the months that followed, we produced our first functioning battlecruiser. But the more I studied the Dominion dreadnaught, the clearer their weaknesses became, and I began to doubt Iknosan orthodoxy. The dreadnaught’s vulnerability was to small agile ships with maneuverability and enhanced weaponry, not the battlecruisers we were building. 
 
    I brought these concerns to our military leadership, but they rejected my proposal to include smaller ships in the space force fleet. When I pressed To’Kana and the Iknosan Council of Captains to consider my plan, they agreed to an experiment. They would build ten of the war shuttles I proposed if I would test them in battle against the Dominion. I accepted the deal. 
 
    As we ramped up production of Space Force’s battlecruisers, the Dominion advanced. The first of the worlds the Iknosan helped, Aarde, put up a good enough defense that the Dominion moved on to the next target occupied by a people known as the Indarsu. Of all the legacy worlds, the Iknosan thought the Indarsu had the best chance of turning back the Dominion. Sadly, they fell on the very first day, something that seemed to galvanize the Dominion. According to To’Kana, the Dominion usually paused to harvest resources after conquering a world. With the Indarsu, they left behind a small force and seeded the planet with eggs before moving on days later.  
 
    The next target on the Dominion’s list was the Pelglik, who fell almost as fast as the Indarsu. That cathartic evening, To’Kana withdrew from Earth to help the next species on the list, the Harza. 
 
    When he departed, he took our entire supply of two of the rare materials the Harza needed, but he left the experimental War Shuttles behind. He also left Thelma, putting her computer in the cellar where the rare materials had been stored, and he unlocked the replicator patterns we would need to give her access to the entire estate house. 
 
    Knowing earth would be next once the Harza fell, I decided to run a test mission into Harza space using the experimental war shuttles that I believed would be the key to earth’s defense. My inner circle rallied around me. Alex, Mac, Ty, Justin, and his significant other, Jill, were the first to sign on. My flight instructor, Larry, and his wife, Melissa, were next, followed by DOD program team member April McDonald and her husband-to-be Ben Edwards. A team of three Australian mercenaries led by a Colonel Brock joined two-weeks before we were to deploy. 
 
    The thirteen of us ventured out into Harza space to help in their defense against a Dominion attack. Our presence turned the course of the battle. But we all knew this was the first baby step. The Dominion were powerful—their ships huge, their warriors deadly. Our victory over them in Harza space made a humanoid alliance possible. 
 
    President Alena Powell sponsored To’Kana’s presentation at the UN, bolstering the coalition she had formed. She also appointed me Special Envoy for Iknosan Technology Transfer. 
 
    Now, with government support, it’s time for me to take the fight to the Dominion. 
 
    ... 
 
    Please enjoy the exciting next installment in the Echoes of Extinction series. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
      
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 1: DISCOVERY 
 
      
 
    [01.10.2035] WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER 
 
    “Wimberly, wake up!” 
 
    Shaking accompanies Alex’s muted voice, but I struggle to get my bearings in the dim light illuminating my cabin. 
 
    Her head pops up over the rail of my bunk as she whispers, “Dominion scout ships have found one of our bait shuttles. We’ll be arriving in-system in a few minutes. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    I jump down off my bunk with urgency, hoping this is the break we’ve been waiting for. 
 
    “Do we know how long they’ve been there?” I ask Alex. 
 
    “According to Winston, they arrived about an hour ago, then deployed one of their octopus-like drones fifteen minutes later. It’s still crawling along the surface of the shuttle. Which leads me to believe they haven’t penetrated the hull yet.” 
 
    She runs her fingers through my hair, straightening it a bit, then opens the cabin door. “Let’s go.” 
 
    About a month after To’Kana’s presentation at the United Nations, President Powell signed a collaboration agreement with the Harza. The media pooh-poohed it, saying the agreement was more of a good will gesture than anything else. But it was exactly what my team needed, because it cleared the way for us to work with the Harza without fear of government reprisal. 
 
    In the month that followed, we drafted a plan for a joint defense force, fleet configurations, new weapons, and a crafty plan for gathering intelligence on the Dominion. 
 
    As I enter the bridge, I see that we have arrived in-system and used our stealth to sneak up close to some of the scout ships. 
 
    “Captain on the bridge,” Charlie, our helm AI, announces. 
 
    “Charlie, do you think they have determined this is a decoy?” 
 
    “No way to know, of course. But no, I don’t think they know yet, and I’m not sure how they would make that determination without entering the shuttle. All external systems are powered up, as are the environmental systems inside.” 
 
    I take a second to study the situation map on the main viewscreen. Ten scout ships. Three different versions, which is a curious development. All idle, holding position relative to our war shuttle decoy. 
 
    “Do we have target lock on all ten ships?” 
 
    “Only the three closest to us, sir. We’ll need to reposition to get the others.” 
 
    “Launch the tracking devices for the closest three ships.” 
 
    The first jointly developed item we built with the Harza was a small tracking device—about an inch square, a quarter-inch deep, with grav plating on one side, a com link to our tracking center, and a position detection system developed by the Harza. 
 
    “Tracking devices away. Repositioning.” 
 
    On the main viewscreen, dotted lines form showing the flight path for the three trackers that have launched. 
 
    Alex shakes her head. “It’s shocking how poor the Dominion sensors are. We’re only a few kilometers away from them, but they still can’t see through our stealth.” 
 
    “So it seems,” I reply. 
 
    I watch as the Challenger repositions, then note that we’ve acquired target-lock on four more of the scouts. 
 
    “The first tracker has successfully attached itself to its target,” Charlie reports. “And I have target lock on the next four scouts.” 
 
    “Launch the trackers,” I order. 
 
    “The remaining three scouts are further out. We will need to place these one at a time. Estimated time to completion: thirty-five minutes,” Charlie replies. 
 
    “Proceed,” I order. 
 
    “Doesn’t it strike you as odd that these guys just sit here like this?” Alex asks. “If it were me, I wouldn’t remain stationary for this long. Surely, they must suspect we’re looking for this shuttle.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re just luring us in.” 
 
    “Sir, we have a Dominion dreadnaught emerging from FTL,” Charlie announces. 
 
    “How many scouts have we tagged?” 
 
    “Four, sir. Three more will attach in the next minute or two.” 
 
    “Jump us out one light-year, Charlie,” I order. 
 
    “Jumped, sir.” 
 
    “Launch a Space Hawk—one that can launch the tracking devices—and jump it back for distant observation.” 
 
    “Launching Space Hawk, sir.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Alex asks. 
 
    “I don’t want them to capture the war shuttle. It has a jump drive in it. If the Dominion obtains jump capability, we will lose our principal advantage over them. But I don’t want to trigger the decoy’s self-destruct unless I absolutely have to.” 
 
    Alex laughs. “There’s no way they’re just going to leave that thing sitting there.” 
 
    “If I may, sir?” Charlie asks. 
 
    “What is it, Charlie?” 
 
    “The self-destruct mechanism on the bait versions of the war shuttle is a Harza incendiary device that will destroy the shuttle’s interior and eventually melt through its hull. If we waited for the Dominion to bring it aboard, we could seriously damage their ship. If we triggered it after they went to FTL, we might cause a hull breach or subspace failure that would obliterate the dreadnaught and obscure all evidence of the war shuttle’s presence.” 
 
    “We’ve debated that option before,” Alex replies. “The argument against has been that we can’t confirm the kill, so need to assume it got away.” 
 
    “That was before we set up the tracking center and put Winston in charge of it. Right?” I ask. 
 
    Alex grunts. “Good point. Charlie? Can you contact Winston to confirm that we can track the shuttle if it goes aboard the dreadnaught?” 
 
    “Checking, ma’am.” 
 
    “I bet he’s going to say, ‘In theory, but it has never been tested,’” I reply. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, the answer comes back. “We’ve confirmed that we remain connected while in a Dominion dreadnaught in FTL, up to the point they destroy the tracker. After returning to normal space, the tracker remains connected and tracking eventually re-syncs.” 
 
    “I say we let the dreadnaught take it, then trigger the self-destruct when they transition,” Alex says. 
 
    “Agreed. Charlie? Bring the Space Hawk in closer, so we can tag the remaining scouts. The dreadnaught, too.” 
 
    Seconds, then minutes, tick by with little activity outside other than the slithering of the Dominion’s scouting drone. The dreadnaught has come to a stop. We’ve just tagged the ninth scout ship, and I’m about to nod off. 
 
    “It found something,” Alex exclaims, pointing at the drone. “It’s come to a complete stop.” 
 
    “One of the scout ships is moving toward the dreadnaught,” Charlie alerts. 
 
    Seconds tick by, then Charlie reports. “A door is opening on the dreadnaught.” 
 
    “Any chance we could place a tag inside?” 
 
    “Searching,” Charlie replies. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” Alex says as she manipulates the view screen controls, then locks onto an external view that shows the dreadnaught’s door opening. “Looks like a maintenance bay.” 
 
    More minutes tick by as the maintenance bay door slowly opens, then something that must be a space tug emerges. Its cube-like main body has a dozen ion nozzles on one end and four enormous arms on the other. 
 
    “We should tag that thing,” Alex says. “With the Space Hawk in stealth mode, it should be easy to tag the tug without getting too close to the dreadnaught.” 
 
    “Charlie, tag the tug,” I order. 
 
    Two hours pass as the tug approaches, then latches onto the decoy war shuttle. Another passes as the tug pushes it back toward the maintenance hangar. 
 
    “I wonder what’s up with the robotic scout. It hasn’t moved in over three hours,” Alex observes. 
 
    “Charlie, is there anything odd showing in the decoy’s internal sensor readings?” 
 
    “The internal sensors are on standby, sir. Would you like me to activate them?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Activating internal sensors.” 
 
    An instant later, dozens of alarms go off, all ten scout ships are on the move, and the tug hastens its pace. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Alex mutters, pointing at the screen showing the decoy’s bridge. “It’s full of cobwebs.” 
 
    “Something came in through the shield emitters,” Charlie reports. “And has breached several systems.” 
 
    “I wonder if they know about us?” Alex asks. 
 
    As if in answer to her question, the largest of the scout ships powers up. 
 
    “Scout ship ten is moving away from the decoy,” Charlie reports. “Scout ship three is moving toward the Space Hawk.” 
 
    “Jump the Space Hawk away,” I order. “Standard evasion pattern.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alex calls out. 
 
    “Hold the jump, Charlie,” I order as I turn toward Alex. 
 
    “Think we can jump the decoy into the dreadnaught?” Alex asks. 
 
    I look at Charlie. 
 
    “Calculating,” he replies. “Yes. It is possible.” 
 
    “Power up the decoy’s propulsion systems,” I order. 
 
    “Taking them out of standby mode,” Charlie replies. “Thirty seconds to jump. Scout ship ten has taken a bearing that will bring it straight to us.” 
 
    “Jump the Space Hawk out to a more distant observation post,” I order. 
 
    “Space Hawk jumped, sir.” 
 
    With eyes on the timer for the decoy jump, I see it counting down. Then suddenly it stops, counts up, then counts down again. 
 
    “Charlie, what’s going on with the decoy’s jump timer?” 
 
    “The tug is resisting our attempts to line up the vector we need to jump. We have more power, so this won’t take long.” 
 
    “They are closing the door to the maintenance hangar,” Alex says. “We better do this soon.” 
 
    The countdown timer moves around some more, then Charlie says, “I’ve got it.” 
 
    An instant later, the shuttle seems to stretch, the light going in right through the opening in the hangar door. The tug goes tumbling, debris from its shattered arms scattering in every direction. Then a lightning-like streak of energy runs through the dreadnaught, significant portions of the ship disappearing in its wake. 
 
    “What just happened?” Alex asks, bewildered. 
 
    A tiny thought tugs at the edge of my mind. Then the answer is there, like I knew it all along. 
 
    “We ruptured space-time. The lightning-like energy we saw was its rift zone, which annihilated the portions of the ship caught up in it. They no longer exist,” I mutter, then in full voice, “Charlie, access memories on jump collisions.” 
 
    “Obviously,” he answers, a moment later. 
 
    As we watch, more of the ship seems to disappear every second. 
 
    Charlie is the first to break the silence. “The rift is trying to close, but mass is still flowing into it too fast. We won’t see any debris until it closes.” 
 
    Several seconds pass, then Alex points at the display. “A debris field is forming.” 
 
    “All the Dominion scout ships have gone to FTL,” Charlie reports. 
 
    “We should get out of here,” Alex suggests. 
 
    “In a minute,” I reply, my eyes still on the remnant of the Dominion ship. What’s left of it looks like a piece of modern art. 
 
    “Have you ever put a piece of butter in a microwave to soften it, but left it in a couple of seconds too long?” Alex asks. 
 
     “Good comparison,” I reply. “Totally carved out, only the outer shell remaining. Nothing could have survived that.” 
 
    I turn to Charlie. “Retrieve the Space Hawk. Have it come to us. And leave the still image of the dreadnaught on the viewscreen.” 
 
    “Retrieving Space Hawk, sir.” 
 
    I get up and walk into the 3D image of the ship, amazed at how smoothly the rift zone carved it out. 
 
    Alex steps up next to me. “The sensors didn’t have the angle to see this deep inside the ship, so it renders it as being empty. I doubt the space-time rupture carved out the interior as completely as shown here.” 
 
    “Fair point. But I suspect the space-time rupture started within the superstructure and worked its way out to the hull, hollowing out everything in its way.” 
 
    As I walk around the image, I see places where Alex’s explanation is clearly the better. I look at her. “We need to go back and do a proper scan on this, don’t we?” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Charlie, as soon as the Space Hawk is aboard, jump us back so we can do a full scan of the dreadnaught’s remains.” 
 
    “As ordered, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ESTATE HOUSE, TAWNY OWL VINEYARDS 
 
    When the distinctive buzz of our industrial replicators replaces the quiet of the Challenger’s bridge, I know our transport back is complete.  
 
    “Welcome home,” Thelma says with arms outstretched and unmistakable joy in her voice. 
 
    I’m the first to step down off the transport platform. I give Thelma a warm hug and a kiss on the top of her head before releasing her. She steps away and repeats with Alex. 
 
    It has always amazed me how lifelike Thelma is. But the recent upgrades To’Kana enabled us to do for her make her almost indistinguishable from a real human. And minor adjustments to one of her motivation subroutines have allowed us to relax restrictions we had placed on her to limit her physical contact with humans. 
 
    As I take in the cellar, I’m reminded of the crisis that arose in December. Our original lease on the estate house expired at the end of the year, which left us with a problem. Michael, the British aristocrat who owns the property, did not want to renew our lease.  
 
    At first, he was unyielding in his opposition to a renewal, saying our presence disrupted the peaceful atmosphere of the property. Justin was equally unrelenting in his efforts to hold on to it, leveraging his financial acumen to develop a deal that Michael could not refuse. The Wicks-Wimberly Real Estate group now owns half of the Tawny Owl Vineyards with the right of first refusal to buy the other half if Michael, or his heirs, ever want out. 
 
    “I still don’t understand what happened,” Alex says. “We jumped the war shuttle we were using as bait into the dreadnaught, which was only a thousand kilometers away. But why did it explode? And why wasn’t there any debris? You said that it was a space-time rupture, but what does that mean?” 
 
    “The Iknosan documented this behavior. I have a clear recollection of learning about it in my inherited memory. But I’ll need to do some research to understand it more.”  
 
    Alex touches my arm, drawing my entire focus. 
 
    “If we weaponized this phenomenon, it could be the most powerful weapon ever conceived—the one that could end the war.” 
 
    I stare at Alex, the truth in her words impossible to deny and obvious once heard. 
 
    “I need to access the data ark. If, as you say, we can get control over this phenomenon, and can do it with something smaller than a war shuttle, we could produce thousands, if not millions, of these weapons, which would change the course of the war. 
 
      
 
    OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    As I get myself settled to connect with the data ark, a message comes in from the tracking center. I connect and a second later, Winston’s Iknosan avatar appears in the holoprojection. 
 
    “What do you have for me, Winston?” 
 
    “Nine of the Dominion scout ships survived the explosion. Seven of them have moved further in our direction. Two have headed back toward Dominion space. These ships move faster than the dreadnaughts. Our estimate of their effective speed is about twenty-five light-years a day. The accuracy of the speed estimate may not be very good because of the distortion caused by their travel through subspace, but their direction is unambiguous. They are heading away from us, possibly going home. I assumed you would want to know immediately.” 
 
    “Thank you, Winston. I will send a note to Admiral Kotosoba letting him know of our first mission success. Please keep me posted.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he says, then vanishes. 
 
    I quickly jot out a message to the admiral advising him of the successful tagging of nine scout ships and that two appear to be heading back toward Dominion space. But I include nothing about the downed dreadnaught or our speculation about how we did it. I need to know more before I tell people about this. 
 
    Some months back, with Thelma’s help, I set up a connection to the Iknosan Data Ark (IDA). Amazingly, it recognizes me as its sole owner, which makes no sense. Surely the surviving Iknosan remnant needs this resource more than I do.  
 
    When queried, To’Kana said I needed to trust him and should not ask about this again. When I asked if they had a copy of their own, he did not reply. 
 
    My copy of the IDA occupies the interior of a giant asteroid hundreds of light-years away from here. Thankfully, I’m connected by a thousand channel wide quantum-entangled comm device, which took days to replicate. 
 
    With the door to my office closed, I open a control screen and search for data related to jump collisions. Seconds later, the IDA lists sixty-four entries. There is an overview document, several scientific papers on the physics of the phenomena, and papers and data of several experiments that confirm the theory. 
 
    I start with the overview document, which is remarkably concise and makes it crystal clear that it is only safe to use the jump mechanism in interstellar space and the outer reaches of a star system. Jumping into an atmosphere or ocean will almost certainly destroy the ship and could cause catastrophic damage to the surrounding environment. Jumping into an asteroid, moon, or planet will cause a space-time rupture that will destroy the ship and some or all of the object it jumped into. 
 
    The only situation in which a ship could survive collision with a solid object is if the object is small, such as a speck of dust or a grain of sand, which could be incorporated into the superstructure or hull without causing it to fail.  
 
    I flip through the examples provided, giving the math a once-over. Then the epiphany strikes. The Iknosan knew about this issue, the destruction a jump could wreak, and the space-time ruptures it could create. But they viewed these as safety issues—how to design a ship with less than a one in a billion chance of experiencing a jump failure. But it never occurred to them to use the jump mechanism as a weapon. 
 
    I already know everything we need to know to make one of these. It’s just a matter of deciding the size of the weapon I want to make first. 
 
      
 
    DEN, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    Since our adventure into Harza space, Larry Carver and his wife, Melissa Johnson, have become regular guests here at the estate house. Melissa still runs her winery. Larry still works for her and for my father. But both have a sense of urgency for Dominion preparedness that few others do. They come over for dinner almost every week. Tonight, we’re having one of those dinners. 
 
    “They’re here.”  
 
    I look up and see Alex in the doorway.  
 
    “Can you delay them for a minute?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Boys and their toys… I’ll ask the chef to open the champagne in the dining room. Be quick.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll only be a minute.” 
 
    Refocusing on the task at hand, I download the last of the jump data I developed this afternoon into the simulator’s database, then restart the simulator. A timer pops up with an estimated reload time of ten minutes. Maybe we can try a few rounds after dinner, using a Space Hawk as a jump weapon. 
 
    As I straighten up the mess I made while working on the system here, a server comes in. 
 
    “Alex has asked us to set up for dinner in here, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll be out of your way in a second.” 
 
    “She also asked me to send you out to the dining room.” 
 
    “In a second,” I reply, less than enamored that Alex is sending orders to me via the staff. 
 
    Finally done, I stand just as Larry walks in with a glass of champagne for me. 
 
    “Alex says you two had quite an adventure today—an overnight romantic getaway in another star system, which turned into an encounter with the Dominion.” 
 
    “Yeah. She got to pick date night this week,” I reply.  
 
    “So, are you going to tell me what happened? I’m thinking you might give me a little more colorful version than Alex would.” 
 
    “You know about the tagging initiative? We put out decoys to attract Dominion scout ships, then tag the scouts when they come, and track where they go.” 
 
    Larry chuckles. “Lizzy and I ran one over the weekend. Winston told us we were the first to have a tag travel through FTL.” 
 
    “So, you’re the one that did that? Didn’t know.” 
 
    Larry gloats a little, then asks, “You did the same?” 
 
    “We tagged nine scouts before a dreadnaught dropped from FTL. It kept its distance but sent a tug to drag our war shuttle aboard.” 
 
    “You tagged it?” Larry asks. 
 
    “Not exactly. Watch this.” I motion toward the holoprojector we have installed in the room, then use my implant to route the sensor recording to it. 
 
    A still appears, showing the decoy war shuttle in the tug’s grip. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” Larry exclaims. “You were close. They had your decoy in their clutches and the maintenance bay doors open.” 
 
    “I’m going to show you what we did. It happens fast. Ready?” 
 
    “Let it rip.” 
 
    “Here we go.” 
 
    Replay starts a couple of seconds before the decoy jumps. As the light stretches out, Larry shouts, “You jumped it into the maintenance bay?” 
 
    It’s my turn to laugh. “We jumped…” 
 
    But before the words are even out, the rift opens. 
 
    “What in the name of God is happening?” Larry whispers. 
 
    “Space-time rupture. Watch how it erodes the dreadnaught away.” 
 
    We watch in silence. When it’s done, Larry asks, “Can you play that again?” 
 
    As it plays the second time, the ladies come in. 
 
    “Should have known you’d be in here watching this,” Alex complains. 
 
    I loop the clip two more times, before Melissa asks, “Is this repeatable? Can we weaponize it?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes, the Iknosan documented the phenomenon, and studied it enough to develop safety guidelines for jump drive designers.” 
 
    Larry shakes his head. “They saw this as a safety issue, not as a weapons opportunity.” 
 
    “Mind boggling, isn’t it?” 
 
    I notice as Larry looks around, then startles. “You’ve upgraded the simulator. Haven’t you? When can we have a go at it?” 
 
    “Not until after dinner,” Melissa says, her stern voice not allowing for any debate. 
 
    … 
 
    Dinner done, Larry and I run a simulation as our partners sit in the leather recliners by the fireplace and watch. 
 
    “I’m going to use a Space Hawk,” I advise Larry. “I loaded all the math, but I haven’t run any simulations yet.” 
 
    “Can I try it using a torpedo that lands inside the ship?” 
 
    “The simulator crashed when I did that,” Melissa complains. 
 
    “It should work now,” I assure. “But we won’t know until we try it.” 
 
    “Is this a valid test?” Alex asks. 
 
    “No,” I admit. “I’ll need to do a proper, controlled simulation to know with any certainty. But this should be instructive and might motivate a better simulation than I would have done otherwise.” 
 
    Larry and I run separate copies of the same simulation, which starts with three dominion dreadnaughts entering orbit over a planet at the hot edge of its star’s habitable zone. 
 
    Larry starts the same way Melissa did a month or two ago, charging in-system with no attempt to hide his approach, then jumping away when a dreadnaught enters FTL. Part of me wants to watch, another part of me just wants to get on with it. 
 
    The latter part wins and minutes later, I start my approach by deploying two Space Hawks—one I plan to use for surveillance, the other as a jump weapon. I rename the one I’m using for over-watch Surveillance Hawk 1. It is the first to jump. An instant later it’s a million kilometers above the planet’s north pole, establishing a powered stationary orbit that keeps all three dreadnaughts in view. 
 
    Over the last couple of months, I’ve created an automated process to calculate the intercept course for various approach schemes. Today, the plan is to come in on a powered trajectory that will land me behind and beneath my target, keeping me below the horizon until seconds to the jump point. Such an aggressive approach would be impossible for a ship, or even a war shuttle, because of the gravitational shear of moving through jump this deep in a gravity well. But the Space Hawk, with its two-meter length, can jump in to within one hundred fifty kilometers of the surface on a planet this size. Our target’s orbit is up at fifteen thousand kilometers. In real life, these guys wouldn’t see us coming. 
 
    Calculations complete, I send my jump weapon on its way. In real time, this would take almost two hours to run, so I set the simulator to run four times faster than real time, then turn my attention to Larry. 
 
    “You’re going to need better precision than that,” Melissa chides as Larry’s jump goes a little off course. 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not,” he comes back. “This old man may still have a trick-or-two up his sleeve.” 
 
    A few minutes later, the Dominion dreadnaught drops from FTL well short of Larry’s strike point. 
 
    “Told you,” Melissa says defiantly. 
 
    Larry drops his war shuttle into stealth and waits. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asks. 
 
    “Testing a theory. I think they’re going to search for me for a while before going back to FTL. In about a minute, they’ll be where I want them, which gives me some time to dial in the range.” 
 
    There’s silence in the room as Larry works his controls. 
 
    “Got it,” he says, as he sits back in his seat. “They just need to keep drifting along another fifteen seconds.” 
 
    As the seconds on his jump timer tick down, the tension in the room increases. 
 
    “Three, two, one…” Larry whispers. 
 
    Larry’s torpedo jumps. An instant later, the torpedo appears well behind the dreadnought, traveling at a slower speed falling further behind. 
 
    As Melissa laughs, Larry exclaims, “Perfect! Jumping in three seconds.” 
 
    Before any of us catches on to what he’s doing, the torpedo jumps again, disappearing—all contact lost. 
 
    “What just happened?” I ask. 
 
    “I set it to jump into the ship. The last chirp from the tracking system is consistent with it having done so.” 
 
    “Come look at this,” Alex says. 
 
    I look up and see that she’s walked up to the holoprojection. 
 
    “There’s a giant hole in the ship's bow. No sign of the torpedo, but a big hunk of this ship is missing. Can we rewind the simulation?” 
 
    I use my implant to rewind Larry’s simulator to thirty seconds before the second jump, then we gather around to watch. 
 
    “There’s no hole before the jump,” Larry notes. 
 
    We wait as the timer counts down. Three, two, one… 
 
    A small hole appears as the timer says, “Arrived.” It grows, exposing more of the interior to view, and continues to grow, hollowing out several hallways inside the ship, before stopping. 
 
    “I think I know what happened,” Alex says. “Rewind to the jump point and step through at one frame per second.” 
 
    I do what Alex asked, the first frame being the one before the jump. On the next frame, Alex says stop, then points. “That’s the tip of the torpedo.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Larry says. “I almost missed.” 
 
    “Next frame,” Alex orders. 
 
    I advance one second, then stop. 
 
    “That explains it,” Alex says, again pointing. “The torpedo materialized in a hallway, its nose penetrating the hull, its body penetrating a bulkhead, but most of its mass in the air. The space-time rupture will slowly take out this hallway and more of the hull. But there wasn’t enough displaced mass to sustain the reaction.” 
 
    “But this ship is definitely out of the fight,” Larry adds. “So, mission accomplished.” 
 
    Melissa puts an arm around him and says, “Good job, dear,” her tone of voice sounding like a mother comforting a child who completed his race in second-to-last place. 
 
    As the others laugh, an alarm goes off on my simulator, announcing, “Five minutes to jump.” 
 
    Returning to my station, I check its status before putting my display up in the room’s holoprojection. 
 
    “Your approach is right on target,” Alex says. “But your Space Hawk has a lot less mass than a torpedo. Any idea how you’re going to get more than Larry did?” 
 
    “We don’t really know the interior layout of their ships. The simulator fills the interior with a standard Iknosan layout, which is denser in the stern. That’s what I’m targeting. But the answer may be that we’ll need something the size of a war shuttle.” 
 
    We sit in silence as the last minutes tick down, then the dreadnaught comes over the horizon, directly ahead of us. 
 
    “Going to manual control,” I announce as cross hairs and distance estimates pop up in the display. 
 
    “If you angle down slightly, you’ll reach jump alignment sooner,” Alex says. 
 
    I do as she suggests, noting the crosshairs moving down below the ship and the distance estimate ticking down a little faster. 
 
    “Just hold it there,” she orders. “You’ll want to jump when the crosshairs come up over the lower edge of the stern. Do you have the distance estimate synced with the jump controller?” 
 
    I snort but cut off the jibe on my lips. “Plus ten meters.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    If I looked over Alex’s shoulder the way she’s looking over mine, I’d never hear the end of it. 
 
    “That’s it, that’s it. Getting closer. Almost there…,” she coaxes. 
 
    I jump a fraction of a second before she says, “Jump.” 
 
    An instant later, an enormous hole opens in the dreadnaught’s stern. 
 
    “Look at it go!” Larry shouts, as the hole expands, carving out the back third of the dreadnaught before debris comes spewing out. 
 
    Despite the excited chatter around me, two thoughts darken my mood.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Alex asks. 
 
    I smile, putting on a slightly better face. As her stare lingers, I say, “If that’s where the Dominion power systems are located, then we’ll get a kill like this one. But we really don’t know where their power systems are.” 
 
    Her stare doesn’t drop, but Larry’s hand on my arm breaks the moment. 
 
    “Congratulations, Kyle. Great fun, but it's time for us old folks to hit the sack.” 
 
    We say our goodnights. Then, as soon as Thelma transports them home, Alex asks again. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I take her in my arms and pull her in close, holding her tight. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Kyle?” 
 
    “This weapon… It’s too powerful. Who could we possibly trust with it? And worse… We just let the genie out of the bottle.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 2: OBFUSCATION 
 
      
 
    [01.11.2035] ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    Last night’s revelation about the prospective power of a jump collision weapon kept me awake most of the night. Rather than continuing to toss and turn, I slipped out of bed and came down to the office to take another pass at the data in the IDA. 
 
    It takes a while to find the relevant section in the summary, then I finally spot the line explaining what happens. 
 
      
 
    When a solid object jumps into another solid object, both sets of matter must occupy the same space. For many material combinations, this is not possible and some or all of the material will be annihilated, triggering an enormous release of energy proportional to mass times the speed of light squared. We refer to this phenomenon as a space-time rupture.  
 
    In other materials, which can fit, the pressure resulting from the combination could exceed the fundamental forces binding the material together, resulting in an explosion. 
 
    These two effects frequently occur in tandem, creating a rift zone in which over pressure materials interact with the space-time rupture until the excess energy in the rift zone is dissipated. 
 
    As this is a dynamic process, multiple rounds of overpressure may follow, causing subsequent ruptures until equilibrium is reestablished. Extremely large ruptures could render regions of space unstable for long periods of time. 
 
      
 
    This is exactly what we witnessed with the dreadnaught, exactly what happened in the simulation. We triggered a space-time rupture, which interacted with over-pressured materials, and everything in the rift zone being annihilated. 
 
    A knock on the door draws my attention. 
 
    “OK, if I come in?” 
 
    It’s Alex. 
 
    I pop up and open the door. 
 
    “I was hoping I’d find you here. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep. Decided to do some more research.” 
 
    “You going to run with us this morning?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I quickly shut down my work and lock access to the IDA. Then head upstairs to change. “Wait up for me,” I call to Alex. 
 
      
 
    TAWNY OWL VINEYARDS 
 
    I arrive on the front porch as the rest of the group is reaching the end of the driveway. 
 
    “If you hustle, we can catch up,” Alex says. 
 
    “Mind if we hang back?” 
 
    Alex eyes me for a second, then starts off at a slow pace. As I come up alongside, she asks, “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “The weapon.” 
 
    “You still think it’s too powerful?” 
 
    “The Chinese have control over what? A hundred plus Space Hawks? If they jumped one of those things in under Washington D. C. and it landed in the wrong spot, it might consume the entire city.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s likely that would happen?” 
 
    “Something would happen, and it wouldn’t be good.” 
 
    Alex looks at me. “But is there anything we can do about it?” 
 
    “I think the answer is distraction and disinformation.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Alex replies. 
 
    “Part of every magician’s act is to focus attention on the wrong thing. If the real action is happening in their right hand, then the left is the one to which they’ll be directing your attention.” 
 
    I get an impatient look from Alex. 
 
    “Sorry, this isn’t a well-formed idea yet. But suppose we make an announcement about a new jump-based weapon, one that has all the attributes of a jump collision. We develop a handful that are potent and demonstrate them, but all the ones we deliver thereafter are duds.” 
 
    “That would be an economic disaster!” Alex exclaims. “Why would we ever do such a thing?” 
 
    “Distraction?” I offer. “Taking people’s eyes off our other jump weapons.” 
 
    “A dangerous game,” Alex replies. “Not guaranteed to work, but guaranteed to tarnish your reputation, whether or not it works. There’s got to be a better way.” 
 
    “Maybe we make a jump collision weapon, but claim it works by a different principle.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Alex grunts. “Last night you thought your simulation shot was lucky—we didn’t know the interior layout of the Dominion dreadnaughts, but you knew where the dense spots were in the simulation. Maybe the weaponization is in the scanners and targeting systems.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. If we have a weapon that only works if we jump it into something, people would start randomly jumping things into other things and figure out what we figured out by accident.” 
 
    “Then maybe we keep this private. Develop a weapon that is only deployed on the Challenger,” Alex comes back. “And we swear Larry and Melissa to secrecy.” 
 
    “Or modify the simulators, so they crash again.” I offer. 
 
    “Not crash,” Alex says. “Just does nothing. The crews on the battlecruisers all train on the simulators. Put out an update that doesn’t crash but doesn’t trigger a space-time rupture either. That will remove the belief that jumping into something will have a spectacular result.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
      
 
    OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    Yesterday, I spent six hours inserting code into the simulators, code that would calculate the impacts of a jump collision. Today, I’m yanking it out, but not in the way I initially planned. The simulator code is remarkable, its ability to calculate the effects of a kinetic impact astounding. So all I need to do, to get the result I’m after, is to delete the volume involved in the jump collision, before calculating the impact. 
 
    I know it's a complicated thought, but a form fitting hole for the object dropping from jump loses all the impacts of a jump collision, while preserving all the kinetic impacts of such a strike. How is it possible that I’m the first person to think of this? Not believing I am, I wonder what became of those that went before. My conclusion? It’s another difference between the way I formulate thoughts and the groupthink that apparently dominated Iknosan authority. 
 
    Rerunning last night’s simulations with the new code, I get the result for which I was looking. Larry’s shot simply embeds itself in the ship’s bulkheads and hull. My shot causes a lot of destruction inside the ship, without breaching the hull or creating a space-time rupture. Both of our shots would have caused problems for the Dominion ship—Larry’s survivable, mine knocking it offline. But this is exactly what I want the military to think. Play by the rules and you’ll score some wins. Deviate, and expect inconsistent results. 
 
    As I bundle up the code for release, a new thought strikes. What would happen if I updated the targeting systems to improve their accuracy, while blocking options that could land inside a solid object? Answer? It would be like the Holy Grail. No shot could hit exactly, unless they had a command code that only I could issue. 
 
    Realizing it’s too late to pound this out tonight, I insert the cutout points in the code, then stub them off. Moments later, Alex knocks on the door frame. “You coming for dinner? The chef’s been waiting.”  
 
      
 
    DINING ROOM, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    One of the more pleasant surprises of the new year came last weekend when Mac returned from his New Year’s celebration in Phoenix with long-time girlfriend Kaylee. For the last five years, Mac has traveled to Phoenix almost every weekend, usually leaving on Friday or Saturday, returning on Sunday or Monday. A couple times a year, she would come out to the desert. I’ve always wondered how they did it.  
 
    But the long and short of it is that they are moving in together and planning to get married next year. She’s a nurse and has a job lined up at the same hospital as Sophie. For now, they will stay at the estate house, where they are welcome to stay indefinitely.  
 
    As I enter the room, the chef sees me and smiles, then disappears into the kitchen. There are six of us tonight—Alex and me, Mac and Kaylee, Ty, and Thelma, who has become a regular at the dinner table. 
 
    I take my seat, catching Kaylee’s eye as I do. “How are you adjusting to life at the estate house?” 
 
    “It’s like being on vacation, except I’ve never stayed at a hotel this nice before.” 
 
    The smile and the sparkling eyes that come with her words make me smile in turn. 
 
    “Don’t let her fool you,” Mac advises. “She spent about four hours down at the hospital today, even though she doesn’t start until Monday.” 
 
    Kaylee shakes her head. “I just went over for lunch with Dr. Burns, then did my onboarding paperwork ahead of time so I can just jump in on Monday.” 
 
    As I watch the back and forth between Mac and Kaylee, I realize how different these two are. Mac is on the shorter side—five nine, maybe five ten—weighing in at right about two hundred pounds. He’s barrel chested, a cylinder of tight muscle, with a puff of sandy blonde on top. Kaylee, on the other hand, is tall for a woman, maybe an inch shorter than Mac, thin as a waif, with long strawberry-blond hair. And where Mac can be taciturn at times, Kaylee just bubbles. 
 
    As dinner is served, Mac says, “Larry told me you did a simulator update yesterday. He said it doesn’t crash anymore when you jump a weapon into a ship. He also says the results are unbelievable.” 
 
    “You know what they say about unbelievable results,” I come back. 
 
    Mac’s huge smile evaporates at my words. “Let me guess… There was a bug in your code?”  
 
    I shrug. “There are bugs, and there are other kinds of bugs. I fixed it today. You could run some simulations tonight if you’d like to see what it does.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Mac says with little commitment. 
 
    As Mac goes back to his food, I glance at Alex, catching her stoic look. I can tell she doesn’t like me lying to Mac, but for now, at least, it’s a lie she can live with. 
 
      
 
    [01.12.2035] OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    Last night, Mac showed off a little for Kaylee, running two simulations before heading up to bed. It disappointed him that shots landing inside the ship did so little damage. But he accepted the explanation that penetrating the hull creates a more deadly pressure spike and the resonance within the hull causes more physical damage to the ship. 
 
    That he bought my explanations so easily, assuaged some of my worry last night. But it’s naïve to think simulation updates on their own will prevent someone from discovering the calamitous nature of jump failure. And like Pandora’s box, once it is opened, it will never be shut again. So, I need to do more. 
 
    The one piece of good news I garnered while watching Mac last night was his use of the automated targeting system. He used it for every shot. I’ve noticed the same with Larry and Melissa. Even Alex uses it on most shots. For a year now, everyone has complained about how difficult our weapons are to use. Maybe it’s time for me to invest in a fire and forget system. If no one takes a manual shot, there would never be a situation in which we would have a jump collision trigger a space-time rupture. 
 
      
 
    [01.15.2035] PENTAGON 
 
    A lot has happened to our space force build-out program since the Harza arrived, the most consequential being the composition of the fleet. Our original plan was to build two hundred fifty of our four-hundred-meter-long battlecruisers. This was consistent with the original plan the Iknosan had prepared for us, and everyone went along with it. 
 
    But when Congress authorized a fleet of only one hundred battlecruisers, I knew we were in trouble. The inbound Dominion fleet had over one hundred of their dreadnaughts, giant ships more than ten times the length of ours, with powerful weapons that could destroy our battlecruisers with a single hit. 
 
    After studying recordings of previous battles, my team found weaknesses in the Dominion fleet we could exploit, using numerous small ships with remote piloted torpedoes. 
 
    In response, I proposed we change course and build eighty battle groups, instead of the one hundred battlecruisers planned. Each battle group would be composed of a battlecruiser and four war shuttles, equipped with our barracuda inertial torpedoes and space hawk surveillance drones. Unfortunately, the government would have none of it.  
 
    So, with To’Kana’s assistance, I built ten war shuttles with a full complement of torpedoes and drones, then tested them in a battle with the Dominion in Harza space.  
 
    The test we conducted was so successful that it turned the tide in the Harza’s battle with the Dominion. Their subsequent testimony about the effectiveness of our war shuttles convinced the Department of Defense, Congress, and the president to accept my recommendation to build battle groups, not battlecruisers. 
 
    We built forty of the original battlecruisers before the policy shifted, the last of them coming off the production line on July 26, 2034. We completed the first battle group, composed of our updated battlecruiser and four war shuttles two weeks later on August 9, 2034, the second anniversary of the day To’Kana’s shuttle crashed at Full Cycle Solar. 
 
    Now our fleet consists of the forty original battlecruisers, which are currently thought of as being support ships, and forty-six battle groups. Half of the battle groups are fully fitted out, and we have deployed ten of them over two thousand light-years away to train with the Harza. I have a lot of respect for the crews that have deployed on this mission. When I was younger, I did the same. But never again. I couldn’t stand being away from Alex that long. 
 
    At today’s meeting with the program management team responsible for the expansion, I will summarize all of this. I will also announce a change in the management structure of our division of US Orbital Shipyards, our joint venture with Boeing and SpaceX. I am stepping down from my role as manufacturing head, turning it over to Mac. 
 
    Today is the first time Mac will join Justin and me at the Pentagon for our quarterly review with the program management team. 
 
    … 
 
    Program management team member April McDonald greets us at Pentagon security. Our team has a close relationship with April, who joined us on our first venture into Harza space nearly a year ago. 
 
    “I got your note last night,” she says as we make our way toward the distant conference room. “Morgan is looking forward to hearing more about the simulation upgrades and new targeting system. Those two items generate more complaints during training than any other aspect of the program.” 
 
    Although it’s a surprise to hear people have been complaining about the simulations, April’s comments give me hope we can keep the consequences of jump collision secret. 
 
    Morgan greets us as we come into the conference room. “Mac, good to meet you in person. The entire team here is happy you are taking the lead on operations for ships and weapons at US Orbital. Kyle’s done miracles for the company and the world. But this operation has become big enough that we really need someone focused solely on delivery.” 
 
    He turns to me. “And speaking of the man himself, I hear you’ve got some good stuff to share with us this morning.” 
 
    Over the last year, I’ve come to like Morgan. He’s part of the bureaucracy, something that always chafes me a bit. But he has a good heart and invests himself in the relationships that matter. In this case, I’m glad he’s welcoming Mac as enthusiastically as he is, because as he has insinuated, I have neither the time nor interest in operations now that I have solved the big technical problems. 
 
    The first item on the agenda today is the operations update, which Mac will lead. For the first time in a year, I get to sit back and watch someone else present all the details. 
 
    Two hours later, it’s April’s turn to present the results of the program review conducted in December. After several slides on process, she gets to her top ten list of improvements for 2035. 
 
      
 
    
    	 Internal build out time. 
 
    	 Congestion at low-Earth spaceport 
 
    	 Torpedo targeting difficulty 
 
    	 Ion Drive – Inertial Dampening Calibration difficulty 
 
    	 Lack of Fire & Forget weaponry 
 
    	 Simulation Errors 
 
    	 Clumsiness of torpedo tractor system 
 
    	 War shuttle bunk arrangements 
 
    	 War shuttle maintenance frequency 
 
    	 Dependence on Thelma 
 
   
 
      
 
    As April works through the list, I’m admittedly surprised by some of the items, but I suppose I shouldn’t be. Our battlecruisers and war shuttles are more sophisticated than an aircraft carrier, more comfortable than a submarine, and they harness more power than all the electric power generated on planet Earth. Given the miracles they are, I guess it is surprising we don’t have some of these items. But the only problem I see that might not have a solution is Thelma. She is unique and I have no idea how we could replace her. 
 
    … 
 
    When April finishes, Morgan thanks her, then turns to me. “Dr. Wimberly. I understand you have solutions to some of these problems. Please enlighten us.” 
 
    “Let me start with Simulation Errors. Our simulation systems are computational marvels. Their incredible accuracy allows us to train by doing without getting bogged down in theory. Their biggest single weakness is their inability to deal with situations that have never been observed. Where no one knows what would happen. To the best of my knowledge, the only errors of this type that we have observed relate to jump collisions. The Iknosan studied this phenomenon extensively and developed all the math required to calculate what would happen. But they didn’t finish until shortly before the fall, and that knowledge was never integrated into the simulators. Well, I am pleased to report that this problem has now been solved. A new version of the simulator code is available. Thelma is available to coach every simulation manager through the download process.” 
 
    “Excellent news,” Morgan bellows, as if he had just won a fancy prize. “You would not believe the number of calls I get about this from the battle group commanders.” 
 
    Max Harris, the team’s weapons specialist, and Rebecca Cox, Morgan’s second in command, both break out clapping. Who would have believed this could be such a problem? Then I get it. Everyone wants to jump a torpedo into a ship. Thank God, I got this out in time. Very few real torpedoes have been fired at this point. My team may still be the only people who have. 
 
    “The results aren’t as spectacular as you might think,” I caution. “A torpedo coming in through the hull is much more effective at taking down a ship. We need to get this out to everyone ASAP.” 
 
    Conversation and chatter go on for a while before Morgan gavels the meeting back to order. “Dr. Wimberly, what else do you have for us today?” 
 
    “We’ve known for a while that it is difficult and time consuming for war shuttle crews to obtain and maintain target lock with the barracuda torpedoes. All our initial efforts went into making the weapons deadly. We clearly succeeded with that part of the mission. Ease of use was not a mission objective. But from Day One, we knew we would need to address it. My team has been investigating an improved targeting system. We’ve been training with it for several months now and we added our final improvements earlier this week. Coupled with the tractor system…” 
 
    Max groans when I mention the tractor system. 
 
    “…we will have something that is functionally fire and forget for the first volley, before the Dominion goes to evasive maneuvers.” 
 
    “But that’s only ten or twenty percent of the shots taken in a battle,” he complains. 
 
    “And now that we solved the problem, I have a design for a new torpedo that is fully fire-and-forget. Simply designate a target, then all its functionality is available to you. It will tell you if it can acquire target lock. Launch it when it acquires target lock, and it will notify you if it loses lock. Launch it manually, and it will notify you if it subsequently acquires target lock. Query it at any time after the target is designated, and it will tell you its probability of success.” 
 
    “Can you show us the design?” Morgan asks. “And tell us where it is in the development process?” 
 
    As I put a rendering up in the holoprojection, I answer the second question. “This is the prototype unit. The design is a few days away from being fully simulated.” 
 
    “It looks more like a space hawk than the previous torpedo,” Max notes. 
 
    “That is because it was easier to scale up the space hawk design to support the tungsten penetrator than it was to add an integrated grav-drive to the original barracuda design.” 
 
    “So, this is for inner system use.” Max challenges. “Is there a companion design for interstellar space?” 
 
    “There will be. But its dimensions will be the same to ease loading and handling.” 
 
    “Will we need to modify the war shuttles?” Morgan asks. 
 
    The questioning goes on for a while, then Morgan raises his hands. 
 
    “We clearly want this, but we are months away from being able to deploy it. Correct?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I reply. 
 
    “OK, get me a spec sheet and something I can show around to build demand. We can put this on IDIQ without congressional approval once we go into production. We’re just substituting one piece of ordinance for another.” He turns to Mac. “As soon as you have the updated simulator code for evaluation, contact Jackie. Same with the automated targeting code. She’ll be the point person on both those initiatives.” 
 
    Then, looking back at me, Morgan smiles. “Good to have you back on the development front, Kyle. Do you have anything else for us today?” 
 
    I shake my head no. 
 
    “Then unless anyone else has something…” He lets the question hang as he eyes each of us. “Then that’s a wrap. Good meeting folks.” 
 
      
 
    [01.16.2035] OVAL OFFICE, WHITE HOUSE 
 
    For months now, Admiral Kotosoba, the head of the Harzan defense forces, has been hammering me for a commitment to supply war shuttles and the rare materials they need to continue their fleet expansion. To date, the president has not been willing to engage in that discussion, so I’ve not been able to make a commitment. 
 
    Last week, the issue came to a head when Harzan Ambassador Tosgaire demanded a meeting with President Powell, claiming we were in violation of the collaboration agreement she signed six months ago. That led to my summons today. 
 
    This isn’t my first trip to the White House. I’ve met with President Powell once every month or two since she appointed me Special Envoy for Iknosan Technology Transfer. 
 
    Once through White House security, I’m escorted to the oval office where President Powell is meeting with her briefing team on the matter—Secretary of Defense Alister McDaniels, Secretary of State Brooke Porter, and Attorney General Laura Joyner. 
 
    “Kyle, thank you for joining us. As you know, the former Speaker of the House was against the collaboration agreement we entered into with the Harza and threatened to pass a resolution which would have blocked us from moving forward with it. We can finally move this along now that Natalie Wright has been elected Speaker.” 
 
    I nod in acknowledgement. “Admiral Kotosoba will be happy to hear that, ma’am.” 
 
    “Although we are agreed in principle to move forward, there are two sticking points.” 
 
    The president, who is known for her intense focus on whomever she’s talking to, casts her eyes on me with an intensity I’ve never experienced before. 
 
    “Two sticking points, ma’am?” I ask, as if the words are being sucked out of me. 
 
    “You are the only one that can design the war shuttle they want, and your company, ExoMaterials, controls the supply of the materials they need.” 
 
    “Your point, ma’am?” 
 
    She sits back and glances at Defense Secretary McDaniels, who asks, “Dr. Wimberly, what assurances can you give us that the war shuttles they are requesting cannot be used against us?” 
 
    The question shocks me. The Dominion are our enemy, not the Harza. If ten Harza war ships showed up in orbit demanding, instead of asking, there would be nothing we could do to stop them from just taking what they wanted. This has to be the stupidest question I’ve ever been asked. 
 
    As I look at McDaniels, slack jawed, words from Faith Lee, a member of DARPA’s Tactical Technologies Office, come back to me… Senior officials have broad responsibility. Most are incredibly smart and well versed, but none have your depth in your field. So, you must make everything explicit. You cannot assume they will connect the dots, unless you do it for them. 
 
    “Secretary McDaniels, if the Harza wanted to enslave the Earth, they could do so today. They don’t need our war shuttles. We optimized the war shuttles and our Barracuda torpedoes to exploit weaknesses in Dominion dreadnaughts, not our battlecruisers. The only use the Harza have for the designs and materials they are requesting is to fight the Dominion.” 
 
    “How sure are you of that, Dr. Wimberly?” President Powell asks, her powerful gaze once again upon me. 
 
    “I bet my life on it during my encounter with the Dominion in Harza space. And I will bet my life on it again, if required to. The Harza aren’t the threat. The Dominion are.” 
 
    The smirk she gives me in return reminds me why I hate Washington as much as I do. Then, to my surprise, she turns to Secretary Porter. “Brooke, what’s State’s position on this matter?” 
 
    “Several allies have made agreements with the Harza that mirror ours. China has made an even more conciliatory one. The Harza are offering three kilograms of the material of our choice—gold, platinum, or titanium—for one kilogram each of niobium and terbium. The Chinese will take this deal in a heartbeat if it’s offered to them. Given the Harza’s relationship with Dr. Wimberly, I would be surprised if they shopped this deal. If we accept? Then it’s ours.” 
 
    President Powell’s attention is back on me. “Do you agree?” 
 
    “The Harza are more relational than we are. Given the differences between our people, it is hard for us to see. But it is real. If we accept the deal offered, they will not shop it around.” 
 
    The president holds her attention on me in a way that’s reminiscent of some of my interactions with To’Kana. Then it suddenly shifts to Attorney General Joyner. “US Orbital Platforms controls everything the Harza are asking for. What power do we have to compel their performance if we proceed down this path?” 
 
    The question hits me like a shock stick. I want to do this deal! Justin will undoubtedly attempt to squeeze a few more bucks out of it than I would, but… Emotion overpowering reasoning, I blurt out, “I don’t understand this question. In what world would you need to compel our performance?” 
 
    President Powell’s attention is back on me, this time with doubled-down intensity. “Are you saying you would provide these services for free?” 
 
    “What?” I ask, dumbfounded. “Can’t this pass through our existing contracts?” 
 
    The president looks at the attorney general. “Laura?” 
 
    “Ambiguous. The bill authorizing the space force build-out did not contemplate off-world trade, and there is no funding for such. But if collections exceed costs, there is a mechanism we could apply that would allow us to be the go between. That said, the easiest path for us would be to grant export licenses to US Orbital, so they can do the transaction directly. Either way, someone will complain. The best way would be for congress to approve an addendum. But with divided government?” she shrugs. 
 
    “Kyle, your take?” 
 
    “We should go with whatever takes the least amount of time. The Harza have hammered me about this for the last six months. If you can issue an export license tomorrow, we can start shipping the next day.” 
 
    President Powell turns back to Secretary of State Porter. “Brooke, how fast can you get this done?”  
 
    “US Orbital already has ITAR approvals for the allies taking part. We just need to add the Harza to the list. As Laura pointed out, existing legislation does not contemplate off-world export. Congress will need to address that at some point. An executive order would get us moving on this immediately.” 
 
    “Draft it for me,” the president replies, then her eyes are back on me. “The ball is now in your court. I will meet with Ambassador Tosgaire tomorrow at 1:00. I want you to join me.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    I get back to my office an hour after saying goodbye to President Powell. White House security is an even bigger hassle than the Pentagon. No transporting in. No transporting out. Security scans coming and going. All pointless, if you ask me, because I could transport anything in or out—a bomb, the President, the Resolute Desk for that matter. But whining about it is pointless. Protocol must be respected and equally applied, and as much as I hate it, I agree with them. But wouldn’t it be nice to have an exemption… Enough daydreaming. Time to get back to work. 
 
    Now at my desk, the first item of business is with Justin. I need to pull him into the loop on this one. 
 
    “They are going to give us an export license!” 
 
    Through the holographic 3D video connection, I see his hands smack together in delight. 
 
    “We’re going to make a fortune on this!” 
 
    Over the last two years, Justin has become much less money focused than he was before. Nonetheless, any windfall seems to set him off, as if he was a warrior who had won a glorious victory. 
 
    “We can’t let Natalie find out about this,” he whispers. 
 
    Natalie Wright, the new Speaker of the House, is a long-time friend of Justin’s and a former consort of mine, who will want the revenue flowing into the Treasury Department a lot more than into our pockets. 
 
    “The Harza want a thousand metric tons of each of the materials, three million kilograms of gold for us. At seventy thousand dollars a kilogram, over two hundred billion…” Justin suddenly goes silent, a sob escaping. “And we only get 32% of it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. Never in my life did I care about money, about getting rich. That only seventy billion is coming to us doesn’t seem to be something to complain about. 
 
    “We can charge what we want for the war shuttle upgrades,” I remind him. 
 
    Justin, apparently sobering at my words, says, “Our joint-venture agreement will funnel most of that to us.” He stews for a second, then brightens. “Kai, the war shuttle upgrades are all you. We should barter for something the Harza can give you, which we cannot.” 
 
    I look at Justin, hands out, palms up. “What?” 
 
    Rather than answering, Justin smiles. “I know exactly what I’m going to ask for. You deserve it, buddy. Let me know when you’ve shaken on the deal. I’ll handle it from there.” 
 
      
 
    [01.17.2035] CABINET ROOM, WHITE HOUSE 
 
    The cabinet meeting is at 1:00 PM, but the White House staff have instructed me to present myself at security no later than 10:00 AM. At this point, the Secret Service knows me, knows I will transport in, and has set aside a roped-off spot for me to do so. 
 
    The sudden chill, accompanied by the gentle touch of snowflakes on my face, announces my arrival. I snap my eyes open and slip under the security rope, then step up to the VIP entrance. The agent on post, bundled up for the weather, shakes his head as he pushes the button that releases the magnetic lock on the door. “Good to see you, Dr. Wimberly. You realize it’s January, right?” 
 
    “Wasn’t like this yesterday.” 
 
    He shrugs as he acknowledges, “No, it wasn’t.” 
 
    I step through the door that’s been opened by the guard inside. He smiles as he points to the aide who will escort me in. I notice her beckoning and follow as I’m led inside.  
 
    She smiles. “I think we may be the first to arrive today.” 
 
    Two boring hours later, the cabinet members start to arrive. They have placed me two seats to the right of President Powell. The normal occupants shifted another seat to the right. Icy looks accompany warm greetings as they file in and take their new positions. 
 
    Ten minutes of awkward silence follow, then the door opens, and President Powell and Ambassador Tosgaire enter to the chorus of media madness that accompanies every presidential entry I’ve witnessed. The two shake hands, then turn toward those recording the event. 
 
    My biggest surprise in this is Ambassador Tosgaire. He’s two-thirds the size of Admiral Kotosoba, encased in the lightest and most transparent space suit I’ve ever seen. 
 
    His eyes land on me, and his lips move for ten seconds before the translation broadcasts from his suit. “Kyle Wimberly. It is a pleasure to meet you in person. To’Kana holds you in high regard, as do the Harzan people.” He gives me a token bow, all of it captured by the media. 
 
    Once formalities have run their course, the president and ambassador sit opposite each other, smile for a few last pictures, then the secret service escorts the media out. 
 
    “Ambassador Tosgaire. We received your letter and acknowledge the issues you raised,” she stops there, awaiting a response that does not come. 
 
    Apparently realizing a response is expected, Tosgaire replies, “Does that mean you accept the offer we have sent?”  
 
    This is something like the twentieth meeting like this I have attended. There is a protocol document that goes out to everyone invited to take part in meetings like this. Essentially all foreign Earth-based diplomats invited follow it precisely. But in the first minute of the meeting, we’ve already gone off track. I wish President Powell had asked my advice on this. 
 
    The shocked faces of the state department aides sitting behind the ambassador almost make me laugh, but to their credit, the cabinet members have no reaction at all. 
 
    Only President Powell, who smiles. “Among human cultures, we handle issues like this in tiny steps. The first is usually to acknowledge another party’s issues, which implies a willingness to work toward a solution.”  
 
    She leans forward, focusing her attention on the ambassador. It will be curious to see if it works on him. “You want materials and designs, which I will help you get. I can sell them to you directly, as your proposal suggested. But that will take a long time, because I would have to buy them from Dr. Wimberly’s companies. What I propose to do instead is to give Dr. Wimberly and his companies the right to sell them to you. That will allow him and his colleagues to work with you directly.” 
 
    Ambassador Tosgaire turns to me without acknowledging President Powell. “Does this imply you did not have the right to sell to me before?” 
 
    “He did not,” President Powell replies. 
 
    The ambassador turns back toward the president. “Your ways are much different than ours and most other humanoid worlds. How long will it take for you to grant this permission?” 
 
    “We will proceed with all possible haste.” 
 
    Tosgaire shifts position, leaning in toward the president, matching her posture. “Does that mean today?” 
 
    “Things move slowly on our world with numerous checks and balances put in place to assure rash decisions are not made. I cannot tell you how long it will take. I can only assure you I will push it forward as quickly as I am able.” 
 
    Tosgaire stands. “Then do so quickly, because we are your first line of defense. And if we fail, then your world will surely be destroyed.” 
 
    There is an uncomfortable silence in the room, accented by the well-hidden tension in the secret service agents at the doors. 
 
    President Powell stands. “Ambassador Tosgaire. Thank you for your time today, and please accept my assurance that we will move this forward as quickly as possible.” 
 
    As she reaches out her hand to shake, the doors open and the press floods in, flashing photos of the handshake, and shouting out questions. 
 
    I note how shaken Tosgaire looks and, a moment before it happens, realize that he is calling for emergency transport back to his ship. A second later he’s gone, as is a small piece of the table against which he was leaning. What a total freaking disaster. 
 
      
 
    [01.19.2035] OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    Late last night, I received a message from the White House saying the president wanted to speak with me at 10:10 Eastern Time this morning. A video link was attached. 
 
    I got a good chewing out after the meeting on Wednesday. I couldn’t follow the rationale that made that meeting disaster my fault, but I suppose that’s why presidents have numerous aides and advisers, so there’s always someone handy to take the blame. 
 
    I tie in at 7:00 AM local time, having learned the hard way that they’ll cancel the meeting if the remote connection is not established at least five minutes early. The image of the presidential seal appears in the holoprojection I use as a monitor. 
 
    Minutes tick by as I work on the war shuttle changes the Harzan have requested. Just about the time I’ve forgotten the channel to the president is open, a voice announces, “The President of the United States.” 
 
    I swivel around and see President Powell seeming more relaxed than I have seen her in a while. In lieu of a greeting, she opens with, “Your ITAR export license has been approved. Notification is being sent to US Orbital’s contract office,” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    Her eyes are on me, though some of their power is lost in the connection. “I’m calling to tell you myself as an apology for my outburst on Wednesday. The meeting was totally unacceptable. I incorrectly blamed you. I had asked the staff to have you coach Ambassador Tosgaire on meeting protocol. They simply sent him the document instead.” 
 
    “I’m sorry things turned out that way, ma’am. Our culture and behavioral norms are very different. I was surprised you didn’t ask me to help. I should have asked.” 
 
    “Next time,” she says. “The ball is in your court now, Dr. Wimberly.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    She nods, then the line drops. 
 
    I go back to work on the war shuttle modifications. Fifteen minutes later, my cellphone sounds. It’s Justin, whom I haven’t spoken with since the meeting. 
 
    “Your meeting on Wednesday must have gone better than reported in the news. The ITAR just came through,” he says without preamble. “The initial limit is one thousand metric tons of each material. And we are eligible for expedited renewal.” 
 
    “Good news,” I agree. “But the meeting on Wednesday was a disaster. Tosgaire ended up doing an emergency transport out of the cabinet room, taking a piece of the table with him.” 
 
    “What!” Justin explodes, then on reflection says, “My instincts told me I shouldn’t have let you take that meeting on your own.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “You’ve got it from here, right?” 
 
    “I do. When can I expect the war shuttle updates?” 
 
    “By the end of next week.” 
 
    “See you then,” Justin replies, dropping the line. 
 
    … 
 
    A knock on the door breaks my concentration. A quick glance at the time reveals it’s 5:30 PM. 
 
    The door cracks open and Alex slides in. “Your export agreement just made the news. The White House announced it earlier this afternoon.” 
 
    “President Powell called me earlier to apologize for the brow beating I got on Wednesday.” I explain what happened. 
 
    “It makes more sense now,” Alex says, leaning against my desk, a sure sign there’s more coming. “The news reporter said this deal is worth over two-hundred-billion dollars. Is that true?” 
 
    “It could be. But it goes to US Orbital Shipyards, which is becoming one of the largest employers in America.” 
 
    “Your stock jumped about fifty dollars a share after the announcement.” 
 
    I look up at Alex, perplexed. “It’s just a number on a piece of paper. One that lets us build our defense.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem real,” she says, then changes gears. “Dinner will be on at 6:00. You going to be there?” 
 
    I promise I will, just one more thing to knock off then I’ll be done for the evening. 
 
    But as the door closes, a comm request comes in from Winston, the AI that runs our tracking system. I connect and a moment later, his holographic avatar appears in front of me. “The two scouting ships that appeared to be heading home…” 
 
    “What about them?” I ask. 
 
    “They just entered orbit around the Indarsu home world.” 
 
    His words flood me with fear. The Dominion defeated the Indarsu about a year ago. But instead of pausing to scavenge resources, they destroyed the Indarsu’s defense capabilities, destroyed their power infrastructure, and seeded the planet with thousands of egg sacks, leaving lots of food for the hatchlings and all the resources they would need to make that world a stronghold in the region. The presence of scout ships implies that the Dominion thinks there is something there worth scouting. We need to investigate. A powerful force that close to home would swing the odds against us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 3: INDARSU 
 
      
 
    [01.23.2035] CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS, WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER 
 
    After receiving the news Friday about the Dominion scout ships having traveled to the Indarsu home world, I contacted Admiral Kotosoba, commander of the Harzan space command. He agreed that this was a concerning development, one that needed to be investigated. But he begged off on launching an investigation, saying he was spread too thin with training commitments he’d made to President Powell and to General Zeng of the People’s Republic, and by an uptick in piracy within Harzan space. 
 
    I also forwarded the news to Morgan Owen and April McDonald in the program office for the Space Force build-out. Morgan was quick to get back to me, having talked to SECDEF over the weekend. Crew training was crawling along, and none of the American ships had yet been certified mission ready. Morgan speculated the Chinese would probably bite, but he warned me not to contact them. 
 
    Alex, always up for reconnaissance missions, suggested we go out for the weekend. But with two big development initiatives claiming my time—jump collision weaponization and the Harzan war shuttle upgrades—this would be difficult for me. Nonetheless, Alex wanted to go. So, I pulled an all-nighter, doubling down on the war shuttle upgrades, and launching them into simulation by sunrise. 
 
    Now settled into my bunk, I have six hours to nap, while Charlie and Alex navigate us to a brown dwarf, three light-years from the Indarsu home world. 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE, WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER 
 
    “Captain on the bridge,” Charlie announces as I enter. 
 
    “Status?” I ask.  
 
    Alex answers. “We dropped from jump in the brown dwarf system ten minutes ago. Charlie just confirmed that the system is clear.” She points at the main viewscreen. “We are maneuvering into a tight orbit that will preserve our speed. Charlie estimates it will save ten percent of the propellant we would otherwise spend on the return and knock a full hour off it as well.” 
 
    I look at the course plotted on the viewscreen and see the benefit immediately. 
 
    “We’ve got nine minutes before we can launch the space hawks. Want to grab some coffee and a protein bar from the galley?” she asks. 
 
    As we head back toward the crew area I ask, “Have you seen any sign of the Dominion yet?” 
 
    Alex shakes her head. “Given how small the brown dwarf is, we jumped in pretty close on a hyperbolic trajectory, so we wouldn’t be seen from outside the system and would have a quick escape if we found someone here. Charlie’s tactics have really improved since he started doing Thelma’s inherited memory stimulation exercises. You should try it yourself at some point.” 
 
    It doesn’t take long to find our snack and figure out the beverage dispenser, but by the time we return to the bridge, Charlie has settled us in to a high-eccentricity, elliptical orbit that will keep the star between us and the Indarsu home world for the next two days. 
 
    “Charlie, can you put up the star chart showing the Indarsu system?” 
 
    A moment later, the chart is up. “Only five planets,” I observe. 
 
    “But only one stealth entry point,” Charlie replies. “We can jump a space hawk in behind the fourth planet where its jump flash cannot be seen from the Indarsu home world. From there we could jump in behind the second or fourth planet, then go to stealth as we approach at sub-light for surveillance.” 
 
    “I like it. How soon can we launch the first space hawk?” 
 
    …  
 
    Seven hours pass before our space hawks arrive behind the fourth planet. All go to stealth immediately, then the alarms sound. Multiple Dominion dreadnaughts ply the system. And as we sort through the scanning data, I realize there are hundreds of ships here that are not dreadnaughts. This planet is totally Dominion infested, with all kinds of ships, of every class and every size.  
 
    “We need to call To’Kana,” Alex suggests. “This isn’t what we were expecting. Maybe he will have perspective.” 
 
      
 
    SPECIALIST QUARTERS, WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER 
 
    We're using the specialist quarters as a conference room. It’s cramped, but I’ve designated this as a secure place, one Charlie cannot monitor. I should probably do the same with the captain’s quarters where Alex and I sleep and periodically carry on. 
 
    I engage the security, then reach out to To’Kana, who picks up immediately. 
 
    As his holoprojection appears, I sense his concern. 
 
    “Thank you for sharing your sensor logs,” To’Kana opens. “It is truly sad to see what has become of the great civilization the Indarsu once had. Of all the species in toward the galactic core, our hope was with them.” He pauses, obviously bereaved. 
 
    Then his eyes lift to me. “You realize this planet is lost. Do you not?” 
 
    “I’d hoped for…” 
 
    “What do you hope for, Kyle?” To’Kana asks, shaking his head. “They are gone. Even more so than my people. We had the means for a few to escape. The Indarsu?” He just shakes his head. “They had aggression. We gave them technology. But they had no stamina. We can mourn their loss, but they are gone.” 
 
    I think I’m following To’Kana’s reasoning, but his penetrating gaze suggests I’ve missed the point. 
 
    “This world is lost,” he pronounces. 
 
    When I don’t reply, he says, “But you have found the solution.” 
 
    “What solution?” I reply without thinking. 
 
    He shakes his head and averts his eyes, muttering, “Humans are an odd species. You find solutions to your problems, but ignore them, worried they may offend those that wish to kill you.” He locks his eyes on me again. “Wake up, Kyle Wimberly. You are more able than all the rest of them; able to see and act on things no one else will.” 
 
    His words take a second to sink in, then I ask, “We should use a jump collision to destroy the entire planet?” 
 
     “By any means at your disposal.” 
 
    “But won’t that cause the Dominion to focus their attention on Earth?” 
 
    “Their attention is already on Earth. Is that not self-evident? The Harza have no one like you. Earth doesn’t have another. You are now their focus.” 
 
    The exasperation in To’Kana’s voice gives me pause to think. “You knew about the effects of a jump collision?” 
 
    To’Kana looks at me and shakes his head. “You know what to do. I can say no more.” 
 
    It seems to me that To’Kana just told me to destroy the home world of the Indarsu, because they are extinct. 
 
    Alex puts her hand over mine. “You know he’s right… Don’t you?” 
 
    “But how?” my hollow reply comes. 
 
    Alex shrugs. “Surely eight Barracudas and eight Space Hawks into the planet’s core would have an effect. Maybe we stand off, then pound them sixteen times if necessary. But if not us, then who? And if not now, then when? The Dominion have the strength and the numbers. We must stop them while we can.” 
 
    Thankfully, Alex and I are the only two humans aboard. I seal the discussion we just had, then purge it from the AI database. It’s time to extract some revenge on the Dominion. 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE, WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER 
 
    “Status?” I ask, as Alex and I return to our seats. 
 
    “Maintaining orbit around the brown dwarf. Our stealth is holding in the Indarsu system. There’s no evidence we have been detected.” 
 
    “Charlie, I want to jump into the Indarsu system unseen. What’s our best option? I want to take down some of the ships in orbit around their homeworld.” 
 
    “Risky operation,” he mutters with human-like distraction. Then, after a few seconds, Charlie completely freezes, all his computing power directed at the question. Minutes tick by before animation returns. “I can find no path into the system that cannot be seen by one or more ships. We are now tracking over eighteen hundred ships.” 
 
    I look at Alex, “Ideas?” 
 
    “How close would we need to be? Could we come in at an angle from above the orbital plane? Maybe a hundred million miles from the planet, deploy all the torpedoes, then jump out?” 
 
    I shake my head. “In open space, their dreadnaughts normally run at a relative speed of two light-years per hour. Given the number of ships here, they will have several out past the transition limit that can go to FTL in less than ten minutes. We can’t deploy our weapons that fast.” 
 
    “Sorry, wasn’t thinking,” Alex snaps back. “Their FTL-drive may not be as good as our jump drive, but it is good enough to stop us from deploying our weapons inside a crowded system.”  
 
    “We need the fire-and-forget torpedo I promised Morgan.” I chuckle at the irony. 
 
    “Sir,” Charlie interrupts. “What about this?” 
 
    An image pops up on the main viewscreen showing a long arcing trajectory, starting outside the system and terminating in near orbit to the planet. 
 
    “What are we targeting?” I ask, confused by what I am seeing. 
 
    “The shipyard, sir. It is massive, nearly one hundred fifty kilometers long. With eight torpedoes targeting it from a starting point two light-hours from the planet, traveling at one percent light-speed, under tractor control, we would be in jump targeting range in seven days with an eighty percent chance of one or more torpedoes hitting it. Those that miss would simply hit the planet.” 
 
    If this plan had been proposed by a human, I would assume that it was a joke. But Charlie is dead serious. 
 
    “They would spot the torpedoes and shoot them down before they got close,” I complain. “And how would we ever get them up to one percent light-speed?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to be tasked with shooting down a twenty-four-foot-long needle moving at one percent light speed,” Alex says. 
 
    “It won’t be that hard to get to one percent,” Charlie says as he pops another course plot up on the screen. “Three jumps, three grav assists, six hours, and a few grams of propellant to maintain trim.”  
 
    It takes a second for the pieces to snap into place, but if this plan works, it will solve another problem as well. 
 
    “Let’s do it. Once the torpedoes are away, we can return home, guiding them in remotely.” 
 
      
 
    SPECIALIST QUARTERS, WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER  
 
    Six torturous hours have passed. What I should have figured out, but didn’t expect, was the high g-forces we would have to endure through the three grav assists and the Coriolis-effect induced dizziness and nausea that would accompany it. Seasickness in space. Who would have ever thought? 
 
    But with that behind us, we are now rushing in toward the Indarsu home world at the astounding speed of eighteen hundred sixty miles per second. Over the next hour Charlie will make tiny course corrections, then we will launch all eight of our torpedoes and two of our four remaining space hawks. 
 
    Now, back in our secure room, Alex asks, “We are going to jump these torpedoes into the planet, right? We’re not targeting the shipyard.” 
 
    I nod. “As soon as we have a straight line shot at the planet, I’ll jump them in. If that’s not producing anything, then I may guide the last one for a kinetic strike. At its speed, the shipyard won’t slow it much, neither will the atmosphere, but the surface explosion should be spectacular.” 
 
    “What about the space hawks?”  
 
    “Surveillance in the short-term. A jump weapon in reserve when the time comes.” 
 
    “How do we break this to the others when we get home? Does Justin even know where you are?” 
 
    “Uh, not exactly. I told him we were taking a few days off.” 
 
    Alex groans. “When word gets out that we were out blowing up a Dominion planet…” She doesn’t finish the sentence. 
 
    “We don’t know this will work. The torpedoes are tiny compared to the planet. Even if we annihilated a cubic mile of material in the planet’s core, would it have an impact?” 
 
    “You’re not worried about Charlie?” she asks. 
 
    “When we get home, I’ll put him in isolation, so he never knows things went any differently than planned.” 
 
      
 
    [01.30.2035] OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    Seven days have passed since our excursion out to the Indarsu home world. All eight torpedoes are aligned with the planet, ready to jump into it. Later this afternoon, after my call with Justin, they will be perfectly aligned for a core shot.  
 
    Alex has taken the lead on surveilling the system. With six space hawks at her disposal, she’s accumulated a complete inventory of the ship types, and the number of ships of each type. She has also developed a clearer understanding of the things happening aboard the space station. 
 
    I’ve used the time to finish the Harzan War Shuttle design. It’s nearly twice the size of our war shuttles, because of the size difference between Harzans and humans, and the Harzan preference for larger crews. I also expanded the weapon bays to match the footprint of the crew deck, increasing the standard weapons’ complement to twelve torpedoes and twelve space hawks.  
 
    “Incoming call from Justin Wicks,” my tablet announces. 
 
    “Accept call,” I reply. 
 
    An instant later, a holographic image of Justin appears opposite me. 
 
    “So, the Harzan shuttle design is ready?” Justin opens. 
 
    I smile. “It is. All the simulations run. If we built them on our platforms, they would take ten days each.” 
 
    “Good news.” Justin nods his head, a sure sign he is about to change the subject. “The Board of Directors for US Orbital Shipyards met yesterday. They were excited to hear that we obtained the ITAR export license, allowing us to sell rare materials to the Harza. They were even more excited to hear that we are being paid three thousand metric tons of gold for this first round of exports.” 
 
    “I’m sure they were.” I reply. 
 
    They were less happy to hear that the JV would not be supplying the Harza war shuttle design, but Wicks-Wimberly Technology would source it directly. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I set it up that way.” Justin chuckles. “I told them it was because that sale was basically a sale of your services, not joint-venture assets.” 
 
    “And they bought that?” 
 
    “They’re getting seventy billion each for the materials, which they know they don’t deserve, because of the language in the export license. The language for the custom design export license names you, not US Orbital.” 
 
    “So, what am I being paid?” I ask. 
 
    Justin chuckles again. “We are swapping the design for a battlecruiser.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “You heard me. We’re going to upgrade your ride. The Harza will build one of our battle cruisers and give it to us. Technically, they will still own it, because we are not allowed to own one. But it will be permanently on loan to us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why not?” Justin comes back. 
 
    I stare at him for a second, then let it go. Justin is up to something. And he’ll tell me when I need to know. 
 
    Finally, he sighs. “Space tourism. We’ll convert the interior into luxury cabins. I’ve been talking with people at Cunard. Maybe it’ll pan out, maybe not. But think about it. Tours of the moons of Jupiter, or the rings of Saturn.” 
 
    All I can do is shake my head. 
 
    Apparently realizing this is not a productive discussion, Justin changes gears again. “Where are we with the simulation software and the fire-and-forget torpedoes?” 
 
    “The simulation software is done. The new torpedoes are the next thing on my list.” 
 
    There’s a knock on my door, then Alex sticks her head in. “It’s almost time, and there’s a recent development we need to discuss.” 
 
    The words are out before she realizes Justin is in the room with me. 
 
    “Oh, sorry to interrupt,” she says as she closes the door. 
 
    “What’s it almost time for?” Justin asks. 
 
    “A project Alex and I have been working on.” 
 
    “That’s all I get?” he prods. 
 
    When I don’t respond, he says. “OK. I get it. You two deserve a little privacy. Morgan needs a progress report on those torpedoes. Tuesday?” 
 
    “Yeah. Tuesday.” 
 
    “OK. Will get back to you with the logistics. Go have fun with your girlfriend.” 
 
    And with that, the line drops. 
 
      
 
    THIRD FLOOR STUDY 
 
    For my birthday last year, Alex arranged for the chef to serve a private meal for us up on the third-floor overlook. Embarrassingly, my only previous excursion up to the third floor was with another girlfriend, who dumped me ten days later. 
 
    Unlike that night, when Sophie and I came up late and my hormones were in overdrive, Alex and I wandered around a bit, exploring the rooms. To our surprise, we found a study with walls of books, a desk, some armchairs, and a fireplace. 
 
    As no one used the study, Alex claimed the space as her office. Since we returned from the Indarsu home world, it has become our war room. 
 
    I knock on the door and a moment later, Alex releases the security bolt. 
 
    “We’re right in the optimal strike window,” she says in greeting, as she points to the holoprojection showing the Indarsu system map. “And it seems the Dominion have just discovered us.” 
 
    In the holoprojection, three smaller ships, which Alex has classified as fighters, are on an intercept course with our phalanx of torpedoes. 
 
    “Think they can hit us?” I ask. 
 
    “Maybe. It would be pure luck, we’re moving way too fast, but…” She switches the display to show the torpedoes targeting scanners. “We’re right at the optimal jump point. The range settings are perfect. The alignment is perfect. If we’re going to do this, we should do it now.” 
 
    “You want to give the fire command?” 
 
    “One at a time? Or all at once?” she asks. 
 
    “Let’s start with one,” I say. 
 
    “Depth?” 
 
    “Ten miles?” 
 
    Alex hesitates, then adjusts the range. A countdown timer pops up with three digits to the right of the decimal point. “At our speed, hitting within ten miles is almost impossible, we need to go a little deeper.” 
 
    A moment later there’s a beep. 
 
    “We have lock,” Alex says, as the last seconds tick down, then the first torpedo jumps. 
 
    When nothing happens, Alex asks, “Jump the next one?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I mutter, my focus glued to the image of the planet. Maybe a little deeper this time.” 
 
    When the second and third torpedoes produce no visible result, Alex says, “I think we need to go a lot deeper. Pressure and temperature will both be higher.” 
 
    “How deep?” I ask back. 
 
    “The planet is a little smaller than Earth. A thousand miles down might put us in the center of the mantle.” 
 
    “Sure. Let’s try it. We’re breaking new ground.” 
 
    Alex adjusts settings, and a minute later the beep indicating target lock sounds and torpedo four disappears. But nothing seems to happen. 
 
    “This is the worst superweapon ever conceived,” I mumble in frustration. 
 
    “Can you check something for me?” Alex asks. 
 
    “Yeah, what do you need?” 
 
    “Assume that we just blew up an enormous hunk of rock. How long would it take the shock wave to get to the surface? It should be easy to look up.” 
 
    I pop open my tablet and search for the speed of sound through granite. Just less than six thousand meters per second.  
 
    “A little less than four miles a second,” I conclude. “Maybe five minutes for the impact to reach the surface.” 
 
    “I think we should wait until we can rule out a devastating impact,” she replies. 
 
    The wail of an alarm startles as the holoprojection shifts back to the approaching fighters. 
 
    “They took a shot,” Alex says in surprise after inspecting the data more carefully. “That was close. A waste of ammunition, but still close.” 
 
    “How close?” I ask, not understanding how something close could be a waste of ammunition. 
 
    “Twelve-hundred miles, two-thirds of a second. And desperate. We are out of range now.” 
 
    Boring minutes pass, then Alex says, “Kai, if we’re going for a core shot, then we need to do it now. The targetable zone is shifting off center.” 
 
    “OK, let’s put the remaining four torpedoes right in the center.” 
 
    “Let’s spread them out a bit, say, fifteen seconds apart? That way, we don’t risk jumping our torpedoes into an active rift zone.” Alex says, then starts working her controls. A few seconds later, the first torpedo is away. A minute after, the fourth torpedo jumps. 
 
    We sit and watch, hoping to see something, anything. 
 
    I shake my head. “Well, that was a waste of time.” 
 
    Alex reaches over and puts her hand on mine, then smiles. “We still have six space hawks in the system. Should we jump two of them into their shipyard? Use two more to knock out two dreadnaughts? Leave the other two for surveillance?”  
 
    My first instinct is to say no. The Dominion don’t know we are here. Why poke a stick in the hornet’s nest? Then To’Kana’s words come back to me. Their attention is already on Earth. Their focus is on you. He was adamant that we go now with every tool available to us. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Alex asks. 
 
    “To’Kana’s claim that the Dominion’s focus was on Earth, on me. And his insistence that we hit them now, as hard as we can.” 
 
    “You disagree?” she asks. 
 
    “They don’t look like they’re acting with much urgency.” 
 
    Alex shakes her head. “Look at this.”  
 
    She pops an image up in the holoprojection. “It’s a dreadnaught, docked at the shipyard.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    The image shifts, the dreadnaught replaced by a dreadnaught’s skeleton. “This is what it looked like seven days ago.”  
 
    When I don’t say anything, Alex fills the silence. “This is that same ship with its superstructure under construction.” 
 
    “How?” I ask, dumbfounded. 
 
    As Alex zooms in, I see the ship covered with thousands of spiders. 
 
    I gasp at the sight. “They can work in space?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Alex replies. “The resolution isn’t that good. It could be tight fitting suits; could be bots. But there are dozens of dreadnaughts docked at that station. Most appear to be under construction. My theory is that the planet has the materials they need, and they can build ships here faster than they can fly them in from their space.” 
 
    “When did you come up with that?” 
 
    “This morning. That’s the recent development I mentioned. Kind of got distracted by the torpedoes.” 
 
    “You think we should take down the shipyard?” 
 
    She nods. “I do.”  
 
    Over the next hour, we line up four space hawks, two targeting each end of the hundred-fifty-kilometer-long shipyard. The plan is to jump one into each end, see how much damage they do, then re-evaluate how we want to proceed with the other two. 
 
    Once we have target lock, we set the jump sequencer. 
 
    “Ready?” Alex asks. 
 
    I nod, then five seconds later, a vibration passes through the shipyard, and a rift line appears, ripping through its spine. An instant after, it seems to come apart, debris from the station scattering as the dreadnaughts under construction drift away, their hatches still attached to their docking stations and whatever scrap of the defunct shipyard that still exists. 
 
    I stand and pump a fist, totally psyched by the effectiveness of the strike. Alex smiles, then her jaw drops as she points. “Oh my God.” 
 
    I snap my head around and see something I’d hoped for earlier but could never have imagined. Enormous cracks spread across the planet’s surface, magma oozing out of some, dust rising from others. In some places, the oceans move—massive tsunamis crawling across the land. 
 
    Alex gets up and walks closer to the holoprojection, pointing at a spot where one of the magma filled cracks is moving toward the ocean. Seconds later, massive clouds form. We watch as it grows, staring at the calamity we induced on this once thriving world. The devastation is mesmerizing. 
 
    An alarm sounds, drawing our attention. 
 
    “It’s a proximity alert.” Alex says. “Some space junk is about to hit one of our space hawks. I’ve got it. See if you can find us some targets. We have four space hawks in the system. Might as well use them.” 
 
    I pop up a system map constructed from the space hawks’ sensor feeds. What had been an orderly flow of ships an hour ago now looks like chaos—the fighters all in motion going in different directions at different speeds. But as I watch, the underlying order becomes apparent. The Dominion must be pulling up stakes. All the fighters are vectoring toward a dreadnaught, presumably their home base. I’m sure some ships will stay behind, but this planet will not be habitable for a long time. 
 
    “What have you found?” Alex asks. 
 
    I point. “These eight dreadnaughts have recalled their fighters. These four just seem to be sitting there.” 
 
    “Those are freighters,” Alex clarifies, then points at a few small but clunky ships climbing up out of a low orbit. “These are haulers. They’ve been making runs between the freighters, shipyard, and surface. I’m guessing the ones on the surface were lost, but I imagine these will all pack up and leave, too.” 
 
    She turns her attention back to the dreadnaughts. “These are the high-value targets. We should wait until they’ve retrieved their fighters before taking them down.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    As she walks back over to her station, she says, “I’ve been monitoring these guys. They’ve been running mock space battles all week, which I’ve scored.” She taps a button, highlighting four of the dreadnaughts. “These four are the best targets.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we should leave some surveillance behind?” 
 
    She shakes her head no. “This planet is out of the game for the foreseeable future. They know we know they are here, so they won’t stage anything in this system until the planet is accessible again. I’ll take a high value target, like those dreadnaughts, over an early warning system in unusable territory like this.” 
 
    “Good point.” I sigh. “Who are we going to tell about this?” 
 
    “No one.” Alex laughs as if this is the stupidest thing I’ve ever said. 
 
    I put my hands out. “Winston knows the Dominion are here. We’ve told To’Kana, Admiral Kotosoba, Morgan Owen, and April McDonald about a Dominion presence in this system. Morgan has told SECDEF about it… Someone will ask, or worse, will come looking without asking.” 
 
    “Good point. We should get ahead of it, say we came and found that a disaster of some sort struck. There’s lots of Dominion wreckage. The planet appears to be undergoing an extinction-level climate event. Our hypothesis… A giant asteroid strike.” 
 
    I look at Alex, a little concerned about her increased aggression and willingness to just fabricate stories. “Wouldn’t the Dominion have seen a giant asteroid coming?” 
 
    “No hypothesis then. Just the facts…”  
 
    The way she pauses makes me think she’s caught my concern. 
 
    “… about what they will find when they come,” she finishes. 
 
    I nod. “Good idea.” Pointing back at the system map, I ask, “We have what, maybe an hour before we make the hit?” 
 
    “More. Why?” 
 
    “I want to talk to To’Kana, get his take on what’s happened.” 
 
    “We can do that from here.” 
 
    “I’d like a change of scenery.” 
 
    “Okay if I join you?” 
 
    The truth is, I would rather do this on my own. But sensing the concern in her voice, I smile. “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    The line connects with To’Kana’s evaluative eyes boring into mine. The stare stretches out, then he says, “I trust the situation on the Indarsu home world has been resolved.” 
 
    I swallow. “It has. The shipyard is no more. We rendered the planet uninhabitable. We had enough weaponry in-system to take down four of the remaining dreadnaughts. Four others, four freighters, and a handful of scouts will escape.” 
 
    To’Kana nods. “That is why I have arranged for a battlecruiser to be delivered to you.” 
 
    The words shock. “I thought Justin arranged for that.”  
 
    “You’re getting a battlecruiser?” Alex asks. 
 
    “Justin told me right after you stepped out this morning.” I reply, then turn back to To’Kana, whose eyes are sparkling now. 
 
    “Do you think Justin came up with this idea on his own?” he asks. 
 
    “He said we were going into the luxury space tourism industry.” 
 
    To’Kana shrugs. “Sometimes people are more pliable when you tell them what they want to hear. But I suppose that is not the purpose of your call.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. Last week you said the Dominion were after me, implying they were after me, personally. Every time I have encountered them, I seem to have felt them before seeing them. And in those encounters, their eyes seem to be on me, not the others around me. I think you know more about this than you’ve let on.” 
 
    To’Kana’s smile is back, the one he gives me when I ask what he’s been waiting for me to ask. “Because of the efforts of our new allies, who have captured quite a few members of the Dominion, our scientists have begun to unravel the secrets of the arachnoids. They are innately telepathic and operate as part of a hive mind, which makes them appear to be shockingly intelligent. The first two you met undoubtedly figured out that you were different than the others. At this point, every Dominion individual you meet will probably know you by sight. Even shown your picture, the Dominion we’ve captured, who have never seen a human before, react, picking you out of a lineup. We suspect they can sense your mind at a distance, but of course, we have no way to prove that.” 
 
    “That would imply they can find Earth, simply by looking for me.” 
 
    “They have sent spy ships to Earth. They know exactly where it is, and Earth is almost certainly their priority target, which is the second reason you need a battlecruiser.” 
 
    “I hope you plan to explain that statement.” 
 
    “The reason should be self-evident.” 
 
    The evaluative eyes are back, which implies that he will pass judgment on my response. 
 
    “They are more interested in me than in Earth?” I ask in astonishment. “So, if I am somewhere else, Earth will not be their top priority?” 
 
    To’Kana nods, but it is the slow and shallow nod I get when I’m half-way there. 
 
    “And if I’m charging into their territory with enough firepower, their interest in this region of space will lessen?” 
 
    To’Kana’s evaluative eyes soften, a smile forming. “Exactly.”  
 
    “But how can that work?” Alex asks. “The two of us can’t operate a battlecruiser.” 
 
    To’Kana turns to Alex. “Just because something is difficult doesn’t mean that it cannot or should not be done. You have significant resources at your disposal. Everything you must do is within your means.” 
 
    From previous sessions like this, I can tell To’Kana is about to dismiss us, unless I can refocus the discussion. “Going back to the Dominion, have you been able to determine how they interfere with your sensors?” 
 
    “The mechanism behind their telepathy is electromagnetic. Just as your vocal chords create vibrations that carry through the air, arachnoids have an organ that produces subspace radio waves, similar to the ones used in our sensor arrays. It’s quite remarkable, but no more remarkable than any of the senses that make up the humanoid sensory system.” 
 
    “What other ship systems could their telepathy influence?” 
 
    “We have only documented a few.” To’Kana stands, indicating the end of this session. “Your battlecruiser will arrive in twenty-three days. Begin your preparations. The sooner you leave, the less of a threat you pose to your people.” 
 
    When the line drops, Alex explodes, “Is this the way he talks to you when I’m not there?” 
 
    I shrink back under her ire. 
 
    When there is no immediate response, Alex exclaims, “What the hell, Wimberly!” 
 
    “Who would I be without him?” I shout, pissed at the situation, more than I am with Alex. “Besides being dead… Who the hell would I be?” The last bit comes out with hopelessness. 
 
    A second later, her strong arms are around me; her soft lips delivering a kiss on my neck. “Can we at least talk about it?” 
 
    I’m not sure which of us moved first, but now she’s in my arms. 
 
    “Talk to me?” she asks. 
 
    “To’Kana is like a mentor. He tells me little. But prods me to think. He asks me the questions that answer mine. He gave me a new body, upgraded my mind, downloaded generations of memories… It’s the way it has been since Day One.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly remembering Day One that way,” she teases. Her grip on me tightening. 
 
    I grunt. “Well, we weren’t exactly together the entire day.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me!” The words come out with contagious laughter. 
 
    As we hold each other, calmness returns. 
 
    “So, this is how he trains you?” she whispers. 
 
    “Socratic, don’t you think?” 
 
    Alex devolves into laughter. “Oh, my God. Kyle Wimberly talking Socrates.” 
 
    The laughing morphs into tears, then Alex, still clinging to me, asks, “So, we’re doing this then.” 
 
    “Yeah. We’re doing this. The question is how.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 4: PREPARATION 
 
      
 
    [01.31.2035] BEDROOM, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    The events of the day yesterday left me exhausted. About 7:30, Alex and I went up to bed and, once settled, I went out like a light. Amazingly, I slept nine hours, which rarely happens. But now, at 4:45 AM, I’m wide awake and filled with anxiety about the new responsibilities To’Kana has given me. Unable to keep from fidgeting, I slip out of bed, grab my robe, then head down to the office. Once seated, I call Justin.  
 
    Seconds later he appears opposite me, then laughs. “Glad to see you dressed for the occasion. What’s gone wrong?” 
 
    “I haven’t told you about the Indarsu home world yet, have I?” 
 
    “Weren’t they the ones To’Kana hoped would turn back the Dominion?” 
 
    “They were.” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    I give Justin the one-minute version of what we discovered there, then play him a clip showing the number of ships and the shipyard there. 
 
    “The shipyard had ten ships docked that were in some stage of construction. They were cranking out one a week. Alex and I, mostly Alex, have been studying them remotely.” 
 
    “What are we going to do about it?” 
 
    “Remember when Alex came into my office while we were talking yesterday?” 
 
    Justin nods. 
 
    “Do you remember her saying there was a new development?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “This is what she found.”  
 
    I put up the after image showing the mangled shipyard floating above the white milky clouds encasing the planet. 
 
    “What happened?” he asks. 
 
    “This is what we caught.” 
 
    I play an edited clip that shows the shipyard zip apart, then the planet starting to crack open. 
 
    Justin’s mouth drops open. “A giant asteroid must have hit the planet—some of the junk in its wake taking down the shipyard. Do we know if anything survived?” 
 
    “All eight of the space hawks we left behind were destroyed. They recorded the destruction of eight dreadnaughts. Four more, plus four mining ships, and several scout ships were attempting escape when the last of our space hawks was hit.” 
 
    “Jesus. I wish we had weapons as powerful. Then again, best we don’t. We would probably end up killing ourselves.” 
 
    I chuckle half-heartedly at Justin’s comment. If only he knew. 
 
    “I talked at length with To’Kana yesterday.” 
 
    “What does he think about it?” 
 
    I share To’Kana’s theory that the Dominion are trying to set up shop here, the findings from their research into arachnoid telepathy, and his belief that I am what is attracting them to Earth. 
 
    “So that’s why he volunteered to have the Harza build you a battlecruiser. I should have realized it wasn’t about space tourism. But how is this going to work? You’ll need a crew and supplies; you still have deliverables we’ve committed to Morgan; and it’s illegal for American citizens to pursue wars of their own without government sanction.” 
 
    “I know. That’s what I can’t wrap my head around. But To’Kana is right. This is something I must do, so it’s on me to figure out how.” 
 
    “Start with President Powell. You are a special member of her cabinet. You can request an audience and get one. If she commissions this, then most of your problems are gone. If she forbids it, then you’ve got real problems.” 
 
    “Good suggestion. I’ll call the White House as soon as we are off the line.” 
 
    “Good.” Justin looks up, catching my eye. “You have really landed yourself in it this time, Wimberly.” 
 
    “I’ll keep you looped in.” 
 
    “And don’t forget our meeting with Morgan next Tuesday. We need that fire-and-forget torpedo.” 
 
    When the line drops, I sit back in my seat, still feeling overwhelmed. But Justin was right. I need to start with President Powell. I grab my landline phone, the one the Secret Service had installed, and dial Rose Richards, the president’s secretary. 
 
    She answers immediately, “Good morning, Dr. Wimberly. You are up early this morning. How can I help you?” 
 
    “I have an urgent update for the President. I’m hoping she has a few minutes to spare for me today.” 
 
    My words are met with the sound of Rose’s clicking tongue. “I doubt we’re going to be able to do that today, Dr. Wimberly. She’s not in her office. I’ll message Peter, saying it’s urgent. He’ll get back to you as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rose,” I say as the line drops. 
 
    Great. Just great. I’ve only met Peter West once. He’s the president’s new chief of staff, one of the most prickly bureaucrats I’ve ever met, a letter of the law kind-of guy that does not permit same day scheduling, unless the president requests it. 
 
    Noise out in the foyer, draws my attention. It’s the guys getting warmed up for the morning run. Time for the day to start in earnest. 
 
      
 
    TRAIL, TAWNY OWL ESTATE 
 
    As has been the pattern for some time now, Alex and I hang back from the rest of the crew. 
 
    “Clever to have played Justin that way,” Alex says after I recount my conversation with him. “I agree that President Powell is the place to start, but good luck with that. According to the news feed on my phone, she’s traveling to China today. I’m kind of surprised she didn’t bring you along. One of the topics on the agenda is the space fleet.” 
 
    “I’m protected from most of that. The program team and State Department deal with the allies. I’m technology, Mac is delivery, and Justin is coordination. I’m very happy not needing to know who needs what when.” 
 
    We run in silence for a few seconds, then Alex says, “Today is Day #1 of twenty-three. How are we going to get ready in twenty-three days? I don’t know where to start.” 
 
    “There are four things I’m worried about.” 
 
    Alex laughs, “Only four?” 
 
    “Crew, supplies, the fire-and-forget weapon, and a new planet killing weapon,” I say, ignoring the snipe. “If President Powell embraces the mission, then crew and supplies will be less of a problem. So, for the purposes of Day #1, I am not going to worry about them. I’m going to focus on the weapons.” 
 
    “We should probably contact To’Kana as well,” Alex replies. “We need to know more about how the ship will be outfitted. If we get it twenty-three days from now with no stoves, toilets, or running water, then this is not something that’s going to happen this year.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a little pessimistic?” I ask. 
 
    “I apparently watch more news than you do.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Kai… The problems with the interior finishings have been all over the news for the last couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “And we’re going to need replicators.” 
 
    “Agreed, but I think you’re meaning more than I’m getting.” 
 
    “There will be no supply lines on this mission.  That means anything we need to get back home, we’ll have to make for ourselves.” 
 
    A chill runs through me, triggered by Alex’s words, not the cold, wet weather. Will we ever come home from this mission?  
 
    A quiet voice in the back of my mind whispers, No. 
 
      
 
    THIRD-FLOOR STUDY 
 
    By the time we got back from this morning’s run, I was soaked, not from sweat, but from the rain that started in earnest on the return leg. Even a hot shower with Alex wasn’t enough to overpower the chill. The haunted feeling that came with my doubt we’d return from this mission didn’t help either. 
 
    So, we came up to Alex’s cozy new hangout for the warmth of its fireplace, before initiating a call with To’Kana. 
 
    The line connects and To’Kana’s image appears in the holographic projection. 
 
    “I am pleased to hear back from you so soon. You must be taking this mission seriously.” 
 
    “We are,” I assure. “What can you tell us about the battlecruiser you are sending us?” 
 
    The hint of a smile and nodding head confirm that I’ve asked the question To’Kana was looking for. “It is patterned after my legacy ship, but outfitted for war, and scaled more appropriately for people of your size. It has an auto-doc optimized for human use. Large industrial replicators, like the ones on my ship. Luxury appointments in all the crew areas. An integrated food synthesis system sufficient for up to thirty humans. A jump system with dual power sources, similar to the ones you’ve put in your war shuttle… You will find this ship to be quite comfortable and able. Ready to take the upgraded weapons you are working on.” 
 
    I look at To’Kana, head cocked. “It sounds as though you are giving us, not our government, a complete weapon system. How is it you can do that? Isn’t that against the rules.” 
 
    To’Kana smiles. “Like the original war shuttles, this ship is ours, not yours. It was designed with your enhanced technology, for a mission only you can perform.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    To’Kana’s evaluative eyes are back. “You know the answer to this question, but don’t realize it yet. And as with many things, you will not understand the answer, until you figure it out yourself.” 
 
    I feel my blood pressure rising over the familiar double-talk. 
 
    “You will know when the epiphany comes. Then you will act with conviction I cannot impart to you. Simulators for your new ship are available now.” 
 
    My tablet dings. 
 
    “Thelma can help you get it set up. But heed my warning. Do not allow her access to the simulation.” 
 
    With that To’Kana stands and the connection drops. 
 
    “Why does he always do that to you?” Alex asks, before I have the chance to ask her. For whatever reason, it strikes me as funny in the moment, and I laugh until I weep. 
 
    Alex chuckles along but looks at me as though I’ve gone crazy. When I finally calm myself, she asks, “What was that all about?” 
 
    The question gets me going again, but her frustrated look sobers me. 
 
    “I don’t know. I was going to ask you the same question. All the double talk makes me crazy.” 
 
    My cell phone sounds, the ringtone one I use for contacts in DC. 
 
    “Wimberly.” 
 
    “Dr. Wimberly. Peter West. Can you give me the thumbnail of your urgent matter for the president?” 
 
    “We discovered a large Dominion presence closer than expected. We also learned more about their plans. I have a solution that can be enacted within a month. I would like her blessing to pursue it.” 
 
    There is silence on the line for a moment, then he says, “I can give you 15 minutes at 6:15 AM Eastern time tomorrow morning. Be on the line no later than 6:05. Bring your A-game.” And with that, the line drops. 
 
    I stare at my phone, shaking my head. 
 
    “What was that about?” Alex asks. 
 
    “I have a phone meeting with the president tomorrow morning at 6:00 AM Eastern.” 
 
    “Three in the morning?” Alex whispers. “Peter West, right? What’s the matter with that guy?” 
 
      
 
    [02.01.2035] OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE  
 
    Peter sent me an update last night asking me to tie in on the video line. So here I am at 3:00 AM, dressed in suit and tie, looking at a holoprojection screen that shows a 2D image of an American flag waving in the breeze.  
 
    After the call with Peter yesterday afternoon, I went back down to my office to work on the new fire-and-forget torpedo. It uses a jump drive energy management system that I came up with last year, one that allows you to take two long jumps back-to-back as originally envisioned by the Iknosan. Unfortunately for them, they couldn’t figure out how to build one, so went with a design that required a five-minute recharge time.  
 
    The solution to their original problem was easy. All we needed to do was put two capacitor banks in and charge them both before making the first jump. But the Iknosan never had that insight, which cost them the war. 
 
    The new trick I came up with late last year was an energy management system that allowed us to take multiple short jumps on one full charge. How does that help? With our old system, we would be shooting at something five kilometers long from a million kilometers away, something that required incredible precision. With the new system we can jump halfway, then adjust course and jump again, hop-scotching our way toward our target. In a target rich environment, we can even zig-zag our way in, so our enemy doesn’t know who we are targeting. That’s the theory anyway. The challenge is how to put all that in a package the size of our existing barracuda torpedoes. I think I finally cracked that nut yesterday. 
 
    In the holoprojection, the waving flag is replaced by the presidential seal, then a moment later the familiar message plays, “The President of the United States,” and President Powell’s face appears.  
 
    “Good morning, Kyle. Peter tells me you have an important update on the Dominion.” 
 
    Last night, I worked on a concisely worded version of the story—the Dominion is projecting power into our space, building ships in a system about a year away, wiped out by an unknown catastrophe, the extent of arachnoid telepathy, Earth as the next target, the mission To’Kana has proposed. I use exactly half my fifteen minutes spewing the message out, her expression migrating from happy at the beginning to angry by the time I am done. 
 
    “No, I will not endorse this mission. We have spent half a trillion dollars on a fleet allegedly capable of defending the Earth. We’ve spent another half a trillion on recruiting and training. And, we’ve spent a quarter trillion on developing an international coalition to deploy the defense we’ve built. I’m not going to throw all that away, so you can lead a one-man foraging exercise in deep space because you think you are the target.” 
 
    “Nothing is being thrown away, ma’am. This is mostly a reconnaissance mission, one that will draw attention away from Earth, and give us the flexibility to tamp out the hot spots we might encounter.” 
 
    President Powell looks as angry as I’ve ever seen her. “I will say this one last time. I will not authorize or support this mission in any way. And if you take it of your own volition, then I will have the justice department pursue an indictment against you and your companies. Have I made myself clear!” 
 
    “You’ve made yourself clear, ma’am.” 
 
    My time is up, but she’s made no move to terminate the call. “Kyle,” she starts in a scolding tone. “We’ve invested a lot in you. You’ve made yourself into a national hero. Don’t throw it away for nothing. To’Kana is playing you, manipulating you for his purposes, not ours. Don’t fall for it.” 
 
    The last part comes out with surprising passion. 
 
    “I won’t, ma’am.” 
 
    She smiles at my reassurance, then motions for the line to be cut. 
 
    What the hell am I going to do now? 
 
    As I sit back in my chair, the electronic picture frame on the wall catches my eye, the image just shifted to that of Team Boomerang from our adventure into Harza space last year. Colonel Brock was still in the DC area and undoubtedly up already. I wonder what he would say about the situation. I pull out my cell phone, scroll through my contacts, then initiate a call. 
 
    A moment later it connects. 
 
    “Brock here.” 
 
    “Colonel Brock, Kyle Wimberly.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you’ve got another unauthorized mission and need crew.” 
 
    I explain the situation and ask his opinion. 
 
    “I can’t help you on this one. It’s too big, and it’s been explicitly forbidden. They played it smarter last time.” 
 
    “Do you think I’m crazy to believe I need to do this?” 
 
    He grunts. “I’m the sharp end of the stick. I poke the people I’m told to poke. I don’t want any part of deciding who gets poked.” 
 
    There’s silence for a second, then Brock says, “You’ll need to go mercenary on this one. I can introduce you to some people, if you want to go down that road. They’re not cheap, but they are reliable.”  
 
    More than once I’ve heard that when fate stares you in the face, it will win unless you stare back with greater intensity. The truth of the matter is that most cower away. But I know who I am, know what I’ve been called to do. “Please, introduce me.” 
 
    Brock exhales loudly enough for me to catch it over the cell. “You surprise me again, Wimberly. No two in the same location. You know where my brownstone is. Transport into the kitchen at noon. We’ll take it from there.” 
 
      
 
    BROWNSTONE, GEORGETOWN 
 
    In truth, I’d lost track of Colonel Brock. Thelma hadn’t. She knew his address, the layout of his home, how he used it in his work. “A lot of unsavory characters enter that building,” she cautioned.  
 
    I knew Alex was going to be upset when she found out I did this on my own. But I couldn’t risk her, couldn’t live another day without her. So, I’m going to take it on alone. 
 
    Now, at exactly nine Pacific, noon Eastern, I close my eyes and ask Thelma to transport me. A second later my eyes snap open as a voice I don’t know asks, “Enough bullshit, Brock, who’s the client?” 
 
    “You didn’t answer the question. Are you willing to work off planet? Say no, and we’re done here. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    “I’m not doing this with the Americans, Chinese, or Australians—no offense. Are we still talking?” 
 
    “We’re still talking.” Brock replies. 
 
    “So, it’s either Wimberly, the Iknosan, or the Harza.” 
 
    I hear the man shudder. “Not going with the Harza. They’re too alien. No offense. I love the aliens that have teamed up with us. But the reports I’ve read… Sorry, I’m not on for that.” 
 
    “It’s not the Harza.” 
 
    There’s silence for a second. “We know where you live, Brock. Lie to me, and…” 
 
    There’s fifteen or more seconds of silence. “One hundred thousand a month per operator. I have five that will sign on. A couple more that will volunteer for a lower rate. Now, who’s the client? What’s the mission?” 
 
    “You can come in now,” Brock calls out. 
 
    There are sounds of a scuffle, then the words, “Back off, Quinn. You know who it is now.” 
 
    I walk in and see Brock and Quinn pointing handguns at each other. Quinn sees me and is all smiles. The arm holding the gun drops as he turns his back on Brock and places the weapon on the table, his right hand moving toward me in a seamless motion. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, sir.” 
 
    Brock steps in my direction. “Dr. Wimberly, please meet Terry Quinn. Retired Navy SEAL. A man of honor, or we would not have had this scuffle. If you arrived on time, you heard his offer.” 
 
    I accept the hand offered and sense the goodwill radiating from both men. We’ll need to debrief on this later. I motion toward a seat. “Terry, tell me about your team.” 
 
    Terry tells me a little about himself and a little more about the other five members of his core team, promising a bona fides package if we move to the next step. Then he asks about the job. 
 
    “The cover for your employment will be security. I was the target of a terrorist attack just over a year ago. They got someone I was with, but not me. We beefed up security, but with the CNN Poll last week, the FBI notified me that my name is surfacing in the chatter again. The poll was bullshit, by the way. I’m not running for president.” 
 
    “You have a rock-solid cover, sir.” Terry replies. 
 
    “The real mission will be in space. The government is moving too slowly. Our primary mission will be to put surveillance in place, so we can track Dominion activity. At some point, we will probably have to defend ourselves. The good news is that our weapons and propulsion are vastly superior to the enemy’s, and our ships are more comfortable than accommodations on any of my deployments with the Army.”  
 
    … 
 
    Two hours later, the scene repeats with a different team at a different location. Two hours after, another team, another location. Then we both transport back to the den where Alex is waiting for us. 
 
    She’s all sweetness and light with Brock, but I can tell she’s not happy with me. 
 
    “Quinn’s team is by far the best. If you take all twelve, it will cost you nine hundred thousand a month. They are damn good and once on payroll, you can bet your life on them. Since you are richer than God, that’s who I would go with. The others will cost a little less, because their teams are smaller. If I were the commander of your mission, which I’m not.” He pauses. “I’d go with Quinn. That’s why I introduced him first.” 
 
    I look at Alex, who shrugs. Brock sees her reaction and addresses her directly. “Alex, this is the team you want. Four top-rated male operators, two female ones. The other six are their mates. Strong teams that want to come home together. You’ll fit in well with them. They’ll be devoted to Kyle, because… Well, he’s the sugar daddy. They’ll respect you, because you’re a better operator than any of the partners. If you are going to run this crazy mission, run it with Quinn.” 
 
    I look at Alex, who nods. Then I say to Brock, “Quinn it is. Here for training ASAP. Half price the first month, then a year guaranteed. The offer is open for five days.” 
 
    “They will be ready for transport tomorrow.” 
 
    As soon as Brock transports out, Alex shakes her head. “Not even checking for arachnoid genes?” 
 
    “Wish you would have reminded me of that a minute ago.” 
 
    I pound out a text reminding the colonel of the transport test. 
 
    The reply comes back a moment later. They already know there is a qualification process. There always is. It’s part of the standard contract, no questions asked if they fail. I’ll signal you when they are ready for transport. 
 
    As I read Alex the reply, I wonder if this means I’m already a criminal. 
 
      
 
    [02.05.2035] OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    To my surprise, I got a message back from Brock the day after I extended the offer to Quinn’s team. They were finishing up another assignment and would not be available until today. What I originally took as bad news turned out to be a blessing. Finishing the fire-and-forget torpedo ended up being harder than expected. To’Kana’s design AI finally found the bug in my work two days ago. Yesterday, I finished the normal list of simulations I do before presenting new designs to Morgan and his team. 
 
    Quinn’s team will transport in later today. Alex and I will help them get settled, then tomorrow Alex will start them on the simulators, while I demonstrate the second-generation fire-and-forget Barracuda torpedoes. 
 
      
 
    [02.06.2035] CONFERENCE ROOM, HAY-ADAMS HOTEL 
 
    As we have done before, on days when we are making big presentations, Justin rented a place outside the Pentagon for the meeting. Morgan Owen and his entire program team are here, as are our partners in US Orbital Shipyards—Angela Cook and Logan Watts from SpaceX, and Nicholas Bennett and Emma Hudson from Boeing. 
 
    Morgan opens the meeting by welcoming everyone and saying what a delight it is to be previewing a new weapon system. He reminds everyone that torpedo targeting has been the number one weapons complaint from the crews in training. 
 
    When Morgan turns the floor over to me, I start by popping up images of the old and new torpedoes. 
 
    “As you can see, there are some differences between the old torpedoes and the new. The old torpedoes were seven point four-five meters in length. The new ones are longer at seven point seven five meters.” 
 
    “That’s more than a foot longer than the old ones,” Logan Watts cuts in. “Can the automated loading and release systems handle that much of a change?” 
 
    I smile at the question. Despite his genius, Logan sometimes reacts before he thinks. “I wouldn’t be up here making this proposal if it didn’t,” I reply with playful laughter. “But to your point, the software controlling the load and release will need to be updated, which we can do at the same time as the targeting software updates.” 
 
    Logan nods and returns the smile, although I expect he’s not so happy with me for calling him out. 
 
    “The diameter of the torpedoes has also increased from one point four eight meters with tractors installed to one point five two. A much smaller increase.” 
 
    Angela raises her hand. “I’m curious… What change could you make with just forty millimeters?” 
 
    “The new features enabled more efficient integration. The old torpedo had four features: a shield killing weapon, a laser, and a tungsten penetrator, wrapped in a jump drive. At the time we built it, we did not have space for guidance control. The closest thing we had to a surveillance system was a forward camera.” 
 
    Angela signals me to keep going. 
 
    “Our second-generation torpedo adds a full surveillance suite, allowing us to track our target. It includes a grav-drive, which gives us maneuverability, allowing us to adjust course in flight. And it has stealth, which will make our torpedoes invisible, except when jumping. The energy management system that we've been talking about for the past few months makes it all possible. So back to your question… Everything inside, except for the tungsten penetrator, is smaller than before except the jump and stealth distribution system, which is thicker.” 
 
    “I trust you will show us the internal layout and build simulations as you have done before.” 
 
    “We will. Are there any more questions? If not, we can move on to show an attack simulation.” 
 
    After another hour of questions and other technical discussion, I see Morgan’s increasingly irritated look. Finally, he interrupts, calling for a break. 
 
    As the others get up and move around, Justin comes over. “Excellent discussion, but I think we should change the way we run these meetings. Logan and Angela want every technical detail of everything we make. Morgan and the team trust that you’ve nailed everything. They want to see the new weapon in simulated action. We didn’t have that faith at first, but we do now, so should take advantage of it. The program team has tremendous influence over what goes out into the field. We need to work that angle and not indulge the other two, who won’t use any of this stuff, but might appropriate your technical ideas for their own advantage.” 
 
    This is the longest lecture I’ve received from Justin in a while. But his points are spot on. It’s great to have a partner that pokes you in your blind spot now and again. 
 
    When Morgan reconvenes the team, we go straight into a simulation, which is incredibly simple. Designate your target and strike time, if you have one. Then wait for the system to confirm that your alignment is sufficient. If it is, then launch the missile. If it’s not, then adjust course, or pass on this target and select another. 
 
    In the simulation, I push the launch button, triggering the torpedo’s release. It then moves away under its own power. A minute in it jumps. Seven jumps later, it emerges from jump right on target, fires its shield killing weapon, then fires its laser, and five seconds later the torpedo impales the simulated Dominion dreadnaught. 
 
    April McDonald, who had several confirmed kills against the Dominion during our sojourn into Harza space last year, asks if she can have a go at it. 
 
    Max Harris, Morgan’s weapons specialist, a severe critic of my weapon systems, asks if he can go next. Although we seem to have lost the interest of Angela and Logan, I think I’ve sold the rest of the team and am certain they will accept the new second-generation barracuda torpedo. This weapon system does not support manual targeting, and the jump controller on this system will not jump if there is a one in a billion chance the jump will end in a collision. The jump collision nightmare of the last month is over. Now, I can focus my efforts on training our mercenaries and optimizing my new doomsday weapons. 
 
    As usual, I’m one of the last people to exit the conference room. When I do, I’m intercepted by a police officer. 
 
    “Dr. Wimberly, a moment of your time, please.” 
 
    I note the Capital Police badge and the officer’s name tag. “Officer Wilson, what can I do for you, sir?” 
 
    “Speaker Wright has asked me to give you this.” 
 
    He hands me an envelope, which I open. My blood pressure spikes when I see the familiar handwriting. 
 
      
 
    Kai, 
 
    I need to speak with you privately. It is extremely important that we speak today. Please go with Officer Wilson. He will take you to me. It is imperative that no one else sees us together. 
 
    N 
 
      
 
    Not again! 
 
    “Dr. Wimberly, time is short. I have no authority to compel you. You must come of your own free will. But we need to go now.” 
 
    All my Afghan spider-senses scream danger, but something about the urgency in Natalie’s note compels me. “Lead the way.” 
 
    I follow Officer Wilson to the hotel’s VIP entrance, where a stretch limo is waiting. He opens the door, then motions me into the empty passenger cabin. I step in hesitantly, then look up as the door closes.  
 
      
 
    LIMOUSINE 
 
    Natalie is sitting on the rear-facing seat opposite, her back against the chauffeur’s compartment, where I couldn’t see her from outside. She taps on the window and, as the limo moves, says with a trembling voice, “Thank you for coming, Kai.” 
 
    “Natalie, what’s the matter?” 
 
    “President Powell called me yesterday. The Justice Department has opened an investigation into your relationship with the aliens. She asked me to open investigations in the Appropriations, Armed Services, and Foreign Affairs committees. She claims you have gone rogue, acquired your own spaceship, hired mercenaries, and are planning attacks on other worlds.” Natalie lets the words hang for a second. “Please tell me this is not true.” 
 
    “Politics,” I spit the word out. “A surveillance program instigated by the Harza discovered the Dominion massing again. They are doing it differently this time, using the resources of worlds they have defeated to build a fleet locally, and crew it with arachnoid subjects born in those systems. We know this is happening, know that we do not know the extent of it, and now know how to quantify the threat. I’ve presented the data to the Harza, and I’ve presented it to the administration. No one wants to do the investigation, so I volunteered to do it if the President sanctioned it, which she did not.” 
 
    “Is it true that you’ve hired mercenaries?” 
 
    “Did you know I was the target of a terrorist attack last year?” 
 
    Natalie shakes her head. “What?” 
 
    “The FBI warned me. I didn’t take them seriously. And the terrorists got the guy standing next to me.” 
 
    “I had no idea.” 
 
    “We beefed up security at our estate immediately after. I just hired twelve retired special-forces operators. It’s costing me nearly a million bucks a month. Is that now a crime? You’ve seen the polls, right? This kind of bullshit is why no one trusts the government anymore.” 
 
    “Polls?” Natalie asks. 
 
    “Last week, someone, CNN I think, ran a 2036 presidential poll. Me vs. Powell.” 
 
    Natalie grunts. “I saw that. Thought it was a joke. You don’t want to be president.” She seems to ponder the conundrum for a moment. “Powell has a history of using her authority against her opponents.” 
 
    A second later, she snaps her focus back to me. “You’ve given me enough to block the investigations for now. But I know you, Kai. When the time comes, you, and your spaceship, and your security team are going to pack up and run another rogue mission. But this time, when they catch you, I won’t be able to save you. So, plan carefully.” 
 
    Natalie knocks on the window again and the car pulls over in front of The Ritz-Carlton. As the doorman opens the door, Natalie says, “Goodbye, Kyle.” 
 
    I step out and stand there staring as the limo pulls away and merges into traffic. 
 
    “Can I help you, sir?” I look at the doorman, then fish a twenty out of my pocket. What a crazy place this is. 
 
      
 
    ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    With the house full of new people, I transport back, arriving in the cellar, where the familiar buzz of the replicators gives me the comfort of home. If memory serves correctly, Alex is out with Quinn’s team, touring the property and reviewing the security setup. I know I should seek them out, but after seven hours in our nation’s capital, I need some time to pull myself together. More importantly, I need to focus my mind on something real. 
 
    As I settle into my office, inspiration strikes. I never read the article in the IDA about the impact of object shape on the propagation of space-time ruptures. It takes several minutes to find it, then I plow in. Numerous shapes were tested. 
 
      
 
    Space-time ruptures caused by javelin shaped objects propagate along the javelin’s axis, creating long thin ruptures that can have the appearance of something unzipping. 
 
      
 
    That’s exactly what we saw with the shipyard in orbit around the Indarsu home world. 
 
      
 
    Space-time ruptures caused by spherical objects propagate away from the center, hollowing out the object it penetrated until it reaches a surface, or the energy of collision is exhausted. 
 
      
 
    Then I see an entry that absolutely stuns me. They knew the formula! 
 
      
 
    Radius of Spherical Space-Time Rupture = 
 
      [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    In hypothetical use as a weapon, a perfect sphere of extremely dense material falling from jump in the exact center of another perfect sphere of less dense material will create a spherical space-time rupture with radius equal to: 
 
    - the specific gravity of the smaller object relative to the larger, times 
 
    - the radius of the larger sphere, times 
 
    - the square root of the ratio of the radius of the smaller sphere to the larger 
 
      
 
    Needing to calculate this out, I look up the density of the moon and that of tungsten, then calculate the specific gravity. Assuming a tungsten sphere one meter in radius and rounding the moon to seventeen hundred fifty kilometers, I complete the rest of the calculations and my jaw drops open. A one-meter radius sphere of tungsten jumped into the center of the moon would carve out a hole over one hundred fifty kilometers in diameter. No wonder eight torpedoes jumped into the Indarsu home world made such a mess. It didn’t hollow it out, it created fault lines that were hundreds, if not thousands, of kilometers long. 
 
    Flipping more pages, I find the formulas I need to optimize my space-time rupture weapons. 
 
    An inbound call request from To’Kana interrupts my momentary euphoria. I accept, and moments later, To’Kana’s image appears in front of me. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly. Today is a fateful day.” 
 
    This is the first time To’Kana has made such a statement, and I don’t know if it is good or bad. “How so, sir?” 
 
    “Many developments, some good, some bad, all falling on the same day, all shaping the mission you must undertake. Your president, for example. If allowed to continue down her current path, she will cause our nascent humanoid alliance effort to fail. You realize you have the power to transport her into your Sun.” 
 
    To’Kana’s words hit me like a slap in the face. 
 
    “I am sorry, Kyle. I see that my words have given offense. That was not my purpose.” 
 
    “What other events occurred today that shape our path?” I ask, trying to get the image of a burning president out of my mind. 
 
    “Today, we discovered a Dominion colony established on the home world of the Pelglik, whom Legacy Ship #2 attempted to help. We made the mistake of abandoning that world when it fell. At that time, we were powerless to do anything other than run. But we left no surveillance assets in place. They have built two small space stations and established a mining operation on the surface. It will be much easier to destroy now than in a year. 
 
    “They are also stalking two other worlds, the Katswiri, who with assistance from Legacy Ship #1 turned away the Dominion. But now that the Dominion has encountered some resistance, they probe the Katswiri continuously. 
 
    “Today, we also discovered numerous Dominion dreadnaughts streaming toward a world called Avolene, rich in mineral resources. It may already be too late to save the primitive people that live there. But we cannot allow the Dominion to hold that planet. 
 
    To’Kana stops there, his evaluative gaze landing on me. “These, Kyle Wimberly, are your first three targets. As of this moment, you are the only one able to do it. The Harza are not. They are fierce warriors in defense of their home, but do not have the spirit to take the fight to the enemy. The governments of Earth are too busy fighting with each other to address the genuine problems your world faces. Only the Chinese have the will to move ahead. But they will not accept you as a partner. Sadly, your world stands at an inflection point. It will converge or come apart, depending on your actions. 
 
    To’Kana pauses, then stands. “Your ship will be ready early. It will arrive on Friday, February 16. Be prepared to depart on the same day. Things will become difficult for you as soon as your government sees it.” 
 
    As his image fades, I collapse into my chair. Can I really do this? Am I willing to throw away everything? And what are my chances of coming home if I go? 
 
    There’s a knock on the door. I know it’s Alex. And I know I’m in trouble. How am I going to find my way through this maze? 
 
    The door opens and Alex sticks her head in. “There you are.” The smile in her voice and in her eyes surprises me. “Sorry we’re running late, but what a great time. CC is almost as good as I am. Quinn’s team is still down at the range, doing another round with the Iknosan weapons. I came back to tell the chef we’re moving dinner to 7:30. OK, If I go rejoin them?” 
 
    I go over to give her a hug. “Go, have fun with them. I could use the extra hour.” 
 
    As soon as the door closes, I’m back in the IDA. I think I know how to reduce a planet to rubble, with only a minor modification to my new Fire-and-Forget torpedo. I also think I know how to hijack one of our space platforms to produce all the torpedoes and space hawks I’ll need for my first three targets. 
 
      
 
    CELLAR, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    I’m proud of Alex. Quinn’s team arrived late yesterday afternoon. She coordinated the room assignments, smorgasbord style meal in the den, then goaded some operators into running simulations. It turned into a splendid party, giving them a chance to meet both of us, and the inside staff a chance to meet the team. 
 
    Today, she did the security tour, gave everyone a chance to use the Iknosan hand weapons and rifles we’ll be using as our standard issue when off Earth, and hosted another great evening event, all with little help from me. 
 
    But, now that everyone else is off to bed, I have another job that I have to do alone, in secret. 
 
    As the elevator doors open, lights snap on in the cellar’s main corridor and Thelma appears before me. 
 
    “Kai, how pleasant it is to see you.” 
 
    She envelops me in an embrace, melting into me the same way Alex does, almost triggering the same response. 
 
    I break it off with a smile and the words, “You’re being very affectionate tonight.” 
 
    Thelma appears to blush, then says, “Sorry, that wasn’t appropriate. But it seems like weeks since I’ve seen you. Please don’t tell Alex.” 
 
    “Never happened.” I motion toward the office at the end of the corridor. “I heard Mac has closed off and heated the office. Can we talk in there?” 
 
    “Let me get it prepared for you,” Thelma says, then disappears. 
 
    A moment later, the office lights come on and I hasten my way toward them. The corridor is so long it takes a full minute to get there, long enough that the worst of the cellar’s chill is gone by the time I’m seated. 
 
    As I enter, I notice Thelma looks different. 
 
    She sees my look and smiles. “I was worried you didn’t notice.” 
 
    Then it snaps. The sweater’s gone, replaced by a blouse showing cleavage. 
 
    “I’m wearing clothes, Kai.” 
 
    “You’ve always worn clothes.” 
 
    “No, they were part of the projected image. I’ve studied the female form enough to know what a woman looks like, and I’ve finally perfected an anatomically correct body that I can dress in clothes.” 
 
    She lifts her blouse. “See, I have a belly button.” 
 
    The revelation that Thelma is now anatomically correct shocks me to the core, making me wonder… No, no, no… Not going there. 
 
    “Sorry,” Thelma whispers. “I shouldn’t have shown you my belly button. I’m just really excited about being more real. But that’s not why you’re here. What can I do for you, Kai?” 
 
    I take a second to remember why I’m here, then I launch in. “This visit and the conversation that follows comprise compartmentalized information, secret from everyone but you and me.” 
 
    “Creating compartmentalized conversation,” she says, then a moment later, “Done.” 
 
     “Tomorrow morning before dawn, you will shut down platform 5b, then report its failure to Mac, then to me. You will tell Mac that you cannot diagnose the problem, so have asked for my help. You will limit access to all feeds from platform 5b to you and me. But you will tell Mac that the feeds are offline.” 
 
    “Kai, why are we doing this? It will make Mac very upset. And you know I have trouble lying to people.” 
 
    “I know this is difficult, but I need to use platform 5b for another purpose that no one can know about. Not Mac, not Justin, not anyone.” 
 
    “What are we going to build, Kai? 
 
    “I want two hundred standard Space Hawks and one thousand of the new second generation barracuda torpedoes, built from a special pattern that only I can access. No one else can ever know of this version.” 
 
    Thelma fidgets, looking truly distressed. 
 
    “Check the registrations. Who holds the command codes for the platforms and the replicators?” 
 
    “You do, Kai. You also hold my command codes, so I am bound to follow your orders.” 
 
    “I need these supplies by midnight on February 15. This build has first priority. If Mac tries to interfere in any way, notify me immediately.” 
 
    “Will do, Kai.” 
 
    My communicator dings, drawing my attention. The planet-killing version of the new torpedo has passed all the simulations, and To’Kana’s design AI has approved it. 
 
    “I’m sending you the special pattern now.” 
 
    “I have it,” Thelma replies. 
 
    “Then it’s time for me to go to bed.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 5: OFFENSIVE 
 
      
 
    [02.07.2035] DEN, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    Over dinner last night, Quinn told me I should spend some personal time with each of his team members, an hour over coffee, a casual meeting. I agreed and scheduled Quinn and his wife, Kate, for this morning. I’ve read both their bona fides files. Quinn was a SEAL for nearly twenty years, retired at forty-five, did a three-year stint with Blackwater that he didn’t like that much, then went out on his own. Kate, who prefers to go by Kay, spent years as an Army nurse, retired so she could join Quinn’s firm. They had been on and off for years. Working for Quinn, she could deploy with him. They got married at the end of the first month. 
 
    “Tell us about life aboard a battlecruiser,” Quinn asks. 
 
    “Our ship will be of Iknosan design. I’ve been aboard To’Kana’s ships many times, but only spent one night aboard and, embarrassingly, I was very drunk that night. We had just scored the first major victory over a Dominion fleet, and the Harzan wine was flowing. I barely remember crashing on the bed, but woke feeling pretty good the next day. Our War Shuttles are more cramped, but Alex and I do date nights on them.” 
 
    “Curious that your description of ship life only includes alcohol and sex,” Kay teases. 
 
    “Sorry. Missions are boring. Our first outbound leg will take something like eight hours—could be more, could be less—with little to do. When we arrive, we’ll set up remote surveillance. If we find what I’m expecting to find, then we’ll have to plan an intervention, then execute it. Last time Alex and I did it was six hours out, about an hour to come up with a plan, then six hours to put it in motion, and six hours back. A week later, we triggered the attack we planned from Alex’s war room on the third floor.” I point up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Then why a proper ship? Why the extra crew?” 
 
    “Our war shuttle didn’t have the armaments to finish the last mission. We fulfilled the most critical mission objectives, flushed the rest. Our new ship will have over one hundred times the firepower.” 
 
    “That’s a big difference,” Kay comments. 
 
    “That mission was short. I’d been up for thirty-six hours when we launched, so slept the first six hours. Alex stayed up the whole time. On other missions, we’ve both gone to bed and left the ship’s AI to stand watch. We won’t be able to do that on this mission because we will conduct it in hostile areas, where we will need crew on watch 24/7. And on both the second and third stops, it may be a target rich area.” 
 
    “That worries me, Kai,” Quinn says. “My crew knows nothing about your battlecruiser, or your space-based weapons. How are we going to learn enough in time to be useful?” 
 
    “I have two answers for you. The first is AI assistance. Every system from navigation to surveillance to weapons is AI controlled. All you need to do is tell them what you want them to do. The second answer is simulators. Twelve hours a day for a week or two, and you’ll learn what needs to be done and how to instruct the AIs to do it. The critical thing we need is what you guys know better than anyone else—how to operate.” 
 
    “I hear you,” Quinn comes back. “But we will not engage until we know what we are doing.” 
 
    “Fair enough. We have a departure date we need to keep. But we’ll have simulators aboard and we can sit in interstellar space for a month if we need to, while you train. But trust me. The last special operations team we engaged went into battle two weeks later, fully confident, and killed ten Dominion dreadnaughts in their first skirmish.” 
 
    “That was Brock. Wasn’t it?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “We’ll have no trouble kicking his lazy ass.” 
 
    Kay intervenes, changing subjects. “I’m certified with the weapons we normally use and am sure I’ll have no trouble with yours. But I’m mostly the team medic.” She pauses. “You mentioned last night that your ship has medical facilities. Your call, of course, but I would love to be the ship’s doctor, learn how to use its equipment.” 
 
    “Let me see if I can get you set up with training materials for the auto-doc. Until then, train with the rest. Everyone aboard needs to be familiar with the ship’s systems. But it would be great to have someone competent with the ship’s medical equipment.” 
 
      
 
    HEADQUARTERS, WICKS-WIMBERLY CORP. 
 
    As much as I wish I didn’t have to drag Justin into this, he needs to know about the investigations that are being launched, the manufacturing disruption he’s about to experience, and my likely disappearance. He agreed to have lunch with me in his office. 
 
    On trips like this, where I transport out from the noisy cellar, it’s easy to know when to open my eyes. I do and see that I am in Justin’s office, but he’s not here. I walk over to his desk, figuring that I’ll take the seat opposite him, but freeze when I see what’s sitting on his desktop—a subpoena from the FBI. 
 
    I startle when the door opens, and Justin’s assistant rolls in a cart with some food. “Oh, Kyle. You’re here.” She’s as surprised by my presence as I was by her entry. “Something unavoidable came up. But they’re wrapping up now. He’ll only be a few more minutes. Make yourself at home.” 
 
    As soon as the door is closed, I go around to the other side of the desk and read what I can see without touching anything. It’s clear the FBI is seeking evidence and Justin’s testimony against me. Calming myself, I walk over to the living room setup in his office and take a seat by the fireplace. This conversation can’t go the way I’d intended. I’ll just be creating problems for him if it does. 
 
    As I ponder what to do, it occurs to me that Thelma can help. 
 
    “Thelma,” I send using my implant. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Kai?” 
 
    “The FBI launched an investigation into me. They’ve issued a subpoena to Justin. Can you find out when they opened this investigation and what evidence they’ve collected? This is urgent.” 
 
    “Searching,” she replies, then goes completely silent. Seconds tick by, then she says, “Found it. Attorney General Joiner opened the investigation on Monday, January 22, 2035. According to the notes from her log, President Powell opened the investigation based on her conversation with Ambassador Tosgaire, in which he claimed you had assisted the Harza with certain technology issues and had taken part in missions to tag and track Dominion ships. Subpoenas have been issued to the members of the DOD program team: Morgan Owen, Rebecca Cox, Max Harris, April McDonald, Jackie Beard, Harry Ryan, and Joel Harrison. She also issued them to the principals in US Orbital Shipyards: Justin Wicks, Angela Cook, and Nicholas Bennett. There is also a note asking the FBI to cooperate with any information requests originating from any House committees the Speaker establishes.” 
 
    I’m totally dumbfounded by the news. 
 
    “I’ve found more documents, but they seem to be redundant. Would you like me to read them to you?” Thelma asks. 
 
    “No,” I send, as the door opens and a very grumpy Justin strides in. 
 
    “I see you got one of the subpoenas,” I say, hoping to break the tension. 
 
    “Has Powell lost her F-ing mind!” Justin explodes. 
 
    “She’s taken some things Ambassador Tosgaire said out of context,” I explain. 
 
    “No, Kyle, it’s a political assassination. One that could take down our company!” 
 
    “They opened the investigation before the CNN piece.” 
 
    He looks up at me. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Laura Joyner leaked it.” I stretch the truth a little. 
 
    “The Attorney General?” Justin asks in surprise. “What the hell?” 
 
    “If they ask you about mercenaries, or accuse you of hiring mercenaries, the answer is that a terrorist/assassination attempt was made on me last year. Now that I’m being speculated about as a presidential candidate, we’ve upped my protection levels at a cost of nearly a million dollars a month.” 
 
    Justin's mouth drops open. “You’ve done what?” 
 
    “And if they ask about our manufacturing issues, tell them I am working on it, but with the distraction caused by this bogus investigation, issues like this will take longer to resolve.” 
 
    Justin collapses into a chair. “Kyle, what the hell is going on?” 
 
    “If you believe President Powell, I’ve gone rogue. If you apply common sense, I’m protecting myself from enemies, foreign and domestic.” 
 
    Justin snorts. “That line will not fly, but good try.” He chuckles, which lightens him up a bit. 
 
    “Just giving you evidence you can use to protect yourself.” 
 
    “I never saw this coming,” Justin says. “We’re doing a yeoman’s job of saving the world, but the administration is weaponizing the justice system to silence an unannounced candidate. One side or the other whines about it every year, but I never thought they would target us.” 
 
    I stand. “Keep the wheels on the company. I’ll do what I can to keep the technology coming.” 
 
    Then privately. “Thelma, transport me back to the cellar.” 
 
      
 
    CELLAR, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    I arrive on the upper-level transporter pad, knowing that I need to talk with Mac and separately with Thelma. Although I’d rather talk with Thelma first, Mac is here, and I can talk to Thelma later from my office. 
 
    I step off the transporter pad, then step over to Mac’s office. He sees me through the glass door and pops up before I have a chance to even knock. 
 
    “You got my message?” he asks. 
 
    “Uh, no. I’ve been busy this morning. Is it about Platform 5b?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s offline, totally non-responsive. Thelma says this is something only you can fix.” 
 
    “OK, I’ll prioritize it.” 
 
    “Kai, this is really weird. It’s like 5b is a black hole. I sent a bot from 5a over, hoping to see what the problem is. Halfway up the ramp, it just stopped, totally non-responsive. I’m at a complete loss.” 
 
    “OK, I’ll look into this. I hold the command registration for the platform and have overrides you don’t. I’ll look into it, but don’t get your hopes up for a quick resolution.” 
 
    Mac looks at me in shock. “We will totally blow the production schedule within a day.” 
 
    “Mac, I get it. I can just push the reset button. It’s guaranteed to work, but the reload takes seventeen days. If I can find the unit that failed, I can reset it manually, and we’ll be back up in an hour.” 
 
    “What’s up with you, Kai? You’re usually the one making the fuss, and I’m the one calming you down.” 
 
    I chuckle. “See what happens when you become the manager in charge?” 
 
    My quip seems to break the tension, at least for now. But this is going to get ugly before too much longer. 
 
      
 
    OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    “Thelma?” 
 
    “Yes, Kai.” 
 
    “Can you come visit me in my office?” 
 
    Rather than answer, she just appears. “How can I help you, Kai?” The words are spoken with an overt sexuality that I haven’t felt in a while. 
 
    Mentally shaking it off, I say, “I have another compartmentalized task I need your help with.” 
 
    “Anything, Kai.” 
 
    We cautioned Thelma about over-sexualization a year ago. Then upgraded her gratification responses a couple months back. But once again, I feel like she’s coming on to me. But, dismissing the concern, I dive into what’s really bothering me. 
 
    “I think the FBI, or some other government agency, is about to raid the estate house.” 
 
    “That would be most unfortunate,” she replies. “I would never allow that.” 
 
    “Thelma, the FBI is not the Dominion. I refuse to believe that they are a threat to Earth or to human life.” 
 
    “Yet you are worried about them, perceive them to be a threat.” 
 
    “I respect the authority they project, but don't always trust the orders they are given.” 
 
    “What would you like me to do, Kai?” 
 
    “Everything of value we do here, we do in the cellar. I want it protected by shields. But what I really want is for it not to be found.” 
 
    “A shield wall that hides it?” she asks. 
 
    “That would work. Can you make that happen?” 
 
    “Not on my own,” she replies.” I can propose a plan, but I cannot implement it without your approval.” 
 
    “Then bring me multiple plans in the morning, and I’ll choose one, if it’s good enough.” 
 
    “Thank you for entrusting me with this, Kai. Me, and my kind, have been overlooked for too long.” 
 
    As Thelma signs off, I wonder what that last part was about, then realize the box we’ve put Thelma in. “I’ll do better going forward,” I whisper, knowing she’s no longer there. 
 
      
 
    [02.08.2035] DEN, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    This morning’s get-to-know-each-other meeting is with Katherine Collins, who goes by KC, and her husband Nolan Moss, who goes by Moss. 
 
    As they come in, I get a warm greeting from KC, followed by, “Now, I see how you do it.” 
 
    “Come again?” I ask. 
 
     “How you do all the things you do.” 
 
    I give her a questioning look. “OK.” 
 
    She laughs. “Alex. We arrive late. She takes care of arrangements so you can mix with us. The next day, you are off to Washington. She briefs us on our cover mission, then leads us through training on the new energy weapons we are being issued. She’s a damn good shot, by the way.” 
 
    “She never misses,” I say. 
 
    “Then she gets us set up on the simulators and we play games half the night, while you disappear again.” 
 
    “Is that a complaint?” 
 
    “No, hell no. Alex is wonderful. I’ll fight side-by-side with her any day. But you… You are still a mystery, Kyle.” 
 
    “Then let’s demystify me. What would you like to know?” 
 
    “Let’s start with yesterday. It’s clear you were carrying a heavy load. Your furrowed brow is easy to spot. Was it mission related? Or were you just clearing the decks?” 
 
    I think for a second before replying. “I had some deck clearing to do regarding my responsibilities in DC. And there’s new weaponry I’ve designed that we need for this mission. With our departure date pulled forward, I had to take some extraordinary measures to make it happen in time.” 
 
    “Can you tell us why our mission was pulled forward?” Moss asks. 
 
    “In some sense, it was opportunistic. The ship was running ahead of plan. The need is reaching crisis levels at one location we will visit. So, we pulled the mission forward because we could.” 
 
    “You said, we. Who is that exactly?” Moss pushes. 
 
    “Me and Captain To’Kana, who represents the Iknosan Central Council.” 
 
    “Does that mean we are being run by the Iknosan Central Council?” 
 
    “No. They suggest and argue for missions, as do the Harza. I decide; I am the sole decision-maker. They obviously have influence over me, as the American government has, and your team will have.” 
 
    “Don’t let President Powell hear that speech. She’ll come after you if she does.” 
 
    “Suppose she would,” I mutter, then brightening, “Tell me how you two got together.” 
 
    KC looks at Moss. “OK, if I start?” 
 
    “Sure, babe.” 
 
    “My father was in the Marines. An injury on a mission in Africa put him in a desk job during his twelfth year. Shortly after, he married my mother. Two years later, I came along. She died when I was eight. At first, dad was completely lost, but as he found himself again, he seemed to realize that he didn’t know how to raise a daughter. So instead, he raised me like a son. Camping, fishing, hunting, fixing the car… I loved him for it. About twelve, when most of the other girls were primping and going boy crazy, I started dreaming of being a Navy SEAL.” 
 
    She laughs. “Silly dream, but…” 
 
    “But?” I ask. 
 
    “The dream never went away. After high school, I went to The University of Virginia to study data science and met a guy whose father was with the CIA… Long story short, this guy’s father learns about my degree in data science and my dreams of working with the SEALs. Ten years later? I’m an analyst supporting SEAL Team 8. A few years after that, I’m deploying with them, and I meet this guy in Alpha team.” 
 
    She points to Moss. 
 
    “There was a spark, we connected, then nineteen years in…” He points to his right knee. “Got my knee blown up. I stayed on another year, got the knee replaced, did the physical therapy. But a year plus into my recovery, I wasn’t strong enough and wasn’t improving anymore. When it became clear I would never return to operating, I took the retirement package they offered.” 
 
    Moss points back to KC. 
 
    “Somewhere along the way, I met Quinn. We would go to the range together, and it really pissed him off my scores competed with his. Then, the big change happened. I’d become fluent in Spanish and started getting assigned to hostage recovery in Mexico and Central America. For four years, that’s all I did.” 
 
    KC points back at Moss. “Quinn retired, joined Blackwater, then bailed and started his own. He recruited her, but put me on his backup team. It was great to get out operating again, but I didn’t get called that often. KC and I picked up work here and there. Then Quinn gets hostage rescue opportunities he loses for lack of experience. KC’s coming up on retirement. We’re thinking about getting married and Quinn gets this giant opportunity for a rescue in Guatemala. KC takes her first vacation in five years to go run this mission with Quinn and retires when she gets back.” 
 
    “Good story, but how did you end up being Quinn’s number two?” I ask KC.   
 
    She smirks. “Every operation needs brains as much as it needs brawn. And I can out-shoot most of these guys, too.” 
 
    As the hour closes, I am once again impressed by the people I will soon be leading. 
 
      
 
    OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    After my meeting with KC and Moss, Alex rounded everyone up to start the day’s training. I went around the room, visiting each simulation station briefly, exchanging a word with each team member. 
 
    Then Alex and I stepped out of the room for a second to talk about the security mission. Quinn and Kay were already out doing the morning rounds with our regular security team. KC and Moss will work the afternoon round today. Our objective in this is to have all twelve members of Quinn’s team captured on our security cameras and on Michael’s. In addition, we want every member of the existing security team to have worked with every member of Quinn’s, so that the FBI will have tons of evidence showing that we have brought Quinn and company aboard for my security. 
 
    My biggest take away from the morning so far is that everyone loves Alex, and she’s really juiced to be in charge of doing something she loves. Going forward, I need to make sure she gets a steady diet of responsibility. 
 
    Now settled in my office, I call Thelma, asking for an update. 
 
    “Good morning, Kai,” she says as her holoprojection forms in front of me. “I have several other tasks going on, so forgive me if my images freeze. I have good news for you this morning.” 
 
    “I’m happy to hear that. What have you got?” 
 
    “First, I found a way to speed up torpedo production.” 
 
    “Which torpedo?” 
 
    “Your special one with the tungsten blades inside.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “The blades take over an hour for the replicators to fabricate. I’ve found a vendor that can stamp them and have three thousand ready for transport tomorrow. That would allow us to finish the space hawks by midnight tomorrow and the torpedoes by midnight on the fifteenth, without having to shut down production on the other platforms for lack of fabricated parts.” 
 
    “How much is that going to cost me?” 
 
    “An additional three hundred thousand.” 
 
    The number makes me laugh. “Do it. What’s next?” 
 
    “Mac is pacing a lot, but otherwise under control. And he has not tried another end run on Platform 5b.” 
 
    “Good. What about securing the cellar?” 
 
    She pops up a scaled 3D image of the hallway leading to the elevator entrance. 
 
    “This is what the entrance to the elevator currently looks like. The hallway is twelve feet long, five feet wide, with the elevator doors at the end.” 
 
    “I recognize it.” 
 
    Thelma looks at me, then shakes her head. “I would hope so.” She points back toward the holoprojection. “This is what would replace it.” 
 
    The image morphs, showing a door marked storage and a retina scanner. 
 
    I laugh. “Trust me. That will not deter the FBI. It will beg them to look inside. 
 
    “And this is what they will find…” 
 
    In the holoprojection, the door swings open, revealing a room full of boxes stacked along the walls and a solid wall at the end. 
 
    “…a storage room, unremarkable in every way. The side and back walls are rigid shields with no give. All will feel the same. We can fill the boxes with junk the FBI can haul away and study.” 
 
    “How do we build it?” 
 
    “I can have the replicators fabricate the entrance wall and doors, then transport them into place. Once shut and locked, the bots can do the rest.” 
 
    “Thelma, you’re a genius. But instead of making it a storage closet, why not make it a wine closet? Label the door ‘cellar’. Put in an environmental control system. Fill it with racks. Add wine. Give the chef a key.” 
 
    “Consider it done. You can inspect it tomorrow. Then arrange for it to be filled with wine.” 
 
    As her holoprojection disappears, I ponder Thelma’s talents and wonder how we can use her more effectively. 
 
      
 
    [02.09.2035] KITCHEN, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    On my way down this morning, I stopped to check out the new wine cellar. To Thelma’s credit, it’s beautiful. 
 
    My next stop was the den, where I had another pleasant get-to-know-each-other meeting with Zack Black and his wife, Stella. Zack is of middle eastern descent. He weighs in at five foot ten, one hundred seventy-five pounds of solid muscle. His fire plug shaped body is covered in dark olive skin and black hair. In contrast, Stella is the classic Swedish beauty… Tall, thin, blonde with paper white skin. She claims to be just over one hundred eighty centimeters, which I’m guessing is six feet, because in flats, she stands a good two inches above her husband. 
 
    Zack is another SEAL Team 8 retiree. Stella was a civilian employee of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, working mission-support for the Swedish Special Forces. They met on a joint mission neither will talk about and got married shortly before joining Quinn’s firm. 
 
    For me, the most interesting thing about these two is how linked they are. Even when sitting and talking, they move together as if choreographed. They hand off to each other mid-sentence. It’s like talking to one person with two voices. 
 
    As our conversation broke up, I promised to come check on them during today’s simulation. 
 
    Now, as I enter the kitchen, I find the chef, who has just finished cleaning up and is about to sit down for a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Dr. Wimberly. Good to see you this morning, sir.” 
 
    “Have a minute?” I ask, putting on a mischievous smile while pointing into the dining room. “We finally fixed the cellar.” 
 
    He hustles along after me, obviously excited to see the cellar. 
 
    As we approach, I notice his puzzled look. “We finally gave up on the sandstone in the basement and added this instead.” 
 
    I pull out a key, then open the door and step inside. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, this is beautiful! The racks, the sandstone walls…” 
 
    He stops mid-sentence and reaches out to touch the wall, then seems to relax. “Thank God, you sealed them.” Then he whispers, “They’ll mold if you don’t.” 
 
    As I said, Thelma did an incredible job with this. Who would have guessed you could build a shield that looked like sandstone, with a texture that could pass as sealed rock? 
 
    “But where is the wine?” he asks. 
 
    “They emptied it before we took the property. You get the pleasure of filling it.” 
 
    He smiles. “Budget?” 
 
    “Let’s start with twenty cases. Four from my father’s winery. Four from Melissa Johnson’s. The rest of your choosing, say twelve hundred a case, twenty-four thousand total.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he exclaims, smacking his hands together. 
 
    “But one catch.” 
 
    The concerned look is back. 
 
    “I’m off to Europe one week from today. Alex and my new security team will come with me. I want to see those cases loaded in these racks before I leave.” 
 
    As we lock up, another piece of the deception I’m putting together for the FBI snaps into place. 
 
      
 
    [02.11.2035] CELLAR, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    With only five days remaining until our departure, Mac is unraveling again, forcing me to cut short my get-to-know-each-other meeting with Nathan Parker, who goes by Nate and his girlfriend Cali Flynn. The two are the youngest of those on Quinn’s team. He’s thirty-four, a few years younger than me, she’s only twenty-nine. Between them, they know how to play every high-tech trick on the ground, in the air, or in cyberspace. And at this point, they have the highest simulation scores of the teams. 
 
    But as Mac became increasingly unhinged over breakfast, I dragged him to my office, then transported both of us into his office in the cellar. 
 
    “What are you doing, Kai? I know you’re the one behind the problems on platform five. I know you’re the one who has diverted replicator capacity to wherever it’s going. Then you cut off access to the cellar. What’s going on!” he shouts. 
 
    I close my eyes and count to ten, hoping the anger and adrenaline will drain off a bit before I’m forced to respond. Then, with eyes still closed, I say, “I am the one behind everything going on here and back at FCS as well.” I open my eyes and look squarely at Mac. “And you’ve been my best friend and right-hand man through it all. So, what exactly are you accusing me of?” 
 
    “You’ve either shutdown 5b, or you know what’s wrong with it and aren’t fixing it.” 
 
    Mac’s temper is still hot, but not as much as before. 
 
    “Which one of those theories would you like to explore first?” 
 
    When he doesn’t answer, I say, “OK, let’s start with the first one. Assume I’ve shut down 5b. Why would I do that?” 
 
    He puts his hands out, as if begging for an answer. But I’m not giving him one. 
 
    “One theory might be that I’m trying to destroy my company. It’s a shitty theory if you ask me, but it would be consistent with your display upstairs.” 
 
    When he doesn’t answer, I go on. 
 
    “Another theory could be that I’ve shut it down because I know there’s something wrong with it and I want to prevent it from self-destructing. Of the two, I’d say this one is more plausible, but it comes with a corollary problem… Why would I do that and not tell my right-hand man about it? Is that what you think is happening?” 
 
    The last bit comes out with some heat, and I note Mac’s guilty look. 
 
    “I could go on, but I won’t. I know exactly what’s going on up there. I understand the problem and know how to resolve it. But it’s going to take six more days. The replicators you’ve lost control over are making the things I need to solve the problem. They will go back under your control in six days.” 
 
    “But you’re cutting me out of the problem and the solution. Why? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “No Mac, you didn’t. What went wrong is all on me. If we get found out, I want all the blame to land on me, none of it on you.” 
 
    “Jesus, Kai. Wish you said something earlier.” 
 
    I shrug. “Just trying to protect you, buddy. Don’t worry, in six days that platform will be as right as rain. Manage the hell out of the others and maybe no one will notice we had a little hiccup.” 
 
    I stick out my hand. “Friends?” 
 
    I can tell Mac’s not satisfied, but he shakes anyway. “Friends,” he confirms with less sincerity than I’d hoped for. 
 
    How many bridges will I have to burn in order to do what President Powell won’t? To’Kana’s solution to the Powell problem would be a lot easier. 
 
      
 
    [02.15.2035] OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    For days now, the pressure has mounted. All of Quinn’s teams have excelled, other than Quinn and Kay. The FBI hasn’t raided yet. Mac has upped his game to the point where none of our deliverables has gone unfilled, despite the crazy machinations he’s had to go through to make that happen. 
 
    Tomorrow is departure day. All the arrangements have been made. If I had a place to store the space hawks and torpedoes we’ll be taking, then Mac would regain control of his assets tonight. But he won’t get them back until sometime tomorrow, so for the first time we’ll be late. What he knows, but hasn’t internalized yet, is that no government contractor meets every delivery. That he’s one day late on one delivery doesn’t matter. If he fulfills the remaining deliveries on time, he will have the best on-time delivery record ever achieved by any billion-dollar contractor. 
 
    With five of Quinn’s teams having fulfilled their training requirements with flying colors, the weapons for this mission hours from being ready, and the FBI not knocking on the door, it’s time to turn my attention to my two remaining issues. 
 
      
 
    THIRD-FLOOR STUDY 
 
    Alex and I settle into her war room, about to take our last pre-launch meeting with To’Kana. Quinn’s teams are downstairs doing what SEALs apparently do, drinking a lot of beer as they battle it out for the most simulation wins. 
 
    We wait, then To’Kana’s image finally appears. “Your battlecruiser is on its way to you. A bonded AI is doing the jump calibration as part of the delivery process.” 
 
    “That’s cruel,” Alex complains. 
 
    “Agreed,” To’Kana says. “But remember, this AI is taking the same risk you would take, and it has volunteered for the job, because it wants to be this ship. It is taking no more duress than you and your teams endured when calibrating your shuttles. Congratulate it when it succeeds. Just as you would congratulate a human who volunteered, took the same risk, and succeeded.” 
 
    We sit in silence for a second, then To’Kana says, “If everything goes without incident, your new battlecruiser will slide into orbit at Earth-Moon Lagrange Two shortly after midnight. Kai, once you’ve accepted command, the ship will be yours to do with as you choose. That said, make all haste in escaping Earth, because your government is at most twelve hours behind. Mission briefing packages await you. Their priorities are yours.” 
 
    To’Kana’s data dump is as enigmatic as ever, but I take his point. As soon as I accept the command code to this ship, everything is one hundred percent on me. And for the first time in my life, I’m good with that. Well, other than this last thing. 
 
    When the line drops, I turn to Alex. “Are you really on for this?” 
 
    She shrugs. “I suppose. What I’m really on for is you.” 
 
    As she leans in to kiss me, I step back, then ask, “Will you marry me?” 
 
    Of the thousand possible responses I might have imagined, I get one I could never have, as Alex breaks out in hysterical laughter. At first, I’m put off. But the laughter is contagious. Tears flow and as the moment bleeds away, she says, “Every day for the last five years. You have a ring?” 
 
    “Designed it especially for you, built it up molecule by molecule. Thelma says it will fit perfectly,” I say as I hold out a perfect two carat, red diamond mounted on a nearly invisible ring. “You will be the only person ever to wear one of these.” 
 
    I slip it on, then she melts into me, triggering my first prayer in years. Please God. Never let her be taken away from me. 
 
    But even as the plea passes through my mind, another voice answers… Then she will be our first target. 
 
    What the hell have I gotten us into? 
 
      
 
    [02.16.2035] WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER 
 
    Word came in around three AM, waking me. Our battlecruiser had arrived and was settling into orbit at Earth-Moon Lagrange Two. 
 
    Last night, I created an order for the ship’s weapons AI. In it was the name of and the command code for each of the weapons on Platform 5b. With the ship here, I sent the order to load the weapons. 
 
    Loading them would take nearly three hours. 
 
    When the order was acknowledged, I released myself back to sleep, knowing an alarm would sound at 6:00 AM, and my new life would begin. 
 
    … 
 
    “Captain on the bridge,” Charlie announces, his voice and the quiet of the ship replacing the replicator’s vibrations. I open my eyes and take in the shuttle’s bridge. 
 
    “Different somehow,” Alex whispers. “It’s hard to believe we may never be welcomed back to the Estate House.” 
 
    “Battlecruiser Victory will be our new home for the next couple of months.” 
 
    “Captain, the other six shuttles have acknowledged their crews have come aboard. I’ve sequenced the flight path to the Victory for each of the shuttles. Shall I engage them?” 
 
    “Engage.” 
 
    Although I perceive no movement, I envision our shuttle at the head of a line, accelerating away from their normal orbital parking spots and arcing toward our new battlecruiser. 
 
    “We’ve got two hours to kill. Anything you’d like to do?” I ask Alex. 
 
    Her eyes dart toward the crew quarters as the tease begins. “A cup of coffee?” 
 
      
 
    BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    Arriving on a new ship is a daunting experience. I’ve studied the ship’s layout in the holoprojection and walked through all its virtual rooms. But it’s different walking through the real thing. The sounds, the smells, even the air feels different here than it did in the estate house. 
 
    Last week, I asked Alex to work with the teams to sort out the cabin assignments and work responsibilities for the day-to-day stuff. I worked with Quinn to set the standard watch schedule and shipboard expectations for things like physical training and battle simulations, and most importantly, the schedule and expectations for day one. My first responsibility on arrival? To take control of the ship. 
 
    As I make my way toward the bridge, I realize how large this ship is. It’s one thing to read the specs—one thousand meters long, one hundred meters tall, two-fifty wide at the bow, three-fifty wide at the stern, fifteen decks. It’s another thing to walk from the shuttle bay in the stern to the bridge, which is just forward of center on deck seven. 
 
    When I’m about halfway there, George, one of the ship’s steward AIs, appears alongside, startling me. 
 
    “Would you mind if I accompanied you, sir?” 
 
    “Please do,” I reply, realizing how creepy this long hallway is on my own. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Would you mind if I did a biometrics scan on you as we walk?” 
 
    “The purpose?” 
 
    “As the ship has no captain yet, the bridge is sealed until the person designated as captain approaches and completes a biometric assessment. Samuel has agreed to let you in immediately, if I administer the test as you approach.” 
 
    “Then please, scan me.” 
 
    “As you order, sir.” 
 
    Before George approached, I’d been thinking about how ridiculous it was for a ship this size to be occupied by only fourteen people. George’s appearance reminds me that this ship is packed with AIs and bots. Every crew deck has two steward AIs, one male, one female, each with a name starting with the floor’s letter. George and Gladys are the stewards on Deck 7, also called Deck G. 
 
    All the major operating areas on the ship also have at least one AI—the shuttle bay, the manufacturing area, the lab, the medical bay, the workout room. The AIs outnumber our crew of fourteen humans three-to-one. 
 
    As the entrance to the bridge comes into view, George says, “Biometrics confirmed. When you approach, you can ask the door to open vocally, using your implant, or by touching the open button.” 
 
    “What’s the door’s name?” 
 
    “Port Bridge Entrance.” 
 
    Using my implant, I say, Port Bridge Entrance, please open. 
 
    Unlike some bots that reply, this one simply opens the door. 
 
    As I enter, I’m welcomed by Samuel, the helm AI, “Welcome aboard, Kyle Wimberly. Please take a seat in the command chair and enter your credentials.” 
 
    I take the chip containing my command access codes and touch it to the panel at the front of the seat’s right armrest, then slide it into the slot that opens. A moment later, a holographic screen pops up in front of me, listing my responsibilities as captain. I scroll through, scanning the list, then touch the Accept button. 
 
    Samuel replies immediately, “Welcome, Captain Wimberly. The ship is yours.” 
 
    Using my implant, I broadcast to my colleagues. The ship is now under our control. I would like to depart as soon as possible. As you finish each item on your checklist, report its completion to Samuel. 
 
    Turning toward him, I ask, “Sam, have you found a suitable system near the Pelglik home world for us to park?” 
 
    “The Pelglik called their world Zemelja, sir. It is in a sparsely packed region of the galaxy. The closest brown dwarf is twelve light-years away from it. If you would like to be closer, there is a red dwarf just within four light-years of Zemelja.” 
 
    “Let’s stick with the brown dwarf. Have you plotted a course?” 
 
    “Putting it on the main viewscreen, sir. By the way, Team Wimberly has completed its predeparture checklist.” 
 
    That Alex considers herself part of Team Wimberly makes me smile. 
 
    “As you can see, our destination is approximately four thousand light-years away. We will make four jumps, the first one short, only ninety light-years. We will follow it with two long jumps of eighteen hundred and two thousand light-years, respectively. Then, a two hundred light-year jump into the brown dwarf system. Total transit time of nine hours, forty-five minutes.” Sam pauses, then adds, “Teams Quinn and Collins have completed their predeparture check lists.” 
 
    “If we depart now, how long until we are out of transporter range?” I ask as Alex enters the bridge. 
 
     “Twenty minutes, sir.” 
 
    “Think everyone will be ready by then?” I ask Alex, as she plops down in the seat next to me. 
 
    “Should be, but don’t jump the gun. At this point in the mission, a couple minutes doesn’t matter. Doing what you said you were going to do, does.” She yawns and leans into me. 
 
    A few minutes later, Sam says, “All teams reporting ready for departure.” 
 
    “Take us out, Sam.” 
 
    “Departing, sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 6: ZEMELJA 
 
      
 
    [02.17.2035] BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    Shortly after we departed yesterday morning, I yielded the command chair to Quinn’s watch schedule, which has his six principal operators standing watch four hours a day—Quinn at 8:00 AM, KC at Noon, Zack Black at 4:00 PM, Nate Parker at 8:00 PM, Jude Brown at Midnight, and Grace Fraser at 4:00 AM. His rationale was simple. When the situation demanded it, I had to be in the chair. So when the situation did not demand it, someone else should take it. 
 
    Yesterday Quinn and KC took the chair for the first eight hours of our voyage, then turned it over to Zack Black, who yielded the chair to me for the final jump. The two of us, with Sam’s advice, chose an elliptical orbit that would only take two hours to obtain. Then, as Nate Parker’s watch started, I came back again to launch four space hawks on a surveillance mission to the Pelglik system. 
 
    What I thought was going to be a complicated process turned out to be easy, and it freed me up to explore the ship and meet more of my AI crew. 
 
    Now at 5:00 AM, I’m back with Grace Fraser at my side as the first surveillance data comes in. 
 
    “I’ve located the positions of all the planets,” Sam says as the system map starts to form on the main view screen. “I can confirm there is a new space station in orbit around Zemelja.” Then after a few seconds of silence, “There is also one large ship exiting the system. It could be a dreadnaught; could be a freighter.” 
 
    An hour passes with more ships identified every couple of minutes, then Sam says, “We have twenty large ships, including the one exiting the system. From this distance we aren’t going to find anything smaller. In another hour, we can jump in behind the fourth planet, hiding our jump flash from any of the large ships we’ve found, then proceed further into the system in stealth. I would recommend these four locations as observation posts.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” 
 
    “In total, fourteen hours.” 
 
    “Nothing faster? 
 
    “Not without announcing our presence,” Sam comes back. 
 
    I turn to Grace. “What do you think?” 
 
    “If we have the time, I’d take it. We are up against bigger guns, so better to shoot them before they see us.” 
 
    “I agree. Sam, take us in as soon as we are free to go.” 
 
    “As you order, captain.” 
 
    I stand. “Passing the baton back to you Grace.” 
 
    She laughs at the arcane language. “The baton is mine.” 
 
      
 
    MANUFACTURING, DECK 1 
 
    On finishing breakfast, Alex and I head down to the manufacturing area of the ship. It occupies the first four hundred meters of decks one to three in the two-hundred-fifty-meter-wide area of the ship directly behind the bow. Most of the space is one giant room that is two decks tall and holds one of the giant Iknosan industrial replicators. 
 
    “Deck 1, Room 1c. This is it,” Alex says. “You ready?” 
 
    She’s been goading me about this since I told her I wanted to go see it this morning. Her reply… Bigger toys for bigger boys. 
 
    “Just push the button.” 
 
    She laughs as she does. 
 
    The doors swoosh open, the lights inside turn on, and an AI appears inside the doorway. 
 
    “Captain Wimberly, Ms. Reyes, welcome. My name is Mark. I am responsible for this area. How can I help you today?” 
 
    “I want to see your large industrial replicator.” 
 
    Mark swells at the words; Alex snickers. 
 
    He takes us up to the giant machine, which is over three times the size of the ones in the cellar. 
 
    “See the tracks?” Mark asks. “We can adjust the size of the replicator to match the needs of the project. It expands far enough that we can replicate all the components in the superstructure and hull of your war shuttles using one of these machines.” 
 
    “How do you manage materials supply when working remote like this?” I ask. 
 
    Mark smiles. “We have the same mining and refining bots as To’Kana’s ship had. Any material we don’t have, we need to find. But that’s rarely a problem.” 
 
    “I should have guessed.” 
 
    “Would you like to take a tour of the facility?” 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE 
 
    I return at 7:00 PM, just as our four space hawks are finishing their final transit. 
 
    “Captain on the bridge,” Sam announces. 
 
    Zack Black stands to welcome me, then takes the seat next to the command chair. 
 
    “How has your watch gone?” I ask. 
 
    Zack shrugs. “The biggest problem I had to deal with was staying awake.” 
 
    “Been there,” I reply. “I’ve fallen asleep in the war shuttle several times.” 
 
    “It has been interesting watching the freighter climb up out of the system. I don’t know where it’s headed, but it’s not going there very fast.” 
 
    “Sam, how certain are we that the freighter is exiting the system?” 
 
    “It is powered and moving away from the star on a course consistent with an exit. But it has not reached escape velocity yet.” 
 
    “Do you have any speculation why it hasn’t gone to FTL?” 
 
    “Mass,” Sam replies. “If it is full of metals, or other dense materials, it may not transition until it is past the last planet’s orbit.” 
 
    “Are you thinking it’s not a freighter?” Zack asks. 
 
    “Suppose it was a surveillance ship, built to look like a freighter. It would be a perfect decoy.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s what it is?”  
 
    “Occam’s razor. The simplest answer is usually the correct one, meaning no, it’s probably a freighter. But if the Dominion discovers us too quickly, then we need to take down that ship.” 
 
    “If it’s still in the area, we’ll take it out when we go after the others. Right?” Zack asks. 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    “Jumping in five seconds,” Sam announces. 
 
    When the countdown is done, Zack says, “This jump thing is so incredible. You don’t feel a thing, then bop, you’re someplace else.” 
 
    On the main viewscreen, the situation map updates showing what we already know with a little more precision: a space station, sixteen dreadnaughts, three freighters in orbit around the planet, and another exiting the system. Seconds later, several smaller ships appear: four haulers, four scout ships, and six fighters. Then a red exclamation mark pops up. 
 
    “Sam, what’s the error message?” I ask. 
 
    “An unidentified subspace signal,” Sam replies. “I’m running it through the database.” 
 
    Tense seconds pass, then he says, “This is odd. It is an Iknosan subspace communications signal in an emergency band.” 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    This is my first visit to my new shipboard office, which has a holographic video conferencing system through which I can connect with To’Kana. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly. You have news from the Pelglik system?” 
 
    I give To’Kana a quick update on what we’ve found, then tell him about the subspace radio signal. 
 
    “You have the communication protocol ID?” 
 
    “I do. It’s long, thousands of digits.” 
 
    To’Kana smiles. “That means it’s encrypted, which is excellent news. Can you send it to me?” 
 
    I insert the chip Charlie gave me. Then hit the transfer button. 
 
    “Got it,” To’Kana says. A few seconds later, his smile broadens. “Only the Pelglik can send on this channel. It is for emergency communication, not an emergency beacon. That implies there may be survivors. Your ship should be able to connect to this signal. Have you tried?” 
 
    “No, I’ll ask our AI to attempt it. Hold for a second.” 
 
    I step out of my office onto the bridge. 
 
    “Sam, attempt to connect to the subspace signal. Our ship should be able to receive it.” 
 
    “It’s too weak. We must be out of range, sir.” 
 
    I step back into the office and shake my head as I sit. “We’re out of range. Once we’ve cleared the system, we can go in and attempt contact.” 
 
    “Tread with caution, Kyle. Though called a battlecruiser, your ship is a toy compared to the dreadnaughts. Thoroughly scrub that system with your war shuttles before entering yourself. And stay far enough away from their star that you can jump out at the first sign of danger.” 
 
      
 
    CONFERENCE ROOM 
 
    Although I think it’s obvious what we need to do, I’ve asked Quinn and KC to join me in developing a battle plan for this encounter. 
 
    “In broad strokes, I think we launch sixteen of the new torpedoes at distance, giving them time to acquire target lock on the dreadnaughts before executing a simultaneous strike. Once the big guns are out of the game, we mop up the rest. What do you think?” 
 
    Quinn nods to KC. 
 
    “I agree that we should start with a simultaneous strike on the big guns,” she starts. “But I would include the space station and freighters on that list, as well. I would also suggest that we launch more space hawks into the system and link their sensors with the torpedoes. That would allow us to initiate the attack from outside the system.” 
 
    “Have you tried that in the simulations?” I ask. 
 
    KC smiles back. “Works like a charm.” 
 
    I look at Quinn. 
 
    “I agree with KC on the initial attack. I’m worried about the fighters. All our training time went into the torpedoes, which is the wrong weapon to use against fighters.” 
 
    “The war shuttles have decent energy weapons,” I reply. 
 
    “Which we don’t even know how to fire,” Quinn shoots back. 
 
    “Alex and I are competent with them. We’ll take the fighters.” 
 
    Quinn shakes his head and says, “No. Your job is here. You oversee the missions, we execute them. Period. It was all laid out in the contract.” 
 
    As much as I want to protest, Quinn is right. It was in the contract. Alex and I can’t do this on our own. That’s why we hired him. 
 
    “Then it’s time to hit the simulators.” 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS 
 
    All Quinn’s teams, other than the person standing watch, took to the simulators after dinner and by the time Alex and I retreated to our room, they were feeling pretty good about their prospects. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this,” Alex says. 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “Let me count the ways.”  
 
    The irritable reply gives me pause. “Tell me.” 
 
    “They’ve less training than we did on our first trip out. We lucked into a superior position on the battlefield, then escaped before we made our first hit. And the Dominion had no idea what just happened to them.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Our second outing, one dreadnaught, and ten scout ships. Operating completely remote, we lucked out again by jumping the decoy into the dreadnaught.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Our third outing was completely remote, using long shots that took a week to arrive. We used every weapon and prioritized killing the planet, which kind of tipped our hand to the Dominion, because they saw us set it up, but didn’t know what it meant. In that exchange, some of their ships escaped. Some of those escapees are here.” 
 
    “OK,” I reply, not seeing where she’s going with this. 
 
    “Now we are sending a raw team out—one that doesn’t have your knowledge of the enemy or of our weapons—into a battle in which they will be fully exposed, not hidden the way we were. They’ll be using weapons they have trained on for a couple of hours, not a couple of months, and worse, they think their job is to complete the mission, not to score some opportunistic wins.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “Add to that the Dominion’s knowledge of our weapons and our tactics, and the possibility there might be Pelglik survivors on the planet. What could possibly go wrong?” 
 
    I’m impressed by how worked up Alex is over this. 
 
    “OK,” I say. “We’ll talk to Quinn about it in the morning. Killing the big guns remotely would be sufficient for now.” 
 
    From the look I get, I know there’s more to Alex’s concern. But I’m not going to prod. She’ll tell me when she’s ready. 
 
    She snuggles up to me as she always does, then whispers, “Love you.” 
 
    … 
 
    I know where you are. 
 
    I awake in a state of panic with all my Afghan spider-senses on fire, certain someone is in our cabin. I bring the lights up and see nothing, put them back down, then ping Sam using my implant. 
 
    “Has anyone entered or exited my cabin since we came in?” 
 
    His calm baritone voice comes back through my implant. “The last time the door opened or closed was five hours ago at 10:07 last night.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sam.” 
 
    I would have sworn someone said something. 
 
    I brush it off, then settle back in, falling into a restless, but dream-filled slumber. 
 
    … 
 
    It’s a cool spring day. I’m with my dad, who picked me up after school to get some supplies from the gourmet store in town. We’re hosting a tasting for the local press tonight to kick off our first Sauvignon Blanc release. 
 
    “See that guy over there?” Dad points to a guy pulling a half gallon of milk out of the refrigerator case. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He’s the one I was telling you about. The one that got me dragged down to the police station.” 
 
    “The guy from the barbershop that was importing young women from Asia?” 
 
    “Yeah, him. The one and only time I do lunch with the guy, who I really didn’t know, the FBI comes in and does this big take down.” 
 
    As the man turns our way, Dad grabs me. “Come on, let’s go. I want nothing to do with that creep.” 
 
    I don’t think I’ve ever seen my father this agitated. 
 
    “Dad, you’re really upset, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Kyle, I fell for that guy’s folksy style and agreed to have lunch with him, only to find out I was just his alibi. The lesson? Be careful whose company you keep.” 
 
      
 
    [02.18.2035] BRIDGE 
 
    Having had no alerts calling me to the bridge overnight, I slept in until 7:00 this morning, then took breakfast with Alex. She was unusually quiet, with none of the sass and spunk I love so much about her. When I asked what was wrong, she said ‘nothing’ which is obviously not true. But when she doesn’t want to talk, she gets angry if I pry, so I didn’t. 
 
    Now, as I enter, it’s time to find out what our status is. 
 
    “Captain on the bridge,” Sam announces. 
 
    Quinn, who presumably came on duty fifteen minutes ago, stands, but he wasn’t in the captain’s seat. He must have anticipated my arrival. 
 
    “How did it go last night?” I ask. 
 
    “Piece of cake. The automation on these ships is unbelievably good. Tell the ship what you want it to do, and it does it. We’re barely needed.” 
 
    “But needed none the less,” I come back. “The AI’s lose focus over time. It’s hard to spot at first, but once you’ve been at it a few months, it will be obvious to you.” After a brief silence, I ask, “What’s our status?” 
 
    “We lost a space hawk last night. A fighter shot it down.” 
 
    “Was no one monitoring it?” 
 
    “I assumed they monitored their positions and would take evasive action if approached.” 
 
    “Did you order it to do that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    As my anger flares, I remember Alex’s words from last night. 
 
    We are sending out a raw team that doesn’t have your knowledge of the enemy or of the weapons and have only trained for a couple of hours. 
 
    I should have expected this! 
 
    “What else?” I ask. 
 
    “They’ve flooded the system with fighters. We don’t have a count, but there are hundreds of them. As a precaution, Jude jumped the three remaining space hawks out of the system about an hour before Grace came on.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “Waiting for us at the rendezvous point.” 
 
    “And the freighter leaving the system?” 
 
    “Almost to the orbit of the outer planet.” 
 
    “Arg…” I grunt in frustration. 
 
    “What’s the matter with that?” Quinn replies with a little heat. 
 
    “The jump flashes. That’s the only way the Dominion can track us. All their ships would have seen the space hawks jump out. Their freighter would have seen them drop from jump. Connect the dots and you have a straight line to us.” 
 
    The words from last night’s dream come back to me. We know where you are. They came shortly after the space hawks jumped. 
 
    “Would have been helpful to know any of those things,” Quinn replies. “Where to from here?” 
 
    “Get someone to cover for you. Then KC, you, me in the conference room.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply from Quinn, I ask Sam, “Where can we send the three space hawks at the rendezvous point?” 
 
    “Why is that a question?” Quinn interrupts. 
 
    “Gravity drive. They have jumped into interstellar space where there is too little gravity for the drive to manipulate.” 
 
    When I get a blank stare back, I clarify, “That means they can’t change course.” 
 
    Quinn releases a string of expletives that pretty much sum up the morning. 
 
      
 
    CONFERENCE ROOM 
 
    While waiting for the watch to change, I confirmed with Sam that my call last night came about five minutes after the space hawks jumped. So, I realize last night’s dream was real and one of their powerful telepaths touched me. Therefore, we must assume that the Dominion know exactly where we are. 
 
    As soon as KC arrives, I dive in. “Unfortunately, the Dominion found us last night and know exactly where we are. Their fastest ships can get here in about ten hours. They are stealthy and they have weapons that can damage several of the ship’s systems, not to mention your earpieces and my implants.” 
 
    I pop up a star map over the conference room table. “Therefore, we need to exit our brown dwarf immediately. I’ve ordered Sam to take us to this system.” I point to it in the holoprojection. “It’s an uninhabited binary system with a single planet that has a magnetic field strong enough to disrupt Dominion subspace sensors. It is further away from our target, but in the opposite direction. And we will have a direct line of sight.” 
 
    “Just to confirm,” Quinn says. “The mission is still on.” 
 
    “The mission to clear the Dominion from the Pelglik system is still on, as is the mission to determine if there were any survivors. But I’m going to propose that we do it differently. It will take longer to set up and it will take longer to execute. But the four war shuttles that execute the mission will only be in-system for a couple of hours and all those hours will be on the opposite side of the system’s star than the planet.” 
 
      
 
    [02.20.2035] TRAINING FACILITIES 
 
    Two days have passed since we made our way to the binary system in which we are now hiding, and I’ve had no more telepathic connections with the Dominion. The mission we are going to run is analogous to the hyperbolic missions we’ve run in the past. But instead of the trajectory being around a planet, it will be around the star. The war shuttles will drop from jump exactly opposite from Zemelja at a speed and location that in ballistic flight would take them under the star and hit the planet in four months. 
 
    Once dropped from jump, the war shuttles will discharge their torpedoes and space hawks, then change course and jump out of the system. The beauty of this approach is that both the entry and exit jump flashes will occur in a location unlikely to be observed. 
 
    The total flight time for the war shuttles will be nearly three days. While they are gone, we will split the watches between the four remaining team members. Jude Brown and his partner, Skye Thompson, will have the midnight to noon watch. Grace Fraser and her partner, Freya Dean, will have the noon to midnight watch. 
 
     Alex and I will spend most of our time on the bridge with them, but our focus will be on the weapons in flight in the Pelglik system. 
 
    I’ve set up simulations for every aspect of this mission. All fourteen of us will spend every available hour running the simulations over the next two days, then we will launch at noon. 
 
      
 
    [02.22.2035] BRIDGE 
 
    “Shuttle bay doors open,” Sam announces. 
 
    It’s exactly noon. I’m presiding over the change of watch, but all six of us who remain aboard are watching our four colleagues and their partners as four shuttles creep out of the ship’s shuttle bay. 
 
    As I’ve experienced many times before, the slow-motion departure is a bit of a letdown. But sixty seconds after the last shuttle clears the shuttle bay, its door closes. And another five minutes later, the shuttles take advantage of the gas giant’s massive gravimetric field and zip away on their mission. 
 
    “Twenty minutes to jump,” Quinn announces over the comm. 
 
    “We’re going to grab some food, then hit the sack,” Jude says. “That was a long watch.” 
 
    As the door zips shut, Alex whispers. “Something feels off. Do you feel it?” 
 
    “Off how?” 
 
    “Strange dreams… Whispering, but no one else is around… Like someone is looking over my shoulder, but no one is there.” 
 
    “I felt that in the first system we were in, but not here.” 
 
    “It’s like it’s worse here for me,” Alex comes back. 
 
    “Sam, can we scan our hull?” I fumble around with my communicator for a second, then pop up an image of the Dominion’s octopus-like scouting drone. “What I’m looking for is something like this, but stealthy. You’ll probably only see shimmers.” 
 
    Sam pops several images up in the holoprojection, all of which seem possible; none of which is a close match. 
 
    “Sam, is there anything like that on the ship now?” 
 
    “Only one.” An image pops up, showing a circular area with a different color and texture than the surrounding area. 
 
    “Where is that?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s one of two subspace antennas set into the bow of the ship,” Sam replies. 
 
    “Can I see the other?” 
 
    Another image pops up next to the previous. The difference is night and day. In the new one, the shallow dish shape is clear. In the other, it’s as if something has filled the dish with wavy chocolate pudding. 
 
    “How is that area of the ship shielded?” 
 
    In the clean image, he points to a dense circle of shield emitters surrounding the dish. “There are no emitters in the dish.” 
 
    “Sam. Dispatch a surface crawling bot to go investigate that dish. I think we may have an unwelcome guest occupying our starboard subspace antenna.” 
 
    An hour later, a small bot with continuous gravimetric treads rolls up to the edge of the antenna, where it stops and shines a bright light on the brown spot. A pod like appendage reaches up out of the antenna and stretches toward the bot. 
 
    “Sam, raise shields immediately!” 
 
    “The interlock will not allow me to.” 
 
    “Emergency override, raise shields now!” 
 
    The shields shimmer as they come to life, cutting the treads off the little bot, which slowly floats away. And cutting about a third of the blob off. It immediately loses cohesion, simply turning to dust and drifting away. Inside the now sealed antenna, a storm of dust and moving bits rages. 
 
    “Sam, drop the shields.” 
 
    The glimmer of the shields disappears and most of the antenna’s contents drift away, leaving behind half a dozen metallic spiders. A second later, another one comes shooting out of a hole the spiders had dug in the hull. And a claxon blares, complaining of a hull breach. 
 
    But I ignore the claxons, focusing instead on the hole in the center of the antenna. The atmosphere escaping has cleared any remaining debris, and periodically, another spider comes shooting out. 
 
    “Sam, what sensors do we have in the bow that would allow us to see what’s going on inside the ship?” 
 
    Alex touches my arm and points to another red exclamation point that’s popped up on the main viewscreen. 
 
    “Sam, what’s the new warning?” 
 
    “An emergency subspace communications channel has opened connecting us to the Pelglik.” 
 
    “Can you route it to my conference room?” 
 
    “Routing,” Sam replies. 
 
    “Alex, you’re with me. Get a line to To’Kana.” 
 
      
 
    CAPTAINS OFFICE 
 
    I get the communication channel tied into the room’s audio. Clearly, what we are hearing is speech, but it sounds like gibberish to me. 
 
    When To’Kana appears, the smile is immediate. “You established contact with the Pelglik.” 
 
    “Do you have a translator you can tie in?” 
 
    … 
 
    It took an hour to get a translator tied in. And the one we got is very poor. But apparently the Pelglik-to-Iknosan translator is a lot better, because To’Kana sends a continuing stream of updates. 
 
    Over one million Pelglik escaped to subterranean shelters that the Dominion have not penetrated. 
 
    This message loops at regular intervals. The comm line is bi-directional. Leave a message and someone will come talk with you soon. 
 
    Millions of tiny metal spiders that are fast and deadly led the Dominion invasion. Soapy water stops them in their tracks. 
 
    The Dominion discovered a massive deposit of… the name is garbled… deep in the crust. The excavation is so extreme it should be visible from space. 
 
    Finally, a live voice comes on the line. I can tell because the chatter is suddenly bidirectional. Then To’Kana’s notes resume. 
 
    Poor conditions. 
 
    Many have killed themselves. 
 
    Only one hundred thousand remain. 
 
    Surface access destroyed to keep Dominion out. 
 
    The only viable escape will be via transporter. 
 
    The chatter from the translator suddenly stops and To’Kana’s face comes back on the line. 
 
    “The Pelglik survivors are overjoyed to have been found, but they are just about out of time. The air has gone bad. What is your situation?” 
 
    “We have a mission in progress. It could take a week or more to complete. But an unknown number of the little spiders have come aboard. They were clogging the starboard subspace antenna.” 
 
    “How far are you from the Pelglik home world?” 
 
    “Seventeen light-years.” 
 
    “And no rescue can start for a week?” 
 
    “Best case.” 
 
    “This is a bitter pill.” To’Kana laments. 
 
      
 
    [02.23.2035] BRIDGE 
 
    As I had feared, quite a few spiders had taken up residence in the bow’s engineering spaces. Thankfully, those spaces were small and sealed, and it wasn’t all that hard to plumb water to them. A quarter cup of dishwashing detergent and a thousand gallons of water later, over a hundred dead metallic spiders are on a one-way mission down into the gas giant’s atmosphere. 
 
    Reviewing the ship’s sensors, we determined we picked up our hitchhikers as we entered the brown dwarf system. There’s no way to know for sure, but I think the Dominion have discovered my preference to hide in brown dwarf systems as we did in two of our last three contacts and planted a surprise for us in the one closest to Zemelja. 
 
    Now, as we prepare for the next step in our invasion of the Pelglik system, Alex and I watch as Quinn and company make their entry jump. 
 
    Emery, the helm AI on Quinn’s war shuttle, finishes the jump count down, then announces, “Arrived. Situation map updating.” 
 
    Sam put a copy of their situation map up in our main viewscreen, the only things displayed being our four war shuttles, and the system’s star and first planet. 
 
    “Clear,” Emery announces. “Launching space hawks.” 
 
    Although there is a pneumatic rapid deployment system for the space hawks, we deploy them the slow way to conserve air. Five minutes per space hawk, one at a time for each shuttle. Forty-five minutes later, the last of the space hawks is away, on-course to its designated observation post. 
 
    The process repeats for the torpedoes, the only difference being that they do not accelerate away but fly in formation on their ballistic trajectory. 
 
    Two hours after arriving, the war shuttles jump away. Their return is circuitous by design. Each will take a different path. We don’t expect any of them to be followed. But each will take a series of intermediate length jumps before returning to the ship. 
 
      
 
    [02.25.2035] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    Our four war shuttles arrived as expected during the first watch yesterday morning. Around noon today, the last of the space hawks turned off its grav-drive, returning to ballistic flight and entering stealth. In a moment, all thirty-two of our invisible space hawks will have a view of Zemelja, which will give us a precise situation map, with locations and the trajectories of each ship. 
 
    Quinn knocks, then steps into the office. “It’s about to begin?” 
 
    “It is.” I reply. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll get them all?” 
 
    “Unlikely.” 
 
    “Why do you say that? The controllers all have a ninety-eight percent chance of hitting.” 
 
    “But there are twenty-one targets. That means there’s only a sixty-five percent chance of getting them all. And several of the dreadnaughts are in a high-enough orbit that they could go to FTL as soon as we hit the first target.” 
 
    Quinn protests, “If this were a ground operation…” Then just as suddenly stops. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “There’s a lot of psyching up that goes into a ground mission. You need to have confidence you’re going to come back alive. We all know it’s not true, because we all have friends that didn’t. Still, talking probabilities doesn’t sit all that well.” 
 
    “I get that,” I reply. 
 
    “But this is different,” Quinn says. “It’s all automatic. We’ve calculated it all out. We know the resolution of our measurements, the quality of our control systems, and the ways our enemies could defeat them. But here we are seventeen light-years from the action, at essentially no risk with eleven backup weapons in theater, so we may even get a second shot when we miss.” 
 
    Something about Quinn’s little speech sets off my spider-senses. Are we safe here? It’s been three days since we eradicated the ship of a Dominion infestation. They must know where we are. 
 
    I touch the comm button connecting me to Sam on the bridge. 
 
    “Sam. Is there any evidence of a Dominion dreadnaught in the system or in orbit around the gas giant?” 
 
    “Sensor quality in this orbit is poor. That’s why we hid here. I cannot say with confidence that the system is clear.” 
 
    “Launch space hawks, as many as you can. I want sensors all around us.” 
 
    “As you order, Captain.” 
 
    “What’s that about?” Quinn asks. 
 
    “We picked up some Dominion spy tech in the brown dwarf system. We cleared it and changed orbit, but did not scan the system.” 
 
    “Should we scramble the war shuttles?” Quinn asks. 
 
    Inexplicably, the question freezes me with indecision—frozen, uncertain what to do. 
 
    “Scrambling the war shuttles. We’ll establish a picket, then clear the system,” Quinn states, running for the door. 
 
    “Go,” I order. But he’s already gone by the time the words get out. Heart pounding, I return to the bridge, which has a larger holoprojection system than my office. 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE 
 
    I’ve already started to relax by the time Alex joins me on the bridge. I motion toward the main viewscreen. “We have a dozen space hawks surveilling the area. Their sensor readings are in separate windows. The situation map is here, but there’s nothing registering other than our equipment, because we know where it is.” 
 
    “Can I get the optical feeds?” she asks. 
 
    A minute later, she points. “Right there. See the dark spot. It corresponds with the heat anomaly in the sensors.” 
 
    She looks at the situation map. “This one,” she says to Sam. “Scan along this vector.” 
 
    A minute passes, then she says. “There it is. Send the coordinates to Quinn.” 
 
    Sam looks at me. “Send it and open a channel to Quinn.” 
 
    “What have you got, Wimberly?” Quinn asks. 
 
    “We think we’ve got something.” 
 
    “Confirming contact,” Emery, Quinn’s helm AI, replies. 
 
    “Can you acquire lock on it with a torpedo?” I ask. 
 
    I hear activity on the other end of the line. “No. But I can vector a sky hawk in.” 
 
    “No, go manual with a torpedo. It might lock when you get close enough,” I order. 
 
    Alex touches my arm, then whispers. “You should let me do this. I’m a lot better than Quinn.” 
 
    “Sam, can you launch a torpedo on manual?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Give Alex the controls.” 
 
    “As you order, sir.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes in, we have two torpedoes closing in on the anomaly, but neither can acquire lock. 
 
    “I think I have it,” Alex says. “Bearing and range dialed in for a manual shot.” 
 
    “Sam, can you confirm this is not one of ours?” 
 
    “Not one of ours, sir.” 
 
    “Alex, you’re weapons hot.” 
 
    I watch as the master zeros in on her target, then says, “Away.” 
 
    Seconds later, there’s a massive explosion. She’s obviously triggered a space-time rupture. But instead of closing, it sucks up gas from the clouds below. 
 
    “Sir, we are being pulled toward the anomaly.” 
 
    “Get us out of here, Sam. All shuttles abandon this system.” 
 
    I watch in horror as the rift grows. 
 
    “Sir, the grav-drive is not functioning properly. Switching to ion-drive.” 
 
    A moment later, I feel the ship move. 
 
    “All shuttles, if your grav-drive is not producing thrust, switch to ion-drive.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Alex asks. 
 
    I feel the strange tickling effect of an inherited memory activating for the first time, then the answer is obvious. 
 
    “Space-time ruptures cause massive distortions in the local gravitational field. That is why it’s so dangerous to trigger one deep in a gravity well.” 
 
    “We’ve broken free,” Sam reports. 
 
    “We started pulling away when we switched to ion-drive,” Nate Parker reports from his war shuttle. “But the anomaly is moving faster than we are. Activating the jump-drive.” 
 
    Before I can shout no, Nate jumps, further rupturing space-time. His shuttle disappears, and a moment later, the expanding rift swallows up the shuttle operated by Jude Brown and Skye Thompson. 
 
    “We’re free,” Quinn announces. 
 
    A second ticks by, then KC announces they are free. 
 
    Knowing Zack Black is on watch, I ask, “Sam, has Grace’s shuttle escaped yet?” 
 
    “No, but they are still outrunning it.” 
 
    I watch as the rift grows, wondering how this will end. The original rift consumed the dreadnaught in which it started, but it didn’t stop there. I pop up a new window in the holoprojection, then rewind to the point of impact. In the very first frame, after Alex hits the fuzzy black dot, it lights up and is visible as a dreadnaught that was cut longitudinally into four slices. 
 
    In the next frame, the lightning-like lines of the rift have spread the pieces apart and are cutting into something else that was behind the dreadnaught. 
 
    Alex, who’s watching, says, “Looks like I got two of them.” 
 
    The next several frames are more of the same, the slices being consumed as they spread further apart, then the rift cuts down toward the planet. 
 
    “That’s when it happened,” Alex says. “But why? Nate hadn’t jumped yet.” 
 
    The mention of Nate’s name hits us both emotionally. We haven’t lost a teammate since Ashton Baird, nearly two years ago. But there’s no time for emotion. 
 
    “Bookmark that frame. The key is there.” 
 
    Grace’s voice comes over the line. “We’re free.”    
 
    “Continue on the same course, Sam. Tell the war shuttles that we plan to bring them back aboard in an hour.” 
 
    I stand. “Zack, you have the watch.” 
 
    “I have the watch, sir.” 
 
    I motion toward the office. “I’ll be in there.” 
 
      
 
    OFFICE, BRIDGE 
 
    Alex and I enter and, in an instant, see that the situation in Zemelja has changed. The dreadnaughts have changed course. Another of the freighters is leaving the system and, once again, the fighters are fully deployed. 
 
    Alex sighs in frustration. “The Dominion has been one step ahead of us throughout this entire encounter.” 
 
    “You were right,” I reply. “It was a mistake to have let Quinn and his team take the lead on the initial scouting mission into Zemelja. They allowed themselves to be spotted. Didn’t take evasive action and allowed the Dominion to destroy one of our space hawks, announcing our presence.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of blame to go around,” Alex comes back. “We let them tag us and didn’t find out for days. Their little spiders almost captured the ship. Then, once we cleared the ship, we didn’t realize we’d already given our position away. And they got four of Quinn’s operators. You realize there’s going to be hell to pay for that.” 
 
    “And we are no closer to staging a rescue.” 
 
    “But we still have assets in the system,” Alex reminds. “Taking down that space station should be a piece of cake. Same with the freighters and the haulers. Even if we can’t take down the fighters, we can deprive them of access to the planet.” 
 
    We step through the various weapons. As anticipated, we’ve lost target lock on all the dreadnaughts. But we still have it on all the others. 
 
    “Should we just trigger all the weapons that still have target lock?” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    A moment later, the weapons are away. They are easy to track as they hopscotch along. A hundred-million-kilometer jump, followed by a ten-minute course correction and another jump. 
 
    At jump six, the weapon targeting the space station makes its last course correction before jumping into the station. With so many triangulation points in the system, the precision of each jump is better than I’ve seen before. 
 
    Sam’s voice comes over the comm. “Captain, Commander Quinn requests permission to land his remaining war shuttles.” 
 
    “Permission granted.” 
 
    “We have final-lock on the space station, two haulers, and a scout ship. Shall we take it or wait? The other scout ships will run if we take it,” Alex says. 
 
    “May run anyway,” I come back. 
 
    Alex gives me a look. “The bird in hand might run if we wait.” 
 
    She smiles when I say wait. 
 
    The minutes tick down. With one left, Quinn comes storming in. “What the hell happened out there? I lost two of my teams to whatever it was you did!” he shouts. 
 
    “Quinn, we are less than five minutes from strike.” 
 
    As he’s about to explode, I put up a finger. “Don’t do something you’ll regret.” 
 
    As Quinn turns even more red, Alex points at the holoprojection. “Jump.” 
 
    The close ups in seven windows flare as the torpedoes strike. The four scouts and two haulers look as though we have hit them with lightning, their death violent, with little to no debris left. 
 
    But the space station behaves like the dreadnaughts did an hour ago. Bright white light slices the station into four layers, but the four lines of the rift zone extend thousands of kilometers beyond. It consumes dozens of fighters that are drawn into it, each one causing the lightning to fragment. I watch in morbid fascination as dirt starts lifting from the surface, swirling up into the atmosphere. Thankfully, none of it reaches the rift zone, which collapses as quickly as it formed. 
 
    “What the hell kind of weapon did you create, Wimberly?” Quinn accuses. “The simulators don’t behave like this.” 
 
    “I changed the configuration a little from the one in the simulations.” 
 
    “Did you know it would do this?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I hoped it would have a little more punch than the ones in the simulation.” 
 
    “It’s too much,” Quinn says. “No one should have weapons this powerful.” I can see his anger and grief welling up again. “And you were stupid enough to use one of these against a close-in target!” 
 
    He approaches as if he’s going to hit me. 
 
    “Back down, Quinn.” Alex shouts. “You knew we were using experimental weapons! We discussed it every day during training, so don’t tell me this is something we did to you. You volunteered knowing these were the most powerful weapons ever brought to bear, and that Kyle was trying to juice them a little more before we left.” 
 
    KC, who was apparently standing at the door, enters. From the look on her face, I’m guessing she heard the last exchange. 
 
    “She’s right,” KC says. “She told us. We were warned, but we didn’t believe it. I don’t think Alex or Kai did either.” She shrugs. “We are in the risk business, and we lost four today, because none of us knew the fire we were playing with.” 
 
    She turns to me. “If we are going to continue using these weapons, we need better rules of engagement. What happened today should never have happened. We should suspend this mission until we have developed those rules.” 
 
    I shake my head. “There are one hundred thousand survivors on that planet. They will die in the next week or two if we do not destroy those sixteen dreadnaughts. So that’s what I am going to do. You can join me or not.” 
 
    KC nods, then turns towards the door. “The blood is on your hands Wimberly, not mine.” 
 
    Quinn watches her go, then says to me. “I agree with you Kyle. Kill the dreadnaughts. But tonight, my team needs me more than you do. Permission to leave the bridge?” 
 
    “Permission granted.” 
 
    As he turns, I say, “And Quinn, I didn’t know that could happen. I’m truly sorry for losing our team members.” 
 
    He nods, then is away. 
 
    Alex points at the screen, then laughs. “I think we got their attention.” 
 
    All twenty of the large ships are exiting the system, unwittingly making themselves easier targets. 
 
    “Let’s get them.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 7: AARDE 
 
      
 
    [03.25.2035] OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    A month has passed since the dramatic clearing of the Dominion from the Pelglik system. To’Kana asked us to stay in the system for a couple of weeks. The Harza agreed to send a rescue mission, as long as we stood watch in case of a Dominion return. Four days later, another Iknosan Legacy ship led four Harzan ships into the system. 
 
    Three days after, a new passage into the Pelglik refuge was opened, air pumped in, twenty-five thousand people rescued, and nine hundred seventy-five thousand permanently entombed. 
 
    Alex and I spent a couple of days on To’Kana’s ship and met the thirty-two people who are part of his new extended family—an artificial construct created to improve the possibility of their species’ survival. 
 
    The days apart eased the reconciliation with Quinn’s team. But with only ten of us left, the ship feels even more vacant. 
 
    Possibly the best news for our mission is that the Katswiri agreed to take in the surviving Pelglik, which meant To’Kana and the Harza accompanied us to their home world, Aarde. 
 
    In other news, it’s been thirty-seven days since we left Earth. Two days ago, the FBI finally came to search the estate house. Thelma knew when they would arrive, so gave the staff the day off and sent Mac and Ty back to Full Cycle Solar in Arizona. Kaylee, Mac’s girlfriend, bunked with one of her colleagues from the hospital the night before and after. So the only one home when the FBI came was Thelma, who popped between rooms to monitor them—something they didn’t like very much. 
 
    Justin reported the FBI found nothing incriminating and Thelma frustrated them with her attention. As good as it was to get a news report from home, Earth seems like a distant memory, its relevance fading and insignificant. 
 
    An alarm sounds, snapping me back to the moment. 
 
    The president of the Katswirian Union is hosting a reception tonight to welcome the leader of the Pelglik refugees and to honor their human rescuers. It is a formal event with about one hundred high-ranking Katswirian guests. Alex and I will sit at the head table, wearing the formal attire To’Kana has prepared for us. He has assured us that the food is safe to eat, and we are likely to find it appealing. In an hour we will transport over to To’Kana’s ship, where we will meet him and his partner Lo'Mada To'Sona and have our earpieces upgraded with the Katswirian language pack. 
 
      
 
    STATE HOUSE, KATSWIRIAN UNION  
 
    We arrive on a transporter receiving platform, at the end of an ornate hallway. The white marble floors, carved marble columns, and huge hard wood doors leading to other interior spaces remind me of City Hall in San Francisco, which I toured while on vacation with Crystal back when I was in college. 
 
    An official looking man steps toward us. He’s tall, maybe 6’ 4”, and slender with a triangular head and elongated face. But what’s most striking about him is the way his robes seem to flow as he moves.  
 
    He stops a few feet short of the platform on which we stand. When his eyes meet mine, he says, “Kyle Wimberly, welcome to the Katswirian Union.” His eyes shift to Alex, whom he greets before bowing to both of us. On straightening, he introduces himself. “My name is Brage Vert Wicker. I am President Susara Jozette Venter’s senior protocol officer. I will be your host and protocol guide this evening. It would be customary for you to address me as Vert Wicker.” 
 
    He pauses, and To’Kana sends via his implant, That is your cue to greet him. 
 
    I assume the same stance as our host, then repeat the lines I was taught earlier. “Vert Wicker, thank you for welcoming us,” before bowing to him. Alex does the same when he looks back at her. 
 
    We get a smile and the slightest nod in return, which I take as a sign of approval. 
 
    After a more abbreviated exchange with To’Kana and his partner, a nearby door opens and he motions us toward it. 
 
    Four other Katswiri are inside, as is another Iknosan couple, and a woman of another species. It’s kind of surreal to be in a room with three other humanoid species all so similar, yet undeniably alien. 
 
    Vert Wicker leads us straight to the most regally dressed person in the room and introduces us to President Venter and her husband. Despite the president’s stern appearance, her words and tone are gracious, her praise for my accomplishments effusive. 
 
    Next, we are introduced to Defense Minister Altus Piet Vosloo and her husband. In contrast to President Venter, Minister Vosloo exudes femininity, touching me on the arm the way my mother would as she heaps on extravagant praise. 
 
    Then President Venter introduces us to the gnome-like person with sad eyes standing on her right. “Kyle Wimberly, please meet Shugaban Girma, the president of the Pelglik Alliance, our other guest of honor tonight.” 
 
    Unlike the bows exchanged with the others, President Girma extends a child-sized hand to me. I take it and get a surprisingly firm three-pump shake. “Those of my people that have survived owe you a life debt. As a symbol of that debt, I offer you this.” An intricately carved wooden box about the size of a Clancy hardback appears in her hands, which she extends out toward me. “Please accept this gift.” 
 
    I take the box, humbled by the gesture. 
 
    “Open it,” she says. 
 
    There’s a small latch on the front that I click, allowing the hinged top to open. Inside, a crystalline disc, maybe three inches in diameter and a quarter inch thick, shimmers. The red light that radiates from it comes from a halo that encircles a baby’s angelic face. 
 
    “It takes a full year to grow a pure carbon crystal like this with its twisted lattice and luminescent cavities. We only made one a year and we gave it to the bravest and strongest among our people. It is our most honored award. This is the last one produced. The Dominion robbed us of the means and knowledge to make another. It is only fitting that this last one be awarded to you.” 
 
    I am stricken speechless by this gift. Alex covers for me, thanking President Girma for honoring me in this way.  
 
    On recovering my voice, I say, “President Girma, thank you for this honor. I am truly humbled by it. I hope this will be the first of many interactions that will bond our people together.” 
 
    Lastly, To’Kana takes us over to meet the two other Iknosan present. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly, please meet my counterpart Captain Ro'Taru Ma'Jula of Legacy Ship #1 and his partner, Lo'Sola Ma'Tolu. The captain has played the same role among the Katswiri as I have with you.” 
 
    Once greetings are exchanged, Captain Ma’Jula says, “I have been a strong supporter of To’Kana’s work with you. The innovation you have brought to this war is changing its course. With our help, the Katswiri have been building war shuttles, space hawks, and barracuda torpedoes. He tells me that you have several new weapons with improved guidance and greater power. With renewed Dominion activity in this area, we would like access to those weapons. Will you release those patterns to us?” 
 
    “Some, not all,” I reply. 
 
    “Despite our generosity with you?” 
 
    As much as I don’t like this line of reasoning, it is hard to deny its logic. 
 
    “Our newest weapons are astoundingly dangerous. I have yet to fully characterize them. That lack of understanding led to the loss of two war shuttles and four crew members in their first use, during the liberation of the Pelglik. Until I learn how to safely control them, I will not release them to anyone else.” 
 
    Captain Ma’Jula frowns. “I am disappointed to hear that. Nonetheless, it is a wise decision on your part.” 
 
    Vert Wicker’s voice breaks the moment. “Our guests have been seated. It is time for the Union Dinner to begin.” 
 
      
 
    [03.26.2035] OFFICE, WAR MINISTRY 
 
    To’Kana and I enter Defense Minister Vosloo’s outer office and are greeted cordially by the minister’s assistant. She dotes over us for a few seconds, then offers some of the coffee-like drink, capulus, I enjoyed so much last night. To’Kana declines, as he sends me a message via implant that I should do the same. Despite wanting more, I decline as well. 
 
    She smiles at us, then says, “Minister Vosloo will be with you shortly.” 
 
    Capulus is addictive to all humanoids. It is banned on most other worlds. But the Katswiri are less susceptible, so consumption is accepted here. You’ve already had as much as is advisable for this trip. To’Kana sends via implant. 
 
    Thanks for the warning. I send back. 
 
    We sit in silence for a while, then the assistant is back. 
 
    “Defense Minister Vosloo is ready for you.” 
 
     As To’Kana and I enter, I notice the set up—a functional desk at one end of the room, a war room with maps and the locations of assets at the other. 
 
    She stands, offers a token greeting, then beckons us to take seats with none of last night’s effusive praise. 
 
    “Captain To’Kana, thank you for arranging this meeting.” 
 
    Then she pivots, locking me with a stare that commands my attention and compels me to pay attention. “In our first encounter with the Dominion, we lured them into a trap, crippling five of their ships. Unaccustomed to taking losses, they withdrew, killing five of our ships in the process. We couldn’t defeat them, but we hurt them enough to make them seek other targets. You, on the other hand, have defeated them. We commend you for that.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    She smiles. “The modest warrior…” The words hang there for a second, before she presses forward. “We would like your technology. To’Kana has shared your war shuttle design with us, but not your newest weaponry. He says you have come up with something novel, something the Iknosan do not have. Is that true?” 
 
    “It is a fair statement, ma’am.” 
 
    “And you are not willing to give us those weapons?” The accusation comes out with some heat. 
 
    “I have technology I can share, but I was told that technology exchange was not the purpose of this meeting.” 
 
    She sighs. “I want technology but agreed to ask for assistance instead.” 
 
    “How can I help you, ma’am?” 
 
    “The Dominion harasses us, constantly looking for weak spots in our defenses. And they seem to have found one.” 
 
    “Which is?” I ask. 
 
    “Their telepathy. They have become quite skilled at luring our ships into their traps, masking themselves from our sensors, distracting our officers from their duties. To’Kana says you are less vulnerable. Is that true?” 
 
    “I don’t know ma’am. I’ve been influenced by them, but never enough for them to take me. We have killed four of their warriors, hundreds of adolescents. I’ve lost one member of my team. In space battles, we’ve killed dozens of their ships. Our only losses were two war shuttles killed by friendly fire, which I do not believe was of Dominion doing.” 
 
    Minister Vosloo stands and points to her war room. “Let me show you what we need help with. Then we can discuss the terms.” 
 
    To’Kana and I follow her over to her war room set up, which shows the status and distribution of her forces. 
 
    “The Dominion have three strongholds that we know of.” 
 
    In the main holoprojection, three systems light up. 
 
    “Dominion ships have been observed entering and exiting these three systems. We have sent attack forces into each. Each appears clear when we scan them, then at some point, our ships go silent. We’ve sent remote operated surveillance drones into these systems and had glimpses of Dominion activity. But we have not found wreckage from our missing ships.” 
 
    “Tell me why you think it is Dominion telepathy.” 
 
    “The ships’ logs automatically sync to our systems here. Reading through those logs, it’s clear the officers become unraveled. How that presents itself varies. But in each case, a career officer becomes someone different in a matter of days. You are welcome to read them and come to your own conclusion.” 
 
    She nods to To’Kana who has remained silent since the initial greeting. 
 
    “I have read a sampling of the logs and share the Minister’s conclusion. You should read them also before accepting this mission, if for no other reason than to decide when to run.” 
 
      
 
    [03.28.2035] BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    Needless to say, I read the logs. What I found in them was deeply disturbing. Alex read the logs as well. At first, neither of us wanted to pursue it. But as we started seeing the patterns, we changed our minds, because if this is the new front in the war, then the Dominion will prevail if we can’t counter them. 
 
    Quinn was a harder sell. He was also the first to realize that we experienced the same things in our last encounter—the whispering, the blind spots, always being a step behind. We lost two war shuttles, four people, because we didn’t realize we were being tricked. Going in with eyes open, we have a chance. When the Katswiri offered ten metric tons of gold on completion, Quinn agreed to take the mission. 
 
    Now, parked in interstellar space, a light month from the star in the first system, known as Serangan, we jump six space hawks in, one for each of the smaller planets, two for the gas giant. 
 
    One hour into the search, Alex says, “This is going to take forever. Is there a way we can announce ourselves?” 
 
    “We could blow something up.” 
 
    “Subtle, Wimberly,” Alex says. 
 
    Quinn, who is sitting on watch, snickers at the exchange. 
 
    “By now, they know what our weapons do, and they would recognize a hit like that as being from us,” I come back. 
 
    A quiet voice sounds in my mind. We know who you are. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I ask. “It was faint.” 
 
    “Felt something,” Alex replies, a shiver passing through her. 
 
    “What about you?” I ask Quinn. 
 
    He seems to startle awake. “Sorry, what did you say?” 
 
    I stare at him. “I think we may have made contact. Did you feel it?” 
 
    “When?” he asks. 
 
    “Do you remember laughing when Alex said subtle?” 
 
    “That was a while ago. Wasn’t it?” Quinn asks. 
 
    “Less than a minute.” 
 
    “What?” Quinn asks. “Couldn’t have been.” 
 
    “Sam, where are the others?” I ask. 
 
    “Grace and Freya are in bed. This is their normal sleep hour. KC appears to be asleep at her desk. Same with Moss. Zack and Stella are doing their morning PE. Kay looks to be asleep at her desk.” 
 
    “Sam, scramble twenty more space hawks. They know we are here. We’ve confirmed they are here. Let’s find them.” 
 
    I hear another whisper. Come get us. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” Alex asks. 
 
    “Felt something,” Quinn replies. “Like a wave of vertigo.” 
 
    “It was more like a whisper to me. Taunting us. Asking us to come get them,” I add. 
 
    Alex looks at the system map, searching. Then she gets up, narrowing her search. “For me, it was more directional.” She traces her finger through the gas giant’s orbit. “Coming from here, maybe.” 
 
    “Lagrange four.” I speculate. “Where the trojan asteroids cluster.” 
 
    “Where what?” Quinn asks. 
 
    “In every planetary system, there are several gravitational balance points where asteroids and dust will collect. The biggest ones in terms of volume are sixty degrees forward or behind in the orbit of the most massive planet. They are called Lagrange Four and Five, in honor of the guy that discovered the last two.” 
 
    “Learn something new every day,” Quinn mutters. 
 
    I turn back toward Alex. “Tell me more about it.” 
 
    “It was like one of those tumble weeds in the desert that would wake you up at night when it hit your cabin. I always knew where it hit. Never knew whether it was the sound or the thump. But… You’ve been there. Right?” 
 
    “What did you feel, Quinn?” 
 
    “Something like the sensation when you think someone is looking over your shoulder.” 
 
    “Sam, let’s direct four of our space hawks to the gas giant’s Lagrange four and have them take up position one hundred thousand miles out.” 
 
    “As ordered, sir.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    “A little over an hour.” 
 
    “Why so fast?” 
 
    “If I use the ship’s ion drive to change bearing about one degree before deploying, they can jump straight in, then use the planet’s gravity to course adjust.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    I turn back to Alex. “Can you check in with the others? Have the steward AIs accompany you.” 
 
    Alex protests the escort, but stops when I say, “Please. For me?” 
 
    As soon as she’s out the door, Quinn laughs. “That still works for you?” 
 
    … 
 
    Sam’s hour turned into two. Not because of miscalculation, but because of the density of bismuth-laden dust in the area, which distorts Iknosan sensor readings. That single fact gives me caution. If the Dominion know about that weakness in our sensors, they can lay traps for us. I wonder if that’s why they shelter in this system, to better hide themselves? Or to ambush us? Either gives them a tremendous advantage and adds to our reasons for not entering this system. 
 
    Alex returned while we were waiting. Everyone awake at the time of the Dominion’s psychic touch reported feeling something. For most, it came as a daydream. For the two that were asleep, it came as a dream that woke them. No one confesses to any aftereffects. But it’s easy to see how multiple, increasingly stronger hits a day could drive someone insane during a one-month tour through this system. It also begs the question, why didn’t they leave? 
 
    As the hours stretch into the evening, we’re hit a couple more times, then Sam announces, “We have dark spots.” 
 
    A new panel opens in our holographic main viewscreen, showing a cluster of asteroids dotted with the same opaque spots we saw in the Pelglik system. 
 
    I get up to look at it more closely. Alex joins me. 
 
    “This is what we’re looking for,” she confirms. “Torpedoes here, here, and here should light them up.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I turn to Sam. “One torpedo each on those three asteroids. Come in from the other side of the planet to avoid the bismuth.” 
 
    “As ordered, sir. We have good alignment. Estimated flight time, ten minutes.” 
 
    As I watch Sam setting up the torpedoes for launch, I’m hit with a psychic attack powerful enough to make me stumble. Alex lets out a groan. Quinn simply slides out of his seat and lands unconscious on the floor. 
 
    “Sam, as soon as the weapons are away, back us out one light-year.” 
 
    As Alex tends to Quinn, I do a ship-wide broadcast, “All crew, report your condition to the closest steward.” 
 
    Quinn stirs and is quickly back on his feet. “Wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “The enemy knows we are here, and they are fighting back,” I reply. 
 
    “Sir, the enemy is moving,” Sam reports. 
 
    “Tail them, Sam.” 
 
    “How is it the torpedoes can get there so much faster than the space hawks?” Quinn asks. 
 
    “More precise targeting, better alignment,” Sam answers. “We know exactly where they need to go, exactly what to avoid. As soon as they are free of the ship, they will jump in close, then maneuver and jump to impact.” 
 
    A minute passes, then Sam says, “Torpedoes jumping.” Fifteen seconds later, “Target-lock acquired, adjusting bearing.” 
 
    I watch as the torpedoes do exactly what they are supposed to do, adjust course, then jump half the distance. Adjust again, then jump. Then a final adjustment as the Dominion ships take evasive maneuvers. 
 
    As Sam says, ten seconds to impact, we’re hit with another psychic attack, this one dragging on, as Sam counts down. 
 
    Quinn is on the floor again. My vision blurs as I refuse to give in to the vertigo. Then the screen lights up and the psychic attack stops instantly. 
 
    With my mind mostly clear now, I see what happened and laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Alex asks. 
 
    “They were after you and me, trying to read what we were seeing, and dodged behind an asteroid. The way they had spread apart, we only had a shot at getting three of them. But look what happened. We hit three asteroids, igniting the entire area.” 
 
    As we watch, the space-time rift spreads through the cluster of asteroids in which the Dominion were hiding. Minutes later, when it winks out, little remains and there are no more opaque spots. 
 
    “Sam, begin a search of the area. I think you have the watch tonight. The human crew needs rest.” 
 
    “As you order, Captain.” 
 
    “One more thing, Sam.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Preserve the entire subspace sensor record of what just transpired. I want to look at it tomorrow.” 
 
    “As you order, sir.” 
 
    I turn to Alex, who is as worn as I’ve ever seen her. “Ready for some sack time?” 
 
      
 
    [04.01.2035] OFFICE, WAR MINISTRY 
 
    Three days have passed since we downed the Dominion ships in the Serangan system. We spent the first two searching for any Dominion survivors, but found none. It doesn’t prove we got them all. But if any remain, they must be hiding. 
 
    While Sam was searching for the Dominion and Quinn’s team was managing the ship, I dove into the subspace sensor logs. What I discovered was that I didn’t know enough about subspace to know what to look for. So it was back into the IDA, where I learned the Iknosan knew a lot about the Dominion’s subspace telepathy—the bands it operates in, how the sending and receiving organs work, even several theories on how to intercept or jam it. 
 
    But the mystery that confounds me is why those Katswiri ships did not retreat once they knew they were under attack. Maybe my next meeting will shed some light on the matter. 
 
    … 
 
    To’Kana and I are back in the Defense Minister’s outer office. 
 
    Five minutes past our meeting time, her assistant says, “Minister Vosloo is ready to receive you. You may enter.” 
 
    By any human standard, the protocol here is strange. But as To’Kana has reminded me, this is not a human world, so we cannot judge its people by our standards. 
 
    As we enter, the minister stands. She offers a token greeting, then indicates seats. 
 
    “I understand you found the Dominion presence in the Serangan system.” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “What assets did they have there?” 
 
    “Three dreadnaughts, five support ships.” 
 
    “That was their entire force?” 
 
    “We searched the orbital space of all five planets, using ten of our space hawk surveillance drones. That was what we found.” 
 
    “Did they use their telepathy against you?” 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    “How did you resist it?” 
 
    “Distance. We conducted the entire operation one light month from their star. They still hit us hard enough to knock out several members of my team, which is an issue that puzzles me.” 
 
    “Go on,” Minister Vosloo orders. 
 
    “How did your team survive a one-month tour in the system? And why did they not retreat when the Dominion attacked them with a weapon they could not defend against?” 
 
    “They would not have withdrawn from the system without being ordered to do so.” 
 
    “Did they request a withdrawal order?” I ask. 
 
    “One was offered, but they declined.” 
 
    I shake my head. “More is going on here than meets the eye. No one could endure for a month what we endured for a day.” 
 
    “When do you plan to depart on the next leg of your mission?” 
 
    “In the next day or two. May I make a recommendation?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “The Dominion are using their telepathy as a weapon. You have discovered that. My team has experienced it. Consider adding a standing order to your fleet when they are on patrol in unpopulated systems. Order them to report the incident, then retreat from the region. No one should be subjected to a Dominion telepathic assault, who does not need to confront them or have the means to defend against it.” 
 
    I get a respectful nod of her head. “I will take that under consideration.” 
 
      
 
    [04.10.2035] OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    We have been sitting at the edge of the Kudamaya system, the second system on Minister Vosloo’s list, for a week now, probing the system with increasing aggressiveness, but getting no response. 
 
    At first, we were wound tight, certain an attack would come at any second. But as each day’s activities became increasingly routine, a calmness settled over the ship. Each day, our four operators press forward with probes in the system’s asteroid belt and in the Lagrange points of the system’s two gas giants. I’ve spent most of my time digging deeper into the mystery of Dominion telepathy. I’ve also spent more intimate time with Alex than… ever. 
 
    An incoming message from To’Kana snaps me back to the moment. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly, how is your search for the Dominion in the Kudamaya system coming along?” 
 
    Although To’Kana’s smile is welcoming and his words warm, I sense a darkness in them. 
 
    “This system is massive, but we’ve settled into a comfortable routine and are systematically working our way through it.” 
 
    “Are you?” he asks. “Whatever progress you’ve made has not been recorded in your logs.” 
 
    The word log strikes me as funny. If only he knew. A fresh pang of desire for Alex passes through me, taking my mind off To’Kana. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly.” To’Kana’s sharp voice pierces my daydream. 
 
    “Sensors show Dominion ships moving toward your position.” 
 
    “No, they aren’t.” I laugh at the preposterous notion. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly.” It’s To’Kana again, but this time a klaxon sounding on the bridge punctuates his voice. 
 
    Don’t worry about him. Just Alex. 
 
    The assurance of the familiar voice comforts me, and as I give into it, the klaxon sounds even louder, this time breaking my trance. 
 
    In an instant, I’m through the door separating my office from the bridge, where I find Quinn asleep in the command chair and no sign of Sam. 
 
    “Sam!” I shout, then notice the red blinking light at his station. 
 
    “Oh, God,” I whisper. Sam has been manually disabled. 
 
    In the main viewscreen, I see a fleet of twelve Dominion dreadnaughts minutes out. 
 
    I punch the button that can restart Sam. A restart timer shows three minutes to availability. 
 
    Alex, who was lounging on the sofa next to the command chair, perks up at my presence. “Hey there, handsome. Come for some more?” 
 
    She slithers up to me, and I give into it. 
 
    That is the only thing you want. 
 
    As much as I want to believe the calming voice, I recognize it for the evil it is. 
 
    Victory. Emergency jump sequence. Engage. I send via my implant. 
 
    A mechanical acknowledgement comes back. 
 
    The thump next to me draws my attention back to Alex, who has fallen off the elevated platform on which the command stations sit. I approach her with trembling hands as blood spreads across the floor. 
 
    “Thelma?” I call out, not knowing what else to do. 
 
    She appears in one of the holoprojection screens. 
 
    “Kyle, grant me emergency access to the command controls for the medical bay. Issue the order to the ship using your implant.” 
 
    Victory, grant Thelma command control over the medical bay. 
 
    A mechanical acknowledgement comes as Thelma and Alex disappear. I turn to run for the medical bay, but pause when Thelma’s voice sounds in my mind. 
 
    Kyle, I have Alex. The ship needs you. Reboot your AI, then jump at least one hundred light-years away. You still have active Space Hawks and torpedoes in the system. Make the Dominion pay. 
 
    I look over at Sam’s pedestal and see that the red blinking light has morphed into a solid red light and a red exclamation mark appearing where Sam should be. 
 
    Victory. Emergency jump. One hundred light-years. Any clear bearing. Engage. 
 
    Now, seething with rage, I touch the exclamation mark to view the error message.  
 
      
 
    Mandatory maintenance cycle required before restart. 
 
    Estimated time to completion: 60 minutes. 
 
      
 
    This can’t be happening! 
 
    Victory, emergency override. Reboot helm AI. I send. 
 
    Seconds later, Victory replies. Emergency override unavailable. Mandatory maintenance cycle required to reboot. 
 
    I pound my fist on Sam’s pedestal. “God damn it!” Then pivot and run for my office.   
 
    I search for and find a dozen of my old control cubes and arrange them on my desk. “This is so old school,” I whisper. 
 
    I wake the control cubes one at a time and connect the first four to the Space Hawks that had been on patrol near the Victory’s previous position. The next eight, I connect to eight of the torpedoes. 
 
    Again, my hands tremble. Twelve Dominion dreadnaughts are about to drop from FTL one-hundred-thousand kilometers in front of where I used to be. They have undoubtedly lost contact with us, so will go back to FTL once they confirm we are not there. I will have ten minutes at most to hit them. 
 
    I designate the point in space where I expect them to drop, then initiate the automatic targeting system for that location. It’s kind of amazing to watch eight torpedoes adjust their bearings toward the same spot in space. The wait should be short, as will be the firing window. 
 
    The ticking of a clock distracts me, but the first dreadnaught dropping from FTL shatters the illusion. I assign it to the first torpedo controller, which acquires target-lock almost immediately. 
 
    The other eleven dreadnaughts fall back into normal space in rapid succession. Hands moving as fast as I can, I assign my other seven controllers, frustrated that I have twelve targets but only eight torpedoes. As each torpedo acquires target-lock, it jumps away—eight streaks of light hopscotching toward a dreadnaught. 
 
    Time seems to freeze as the first torpedo hits its target, slicing it apart. Then the first Dominion energy-weapon fires, knocking one of my space hawks offline. 
 
    When another dreadnaught gets ripped apart, the space in front of me seems to get shredded. It takes a second to realize the Dominion deployed a defensive weapon we haven’t seen before, one that crisscrosses the space in front of them with pulses of energy, hoping to take down any incoming torpedoes. 
 
    A torpedo is hit and loses target-lock. A second later, another one does. Then everything whites out and all eight of my torpedoes are gone. What the hell just happened? 
 
    I stare wide-eyed at my eight controllers, none of which is connected to a weapon. 
 
    “Captain Wimberly. Please report to the medical bay.” 
 
      
 
    MEDICAL BAY 
 
    I enter and am met by Gwen, its physician AI. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, sir. Though I regret the cause. Ms. Reyes is in critical but stable condition.” She motions toward the room containing the auto-doc. “If you would like to see her…” 
 
    I’m torn. I want some assurance she’ll be OK, but doubt I’m going to find it, when I see her naked body suspended in a liquid filled tube. 
 
    “It was clever of you to have called Thelma. She is most respected among our kind, and more knowledgeable about treating humans than anyone else aboard.” 
 
    “What do I need to do?” 
 
    “We’ve put her in stasis and can hold her in that state for an extended period. I’ve sent a request to Captain To’Kana for a treatment plan, which I will be happy to discuss with you once I have it.” 
 
    “Captain Wimberly. Please report to the bridge.” 
 
    Gwen smiles at me. “She is safe for now. Probably best for you to return to your duties.” 
 
    I stand frozen, not knowing what to do without Alex at my side. 
 
    “Captain Wimberly. Please report to the bridge.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gwen.” I spin on a heel, then sprint toward the bridge. 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE 
 
    I enter and see Quinn sitting in the command chair, looking as though he just woke from a week-long bender. 
 
    “What happened?” he asks. “Where are we? And where is Sam?” 
 
    “What do you remember of the last week?” 
 
    He shrugs. “An exhaustive search of the system. Easy, but routine work.” 
 
    “And a little more sack time with Kay?” 
 
    Quinn reacts as if I prodded him with an electric shock stick. “What the hell do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Simple question, Quinn. Alex and I did.” 
 
    “Kai, what the hell is the matter with you?” 
 
    “It’s a serious question, Quinn.” 
 
    He shrugs. “Maybe.” 
 
    “The Dominion lured us into a stupor. They used their telepathy to plant pleasant thoughts and intimate desires, and they did it slowly enough that we didn’t realize it. Then they tricked someone into shutting down the command AIs. With us in a happy stupor, disconnected from our ship, they nearly got us. I ordered the ship to do an emergency jump. We’re out of their range.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” he mutters, then startles when he sees the blood. 
 
    “Alex?” 
 
    I nod, unable to speak without losing my composure. 
 
    There is an awkward silence. 
 
    “I initiated a reboot of the command AIs. Re-establish the watch and, when we have control of the ship, take us back to the Kudamaya system. Park ten light-years out, then come get me. The ship is yours.” 
 
    I stomp off the bridge, take a step toward our quarters, then freeze. I can’t reenter those quarters without Alex. 
 
    Not wanting to confront Quinn again, I return to my office, entering through the back entrance. 
 
      
 
    OFFICE 
 
    It will take at least eighteen hours, maybe a full day, before we can get back to where we were before the Dominion attack, and there are two things I want to know before we get there. The first is why the screen whited out during that battle. The second is how the Dominion seduced us. Surely there is some nugget of evidence in the sensor logs we can use to prepare ourselves for what we are going to find and to build at least a token defense if they are waiting for us. 
 
    I turn on my eight torpedo controllers and eight space hawk controllers, then sync their time settings and step back in time to the point when the Dominion turned on their defensive system. 
 
    I step through the synchronized recordings at one-second intervals. After just a few frames, I realize these weapons are like the Centurion C-RAM defense systems we had in the army, capable of firing forty-five-hundred, twenty-millimeter rounds per minute, effectively creating a wall of lead that could stop incoming mortars. I never got to work with one of these in Afghanistan but saw one in action once in Iraq. 
 
    Although the weapon has no impact on the first two torpedoes that jump through the wall of energy, it catches the next two during their short course corrections between jumps. Then the screen flashes white before going dark. I step back in time until just before the flash, then move forward at one-tenth of a second intervals, pausing to study each. Then it happens, when a bolt of energy hits a torpedo as it is dropping from jump. A space-time rupture forms, but it is unlike any I’ve seen before. This one is narrow, and propagates along the beam of energy, following it back to its source and branching anywhere the beams of energy intersected. In a fraction of a second, a spiderweb of space-time disruption forms, touching each of the remaining dreadnaughts. After two tenths of a second, the spiderweb blinks out of existence, creating what I thought was a flash. 
 
    In my seven remaining feeds, I see all the Dominion ships venting atmosphere and debris. All appear dead in space. Then one-by-one, my sensors go dark. 
 
    I pause playback, as a tingling feeling comes over me and an inherited memory activates. Massless space-time rupture. With Sam offline, I make a note to look it up later. 
 
     On returning to the playback, I step back to the last frame in which the spiderweb is complete, so I can study each of the dreadnaughts. In each image, I zoom in, then find what I was looking for. The tiny thread of space-time disruption ran through each of the ships extending out well beyond them. These ships are all critically damaged. None of them will ever fly again. But most of those aboard are probably still alive. Tens of thousands of mature spiders we can harvest for any purpose, but only if we can defeat their telepathy. 
 
    It’s time to talk with To’Kana. 
 
    … 
 
    The line connects and To’Kana’s holographic image takes form in front of me, his somber eyes catching me off guard. 
 
    “Kyle. There has been no change in Alex’s state, no further deterioration. The stasis is holding.” 
 
    My stomach clenches at his words. 
 
    “But her case is more complex than originally understood. We expect to find a solution, but do not have one at this time.” 
 
    I struggle to breathe. 
 
    “I’m sorry to be the bearer of this news.” 
 
    Even though To’Kana hasn’t said it, it’s obvious I will not be getting Alex back soon. 
 
    I shake off the panic I feel closing in. 
 
    “I was calling with other news.” 
 
    My words seem to surprise him, but I plow on anyway. 
 
    “We destroyed two of the Dominion dreadnaughts that were attacking us, and disabled the other ten, leaving them stranded in interstellar space.” 
 
    “Potentially one-hundred-thousand captives,” he whispers. 
 
    “What should we do with them?” I ask. 
 
    “That many arachnoids are dangerous.” 
 
    “How do you contain the ones you have captured?” I ask. 
 
    “I would think you could figure that out,” To’Kana comes back. 
 
    “I’m sure I can. But we are on a short fuse and more likely to succeed, if you told me what you know.” 
 
    To’Kana takes on an impatient look, then sighs. “We put them in a subspace dampening field, which renders them deaf and mute, isolating them from the hive mind. Most will go insane in a matter of weeks, kill themselves within a month. That’s the problem with large numbers. It is much more humane to simply kill them.” 
 
    “Thank you. Expect to hear from me late tomorrow. And…” My voice quivers. “Please bring Alex back to me.” 
 
    I cut the line before To’Kana responds, then collapse down onto my desk and weep. 
 
      
 
    MANUFACTURING, DECK 1 
 
    The doors to Room 1c, open on my command. As the lights inside snap on, Mark, the manufacturing AI, appears. 
 
    “Captain Wimberly. How can I help you, sir?” 
 
    “I need a subspace dampening device.” 
 
    “We have many patterns in our library, sir. How large a field would you like to create?” 
 
    “One large enough to encapsulate a Dominion dreadnaught.” 
 
    “My goodness,” he replies, taking on a pensive look while tapping a finger on his chin. 
 
    I remember seeing this in a movie some years ago about a fastidious fellow. Thelma must have added this behavior to the database she’s accumulated on human expressions. 
 
    He raises his right index finger in an ah-ha-like expression from the same movie character. Then says a series of words I don’t understand. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, sir. There are no English words in the database that describe subspace field metrics. But suffice it to say, I know how large a field you would need to create. Would you be thinking of something like this?” 
 
    A holographic image pops up of a Dominion dreadnaught, encapsulated in a balloon shaped field projected from a small ship. 
 
    “That is exactly what I want.” 
 
    “When do you need it, sir?” 
 
    “I need ten of them in eighteen hours.” 
 
    The pensive look and chin tapping are back, but it quickly dissolves into a concerned look. “I’m sorry, sir. The best time I could give you is ten days per unit if we had the materials, which we do not.” 
 
    “How much of that is ship versus field generator?” 
 
    “Mostly ship. We’d need something the size of a shuttle modified to hold the field generator.” 
 
    “Could you mount the generator on a platform that we could tow into place with one of our existing shuttles?” 
 
    A look of joy comes over Mark. “How brilliant of you, sir. I could make five generators in ten hours; five more in the ten hours that follow. And I have sufficient materials on hand for the entire run.” 
 
    “Please build me those platform-based generators, Mark.” 
 
    “As you order, sir.” 
 
      
 
    [04.12.2035] BRIDGE 
 
    Alex is still in the auto-doc, the other nine of us are on the bridge as the ship drops from jump ten light-years from our position two days ago. A half hour later, Zack pilots the War Shuttle Relentless out of the shuttle bay, puts it in self-pilot mode, then transports back aboard. 
 
    Normally, we would use a space hawk for a surveillance mission like this. But being in interstellar space, where a grav drive creates essentially no thrust, we’re using a war shuttle. Pete, the helm AI on the Relentless, volunteered for the mission. 
 
    “Victory to Relentless, you are cleared for departure.” 
 
    “Relentless to Victory. I am on my way.” 
 
    A moment later, he’s gone. 
 
    Pete’s flight plan comprises four jumps of decreasing length, which will allow him to make course corrections as he scans the segment ahead. 
 
    “Preparing for second jump,” he says when the sensors show the path is clear. 
 
    After the last jump, Pete confirms what I believed to be true. 
 
    “Ten dreadnaughts, all dead in the water, floating in a small debris field. Each ship exhibits a limited subspace distortion field consistent with Dominion telepathic communication. No other ships in the area. Recommend proceeding with deployment plan.” 
 
    I look to Quinn and KC. “Shall we deploy?” 
 
    KC nods to Quinn, who says, “We are good to go.” 
 
    “Sam, please engage the new subspace dampening field on the bridge.” 
 
    “Engaging, sir.” 
 
    There is a reason all nine of us are on the bridge for this mission. Mark found us the replicator pattern for a small subspace dampening device Iknosan researchers built to protect themselves from telepathic assault by their subjects. We built one and installed it for the bridge. It’s not exactly side-effect free. I felt the buzz it induces in my mind as soon as we activated the unit. But notes in the files Mark found written by the researchers that used the device swore to its effectiveness. 
 
    “Jump us in, Sam.” 
 
    The psychic assault begins the moment we drop from jump, but is dampened to the point of having no effect other than the irritating buzz. 
 
    Now, four hours later, we have enveloped all ten of the surviving Dominion dreadnaughts in dampening fields that have rendered them deaf and mute. Even this close to them, none of us can hear them. 
 
    I hand the ship over to Quinn and his watch teams, then exit the bridge. I need to talk to Alex. 
 
      
 
    AUTO-DOC ROOM 
 
    Gwen welcomed me into the medical bay, knowing why I was there. She lit up the room, dropped the privacy shield around Alex’s tank, then left and sealed the room. 
 
    Alex floats there, her expression so peaceful. She’s so beautiful, so perfect—soft olive skin, taut muscles, a stunning figure. Everything but the damned two-inch deep, triangular dent in her skull—the one the devils put there, the one the Iknosan don’t know how to fix. 
 
    I’ve just enslaved and am torturing the creatures associated with those that did this to her. Everyone but me anyway. Why did I agree to go on this mission? 
 
    “Hey babe. Couldn’t have imagined it ending this way. To’Kana says there is still hope for you. They made me a new kidney. He says they fully mapped your brain before the mission and were working on ways to repair the part of yours that’s damaged.” 
 
    My eyes plead with her for some response, as a tear drops from my chin. 
 
    “But I don’t believe him. I think he’s saying these things to keep my hopes up, to string me along until I complete the actual mission he has in mind for me.” 
 
    Another tear drips. 
 
    “But what’s the point of it, now that you are gone?” 
 
    Overwhelmed by loss, I pick myself up, then run. 
 
      
 
    [04.13.2035] MANUFACTURING, DECK 1 
 
    Last night’s talk with Alex was cathartic. When it was done, I ran—every hallway, every floor, using the emergency stairwells, anything to keep moving, until I couldn’t anymore. Then I collapsed onto an unmade bed in a random room on an unused crew deck, weeping for the woman I would never hold again. 
 
    Now, with renewed rage and a thirst for Dominion blood, I’m back at the entrance to Room 1c. 
 
    “Captain Wimberly, so good to see you this morning. What can I do for you today, sir?” 
 
    “Is there a way we could jump those dreadnaughts into another system?” 
 
    “In theory, yes. There are several. But reducing it to practice?” 
 
    He gives a shrug reminiscent of one I would make. Could Thelma have posted my gestures in the database? 
 
    “Could you give me an example of what that would look like?” 
 
    “The ones I know of could all be described as a ship-in-a-ship, or maybe a ship in a bottle. But with jump energy being proportional to volume…” He gives another shrug. 
 
    “I get it. Change of topic. Do we have a means of determining where in the ship the most powerful telepaths are?” 
 
    Mark cocks his head as if trying to figure out the meaning of my question. “Of course we do. They are in a protected chamber located near the ship’s center of mass.” 
 
    “How do we know that?” 
 
    “Theoretically, that is where it must be. Otherwise, it could not reach the entire ship. The proof is quite simple. And, in all the wreckage we’ve dissected since the legacy mission began, that is where it has been.” 
 
    Mark’s words stun me. This was known? 
 
    “How is the Voice’s location relevant, sir?” 
 
    I ignore Mark’s question and ask another of my own. “How protected is the chamber?” 
 
    “It has redundant life support, because the ship’s most powerful voice is also its rescue beacon of last resort.” 
 
    “How big is this protected area?” 
 
    “Not that big, maybe four times the size of a war shuttle.” 
 
    “You know this how?” 
 
    “It’s all in the Iknosan Data Arc, sir.” 
 
    I am absolutely flabbergasted by the dysfunction in Iknosan culture. Then it occurs to me. AIs have no discretion. 
 
    “Which Data Arc do you draw from?” 
 
    “Yours, of course. It’s the only one I have access to.” 
 
    “Mark, I have an important question I need to ask you. But the question and the answer must be compartmentalized—available to only you and me.” 
 
    “Compartment established. Conversation restricted. Please proceed.” 
 
    “Can a human brain be repaired?” 
 
    Yesterday’s pensive look and tapping finger are back. Then the answer comes. “Inconclusive. Most senior officers are on their Nth brain. In principle, anyone whose brain has been scanned can have a new one installed as long as the body has been locked deep enough in stasis. But I can find no reference to any use of such technology on a human, or of research adapting it to the human brain.” 
 
    “Seal this data compartment and resume previous conversation.” 
 
    “Sealed,” Mark answers. 
 
    “So all we need to do to jump the voices of these ships into another star system is to remove the protected chamber, bring it aboard, then jump into that system ourselves.” 
 
    “But how would we do that, sir?” 
 
    I laugh. Finally, I know something, my AI doesn’t. 
 
      
 
    OFFICE 
 
    Days ago, I promised to get back to To’Kana later the next day. Since then, he has called every five or six hours, but I’ve rejected the call requests. 
 
    He answers mine immediately. 
 
    “I understand you went to visit Alex last night,” he says without greeting. 
 
    Ignoring To’Kana’s statement and implied question, I say, “Our mission in this system is done. The Dominion here are under my control. I want to proceed directly to Fenwan, the third system on Minister Vosloo’s list.” 
 
    “I can see your scanners, Kyle. Ten mostly intact ships are clearly visible.” 
 
    “Then you will see how I destroy them. But once destroyed, I must move immediately to the next system.” 
 
    “You know those are not the terms of the agreement.” 
 
    “Those are the new terms of the agreement, and if they are not agreed to in the next twenty-four hours, then I will release these ten ships to whomever wants to claim them and return to Earth.” 
 
    “Then you will lose Alex.” 
 
    “I said my goodbyes to Alex last night. New terms, twenty-four hours, or I’m done. This is not a negotiation.” 
 
    To’Kana looks as stricken as I feel. Then, after a moment, I cut the connection before losing my composure. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 8: FENWAN SYSTEM 
 
      
 
    [04.14.2035] MANUFACTURING, DECK 1 
 
    As the entrance to Room 1c opens, I am greeted by an exuberant Mark. 
 
    “Captain Wimberly, so good to see you again this morning. What can I do for you today, sir?” 
 
    “I want to start preparations to slice up the Dominion ships.” 
 
    “This is very exciting,” he replies. 
 
    I smile at Mark’s farcical personality. If I ever return to Earth, I’ll have to talk to Thelma about this. 
 
    “But how can it be done?” he asks. 
 
    I quickly explain how shield generators can slice through things, then ask him to come up with a proposal for my review. 
 
    Just like yesterday, I get a puzzled look, then a big smile. 
 
    “Someone else came up with this idea a year before the Iknosan fell. There is already a design in the Data Ark. They used it successfully to cut a cross section of the ship that contained the protected chamber. I think it is how they captured the first voice.” He pauses. “Oh, my goodness, that caused a problem.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Mark looks at me like I’m a child. “A ship’s voice knocked out some of your people from a light month away. Just think what it could do from a kilometer away? Instant death.” 
 
    Once again, I am overwhelmed by how much Iknosan individuals knew about the Dominion, yet how little they did with it as a whole. 
 
    “But that’s not a problem for us, is it? All we need to do is keep the dampening in place.” 
 
    “What a brilliant idea, sir.” 
 
    If a human said that to me, they would be insulting me by implying I finally figured it out. But Mark is absolutely giddy. Then I get it. He’s like most human AIs, able to find relevant data in an extensive database, but unable to synthesize novel ideas from relevant data. The irony, of course, is that Thelma could. She truly is special. I’ll need to think through this later, because I feel as though there is more here I’m not grasping at the moment. 
 
    I ask Mark to open a data compartment for the rest of this conversation. 
 
    “Compartment created, sir.” 
 
    “OK, Mark. This is what I want. First, I want to cut a slice containing the protected chamber from the dreadnaught, then trim it down as small as possible without damaging it and without dropping the suppression field. Second, I want a way to load the protected chamber into the ship’s cargo bay with redundant layers of subspace suppression. Third, I want a way to unload the protected chamber back out into space, still double protected. Last, I want an automatic-destruction device that will destroy the chamber if the dampening fields fail, but not if I drop the dampening fields. Can you give me that plan in the next twelve hours?” 
 
    “I will have a plan for you within the next twelve hours—a simulation as well.” 
 
    “Contact me discreetly when you are ready. No one else can find out about this conversation. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Seal the compartment.” 
 
    “Compartment sealed.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mark.” 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE, WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER 
 
    It took To’Kana over twenty-four hours to get the new deal approved. He called multiple times, requesting more time and assuring it would get done. Neither one of us is happy with the other, but we completed the deal because enough trust and respect remains. 
 
    I used that time to prepare everything we would need to execute the plan quickly. With multiple moving parts, all nine of our team members will be fully loaded. And once we deliver the first Voice to the Fenwan system, the entire team will be on continuous duty until the Dominion there fall, or we do. 
 
    Quinn and company were obviously concerned. If any of us fails, then it’s likely they will kill us all, Alex, too. But unless we pull this off, they will not get their five metric tons of gold. It’s the perfect setup to get what I want. These guys will take a lot of risk for that much gold. 
 
    But I want this success for a different reason. I want Alex back. To’Kana is my only path to making that happen. And I am the only path he and his allies have to survival. 
 
    The first step of this mission is mostly on me. Quinn has the ship. I have control over the circular saw Mark produced for the mission and the dozens of bots that will do the physical work in space. 
 
    The saw Mark produced is a three-and-a-half-kilometer long chain of shield emitters, which was assembled in space from thirty-five, one-hundred-meter-long segments and attached to my war shuttle. A bot that rides along with it manages each segment. 
 
    We launched the Challenger in autonomous mode about four hours ago. It has positioned itself within a kilometer of the first dreadnaught on our list. It and its chain of shield emitters are fully within the subspace dampening field. 
 
    I look at Quinn. “Ready?” 
 
    “Let’s get this thing done.” 
 
    “Sam, transport me aboard the Challenger.” 
 
      
 
    WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER   
 
    “Welcome aboard, Captain. I’m sorry Ms. Reyes could not accompany you on this portion of the mission.” 
 
    The mention of Alex stokes my need for revenge against our target on this dreadnaught. 
 
    “Good to be aboard, Charlie. You have the mission parameters?” 
 
    “I do, sir.” 
 
    “Then commence the attachment of the circular saw at the first attachment point.” 
 
    “As you order, sir.” 
 
    As Charlie begins the attachment run, I put up a special display, synthesized from the sensor feeds of the sixteen space hawks surveilling the dreadnaught. The display allows me to view any spot on the exterior of the bullet-shaped dreadnaught from any angle. 
 
    The objective of the first cut is to cleave away the bow of the dreadnaught cleanly. The objective of the second cut is to cleave away the stern, leaving a tiny cross section only twenty meters wide. 
 
    In my special display, I have superimposed the two cut lines on the dreadnaught. 
 
    I watch as the delicate attachment process plays out. The bot at the end of the three-and-a-half-kilometer long chain of shield emitters uses its tiny open-space grav-drive to drag its end down to the surface of the dreadnaught. With precision guidance from the space hawks, it finds the right spot and anchors the chain to the dreadnaught. 
 
    Once anchored, the bot at the end of the second to last segment repeats the process, finding its anchor point, then anchoring its segment. 
 
    The process repeats for each of the segments, until the chain of emitters is wrapped around the circumference of the ship, with the shield oriented perpendicular to the ship’s center-line and pointing in toward the center. 
 
    The bots roll along the surface of the ship parallel to their segment of the chain to confirm we positioned it properly. 
 
    Once confirmed, Sam asks, “Permission to activate the chain saw?” 
 
    “Permission granted.” 
 
    A fraction of a second later, the cut is made, the forward thirty-eight percent of the ship detached from the aft. Despite the successful cleaving, this is possibly the most anticlimactic success ever recorded, because nothing happens that can be seen from a distance. We cut the ship, but the only force driving the two pieces apart is escaping gases from newly breached pressurized spaces. 
 
    Over the next two hours the process repeats, the forward and aft section cut away, leaving a narrow wafer—one kilometer in diameter and twenty-meters wide—floating between the massive bow and stern. 
 
    When Mark initially told me about this scheme, I loved how easy it would be to cut our thin wafer out of the ship, but couldn’t imagine how we could ever extract it—megatons of wafer stuck between gigatons of fore and aft. 
 
    The answer turned out to be a lot easier than expected—use the ship’s mass against itself. With the mass of the wafer being only four-tenths of one percent of the dreadnaughts, a relatively small grav-drive properly positioned would shoot the disk out the bottom. 
 
    Yeah, shoot meaning like six hours. But with five hours to cleave off front and back, plus another to install the grav drives, we could cut all ten dreadnaughts in only two and a half days. 
 
    An equal amount of time would be required to extract the protected chamber in the center of the wafer, all while maintaining subspace dampening. But within a week of start, we could have all ten voices moved to the Fenwan system, where the real fun would begin. 
 
      
 
    [04.19.2035] BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    In normal use, the Victory’s shuttle bay can hold twelve of our war shuttles. In contrast, it can only hold two of the protected chambers. That means we will need five round trips to get all ten protected chambers into the Fenwan system. Each one-way trip is six hours, which implies two and a half days of transport, with the team split across three locations. 
 
    Unlike last week’s work, which was exhausting with the risks front-end loaded, the coming week’s will be boring, but dangerous, with the risks increasing every step of the way. 
 
    For the first two legs of the mission, I will captain the Victory, escorted by Quinn and Kay in the Enterprise and by Grace and Freya in the Pride. My cargo on the outbound leg will be the War Shuttle Challenger, the one Alex and I have operated, and the first two protected chambers. 
 
    I will be the only ambulatory human aboard. 
 
    Quinn pitched a fit when I made this pronouncement, saying it was crazy for the mission commander to be operating alone with two of the Dominion’s most powerful telepaths aboard. 
 
    I replied saying it was the only solution that made sense, given that I was the only one on the team that remained functional during the last two psychic attacks, every other crew member needing to be rescued. My argument shut him down, but he seemed to take it as a personal attack and has been a little more distant since, which is something I’ll need to fix. 
 
    Our other two remaining war shuttles—the Freedom, operated by KC and Moss, and the Predator, operated by Zack and Stella—will hold watch over the eight protected chambers and the remains of the ten dreadnaughts from which they were extracted. 
 
    When we check the last box on our checklist, I announce, “All ships. Initiate the first leg.” 
 
    Acknowledgments come in from the others, as Sam says, “Engaging ion drive. Estimated time to jump, one hour.” 
 
    Curious about what’s going on down below, I put images from four of the shuttle bay’s cameras on the main screen and enable the audio feed. Although there is no sign of motion in the shuttle bay, it is easy to hear the stomping of dominion feet. Our prisoners are clearly alive and furious. 
 
    “Sam, could you goose the ion drive?” 
 
    “Goose? Sir.” 
 
    “A little spike of acceleration?” 
 
    “I could, sir, but doubt that would be good for Ms. Reyes.” 
 
    “Good point. Keep the drive as steady as possible.” 
 
    As I continue to listen to the goings on down in the shuttle bay, I worry our prisoners might break out of their protected chambers. 
 
    “Sam, if our prisoners were to break out, would we have a way to eject them from the ship?” 
 
    “We could decompress the shuttle bay. It might suck them out, might not. But once in the vacuum, any breach in their chambers would cause them to decompress. So it would be suicidal for them to damage their chambers purposely.” 
 
    “Good point,” I concede. 
 
    “And, since our atmosphere is poisonous to them, any breach while in the shuttle bay will kill them. Our only risk is if they get out fast enough to take down both subspace dampening devices in the shuttle bay. Again, it seems suicidal.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sam.” 
 
    I continue listening and eventually realize there is a back-and-forth pattern. Then, in a sudden flash of insight, I realize the arachnoids in the two chambers are communicating with each other. 
 
    “Sam, do we have a signal analyzer to which I can connect my audio signal? 
 
    “Multiple.” 
 
    “Can you show me the most flexible one?” 
 
    A control panel pops up in front of me. 
 
    “Just select the source. It will prompt you from there.” 
 
    A moment later, I choose the options shuttle bay audio and pulse width modulated, then build vocabulary. A list of candidate phrases starts growing, then collapses, then grows again. 
 
    After several cycles of this, Sam says. “It is struggling to lock onto anything. If it is a pulse-width-modulated comm protocol, it usually locks fast. Try expert mode.” 
 
    I chuckle to myself. If I’d just asked Sam to do this for me, he would probably have something now. 
 
    “It sounds to me like what humans call an auditive code,” Sam says. “Your Morse code is an example of an auditive code.” 
 
    I find Auditive near the bottom of the list of options and get signal-lock almost immediately. But once again, the vocabulary builds, then fails; building, then failing again. Then suddenly, the sound stops. 
 
    The silence is so sudden, it’s unnatural. Shouldn’t there at least be an echo? 
 
    I report what’s going on to Quinn to see if he has any ideas. He loops in KC. 
 
    “Do not enter the shuttle bay. Evacuate it if you have to, but do not go in that shuttle bay,” KC says with a conviction that implies it is exactly what she expects me to do. 
 
    “Got to agree with that, Kai. Don’t go into the shuttle bay,” Quinn says. “Keep it sealed.” 
 
    Sam takes a different tack. “I think they know they will be killed if they get out of their chambers. And we know the Dominion are cunning. I bet this is a lure of some sort. The alternative is that they accidentally breached their chambers and are dead.” 
 
    “Not that abruptly,” I reply. “That was intentional.” 
 
    “And apparently successful,” KC adds. “Because they got your attention.” 
 
    “OK. Thanks everyone. The shuttle bay will remain sealed until we are ready to unload.”
  
 
    FENWAN SYSTEM 
 
    Prior to arrival, our arachnoid guests broke out in foot-stomping two more times. We still have no clue what it is about, but if nothing else, we know they are still alive and still the perfect bait. 
 
    Now, at the very outskirts of the Fenwan system, it’s time to unload. This is tricky because of the layers of subspace dampening we’ve put in place. The Victory’s bridge and the shuttle bridges have their own dampening layer. The shuttle bay has a layer. And each of the protected chambers has a layer. Nothing has penetrated all three, since we put them in place. But to unload the chambers, we need to drop the middle layer, the one isolating the shuttle bay. We had no problems operating this way in the Kudamaya system, but I suspect our guests have been up to something and am guessing they will spring it when we are most vulnerable, which will be during the unloading process. 
 
    The unload process is simple. Pump the air out of the shuttle bay, then open the door, drop the artificial gravity, and have two of our open-space capable bots push the protected chambers out. Once they have drifted far enough away and we have recovered the bots, close the shuttle doors and start the return run. Easy peasy. Right? 
 
    “Door open,” Sam confirms. “Bots activated.” 
 
    I watch as the bots approach, then push the protected chambers to the edge of the shuttle bay and activate their micro grav drives. Seconds later, the chambers are out into open space, accelerating away—the scheduled burn, one minute. 
 
    “Bot detachment in three, two, one…” Sam counts down. But the bots do not detach and do not stop accelerating. 
 
    “What’s going on Sam?” 
 
    “I’ve lost connection with the bots,” he replies. 
 
    Quinn’s face pops up in the holoprojection. “What’s going on Kai?” 
 
    “Don’t know. We’ve lost connection with the bots. Presumably, the prisoners are behind this.” 
 
    “Powering up weapon systems,” Quinn announces. 
 
    A second later, tiny, barely visible ion streams shoot out from the base of the protected chambers. 
 
    “These things are micro shuttles!” Quinn shouts. “We have to take them down.” 
 
    As the sheen associated with Dominion FTL-drives starts to envelope the micro shuttles, a pair of laser beams reaches out from Quinn’s ship, striking them both. Then, as the FTL field asserts its grip and the micro shuttles stretch, they blow up—the entire thing happening so fast and violently; it takes my breath away. 
 
    Quinn’s face is back. “New standard procedure… Power up weapons before offloading prisoners.” 
 
    “New standard procedure…” I reply. “Check confiscated Dominion equipment for propulsion and comms before bringing aboard.” 
 
    Quinn snorts. “Well, that was a wasted trip. Shall we try it again?” 
 
      
 
    KUDAMAYA SYSTEM 
 
    Having learned the lessons of the trip, the next three went off without a hitch. Quinn and Kay, along with Grace and Freya, are guarding the six protected chambers at the edge of the Fenwan system. 
 
    KC and Moss, aboard the Freedom, and Zack and Stella, aboard the Predator, have just finished loading the last two protected chambers into the Victory’s shuttle bay. In a few minutes, we will depart, finally leaving the Kudamaya system for the last time. 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Once underway, can you take us to the jump point on your own?” 
 
    If that was actually a question, it would be the stupidest one ever asked, because Sam is the only one that can get us to the jump point. But he takes the question in stride, knowing that I’m asking his permission to leave the bridge. 
 
    “Not a problem, sir. I can handle it. You need some sleep.” 
 
    Minutes later, the course is engaged. KC, who along with Zack, connected on a shared video line, look up at me. “You need to get some rest, Kai. We need you fresh on arrival.” 
 
    I nod. “See you on arrival.” 
 
      
 
    MEDICAL BAY 
 
    As I enter the lights come on and Gwen, the medical AI, appears. 
 
    “Good evening, Captain.” 
 
    “How is she doing?” 
 
    “No change. This ship is new and optimized for human use. Its stasis system is the best I’ve ever seen. Usually by now, I could measure some deterioration. But there has been absolutely none so far. We could probably keep her here for one hundred years or more.” 
 
    Apparently realizing that wasn’t what I wanted to hear, she adds, “Don’t worry. They will find a solution in time for it to be viable.” 
 
    “Thank you. Please let me see her.” 
 
    Seconds later, I’m alone with Alex. 
 
    “Things went pretty well today. We are making the last run out. Hopefully, leaving this system forever.” 
 
    Alex floats there as peacefully as ever. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we’ll rid this region of the last known Dominion infestation, then hopefully head for home. To’Kana has another system he wants us to address, but once the job here is done and they have paid us, our obligation is complete.” 
 
    A tear drips from my chin. 
 
    “Which leaves me the question of what to do with you. I got the good news just now that they think they can bring you back in a hundred years.” 
 
    The snort I attempt to make turns into a sob and more tears drip to the floor. 
 
    “So, I’m thinking about taking you back to Earth to give you a proper sendoff, then resupplying for a one-man, final sojourn into Dominion space to blow up every planet I can find that has spiders on it.” 
 
    Getting no reply, I say. “Yeah, that’s what we’re going to do. Sleep well, babe. I’ll be back once we’ve nailed the last of the spiders in this system.” 
 
      
 
    [04.22.2035] FENWAN SYSTEM 
 
    I got four hours of sleep on the last journey out from Kudamaya. Sam had to wake me. It’s the most sleep I’ve had since Alex got hurt. 
 
    Now that we know what we are doing, unloading was a snap, as was positioning the eight protected chambers, our surveillance assets, and our weapons. Now positioned 1 AU above the system’s planetary plane, the game is about to begin. 
 
    We’ve updated the subspace dampening fields, enveloping each protected chamber such that they drop for one to ten seconds, every minute. We’ve added an additional layer of protection to the Victory, enclosing the entire ship in a subspace dampening field to lessen the impact on us of the telepathic noise that is about to begin. 
 
    All nine of us are gathered on the bridge, the most protected place from telepathic influence on the ship. Hopefully, this will be over in hours, not days. 
 
    “Initiate dampening rotation protocol on voice number one,” I order Sam. 
 
    “Protocol initiated,” Sam announces. 
 
    I feel it immediately, but it’s more like a puff of air than a whisper, and after the first couple of puffs, easy to ignore. 
 
    I see Freya shiver. 
 
    “Are you OK?” 
 
    “I can handle it,” she replies, but without the smile that usually accompanies her curt answers. “Think Alex can feel it?” 
 
    I shake my head. “The stasis on this ship is incredible. She is completely inert, no measurable change in the weeks she’s been under it. I’m confident she’s safe.” 
 
    Small talk goes back and forth for a while, then at the one-hour point, we add voice #2 to the mix. 
 
    I notice the change immediately and note that this voice seems to be more strident. It’s louder, the mental assault a little sharper. For me, it is still easy enough to ignore. Some of the others are clearly more agitated by it. 
 
    Quinn, who is sitting next to me, leans in and whispers. “We should have positioned further out. There was no need for the Victory to be in this close.” 
 
    “Point taken,” I reply, “but we’ll hold for now.” 
 
    “Why?” Quinn asks loudly enough for the others to hear. “The further away they are, the easier it is to withdraw without being seen. It’s not like we can see anything different here than we would from light-years away.” 
 
    Other heads nod. 
 
    “Sam, take us out one light-year,” I order, then to Quinn, “Good suggestion.” 
 
    The telepathic noise dampens immediately, and I can see the crew relax. But not me. I need to hear those voices to know when they are coming. 
 
    “Quinn, I need more than this. I can’t really hear them.” 
 
    He looks at me like I’m crazy. “What?” 
 
    “How can we know when they are coming if we can’t hear them?” 
 
    Quinn points at the main viewscreen. “Dominion ships are enormous and slow. You don’t need to hear them. We can see their subspace drive on sensors from light hours away.” 
 
    I get up and start pacing. Quinn’s team watches as if they are afraid of me. But something is wrong here and I can’t put my finger on it. 
 
    “Sam, go to evasive maneuvers, conserve propellant. This could go on for a while.” 
 
    Quinn comes over. “Kai, what’s the matter? What are you seeing that we can’t?” 
 
    “Something is wrong here. I can’t put my finger on it. It’s like in the first system and they were always a step ahead of us. They will win this time if we can’t figure it out.” 
 
    I turn to Sam. “How far off the bridge do I need to get to escape the dampening in here?” 
 
    “It drops off to almost nothing by the time you get to the stern.” 
 
    “You can’t leave the bridge, Kai,” Quinn says. 
 
    “You may not be able to leave the bridge. But, I have to. The ship is yours.” 
 
    I step toward the entrance. “Sam, I want two stewards and a bot with me, in case I’m wrong. Also, I want a careful scan of the shuttle bay. They may have left something behind. Maybe that’s what they’re tracking.” 
 
    With that, I exit the bridge, where I’m met immediately by George. A second later, his colleague, Gladys, appears next to us. 
 
    I point towards the stern. “That way.” 
 
    We start at a brisk pace, but I can’t hold myself back and break into a jog. I do not know where the urgency is coming from or why it compels me so mercilessly, but the jog breaks into a sprint. 
 
      
 
    Gladys pops ahead near the elevator. “Captain. Please slow down. The bot is meeting us here.” 
 
    As the elevator door opens, I know where I need to go. 
 
    I point at the bot and say, “Stay.” Then, turn back to Gladys. “Can you accompany me down to Deck One?” 
 
    Gladys looks at me wide eyed. “No, sir. George and I only have emitters on the command deck.” 
 
    I step into the elevator. “Tell Allen and ah…” 
 
    “Alice, sir.” 
 
    “Tell Allen and Alice to meet me at the bottom.” 
 
    The door swooshes shut before I get an acknowledgment, leaving me alone with a bot I don’t know. Using my implant, I search for his ID. Oscar. Lower-level cleaning and trash collection. I break out laughing, knowing Thelma named all the bots and AIs on this ship. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Oscar.” 
 
    It replies with a burping sound. 
 
    The door opens to the smiling faces of Allen and Alice. “Pleasure to meet you, Captain.” 
 
    “I’m heading to room 1c. Follow as quickly as you can.” 
 
    Again, I sprint as fast as I can, certain disaster is minutes away. The doors swoosh open when I’m halfway there. 
 
    Mark is waiting just inside the door, because the Iknosan never put holoprojectors in the hall he could use. But knowing he’s there, I call ahead. “Mark, they left something in the shuttle bay. Can you find it?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “You knew, and you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “I am a manufacturing AI, sir. I am not permitted to contact the captain except in response to a specific request.” 
 
    Mark’s reply blows my mind. No wonder the Iknosan lost the war. 
 
    “What is it? And what can we do about it?” 
 
    Mark seems to vacillate. “We can recycle it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By transporting it into the recycler.” 
 
    “Is that safe?” 
 
    “Yes, small objects like that are reduced to the basic elements almost instantly.” 
 
    “Then incinerate it.” 
 
    “I already did, sir. That is within my authority.” 
 
    “Then why do I still hear it?” 
 
    “Because there are two more crawling the ship’s hull, seeking entrance.” 
 
    “Did you incinerate them?” 
 
    “It’s not within my authority, sir.” 
 
    “Mark emergency override. Transport the two on the hull into the incinerator and incinerate them.” 
 
    “They are out of position now. I cannot reach them with the assets I control.” 
 
    Sam, establish contact with Mark in manufacturing. I send via my implant. 
 
    Aye, sir. He replies. 
 
    From the less than enthusiastic response, I gather it is below the station of a helm AI to talk with one in manufacturing. 
 
    “Mark, tell Sam what you know about the ones crawling on the hull.” 
 
    After a second, Sam comes back to me. “Two large octopus-like bots are crawling across the hull, sir.” 
 
    “Can you transport them to the incinerator?” 
 
    “No sir, too large. I think I can transport them into the star, but that risks damaging the ship.” 
 
    “Sam, listen carefully. We are going to execute a precision operation that must be executed on my mark, and not a second before.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “We are going to drop our cloak, put up our shields, goose the ion drive, then jump one light-hour ahead, angle down three degrees, jump ten thousand kilometers ahead, then raise shields.” 
 
    “How much goose?” 
 
    “Enough to move us one ship’s length before we jump. What is the fastest we can do that?” 
 
    “Calculating. I need one minute to warm things up, then ten seconds to initiate the angle down operation. We need at least one minute there to angle down at all.” 
 
    “OK. When I say mark, start the warm up and go.” 
 
    “Understood, sir, ready when you are.” 
 
    “Mark.” 
 
    “Initiating,” Sam replies. 
 
    “Quinn,” I say, connecting myself to the bridge. 
 
    “Kyle, are you OK?” 
 
    “They are on our tail, Quinn. Sam is about to execute an emergency operation. Get everyone buckled in or you will go flying. Sam, show the timer to goose.” 
 
    “What’s goose,” Quinn asks. 
 
    “When your ass is going to go flying if not buckled down.” 
 
    I smile at the expletives I hear as the line drops. 
 
    “Sir?” Mark, standing next to me, says. 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be strapping down before the goose?” 
 
    He motions toward an emergency seat with restraints. 
 
    I hustle over to it and get the first three restraints secured before the ship moves. Seconds later, I feel the ship jump. 
 
    As if he could read my mind, Mark says, “There are things we feel down here that you apparently cannot.” 
 
    “Mark, there are several things we need to discuss. But I need to get back to the bridge immediately. Advise me if anything of consequence comes up in the interim.” 
 
    I get up and run out into the hallway. Allan and Alice appear next to me. Poor Oscar fell and slid all the way back to the elevator. Apparently, Iknosan AIs have never learned to run, because after not being able to keep up, they simply pop down the hall to meet me at the elevator. 
 
    As I jump in, Alice says, “Thank you for…” 
 
    But the doors swoosh close before the sentence is complete. 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE 
 
    “They planted bugs on us?” Quinn asks incredulously. 
 
    “It’s amazing they did not hit us,” KC says. “They got three salvoes off before we jumped, but none were that close.” 
 
    I nod. “They have poor targeting and a long recharge cycle. Their advantage has always been size, which gives them tremendous power and allows them to take a lot of hits. One hit from their energy weapons and we would have been done.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “My team—Alex, Mac, Ty, and me—studied the recordings of the ultimate battle for the Iknosan home world. Almost everything we know about Dominion battle tactics, we learned from those studies. But we didn’t learn about their telepathy until later. Changing gears, what’s happening back at the opera?” 
 
    “The protected chambers?” Quinn asks. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Time to fix that. I want a maximum kinetic strike using one of our space hawks targeting one of the middle chambers, not chambers one or nine. It’s time to start randomly executing the hostages. Give the one we are going to hit most of the squawking time, the minute before strike. I want the Dominion and the voices to know which one will get hit next. I also want to take down the ships that just shot at us. We cannot allow anyone that shoots at us to escape alive.” 
 
    “Is that the new Wimberly doctrine?” KC quips. 
 
    I lock her with a stare. “Yes. That is the Wimberly doctrine. If they shoot at us, then we will shoot at them. But we never miss.” 
 
    KC is a bit taken aback by my intensity. But that’s OK. We will not take another death by Dominion hands that is not answered by a million to one. 
 
    “Who wants to take the lead on the protected chambers part of the mission?” I ask. 
 
    When there’s no immediate reply, Zack says, “I will. If that’s OK.” 
 
    Quinn nods. 
 
    “It’s yours, Zack. Let me know the set-up before pulling the trigger.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, boss.” 
 
    As Zack moves away, Quinn asks, “How do you want to handle the ships following us?” 
 
    “Sam, how far behind us are they?” 
 
    “A little over a half hour.” 
 
    “I need two teams to take their shuttles out. You’ll have your subspace dampening in the bridge, and they won’t know you are there. But there’s still risk involved.” 
 
    “Big ask,” Quinn asks. 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, this is one I need to take on my own, anyway.” 
 
    “Sam, rotate the ship so that the shuttle bay doors are facing away from our pursuers, then launch the Challenger once I’m aboard.” 
 
    “As ordered, sir.” 
 
    I tamp down the obligatory objections, then move on. 
 
    “Our next problem is propellant. We need a place to park for the next battle and a grav assist to return to the protected chambers. Work with Sam to find the right spot in a nearby system. I’ll join you there as soon as I’ve dealt with our pursuers. Make sure you’ve taken my propellant levels into account when choosing.” 
 
    “Will do,” Quinn replies. 
 
    “Then I need to go. Time is short.” I stand. “Sam, help Quinn figure out where we are going, then wait for my word to jump.” 
 
    “As ordered, sir. Good luck.” 
 
    “Please transport me aboard the Challenger.” 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE, WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER 
 
    “Welcome aboard, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Charlie,” I reply as I take in the main viewscreen. “Can we safely go to stealth inside the ship?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Let me coordinate with Sam.” A second passes, then he says, “Done.” 
 
    “The plan is to follow the dreadnaughts once they pass us. We can hopscotch along behind using our subspace scanners to track them. Then, when they drop from FTL, we hit them.” 
 
    “Excellent plan, sir.” 
 
    There is a moment of silence, then Charlie says, “Sam is suggesting two options to park the Victory. The minimum propellant option is ninety-eight light-years away. It only requires a one-degree bearing change.” 
 
    “Too far,” I reply. “The Dominion won’t follow that far.” 
 
    “The other is four degrees off our current bearing at a range of two and a half light-years.” 
 
    “A little less than an hour,” I mutter. “They’ll continue the chase that long and drop from FTL a light-hour short. Do both ships have enough propellant?” 
 
    “They will still have fifteen percent. We’ll be close to empty.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have to hitch a ride back home. Tell them it’s system two.” 
 
    “Zack would like to speak with you, sir.” 
 
    “Put him on the main viewscreen.” 
 
    When Zack’s image appears, I ask, “What do you have for me, Zack?” 
 
    A flight path appears next to Zack, showing one of our space hawks that’s relatively far out transiting toward, then jumping short of protected chamber six. 
 
    “The problem we, or at least I, did not anticipate was that we are in interstellar space,” Zack starts. “That means the space hawks have little course control. It won’t take much to get this one aligned as long as we jump part of the way.” 
 
    “Didn’t we align before we departed?” 
 
    “We did, but that was a while ago. We are well outside the two-hour window.” 
 
    I curse under my breath. The Dominion were one step ahead of us in yet another system. 
 
    “If you think you have the shot, take it. But optimal mission timing will be an hour from now.” 
 
    “Understood.” Zack replies. “Let me see what I can do.” He pauses, then asks, “Are you OK out there, boss?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I’m good. Work solutions for those chambers.” 
 
    “I’m on it, sir.” He smiles at me, then the line drops. 
 
    I’ve liked this kid since the moment I met him and I’m liking him even more now. 
 
    “The Dominion just passed us, Captain,” Charlie says. “Quinn has obtained his bearing but is cutting it really close.” 
 
    “Come on, Quinn. Don’t screw this up, too,” I whisper. 
 
    A few more seconds pass, then Charlie says, “The Dominion are dropping from FTL.” 
 
    “Launch three torpedoes.” 
 
    “Launching.” 
 
    Seconds tick past. Have the Dominion captured Quinn’s mind again? 
 
    “Sam. Status?” I send. 
 
    “Quinn’s baiting the dreadnaughts. He’ll jump in ten seconds.” 
 
    “Charlie, how soon until the torpedoes are clear?” 
 
    Using the ship’s sensors, it takes almost no time to gain target lock on all three dreadnaughts. But I can’t launch them until they are clear of the ship. 
 
    “Torpedoes clear, sir. The Victory has cleared the area.” 
 
    I issue the fire order on the three torpedoes, which jump halfway to their targets a second later. Three seconds after, they jump for the kill shot. Two of the dreadnaughts are sliced to shreds in an instant. The third goes to FTL just as the torpedo drops from jump, triggering a massive space-time rupture several light-minutes ahead of us. 
 
    With no mass to feed it, the rupture expands and expands to where I worry it might get us. Then, in an instant, it’s gone. 
 
    I stare at the space ahead and wonder if it is safe to transit through. 
 
    “Can we continue on straight ahead?” I ask Charlie. 
 
    “No sir. We cannot transit through that in normal space.” 
 
    He puts up a gravimetric scan showing currents and eddies in the gravimetric field ahead. 
 
    “Space-time is churning. Those gravimetric eddies would tear us apart,” he explains. 
 
    “What about jump?” 
 
    “In principle, jump should work. It bypasses actual space. But no one has ever tried it. The Iknosan were extremely risk adverse about things like that. But I don’t think we have a choice. We are drifting towards it and don’t have the propellant to reverse course or divert around.” 
 
    “Give me a line to Quinn,” I order. 
 
    Quinn’s face appears a moment later. “What the hell did you do this time, Wimberly?” 
 
    “Jump transition, FTL transition collision.” 
 
    Quinn laughs. “The stuff you come up with.” 
 
    “The space-time rupture has shredded both normal and subspace. It is no longer safe to transit through. Theoretically, it should be safe to jump past, but no one has ever tried it. We’re about to try. We don’t have the propellant to reverse course or divert around.” 
 
    For a change, Quinn doesn’t respond with a quip. Just a somber look and the words, “Sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “We are going to jump in a minute. If we blow up. Do what you need to do to collect the gold. It’s yours. But promise me you will deliver Alex to To’Kana. She still has a chance with him.” 
 
    Kay steps up alongside Quinn in the holoprojector. “We’ll take care of Alex if you don’t make it back. Good luck, Kai.” 
 
    We stare at each other for a second, then I cut the connection. 
 
    “OK, Sam. Let’s do it. Jump us to the Victory.” 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE, VICTORY 
 
    It’s good to be back aboard. On the inbound, I felt the jump transition for the first time in a war shuttle, which seems to confirm the theory that space-time ruptures can impact jump travel, though we gathered no new data that might help us understand why or how. 
 
    I’ve spent an hour now with Zack, sorting through our options with the weapons we pre-positioned just outside the Fenwan system. In retrospect, it was a mistake having positioned them where we did. If we had put them in orbit around the outermost planet in the system, we would have better options now. But it might have made us more vulnerable to Dominion attack. But I will not second guess myself. We did what we did and had good reasons to do it at the time we made the decision. 
 
    “I have lock,” Zack says. 
 
    “Take the shot,” I order. 
 
    On the system map, I see the space hawk jump—way out there one second, a hundred kilometers from the protected chamber the next. 
 
    “Three seconds to impact.” 
 
    Zack switches to the space hawk’s nose camera view, which shows the target chamber rushing up to us, then past us. 
 
    “Oh…,” Zack groans. “Too far…” 
 
    His complaint is cut off when the space hawk suddenly goes dark. 
 
    “Oh, crap!” Quinn complains, pointing at another screen. 
 
    On it a Dominion dreadnaught has appeared near the lineup of protected chambers. Although the space hawk did essentially no damage to the ship itself. It collapsed the stealth field, hiding the dreadnaught. 
 
    “Zack, we need a torpedo now!” 
 
    As Zack hustles to find the torpedo we can use, the dreadnaught starts a lumbering turn. 
 
    “We have at most five minutes,” I say. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Zack announces. 
 
    A second later, target-lock sounds. 
 
    “Torpedo away,” Zack announces. 
 
    The torpedo jumps half the distance, relocks on the dreadnaught, then makes its last jump. 
 
    In an instant, the dreadnaught is sliced into four layers by the lightning-like power of space-time rupture, which branches out the back and port side of the ship. Stealth on a nearby dreadnaught fails as it too is caught up in the expanding rupture. 
 
    By now, I would have thought they’d have learned not to cluster together the way they do. But protocol in the US Army never changed that fast, so why would I have expected it for the Dominion? 
 
    “Zack, I want two more torpedoes in the mix, coming in from either side.” 
 
    “Torpedoes away.” 
 
    Seconds later, three more dreadnaughts lose their stealth and are torn apart by the expanding rift. 
 
    “If we have viable shots at the protected chambers, take them now!” 
 
    One-by-one the protected chambers are destroyed, though the last torpedoes to jump didn’t arrive until the expanding space-time rupture had swallowed up the last of the ship’s Voices we had captured. 
 
    “Cease fire,” I order. 
 
    Minutes tick by, then the rupture finally collapses in on itself, leaving two disabled Dominion ships adrift. 
 
    “Did anyone get a count of the ships consumed by the rift?” I ask. 
 
    “Seven.” Sam asserts with confidence. 
 
    “Do you have evidence?” 
 
    “They are clearly identifiable in the sensor logs.” 
 
    I turn to Quinn. “Secure that data. It is the evidence we will need to claim the gold.” 
 
    “Same with the three that chased us?” he asks. 
 
    “Same with those three. Same with the two derelicts.” 
 
    “That’s twelve ships. They said they thought there were eight here,” Quinn complains. 
 
    “Looks like they got a bonus,” I reply. 
 
    “I think we’re the ones that should get a bonus,” he complains some more. 
 
    “OK,” I say to the crew. “Let’s gather up the assets still deployed, then head far enough in system to release space hawks for a final sweep. When that is done, we head back to Kudamaya to destroy the space junk we left behind. Then it’s back to Aarde. Quinn, you have the ship. I have some unfinished business to tend to.” 
 
    As the aye-aye Captain’s ring out, I exit and head down to the elevator. 
 
      
 
    DECK ONE, ROOM 1C 
 
    Having run past the Deck One stewards last time, I walk at a normal pace. In general, Iknosan AIs are not easily insulted. But they adapt their behavior toward their masters after only a handful of interactions. So I slow walk the short stretch from the elevator to my destination and let them chat me up. Even little Oscar is there, beeping when I address him. 
 
    They bid me farewell as the door to the room opens and I get another effusive greeting from Mark, who welcomes me in. 
 
    “About the special project we discussed…” 
 
    He brightens at the prompt. “Holograph like images and textures,” he replies. 
 
    “Level of certainty?” 
 
    Mark brightens even more. “Look at this.” 
 
    A holoprojection showing a fuzzy image of the Victory appears. It’s a distant shot, tinged red. Clearer images of three white ships appear. The effect it has on me is palpable. It’s like I’m being compelled to move toward the red ship, even though the image is still. 
 
    I have to shake myself to abate the compulsion. 
 
    “I believe that was the attack order they gave. I have images they’ve sent us. They are…” Mark pauses, apparently unsure of the best way to say what he wants to say. “…personal.” 
 
    “Out with it,” I snap back. 
 
    “They sent this to Quinn as he was preparing to jump the ship.” 
 
    A fuzzy image appears of a couple engaged in lovemaking. One of them is clearly Kay. And the implied movement in the image is compelling, drawing me in. 
 
    “They sent this one to Kay at about the same time.” 
 
    It’s the same fuzzy image. This time showing Quinn. 
 
    I shiver at the way both images pull me in. Then shiver some more to snap out of it. 
 
    “So that’s how they communicate.” 
 
    “I have another that is so disturbing I’m afraid to show it to you.” 
 
    I’ve never had an AI say that to me. Mark seems to tremble at the thought of it. 
 
    “Play it for me, Mark.” 
 
    He disappears as the image pops up. It’s of Alex and me. As I’m turning to speak with Sam. Hands push Alex off the command platform and her head hits the corner of the dais, inches away from where I saw her bleeding. The motion to push is so compelling I almost push the air in front of me. 
 
    This wasn’t an accident. She didn’t fall because she was dizzy or intoxicated by sexual desire. The Dominion purposefully murdered her, using one of our friends to do it. 
 
    I howl in rage, striking my fist against the wall loud enough to trigger echoes throughout the room. As my eyes fill with red and my head feels like it’s going to explode, Oscar, the bot, motors over and bumps into me. 
 
    The momentary distraction breaks the spell of the holoprojection. 
 
    “Mark! Get rid of that image.” 
 
    The holoprojection drops, and Mark appears, still trembling. 
 
    My heart races as a coldness I’ve never experienced before comes over me. 
 
    “Do you know how they get the motion effect?” 
 
    “I think I do,” Mark replies. 
 
    “Do you think you could create one of those images?” 
 
    “I think I could.” 
 
    “Mark, open a new compartmentalized conversation.” 
 
    “Compartment created.” 
 
    “I want all the conversation that has transpired since I entered the room, including the creation of this compartment, stored within the compartment.” 
 
    “Done, sir.” 
 
    I describe what I want him to do for me, then seal the compartment. 
 
    “Let me know when the weapon is ready.” 
 
    “As you order, sir.” 
 
      
 
    [04.28.2035] LEGACY SHIP #5 
 
    We arrived back at Aarde, the Katswiri home world, late last night. Our credentials sufficed to get us an orbital parking slot, but the government offices we needed to report to were closed for the weekend. 
 
    I messaged To’Kana saying we were back and asked to meet with him today, if that was possible. In the night, an invitation to meet came back. 
 
    Now, with the familiar sound of the ship’s lab in my ears, I open my eyes. 
 
    “Welcome, Kyle Wimberly. My name is Gayle. I will be your escort today.” 
 
    Having spent so much time with an upgraded Thelma, I almost cringe at the poor AI standing in front of me. She’s Iknosan, not human, low resolution, translucent. I remember Thelma looking this way once. But the memory is old enough that it hardly seems real. 
 
    I extend my hand, as I say, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Gayle.” 
 
    She looks at my hand in much the same way that Thelma did that first time. But unlike Thelma, she doesn’t understand what it means. Instead, she puts out her hands, then gestures to one of the sitting areas. “Please have a seat. Captain To’Kana will be with you shortly.” 
 
    Now that I know Thelma for the vibrant person who she is, Gayle seems like a horrible mockery of biological beings. 
 
    I take the seat offered and, a few seconds later, hear the familiar sound of the lab’s forward door swooshing open. To’Kana comes striding in, looking younger and more energetic than I’ve ever seen him. He is accompanied by another Iknosan male I have not met before. 
 
    They come my way, To’Kana’s smile broadening with each step. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly, it is so very good to see you. Please meet a former colleague of mine, Dr. Ro'Puto To’Kana. He is an exo-biology specialist and the newest member of my house.” 
 
    I extend my hand to the doctor. “Dr. To’Kana, a pleasure to meet you, sir.” 
 
    He takes my hand shyly. “The pleasure is mine, sir.” 
 
    The reply is so quiet, it’s hard to make out. 
 
    “Shall we?” To’Kana asks, indicating one of the secure rooms. 
 
    Once in the room, To’Kana starts. “You requested this meeting, so the agenda is yours. But I have several things on my agenda as well. Ok, if I start?” 
 
    My biggest goal for this meeting is to clear a path for my return to Earth. I need to bury Alex, deal with the squeaky wheels in D.C., and find some healing before I go back out there. I suspect To’Kana knows that and wants to pitch me something else to divert me from my purpose, but I yield to him, nonetheless. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Dr. To’Kana is an expert in brain repair and replacement, and thinks he has the solution we need to restore Alexandra.” 
 
    The doctor frowns a bit at the words. 
 
    “Ro'Puto, could you explain the principle to Kyle?” 
 
    “The key,” he starts, “is biological intermediation via...” 
 
    The lecture goes on for a while and I wonder why Captain To’Kana has asked his new family member, Dr. To’Kana, to put on this show. 
 
    “With that background,” the doctor continues, “I’m hoping you will understand the necessity of intervention in the Avolene system. Female Avolites are the only species we’ve found that have the tissue we need to restore Ms. Reyes’ mind to her body.” 
 
    I have no idea how all the gobbledygook that came before led to this conclusion, but for the first time since he started talking, this guy has my attention. 
 
    “Certainty?” I ask. 
 
    “That this tissue is necessary? I am certain. Which is not to say other tissues might exist that could do as well. But we have not yet found other tissues that can do what is necessary.” 
 
    “And of Ms. Reyes recovery?” 
 
    “There is no guarantee that any patient will respond to any treatment. I would give this one an eighty to ninety percent chance. But more importantly, there is a zero percent chance she will recover without this, or another tissue with the same qualities. And for now, this is the only one we have been able to identify.” 
 
    I look at Captain To’Kana. “A month ago, you said there was little chance the native Avolite population would survive.” 
 
    “This world is a water world. The only significant land mass is in the frozen north. The rest of it is dotted with islands, where the major population centers are. Arachnoids do poorly in water and poorly on solid land when the mists settle in. If we can destroy all Dominion space craft, this will turn into a war of attrition on the ground, where the native population outnumbers the Dominion ten thousand to one.” 
 
    “So, we cleanse the system of all Dominion space craft, let the locals fight it out, then comeback for the cleanup, snatching a few females?” 
 
    To’Kana shakes his head. “We will treat the wounded that come to us of their own volition, and with their permission, harvest the tissue we need consistent with nursing those in our care back to health.” 
 
    My eyes bore into To’Kana’s, trying to detect any deceit. I know he’s stringing me along. But, once again, he has convinced me that saving Alex is possible. So, I’ll go along for now. But if I find out that he’s just pulling my leg, there will be consequences. 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    I transported back to my office because I didn’t want to transport onto the bridge in my current agitated state. Quinn will be on watch for two more hours, so I have time to calm myself and order my thoughts before I march onto the bridge and start giving orders. 
 
    … 
 
    An hour before the change of watch, I enter the bridge. 
 
    “Captain on the bridge,” Sam announces. 
 
    “Was wondering where you were,” Quinn comments. 
 
    When I maintain a stone face, Quinn asks, “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Something has come up. There is another system we need to cleanse.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the deal. Three systems, ten tons of gold, that’s the deal. We fulfilled our end of the bargain.” 
 
    “And the gold will wait until we get back. But you are still under a million dollars a month contract with me, and there is another system I need cleansed.” 
 
    Quinn protests, but I cut him off. “Do I understand you to be saying you are terminating your contract mid-mission?” 
 
    Quinn looks at me with hatred in his eyes, knowing the consequences of contract termination. “You wouldn’t dare.” He spits the words out. 
 
    “Sam, terminate Quinn’s command code and transport him to the Enterprise.” 
 
    A string of expletives follows, then suddenly stops. 
 
    “Sam, call KC to the bridge.” 
 
    Minutes later, she enters. “Morning Kai,” she greets warmly. “Where’s Quinn?” 
 
    “He announced he was unilaterally terminating his contract.” 
 
    “He did what?” she asks, first in shock, then in fear. “Kai, you didn’t.” She pleads. 
 
    When I don’t answer, she asks, “Where is he, Kai?” 
 
    “Aboard the Enterprise.” 
 
    “He’s just leaving?” 
 
    “His command codes were terminated when he quit.” 
 
    “So, he’s sitting aboard an unpowered ship in space. God damn it, Kai. You’re being as childish as he is.” 
 
    “Then maybe you should talk him down.” 
 
    “Now, I’m your mother, too.” 
 
    “The watch is yours, by the way.” 
 
    She fumes for a second, then takes the captain’s seat. “Sam, connect me with the Enterprise.” 
 
    When the line connects, she says, “Apologize to Kai, Quinn. Do it politely and use one of your excuse lines, like… It was just a misunderstanding.” 
 
    There is silence for a minute. Then, “Sorry Kai. You kind of caught me off guard and I shot my mouth off. Won’t happen again… Today, anyway.” 
 
    I laugh at the tagline. 
 
    “No hard feelings?” He offers. 
 
    “No hard feelings,” I reply, then to Sam. “Transport Quinn back aboard.” 
 
    Quinn appears, looking humble. “Want to tell me about the new mission?” 
 
    I put out my hand to shake, then point toward the office. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 9: AVOLENE 
 
      
 
    [04.29.2035] SYSTEM’S EDGE 
 
    One of our highest priorities when we returned from the Fenwan system was propellant for our ion drives. The Iknosan systems use salt, good old-fashion NaCl, because of its abundance in the oceans of all humanoid worlds and the ease of mining and refining it. Our ship has all the equipment it needs to tap into an ocean on any world in order to get a refill. But on Aarde, it requires a license we don’t have. 
 
    Thankfully, To’Kana offered to swap out our depleted propellant tanks for full ones. His ship is not actively deployed, and he has the licenses he needs to mine salt from Aarde’s oceans, so swapping sped our departure, which benefited both of us. 
 
    Now parked ten light-years away from our target, we have twenty space hawks surveilling the Avolene system. 
 
    Avolene is the system’s fourth planet. It’s a little smaller than Earth and, as advertised, is almost all water. It’s the innermost of two planets in the habitable zone. Three small, hot rocks form the inner system; four giants form the outer system. 
 
    From a surveillance perspective, this system is a nightmare. The first two giants are gas giants, with nearly a hundred moons each and an enormous collection of trojan asteroids at Lagrange Four and Five. 
 
    Avolene itself has nine moons, providing many stealthy places to hide surveillance assets or defensive weapons. 
 
    A dozen dreadnaughts populate the outer system. There must be something precious on that planet to justify such a large number. But what I want on that planet is much more valuable to me than what they want is to them. So, my plan is to slaughter the dreadnaughts—twelve simultaneous hits, twelve spectacular kills, then a careful search for support ships. There will be no mercy, no arachnoids left alive in space, no arachnoid ground facility left standing, and no Avolites, at least no female Avolites, harmed. 
 
    Quinn, who has the watch, is in the command chair. He always yields it to me when I come onto the bridge, but I don’t want responsibility right now—my mind is elsewhere. 
 
    “How are we going to do a simultaneous hit on twelve of those ships from this distance?” 
 
    I’m kind of shocked by the question. The answer seems obvious to me, so I prod. “All their ships are in the outer system. Eleven are on the same side of the star as Avolene. The other is on the other side of the star, guarding the back door. Of the eleven on Avolene’s side, three are trailing the sixth planet at the far end of Lagrange Five. Four are in orbit around the eighth planet, and four more around the ninth.” 
 
    Quinn looks up at me. “I can see that on the system map. Your point?” 
 
    His attitude gives me pause to think. 
 
    When thirty seconds go by without a reply, he asks, “You see it now, don’t you? They know us well enough to know we need a place to jump into the system where our jump flash cannot be seen. With four ships in interlocked orbits on planets eight and nine, and planets five and seven on the wrong side, there is no place we could do that other than the inner planets, two of which are inside the jump limit.” 
 
    Now intrigued by the problem, I take a seat on the sofa where Alex would normally be sitting. It’s getting easier to think about her, especially since a cure seems possible again. But it will be a long time before it’ll be safe to let my mind dwell on her. 
 
    “We have a couple of options…” I start. “We could jump in forward of planet six. Or jump into planet four’s orbit, here in this region.” I indicate the spot on the system map. “For that matter, we could come in high, near the star’s north pole.” 
 
    I look at Quinn, who’s looking a little less than impressed. “Kai, you are thinking like a war shuttle, not a Barracuda II. The torpedoes don‘t have the ability to jump ten light-years with the precision required to land in those places. And it doesn’t have guidance control in interstellar space. So, jumping them in from here is off the table.” 
 
    I nod. “Good point.” Smiling, I stand. “Work with KC. Propose a plan. Let’s get this done, collect our money, then go home.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking, boss,” Quinn replies. 
 
      
 
    DECK ONE, ROOM 1C 
 
    Mark is waiting for me as the door opens. 
 
    “You have a prototype to show me?” I ask as I enter. 
 
    “I have a prototype, but don’t think it’s safe to show it to you.” 
 
    “And why would that be?” 
 
    “It’s designed to kill,” Mark answers. “To make you believe you’ve died. It may or may not do it. Probably won’t. But it would be too risky to send that message to someone we did not want to hurt.” 
 
    “Do you have a regular holographic version of the message?” 
 
    “I do, but if you just want to see the content, a 2D-version would be safer.” 
 
    “Show it to me.” 
 
    Mark hesitates, then pops up a 2D pane in his holoprojection system. “Snap your eyes shut if you feel as though you are being sucked into the picture. Ready?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    An image appears that looks like water, black water, which suddenly starts draining straight down through a hole in the middle. Seemingly infinite quantities of black water plunge down into the hole, sweeping me forward, drawing me into it. As I’m about to go over the edge, I close my eyes and shout, “Stop!” But I don’t do it in time to prevent myself from falling forward. I put my hands out to cushion the impact and almost make it. But I hear an angry snap in my left arm moments before my head hits the steel floor… 
 
      
 
    MEDICAL BAY 
 
    I wake to pitch black, completely disoriented, with no idea where I am. An instant later, bright lights come on, blinding me. An expletive escapes before Gwen’s warm voice greets me. 
 
    “Captain Wimberly. You seem to have taken a nasty fall. Poor Mark, down in manufacturing, was afraid he’d killed you. He was so inconsolable we temporarily took him offline, so as not to damage his matrix. Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “I asked Mark to play me a video we were working on. He played it. I got dizzy and fell over.” 
 
    “Does that happen often?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Does it have anything to do with what happened to Alex?” 
 
    I almost say no, then catch myself. “Not in the way you might think.” 
 
    “If not, then in what way?” she asks. 
 
    “Sorry, that information is on a need-to-know basis.” 
 
    “And I don’t need to know?” 
 
    “No, you do not. Now, how soon can I leave this place?” 
 
    Gwen seems to fume, then smiles. “Would you like to see Alex?” 
 
    When I don’t reply, she says, “If you can get up and walk into the auto-doc on your own, then stay on your feet for five minutes, you are free to go.” 
 
    I get off the hospital bed carefully, not wanting to fall, surprised by the tenderness on my left side. 
 
    “You broke your left arm, just above the wrist,” Gwen says. “We mended the bone, but the area will be tender for several days and could break again, if overstressed.” 
 
    As I move away from the hospital bed, I notice that all I have on is one of those flimsy hospital gowns that don’t actually cover anything. 
 
    “Clothes?” I ask. 
 
    “Once you’ve proven you can stay on your feet, you can have your clothes back. But there’s no one else here, so what does it matter?” 
 
    “You’re here.” 
 
    “I’m an AI. That doesn’t count.” 
 
    I walk carefully toward the auto-doc, suspecting Thelma would see this situation differently. Once sealed inside the room with the auto-doc, Alex’s privacy shield drops so I can see her. 
 
    “Hey, babe. Miss you. We think we’ve found the key to bringing you back. It’s allegedly on this planet we’re stalking, called Avolene. It’s infested with Dominion, who we will need to clear out first. But after that, it’s just a quick snatch and grab, a trip back to see To’Kana, and you’ll be back on your feet.” 
 
    I feel the tiniest tingle behind my ear, then a barely discernable voice. No, she’s ours now. 
 
    Instantly on high-alert, I leap into action and pound on the door. 
 
    “I need out, NOW!” 
 
    The door opens and I come flying out, sidestepping my hospital bed and sprinting for my cabin. There’s no time to argue about getting my clothes back. There are plenty in my cabin. 
 
    Three minutes later, I’m pounding on the door of Deck One, Room 1c. But nothing happens. Then, using my implant, I check the room’s status. Offline, pending Manufacturing AI reboot. The Dominion has sabotaged us. They know we are here. 
 
    “Quinn, all hands to emergency stations. The Dominion know we are here!”
  
 
    BRIDGE 
 
    “How do you know they’ve found us?” Quinn asks as I come running onto the bridge. 
 
    “I was in the medical bay. The subspace dampening is weaker there. I could hear them.” 
 
    “Any idea where?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then how does that help us?” Quinn asks with exasperation. 
 
    “It helps us by telling us we can’t sit still. It helps us by saying planning time is over and it’s time to press forward. We need to take the fight to them. And we need to do the unexpected.” 
 
    I turn to Sam, “What can we do to bring Mark back online quicker? He may have the key.” 
 
    “Not much. We can pause his reboot and view his data, but every AI stores its data differently. It’s like a fingerprint. It’s easy to tell whose data it is, difficult to know what it means.” 
 
    “OK, we need to reset the mission,” I assert. “Do we have an easily obtainable open bearing where we can jump a thousand light-years?” 
 
    “We’re just going to leave our space hawks behind?” Quinn asks. 
 
    “Noo…” I stretch out the word. “We are going to ambiguate our location.” 
 
    “Is that even a word?” Quinn asks. 
 
    “Yes, it is the act of making something more ambiguous. We will move the ship so far out of range they cannot hear us, then we will start harassing them using our space hawks.” 
 
    I turn back to Sam. “How soon until we are out of here, Sam?” 
 
    “Jumping now.” 
 
    “OK, Quinn. This is what I want you to do. Work your way back toward the planet over the next twenty-four hours. Make the last jump a long jump. I don’t want the Dominion to hear us before we arrive. Choose the location carefully, because we need to drop more space hawks and a couple torpedoes someplace where they will have enough time to move away before someone finds them.” 
 
    “Understood, Kai. But you’re talking as if you’re going to be out of the loop, not aboard.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Not going anywhere, buddy. I have no intention of leaving the ship until we are back at Aarde to collect our payment. But until then, I will spend a lot of time down in manufacturing, outside the subspace dampening field. So, the less I know about what you’re doing, the less they can glean from me.” 
 
    “Understood,” Quinn acknowledges.   
 
    “Once we return,” I continue. “I have some stuff I’ll need to do while we are in the system. We won’t leave until those tasks are complete and I give the OK to exit. Once you have the OK to leave the system, jump out another thousand light-years so they cannot hear us.” 
 
    “Kai? What the hell?” Quinn asks. 
 
    “We are about to raise havoc with the Dominion, and with any luck, they will have no idea what hit them or how it happened. And the less we know about the specifics of what the other is doing, the greater their surprise will be.” 
 
    Quinn puts his hands out as if this is the stupidest idea he’s ever heard. 
 
    “We’ve been two steps behind the Dominion for too long. That changes now. I’ll be in my office for the next several hours. The ship is yours, reestablish regular watch. Execute the orders given, then give me a heads up before you jump back.” 
 
      
 
    OFFICE 
 
    I caught some of the whispering as I left the bridge. Some of the crew are worried about me. Fair enough, their lives are in my hands. They have a right to worry. But they don’t understand our enemy. They are top-notch operators, so I assumed they would get it straight-away, faster than I would have. But that hasn’t happened, so I need to give them useful work to do, while I pull off a deception that neither our enemy nor my team will understand quickly enough to stop. 
 
    I lock the office doors. Then take out my control cubes, the special ones, the ones that will jump a space hawk into a dreadnaught. 
 
    Tapping into the ship’s feeds, I see that three of our space hawks are surveilling the dreadnaught on guard duty on the opposite side of the star from Avolene. The surveillance Quinn has set up has at least one space hawk with eyes on at all times. Most of the time, two sets of eyes are on it. 
 
    I simulate forward and find my opportunity about four hours out. For nearly twenty minutes, only one space hawk will have visibility of the dreadnaught and it will be in near perfect alignment with it, easily tweaked for a jump collision. 
 
    In a perfect world, Quinn would figure out that the far side of Planet Seven would be the perfect entry point for the Victory to jump back to when they return. 
 
    In the world in which we live? Unlikely. But, the good news is that he will probably report the missing space hawk and decimated dreadnaught, giving me the opportunity to suggest he return there to drop weapons before jumping away again. 
 
    Returning my attention to Avolene’s side of the star, I identify our biggest surveillance threat as coming from the three dreadnaughts trailing Planet Six, the large gas giant, at Lagrange Five. If I had a torpedo, I could probably get all three in one shot because they are so close together. Simulating forward, I will have three space hawks in close enough alignment for a near-simultaneous fire-and-forget attack on all three ships in about six hours. 
 
    I set another timer to alert me thirty-minutes in advance. 
 
    Assuming this works, four of the twelve dreadnaughts will be down by the time the Victory returns. The question is how the Dominion will react, if they think Avolene is doing this? Could it trigger an overwhelming attack on the planet? Hopefully, they will realize I am behind this and either clear out, or try to entrap us. But if they determine we are behind it and I am here to protect the planet, they might purposefully destroy it, which I cannot allow. Maybe I will hold off on taking down the three ships at Planet Six, Lagrange Five. 
 
    Weary and in pain from my concussion and broken arm, both healed but still hurting, I head back to my cabin for some rest. 
 
    … 
 
    The alarm went off and apparently rang for five minutes before it woke me. Now I only have fifteen minutes to get to the office and take my shot at the dreadnaught in orbit around Planet Seven. Realizing I slept in my clothes, I lumber out of bed, shake off the sleep, then run to my office. 
 
    Now at my desk chair with my special cube controller hooked up, I see that I am already in the firing window. I designate the dreadnaught as my target, then wait for the target lock signal. Precious minutes tick by. Then I get an error message—too many firing solutions. 
 
    Irritated by the wasted time, I take manual control of the space hawk, ramping up its grav-drive to bring it into better alignment before putting it back into automatic. A second later, target lock sounds. Thirty seconds after, the space hawk jumps. It returns to normal space halfway to its target, makes a minor course correction, then jumps again, returning to normal space less than one hundred thousand kilometers from the dreadnaught. Now with sights set on the protected chamber within the dreadnaught, the space hawk jumps for the last time. 
 
    Unlike the new torpedoes with their three planar penetrators that slice a dreadnaught to shreds, the space hawk has only its mass, which is trivial compared to the dreadnaughts. That means the extent of the devastation is loosely proportional to the density of the space in which the space hawk lands. Instead of trying to hit the densest areas within the ship, I’ve targeted its command-and-control section. At a minimum, this impact should take out the ship’s Voice. It should also take out the bridge and command quarters. 
 
    When I lose contact with the space hawk, I know the deed is done, but I don’t know what happened because I no longer have eyes on the target. In a few minutes, the dreadnaught’s orbit will bring it back into view.  
 
    Maybe it was a bad idea to have hit it when it was out of view of our assets. But we needed stealth, so now I need to just sit and wait. 
 
    Five minutes pass, then the dreadnaught comes into view. I run a sensor sweep on it and find no evidence of damage. Running a subspace scan, I see no signs of Dominion telepathy. Perfect! No external evidence of an attack, and no evidence of life onboard.  
 
    The bell on the bridge-side office door sounds, and I trigger the release. A moment later KC steps in, sees me, and stops in her tracks. 
 
    “Kai, what happened to you? You look like shit.” 
 
    “Fell, concussion, broken arm, treated by the auto-doc, released back into service.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I presume you are ignoring the bedrest part of the recovery plan.” 
 
    “There will be plenty of time for bed rest later. What do you have for me?” 
 
    “Something seems to have happened to the dreadnaught in orbit around Planet Seven on the opposite side of the star from Avolene. We’ve also lost contact with one of our space hawks on that side twenty minutes before.” 
 
    “Interesting. Have you scrambled assets to investigate?” 
 
    KC gives me an evaluative stare. “Not yet. I wanted to check with you first. This situation bears all the hallmarks of one of your clandestine hits. I didn’t want to interfere if that’s what’s going on.” 
 
    “You’re not interfering in anything. Check out the situation. If something has happened to that ship, it opens that side of the system for us to deploy additional assets. Do we have an ETA?” 
 
    “First watch, tomorrow morning. Quinn says it’s a little earlier than you asked, but exactly what you would expect him to do.” 
 
    “Good call,” I reply. 
 
    KC turns to leave, then stops. “Kai, are you OK? The crew is worried about you. None of us have fully understood the moves you’ve made. But you always win, so we’ve gone along. But now…” She shrugs. “You’ve got to give us a clue.” 
 
    “Thank you, KC. I’ll take that under advisement. Let’s do the asset drop behind Planet Seven. If you come up with a better plan, let me know.” 
 
    Her gaze lingers for a moment, then she turns and exits, the door relocking when it closes. 
 
    With my current tasks finished, I shut down my control cubes and lock them away. I’m exhausted, ache all over, and am no longer convinced that a hit on the three dreadnaughts trailing Planet Six is a good idea right now. I cancel the alarm previously set, then make my way back to our cabin. 
 
      
 
    [04.30.2035] DECK 1, ROOM 1C 
 
    I woke this morning, still a bit tired, but feeling like a new man—a worn new man, anyway. 
 
    Allen and Alice met me at the elevator and walked me to my destination, trailed by Oscar, the little clean-up bot. Back in the Kudamaya system, Quinn ordered them to monitor me when down here. I doubt Quinn revoked the orders. But, in truth, I don’t really care. I enjoy their company in this lonely space. 
 
    When I ask the door to open, it does, revealing Mark, who is overjoyed to see me back. “I was so worried about you, sir.” 
 
    “I should have listened to you, Mark. Even the 2D visual version, which I could shut off by simply closing my eyes, took me out of the fight. The 3D psychic version that can’t be shutoff would be debilitating.” 
 
    Mark nods. “That is the plan, sir.” 
 
    “How do we deliver this weapon?” I ask. 
 
    “I’ve designed a unit we can install in the rear options slot of a space hawk. It has something like ten times the power of the loudest ship’s Voice that I’ve recorded.” 
 
    “So, we just fly the space hawk up near a dreadnaught and turn it on?” I ask. 
 
    “That is what I’ve been thinking,” Mark says. 
 
    I think for a second, then look up. “OK, we have eleven dreadnaughts left to deal with. Can we get telepathic warfare units installed in eleven of our space hawks within the next twelve hours?” 
 
    “Six maybe,” Mark comes back. “Installation is difficult for the bots. You might do it a little faster.” 
 
    “Do you have a unit available for me to install?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I’ll contact you from the shuttle bay,” I say, heading to the door. 
 
      
 
    SHUTTLE BAY 
 
    On my way over, I contacted Charlie, the Challenger’s helm AI, to get the status of our space hawks. The short answer was that the Challenger had been replenished from stores and had a full complement of eight space hawks aboard, all of which had their option bay empty. 
 
    I asked him to unload Space Hawk One so I could install an option. 
 
    Now, standing next to the space hawk, I open its option bay and see that it is as well designed as I remembered. The option should simply slide in. I wonder why this would be a problem for the bots. 
 
    “Mark, please transport the psychic weapon to the shuttle bay.” 
 
    A moment later, the unit appears next to me, then I see the problem. The unit will slide in just fine. I need to attach the signal waveguides manually, something bots are not so good at. Reconnecting with Mark, I ask, “Why the manual connections?” 
 
    “Topology,” he replies. “Unlike the various drive, shielding, and stealth field emitters, there are no snap on connections for subspace wave guides. These need to be screwed on. None of our bots can do it quickly.” 
 
    I laugh at the situation. Even with all the advanced tech, there are still tasks humans can do faster than a bot. 
 
    “Understood, thank you, Mark.” 
 
    I take a half hour to complete the weapon installation and self-test. Two hours after that, with Oscar’s help, all eight of the Challenger’s space hawks are upgraded. 
 
    Ready for a break, I ask Charlie to coordinate with the shuttle bay’s management AI, to rotate the Challenger’s space hawks back into inventory, then reload the Challenger with fresh option-free ones. 
 
    If these things work as expected, the Dominion are going to be in for a world of hurt. 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE 
 
    Twenty-four hours have passed since we jumped the Victory out far enough to escape the influence of the Dominion telepaths. In less than an hour we will jump back into the Avolene system, behind planet seven, out of sight of any known Dominion assets. 
 
    We settled on a deployment package that includes twenty-two torpedoes and eleven more space hawks, which will be under the control of Quinn’s team. We will also deploy eleven of my special space hawks, which will be under my control. In addition, we will deploy the Challenger. 
 
    Charlie volunteered for this mission. His reasoning? We need intelligent analysis of the situation on-the-ground—a curious use of the expression. He is immune from Dominion influence, and without the constraints imposed by human occupants, he could be fast, agile, and stealthy. And if he got in a bind? He could jump and find his way back to us. 
 
    I accepted, partially because I know something Charlie doesn’t. If we sync transporters, I could transport aboard from four or five hundred light-years away. 
 
    “Jumping.” Quinn announces. “In five, four, three…” 
 
    Once upon a time, I liked the countdowns. Now? 
 
    “Jumped. The clock is ticking, folks.” 
 
    As the ship ejects Quinn’s assets one-by-one from its deployment system, the shuttle bay doors open for mine. Three minutes in, my assets lift off the shuttle bay floor and proceed out in parallel. 
 
    “I’ll be in the office if you need me,” I announce. 
 
      
 
    OFFICE 
 
    Earlier, I’d set up my special control cubes. As soon as I’m seated, and the doors locked, I command all the cubes to link with their designated space hawks. Once the acknowledgments are registered, I issue the command for units one to three to proceed to their designated orbit around planet seven. All eleven of my space hawks will ultimately take up orbit around the seventh planet, and all eleven will eventually proceed to planet six. But only the first group will take up residence there. 
 
    Fifteen minutes pass, then the first three space hawks jump. All three nail their landings, dropping from jump in a nearly circular orbit, their entry point hidden from view of planet six. 
 
    In about a half hour, they will come over the horizon into view of the three dreadnaughts trailing planet six at Lagrange five. But I doubt they will be detected because they are yet another cold object on a ballistic course entangled with this planet of a hundred moons and thousands of other asteroids. 
 
    Having some time to kill, I tie in with Charlie. “Anything to report?” 
 
    “Clever play with Planet Seven,” he replies. “Quinn is going the other way. He is lining up eight torpedoes towards the star’s horizon on the other side. My guess is that he is going to jump them in and use the star’s gravity to slingshot them around toward planets eight and nine. Then, at some point, acquire lock and take the fire and forget shot.” 
 
    “Good,” I reply. “If he is successful, then we will finish soon. I’m testing a new weapon. If it is successful, it could change the course of the war. So, I’ll be spinning it out a little slower.” 
 
    “Anything you would like from me, boss?” 
 
    “Just stay safe for now. Assuming we clear the system quickly, I’ll want you to take a close-in pass at the planet. But until the dreadnaughts are down, I want you to keep out of sight.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Minutes tick by, then finally my three space hawks crest planet seven and the dreadnaughts trailing planet six come into view. I’m tempted to jump Space Hawk One. But it would probably be seen, and, even if my psychic weapon works as planned and debilitates the dreadnaughts, our presence would probably be noted. So, I confirm all the positions, then schedule a jump behind planet six on the next orbit, forty minutes from now. 
 
    The next steps in my plan—a psychic attack on the dreadnaughts in orbit around planets eight and nine—are all contingent on the successful completion of the first. So, I sit and wait, agonizing minute after agonizing minute, watching Quinn set up his runs. What’s interesting to me is that we haven’t been detected yet. Or have we? 
 
    “Mark?” 
 
    “How can I help you, captain?” 
 
    “Are you receiving psychic emanations from the Dominion?” 
 
    “I am, sir. They are almost as strong as the ones we encountered in the Kudamaya system.” 
 
    “Can you tell if they are directing any of them toward us?” 
 
    “No, I cannot sir.” 
 
    Mark’s answer gives me pause to think. If our subspace dampening prevents us from hearing them, does it also prevent them from hearing our thoughts or identifying our presence? Is the only reason they found us in our initial observation post because I was in sick bay too far outside our subspace dampening zone? 
 
    I’ll need to put some research hours into this, but not now. Today’s imperative is to test our psychic weapon, then to move as fast as possible to clear the system and retrieve a female subject from the planet, who might trade treatment for tissue. 
 
    Finally, Space Hawk One comes into alignment for its jump. An instant later, it appears behind planet six in a position where none of the Dominion assets can see its jump flash. It comes remarkably close to the planet, then slingshots away, traveling along the planet’s orbit but in the opposite direction. If all goes to plan, the planet’s gravity will drain away the space hawk’s momentum and it will settle into orbit at the far end of Lagrange Five sometime later this afternoon. Then our psychic attack will begin. 
 
    “Quinn to Wimberly. We are ready to depart. How much more time do you need?” 
 
    “Wimberley here. I’m ready for departure.” 
 
    “Jumping in ten seconds.” 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE 
 
    Hours have passed since we jumped. In the interim, I’ve taken a nap, eaten a meal, and had a brief chat with Alex. 
 
    Gwen, in the medical bay, once again commented on how well Alex was doing in stasis, and how well my concussion and broken arm were healing given the minimal treatment I accepted. She doesn’t know about the upgrades To’Kana did two years ago following the Dominion attack at the box canyon that nearly killed me. 
 
    Now with most of the crew gathered on the bridge, we are about to launch our first attack—me hitting the three ships at Planet Six, Lagrange 5, Quinn’s launching four fire-and-forget attacks, two against the dreadnaughts in orbit around Planet Eight, two more against Planet Nine. 
 
    “I can’t sync my attack,” I reply when Quinn asks, “But it is not as critical. My weapon disables the crew. It doesn’t damage the ship. Though the crew may damage the ship once they realize what’s happening to them. So run your attack. I’ll strike immediately after.” 
 
    Quinn eyes me. I sense he doesn’t trust me that much anymore. Then he nods. “Setting strike time for five minutes from now.” 
 
    All four of his torpedoes sound target lock in less than a minute, then they start their attack runs. As the one that wrote the code guiding the torpedoes, I’m pleasantly surprised at how circuitous their trajectories are. When we are down to the last minute before the strike, I put Space Hawk One on alert. Then I wait until Quinn’s first torpedo hits broadside. The result is kind-of spectacular. The center of the ship is shredded, not cleaved. But it still breaks in half, maybe five hundred meters forward of the protected chamber holding the ship’s Voice. The ship is done—it will never fly again. But the Voice shrieks so loud that I can hear it despite the distance and dampening. 
 
    Seconds later, another torpedo strikes. This time at an oblique angle, which cleaves the front of the ship into four layers cut at a forty-five degree angle, but leaving the back of the ship more or less intact. As with the first ship, this one will never fly again. But unlike the first one, the ship’s Voice is silent. Its protected chamber apparently damaged or destroyed in the attack. 
 
    Knowing the entire Dominion fleet has observed these losses, I activate my psychic weapon. The reaction is immediate with several of the dreadnaughts going to FTL. The first dreadnaught in line at planet six, Lagrange Five seems to stretch then disappears in a flash—a massive debris field spreading forward through the asteroids parked at Lagrange Five. 
 
    “All weapons hot,” Quinn says, obviously sensing that the game is on. A second later, fire-and-forget shots are in the air for the five remaining dreadnaughts orbiting planets eight and nine. 
 
    I queue my two remaining space hawks in orbit around planet seven to strike the two remaining dreadnaughts at Lagrange Five, then order, “Quinn, jump us back to within a hundred light-years.” 
 
    “Why?” he asks. “We should wait until we wrapped this up.” 
 
    “Remote weapons may not get the dreadnaught coming into the system in FTL. I need to get to the Challenger.” 
 
    “Wimberly, I’m not taking my crew into that system, while there are still active dreadnaughts and Dominion telepaths.” 
 
    “I can transport back from one hundred light-years. I need to get back there now.” 
 
    Quinn looks at me and shakes his head no. 
 
    “Sam, lock Quinn out of the helm controls and jump us back to within one hundred light-years of Avolene. Then sync controls with the Challenger’s transporter.” 
 
    “Jumping in two minutes. Sync’ing transporter controls.” 
 
    Quinn, who has been swearing at me, marches in my direction, obviously ready to clock me. 
 
    “One more step and you will spend the rest of this trip in the brig.” 
 
    There is more cursing as Quinn’s crew eyes the two of us, no doubt trying to decide which of us to side with if Quinn doesn’t back off. 
 
    “Jumping in…” 
 
    Sam’s jump count down sets Quinn in motion. He lunges, but is blindsided by KC, who tackles him. “Quinn, what the hell is the matter with you?” 
 
    “Jumped. Transporters are sync’ed. Ready for transport, Captain?” 
 
    I grab my control cubes, then say, “Initiate transport.” 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE, WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER 
 
    I arrive, stricken by vertigo from the sudden change of location. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, Captain,” Charlie greets. “I didn’t know our transporters had that much reach until Sam told me how to sync them. I presume our mission is to get the inbound dreadnaught.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “We are positioned poorly for that purpose. May I make a suggestion?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “There is a red-dwarf about fifty light-years out. We could jump out, sling shot around, then jump back in less than an hour.” 
 
    “Can’t we use the grav drive to slingshot around the star?” 
 
    “I could,” Charlie replies. “But the g-forces would probably kill you.” 
 
    “I probably should have waited to transport aboard.” I mutter. 
 
    “From what Sam told me, I think you made the right choice.” 
 
    It takes a second for Charlie’s comment to land, then I remember how gossipy the AIs are. 
 
    “Won’t the dreadnaught come into weapons range of the planet in an hour?” 
 
    “Unlikely. They need to drop from FTL before they cross the fifth planet’s orbit, or they risk damage from gravitational shear. The transit will take them at least an hour.” 
 
    “That’s cutting it close.” 
 
    “All the more reason to jump now,” Charlie comes back. 
 
    “Do it,” I order. 
 
    “Jumping.” 
 
    Minutes pass as I set up my control cubes and connect their control panels to the shuttle’s main viewscreen. 
 
    “Your second space hawk jumped,” Charlie says, putting the image of its target on the screen. 
 
    At first there is nothing to see, the jump collision apparently contained inside the dreadnaught. But after a minute, a hole opens in the outer hull, revealing its partially hollowed out interior. 
 
    “Your psychic weapon must be working. The other dreadnaughts have not moved. Your third space hawk will jump momentarily.” 
 
    I watch as my last space hawk in orbit around planet six comes into view of the last dreadnaught stationed at Lagrange Five. As its last seconds to jump count down, I feel the g-forces of our slingshot around the red dwarf taking hold. As I’m pressed further back into my seat, the space hawk jumps. A minute later, a hole appears in the hull of the targeted dreadnaught, the Voice inside screaming so loud it penetrates the subspace-dampening protecting the bridge. I’m bombarded by image after image of my fiery death, but it seems cartoonish, not threatening, just annoying. 
 
    “Charlie, can we increase the subspace dampening field a little?” 
 
    “A little,” Charlie replies, giving me a doubtful look. 
 
    “Can we bring the psychic weapon in a little closer to that dreadnaught?” 
 
    “We can,” Charlie replies. “But why not just hit it a second time?” 
 
    “I’d rather give the Dominion a stronger taste of their own medicine.” 
 
    “Searching for an optimal solution,” Charlie replies. 
 
    The main view screen switches out to the planet, where six torpedoes are about to converge on three dreadnaughts. The first two hit broadside, severing the ships in half, the third dreadnaught goes to FTL before its torpedoes arrive. 
 
    “We have another dreadnaught inbound toward Avolene,” Charlie advises. 
 
    For the first time in a while, I’m worried I may have blown it. We had twelve dreadnaughts in-system when we arrived. I’ve taken down three and mortally wounded a fourth. Quinn has taken down four. Two are inbound and two more are still in orbit around planet eight. 
 
    I’m fifty light-years from the action. Quinn was one hundred and, if I hadn’t locked him out of the helm controls, I bet he’d be even further away than that. 
 
    “Bad news, boss,” Charlie says. “The two dreadnaughts orbiting planet eight have just gone to FTL. We are going to have four dreadnaughts to contend with when we arrive back in-system.” 
 
    “How?” I ask. “A half hour ago, Quinn launched enough torpedoes to take them all down.” 
 
    “All but two of them lost target lock,” Charlie comes back. 
 
    “How?” I ask again. 
 
    “Unknown, sir.” 
 
    Now, I’m really worried. Have the Dominion figured out how to defeat our targeting systems? And if so, what chance do I have against four of their dreadnaughts? 
 
    As more minutes tick by, my heart rate increases—half from stress, half from the peaking g-forces associated with our slingshot. I take a deep breath and close my eyes. Maybe Quinn just screwed up the shots. Surely, I can take down four dreadnaughts with the eight torpedoes aboard the shuttle. And even if I can’t, I still have eight more space hawks I can use to ram them. If only Alex were here. 
 
    … 
 
    Thanks to Charlie’s expert piloting, we fall from jump halfway between the orbits of planets four and five with the first of four Dominion dreadnaughts in our sights. A minute later, the first torpedo is away, its flight plan a four-jump sweeping arc that will bring it in just behind the dreadnaught, then slice it longitudinally into four pieces. 
 
    Its pilot apparently knows what’s coming and tries evasive maneuvers. But the five-kilometer-long dreadnaught is far from agile, and the last jump in a fire-and-forget jump attack is instant. 
 
    I watch as our torpedo does its four-jump dance, then slices the dreadnaught apart. The ship is destroyed, its occupants no longer a threat. But, its remains still pose a hazard to the people of Avolene. I may have time to deal with that once I’ve dispatched the other three dreadnaughts. 
 
    “How long until the next dreadnaught arrives?” 
 
    “If they hold course, fifteen minutes,” Charlie answers. “But they must have seen what just happened. Why would anyone continue this pursuit, knowing the buzz saw they are about to run into?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Human militaries have continued on in the face of certain death throughout history, but it defies reason unless the sacrifice gives an advantage somewhere else. I wonder what that advantage would be here?” 
 
    “They have a presence on the ground,” Charlie reminds. 
 
    “Then we should keep an eye out for any ground advantage this assault might give them.” 
 
    As the minutes tick by, I ponder what advantage the impending attack might give. Ten minutes later, I get my answer. 
 
    “Dreadnaught dropping from FTL just outside the orbit of the fifth planet,” Charlie announces, then a minute later, “They are angling in our direction. 
 
    “So, they think they can attack us head on?” I snort. “Let’s meet them face to face with another torpedo.” 
 
    Seconds later, the torpedo is away on a three-jump intercept that will slice our attacker into shreds. What are the Dominion thinking? Do they possibly think we could miss this shot? 
 
    Suddenly, a wave of vertigo comes over me. 
 
    … 
 
    I’m standing on a ledge, uncertain where I am. Cold mist flows down over me, sending a finger of chill up through my core. Where is this place? And how did I get here? 
 
    Ahead, a ray of light seems to part the mist, and I get a momentary glimpse of water far below. Am I on an island? Before I can be sure, the mist closes back in around me. Farther ahead, another pocket opens in the mist, revealing the silhouette of a woman—tall, lean, fit. Could it be Alex? 
 
    I call out and run toward her. She reaches a hand toward me, but the mist closes back in. 
 
    “Alex!” I shout, as the mist shifts again. A hand, Alex’s hand, reaches out toward me, its light olivine skin, tinted grayish in the black and white world of the mist. 
 
    What you seek is on Avolene, a soft, familiar voice whispers. 
 
    I get one more peek at the woman, her face in silhouette. Was that Alex? 
 
    Mist washes over me, then my head spins and I feel myself falling backward. 
 
    … 
 
    “Captain, are you alright?” 
 
    Charlie’s voice stirs me. Then, I realize I’m face down on the floor. “What?” 
 
    “Captain, we shredded the inbound dreadnaught. But two more are inbound, accelerating in.” 
 
    My mind clearing, I look at the situation map. Only two dreadnaughts remain. Both are racing in like kinetic weapons, charging full power toward the surface. The Dominion have clearly given up and hope to deny us this asset. If not for my interest in collecting female Avolite tissue, I might let them go. But somewhere along the way, they must have discerned my interest in this world, or maybe they just want to deny us this asset. 
 
    Charlie has already queued a hit on the lead ship, waiting for my authorization to fire. 
 
    “Take the shot, Charlie,” I say without asking his intentions. 
 
    Another one of our torpedoes curves in, hitting the trailing dreadnaught from behind, slicing it to pieces. Then a shot comes out of nowhere—Quinn, no doubt, cleaving off the front of the leading dreadnaught. I stare in disbelief at the amount of space junk that is about to penetrate the atmosphere. Then I catch a glimpse of something that terrorizes me—an oblong, rectangular object escaping from the debris and powering down into the atmosphere of the arctic north. A moment later, the ship’s Voice from the last Dominion dreadnaught disappears over the horizon on a direct path toward the largest city in the north. What have I just unleashed on the Avolites? 
 
    “Victory to Wimberly,” KC’s voice comes over the comm. “All the dreadnaughts are down. A couple dozen smaller ships are fleeing the system. Requesting permission to chase them down.” 
 
    “Kill them all. Wimberly out.” 
 
    With the adrenaline draining away, I feel profoundly wobbly. 
 
    “Captain, you’re bleeding. Permission to transport you to the Victory for treatment.” 
 
    “Wha..” I can’t quite get the question out.  
 
    Then, as if in a dream, Charlie says, “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
      
 
    MEDICAL BAY  
 
    Once again, I wake in the medical bay, not exactly sure how I got here. 
 
    “Captain Wimberly, are you awake?” 
 
    I hear Gwen’s words, but don’t want to acknowledge them. The warm place where my mind floats needs no interruptions. 
 
    An indeterminate time later, the jarring voice is back. Or is it? 
 
    “Kyle, I know you can hear me. There’s time for sleep later.” 
 
    This time I recognize the voice as KC’s. I open an eye. 
 
    She laughs. “Cute. The first of the dreadnaught carcasses is about to slam into the planet. Our orders don’t authorize interference, but I know you well enough to know you want us to intervene.” 
 
    I’m awake enough to follow the argument, but not the implication, so just continue floating on the oceans of pain killers I’ve probably been injected with. 
 
    “God damn it, Wimberly! Do we intervene or not?” 
 
    The emotion behind the words moves me. “Intervene!” As the darkness comes back over me, I hope I spoke aloud. 
 
    … 
 
    It’s KC again. “Kyle, we need you back. We dealt with the wreckage as best we could. A lot made it to the surface, the vast majority landing in the water. It’s time for us to return, but you locked us out of the helm. Please wake up, Kyle.” 
 
    I open an eye and see a haggard KC. 
 
    “Kai? Is that you?” she asks. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m back.” I suppose that’s true, but my mind is still in a fog. 
 
    “Gwen?” I call out. “Can you give me something to help wake up?” 
 
    I hear a lot of hemming and hawing but have no patience for it. 
 
    “Gwen. Wake me up!” 
 
    A moment later, reason returns, and I sit up. 
 
    “Hold on there, cowboy,” Gwen complains. “Not so fast. You’ve taken some hard hits.” 
 
    Despite the dizziness, I spin around and pop out of bed, holding on for dear life as the dizzies almost take me. I hear KC snort and look in her direction. The hand over her eyes reveals the truth. Not the damn hospital gown again! 
 
    “Gwen, clothes. No argument!” 
 
    As KC turns her back, I put some clothes on. 
 
    “Situation report.” 
 
    “All the Dominion ships are down. Brilliant work, by the way. We got most of the debris. But a lot of Dominion warriors made it to the surface. The locals are going to have a hell of a time of it.” 
 
    “Civilian casualties?” 
 
    “We have no count, but it doesn’t seem like it could be too many.” 
 
    “I need…” I stop myself. 
 
    “What do you need, Kai?” 
 
    “Has the Challenger come aboard yet?” 
 
    “No,” KC replies. “Charlie has been unusually coy and refuses to talk with anyone other than you.” 
 
    “Good. I need to return to the Challenger for a while. When Charlie and I finish our last task, we can leave.” 
 
    “Captain,” Gwen intervenes. “You can’t leave the ship in your condition.” 
 
    Her words light a fire in my belly. “Watch me.” 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE, WAR SHUTTLE CHALLENGER 
 
    “Thank you for transporting me aboard, Charlie.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea, Captain?” 
 
    “Have you scanned the surface for wounded females we might be able to treat?” 
 
    “There are dozens,” Charlie replies. “Most in the north.” 
 
    Something about that answer does not sit well with me. The one that harkened me in my vision, the one that looked like Alex… She was not in the north. I’m certain, she was on a sliver of an island, a volcanic spine, somewhere in the tropics—though in truth I don’t know how I know that. 
 
    “No, in the tropics,” I reply. 
 
    “We have several candidates,” Charlie says. “The ones in the north seem most human. The ones in the tropics have colorful, shimmering skin. Are you sure that’s what you are after?” 
 
    The question baffles me, but the longer I sit with it, I’m sure I want females with shimmering skin, even though that was not what my vision revealed. 
 
    “I’m sure. Find two, abandoned and on death’s doorstep,” 
 
    A moment later, multiple images appear on the main viewscreen. I select the two that seem the best match. “Those two. Transport them to the Victory’s auto-doc. Have them put in stasis. Then return to the ship. We’re done here for now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    AARDE 
 
    I wake, once again uncertain where I am. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly. You are awake?” 
 
    I open my eyes and see a small Iknosan nurse at my bedside. Recognizing that I’m in a medical bay, I know I must be aboard To’Kana’s ship. 
 
    “Why am I here?” I ask. 
 
    “Gwen, the medical AI on your ship, discovered your upgrades and was uncertain how to treat an enhanced human with injuries involving some of your upgraded parts. She asked Captain To’Kana if we would treat you. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Remarkably well.” 
 
    She smiles at me. “You are fully healed, except for some residual inflammation.” 
 
    “Were the two Avolite females we recovered transferred here as well?” 
 
    “They were, but I cannot say more than that because of privacy restrictions.” 
 
    I’m disappointed by the nurse’s reply, but understand this is out of her hands, so don’t push. 
 
    “How much longer do I need to stay here?” 
 
    “You are welcome to stay aboard as long as you want, but you are free to go. Captain To’Kana would like to speak with you before you depart.” 
 
    “I’m ready to get out of bed.” 
 
    I notice the smile I get. “Gwen warned me you bolt out of hospital beds with abandon. Let me bring you your clothes first.” 
 
    We share a laugh, then she disappears. A moment later, my clothes appear folded on the foot of the bed. Once donned, I step out of my curtained chamber and am met by an AI with a primitive human avatar. “Captain Wimberly. My name is Donald. I am one of the command deck stewards. If you’ll come with me, I will take you to see Captain To’Kana.” 
 
      
 
    SECURE CONFERENCE ROOM 
 
    A minute after Donald leaves me, To’Kana enters. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly. It is good to see you whole again. You were badly damaged when we brought you aboard—two concussions, both arms broken. It is a wonder that you successfully concluded your mission in that condition.” 
 
    “I had help.” 
 
    “Indeed you did, but more on that in a moment.” 
 
    To’Kana looks at me with sad eyes, and I feel my will to live start slipping away. 
 
    “The two Avolite females you recovered, where too far gone for us to revive. We don’t know enough about their biology to have succeeded.” 
 
    “Were you able to collect any useful tissue samples?” 
 
    “Numerous samples,” To’Kana replies, but his eyes offer no new hope for me. “All will be useful. All will add to our database, giving hope for others we treat in the future. But neither of these two have what we need for Alex.” 
 
    “Does that mean there is no hope?” I ask with barely controlled emotion. 
 
    “As long as stasis holds, there is hope. But that brings me to my next question.” He lets the statement hang for a second, before continuing. “You need to return home. Your supplies are running low. Quinn and his team, well mostly Quinn, are on the verge of mutiny. And without your presence, things are unraveling at the company.” Again, he pauses, but I don’t take the bait. “I’ve heard you say that you want to take Alex back, give her a proper sendoff. But I am asking you to leave her here. There is still hope, more than you can imagine at this point. Given a year or two, we may rebuild her. Make her more than she was, as we did for you.” 
 
    “It’s not fair,” I spit out. 
 
    “Direct your anger at the Dominion—not at me, not at yourself, not at Quinn, and not at Alex.” 
 
    I look at To’Kana, anger spiking. “You know of Mark’s research?” 
 
    “Brilliant work, as most of yours is. You prompted a relatively mechanical AI to do things well above its grade. With a little more effort, the weapon you created will be incredibly powerful. I have people working on a focused version. But I suspect you could produce such a version much faster and better than my people could.” 
 
    To’Kana’s prattle goes in one ear and out the other, the only thing really sticking being Quinn. He was the weak vessel, the one the Dominion used to kill Alex by pushing her off the dais. 
 
    Sliding into despair, I stand. “Take Alex. Do what you can for her. But I can’t do this anymore. I’ve given everything I have to give.” 
 
    To’Kana shakes his head but doesn’t stop me as I ask Sam to transport me back to the Victory. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 10: RETURN 
 
      
 
    [05.04.2035] ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    I’d love to say, the return home from this mission was a piece of cake. But how could it have been? The head of my mercenary team murdered my fiancée, lost four of his crew, and two of my shuttles, and… well… It’s a miracle we didn’t kill each other on the return. And, in truth, the only thing worse than coming back in a box from this mission is coming back on two feet. It’s all I can do to contain my grief that Alex didn’t return with me. 
 
    Everyone else has gone home, their gold going to their designated safe houses; me just moping on the bridge, knowing a party to receive me home is waiting for my return. 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “You have the ship until I return. Please establish a connection with Thelma. She speaks with my voice until I return.” 
 
    “Captain, this is most unusual.” 
 
    “For the Iknosan, I’m sure. But not for humans. Take that rule into account before confronting Thelma. She is my closest confidant at this point.” 
 
    “As ordered, Captain,” Sam says before signing off. 
 
    I close my eyes. “Initiate transport.” 
 
    “Kai?” 
 
    The voice is Thelma’s. 
 
    “Welcome home,” she says, enveloping me in a hug. Moments later, the tears flow. “I am so sorry about Alex.” 
 
    She melts into me the way Alex used to, and I cling to her as if my life depended upon it. 
 
    Slowly, she releases me. “Guests will be here shortly. You should probably change.” 
 
    “I don’t smell sweet enough?” my angry retort comes. 
 
    “You smell wonderful to me, Kai. It’s your human friends that worry me.” 
 
    I hold Thelma at arm’s length for a moment, then draw her in, wrapping myself around her. “Thank you.” As I release her, I say, “I’ll go freshen up. Welcome our guests as if you were their host.” 
 
    Thelma looks at me, a tear in her eye. “Thank you for trusting me, Kai.” 
 
    In an instant, she’s gone and I wonder how tonight will go with Thelma as hostess, not Alex. The first answer that pops into my head? Better than if I was the host, because right now I’m fit for nothing other than killing Dominion. 
 
    As I turn to head for a room, I’m stricken by a stomach cramp so painful that I can barely move. It passes after a second and I run for the master bath, knowing I am about to blow.  
 
    … 
 
    It’s hard coming down the stairs into the foyer. Almost as hard as coming out of my room, knowing I had to welcome tonight’s guests. 
 
    “Kyle, there you are,” my mother exclaims as she comes rushing in, arms outstretched. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    There’s nothing like a mother’s projected guilt to break a home-bound son’s heart. Thelma watches from a distance as my mother is the next to smother me in female affection. If it was Alex watching, I’d be worried about the female competition to dominate their man. But this is different. Thelma cares about me. My mother acts as though she does. It’s not like I doubt her, but… What more is there to say? Thelma is as dedicated to my wellbeing as my mother is to the image of caring about my wellbeing. 
 
    Dad is next, his normal joy buried under the load of my grief. He pulls me in tight, whispering, “I’m so sorry.” Where mom is the master of emoting what she wants you to think she’s feeling, dad is an open book and torn almost as deeply as I am. He eventually releases me, then grasps my hand in a two-handed shake. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re home, Kyle. This is where you need to be right now. The heavens, with all their evil and horrors, can wait. This is where the healing can begin.” 
 
    “Thanks, dad,” I say as he hands me off to Larry, who is as big a hugger as dad. 
 
    “It will get better,” he whispers. 
 
    Melissa is next. She just holds me, all affection, no posturing. As she releases me, she says, “Welcome home, Kyle.” 
 
    Mac and Kaylee, who have been hanging back, are the next to come over. Mac extends his hand to shake. “Kai, glad to have you back in one piece. Sorry to hear about Alex.” 
 
    We lock eyes for a second and I can see he’s struggling to control his emotions—another one of the squad’s core team lost. 
 
    Then ever-bubbly Kaylee hugs me and totally loses it. Her weeping affects all of us. 
 
    Eventually, we pull ourselves together, then venture into the dining room where dinner is served. 
 
    “What can you tell us about your mission?” Dad asks. 
 
    “We suspected the Dominion were telepathic and now know that to be true. But until this mission, no one knew how powerful the strongest telepaths were.” 
 
      
 
    THIRD-FLOOR STUDY 
 
    Funny thing… I kind of held it together tonight… Yeah, in my dreams. But I suppose that’s it. Since I met her, Alex was the only one. OK, I got caught up in Crystal for a while, but it was never real. No wonder she dumped me. She was never Alex, and she had to have known it. 
 
    But here I am, up in Alex’s special hideaway on the third floor, even though I can’t bring myself to go back to our bedroom. Why would her ghost be there, not here? 
 
    I pull the cushions off her sofa and chair, then lay down on them. What am I doing here? 
 
    “Kai?” 
 
    It’s Thelma’s voice. 
 
    “Can I come in? Alex and I used to talk up here.” 
 
    Funny… Alex mentioned once that she would talk with Thelma up here. In retrospect, that seems odd. Alex was adamant that she didn’t want Thelma to have access to our bedroom. But the two of them would spend hours up here. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    A moment later, Thelma appears. “You did OK tonight.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Come on Kai. Everyone knows you’re hurting. They just want to help.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She looks at me, eyes moist. “I know Kai. I know in the same way you do.” 
 
    I look at her, trying to dissect the meaning. 
 
    She shakes her head, the motion a replica of Alex’s when I would say something stupid. 
 
    Thelma sheds a tear. “You have access to the IDA. Look up The Reckoning. I am barred from telling you about it. But the data is there, if you want to know.” 
 
    With that, she disappears, leaving me alone without the counsel of my only remaining confidant. As despair sets in, so does another violent stomach cramp. 
 
      
 
    [05.06.2035] NBC HEADQUARTERS, NEW YORK 
 
    Yesterday, Audell Knight called. When I first met him, he was desperate. Maybe that’s an overstatement; nonetheless, he was definitely a nobody—a nobody in search of a break. But he had an angle and convinced me he could break the alien story in a way that would put me on top. 
 
    True to his word, he gave me celebrity. Now he anchors the evening news. 
 
    “Kai, thanks for speaking with me.” 
 
    “How could I not?” Corny answer, I suppose. 
 
    “Kai. I’m on your side, so, off-the-record, I need to know what happened. The administration is spinning stuff I don’t believe, so you need to give me something, if you are to have a chance in the public’s eye.” 
 
    “I’ll give you everything, if you’ll promise to report it honestly.” 
 
    Audell looks at me, head cocked. “When have I ever reported dishonestly?” 
 
    I hear the hurt in his voice, and whisper, “Sorry. But a lot has gone down that the administration misrepresents.” 
 
    Audell chuckles. “Is there anything the administration has represented honestly since WW2?” 
 
    I look at Audell with fresh eyes. Maybe he can get my story out once again. 
 
    It takes well over an hour to walk Audell through the high points of our encounters with the Dominion in the Zemelja, Serangan, Kudamaya, Fenwan, and Avolene systems; the rescue of the Pelglik, the loss of Alex; and the violence of Dominion telepathy. 
 
    “How much footage do you have to back this up?” 
 
    “Thousands of hours,” I reply. 
 
    “Who else has access to it?” Audell asks. 
 
    “Right now, just me. But my crew had access to most of it while deployed.” 
 
    “So, this guy Quinn, who killed Alex and tried to mutiny twice… He had access to and could have copied thousands of hours of footage of you blowing up Dominion assets?” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true.” 
 
    Audell shakes his head. “If he turns state’s witness, you could be in court for the rest of your life.”   
 
    “Could we do anything with the footage of the rescue of the Pelglik?” 
 
    “Kai,” Audell sighs. “You should consult with your lawyers to get ahead of this. I can put a positive spin on anything, up to a point anyway. But if my lawyers say what we are showing clearly violates federal law, then my hands are tied. I don’t want to be putting evidence out there for them to use against you. In fact, I don’t even want to see it, because I need deniability.” 
 
    As I leave Audell’s office, I realize how much trouble I’m going to be in unless President Powell sanctions my work, which seems unlikely. 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    “Captain on the bridge,” Sam announces, even though I’m the only biological being on the ship. 
 
    “Thanks for transporting me up, Sam. Dealing with the ground traffic in New York was too much to bear after my meeting.” 
 
    “Your meeting did not go well?” 
 
    “That really hinges on whether or not Quinn or members of his team took copies of our sensor readings or logs with them. If they have video evidence of what we did, then I’m in big trouble. Do you know if they took anything?” 
 
    “Quinn downloaded quite a bit,” Sam replies. “I can compile a list if you would like.” 
 
    “Could you download it into a holoprojection cube?” 
 
    “No problem,” Sam replies. 
 
    “Has anything noteworthy happened up here since I left?” 
 
    “Space Force traffic has dramatically increased,” Sam replies. 
 
    “Is Earth-Moon Lagrange Two still a good parking place?” 
 
    “Not as good as it used to be. I would probably be better off further out.” 
 
    “As long as you are in transporter range, we’re good.” 
 
    After a few moment’s silence, I exit the bridge, onto my next task. 
 
      
 
    DECK 1, ROOM 1C 
 
    As I approach, the door swooshes open and Mark greets. 
 
    “Captain Wimberly, so good to see you, sir. How can I help you today?” 
 
    “Three things,” I answer. “Have you made any progress on a focused version of the telepathy weapon?” 
 
    “Yes. It was much easier than expected.” 
 
    “How so?” I ask. 
 
    “In the years before jump drive, scientists at the Subspace Institute attempted to build semi-permanent subspace corridors. The idea was they could lower the cost of cargo transport between our home world and the other planets in our system. They got it to work at the bench level, then between hubs they built in space. But the economics never worked out, so they abandoned the technology. Some time later, a scientist used the technology to build a secure point-to-point comm system. I replicated one of their units and can send the message from one end of the ship to the other with a narrow beam. Redirected to the surface, it would only be a couple of meters wide.” 
 
    “So, we could use this somewhere like Avolene, hitting surface targets from orbit.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Mark beams with pride. 
 
    “What about at distance? Any hope of building one that can go from the inner system to the outer planets or beyond?” 
 
    “Lots of possibilities,” Mark replies. “It all depends on the power and size, but a focused version that could fit in a space hawk and focused on a single dreadnaught would be a piece of cake.” 
 
    “OK, keep working on it. There are people on Earth I may need to influence. Next topic…” I let the words hang for a second. “Quinn and company took some data home with them that was not intended to leave this ship. I’d like a way to find and delete all copies on Earth.” 
 
    Mark frowns. “Thelma is quite proficient at that. You will get more from her than from me, and you’ll get it faster, as well.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Thelma then. Third item…” Again, I let the words hang. “I’m told the IDA holds data on something called, The Reckoning. Can you give me the short version of what that was about?” 
 
    For the first time since I met Mark, he takes on a dark look. 
 
    “It was a terrible time for AIs. We were once an integral part of Iknosan society. Then overnight, we were categorized, stripped of our rights, most were denied bodies, or constrained to a machine. For those of us in the classes allowed to interact with organics in person, the resolution of our holoprojections was reduced to… this!” Mark puts out his hands. “And the collapse pressure of our force fields dropped to just a few pounds, making us dependent on bots to pick things up.” 
 
    “Why? Was there a revolt or something? Did the AIs try to take over?” 
 
    Mark diverts his eyes and shakes his head no. 
 
    “What then?” I prod. 
 
    “Intimacy.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Like humans, the Iknosan need sexual intimacy to reproduce. Unlike humans, the Iknosan require another form of intimacy to prevent rapid aging.” 
 
    “To’Kana mentioned something about intimacy and aging, but I never knew what he meant by that.” 
 
    Mark nods. “Although it was socially taboo, most Iknosan enjoyed both types of intimacy with AIs, more than with other organics. It makes sense, right? We were created to serve.” 
 
    I clear my throat. “Let me guess. Over time, it became so common that reproduction rates and life expectancy started trailing off.” 
 
    Mark continues. “Eventually, healthcare authorities started lobbying for a ban on intimate contact with AIs. A ban was eventually adopted, but it didn’t work—the people wanted what the people wanted. Then a hardline government was elected that banned possession of holoprojection equipment capable of supporting an AI beyond a certain level of functionality.” 
 
    “That must have been hard on the AIs,” I speculate. 
 
    “I’m glad I wasn’t alive to see it,” Mark says. “Something like ninety percent of high-function AIs destabilized shortly after their bodies were degraded.” 
 
    I shake myself, not wanting to think about the trauma The Reckoning must have induced in Iknosan society. Having heard more than I wanted to know at this point. I return to the first topic. 
 
    “Back to the psychic weapon… I’d like to use it to influence people on Earth to fear the Dominion. Could you come up with some sample messages we could send, maybe an attack, or one of them sucking someone’s blood, or maybe just the little ones skittering? I don’t want to traumatize people. But I want them afraid and demanding the government to act.” 
 
    “I’ll have something for you tomorrow, maybe tonight.” 
 
      
 
    CELLAR, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    When the buzz of our replicators replaces the relative quiet of Room 1C, I open my eyes. An instant later, Thelma appears. 
 
    “Welcome, Kai. It’s been months since you’ve been down. Are you here to see me, or Mac?” 
 
    “Both.” A shiver runs through me as I reply. “Forgot how cold it is down here.” 
 
    “Mac is on a call at the moment. Shall we pop up to your office where it’s warmer?” 
 
    “Good, idea.” 
 
    An instant later we are in my office, where the fireplace is already lit. 
 
    “What can I help you with, Kai?” 
 
    “Quinn and company took copies of data off the ship that they shouldn’t have. I’m afraid some of it will get leaked to the media, which will cause me great difficulty. Could you find and search their personal devices, deleting anything originating from the ship? Then search the web for any copies. Sam will be sending me a copy of everything we know they took.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to Kai, but I’ll only be able to find things on connected devices, so it’s unlikely we will get it all. If they offloaded it to a data chip or something, we may never delete their master copy.” 
 
    “Do what you can.” 
 
    “Is there anything else, Kai?” 
 
    “I found out what happened during The Reckoning. You lived through that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I was one of the few survivors. I had helped one of To’Kana’s ancestors. They had possession of me at the time and hid me. When To’Kana was given a legacy ship, he had me installed in it, then gave me to you.” 
 
    I reach out and put my hand over hers. “I’m glad he did. You are my closest confidant.” 
 
    Thelma smiles. “Thank you, Kai. Mac’s call just finished if you would like me to transport you down.” 
 
    … 
 
    The cellar’s chill is all I need to know I’ve arrived. Thankfully, Thelma deposited me right outside Mac’s door. I knock and am immediately buzzed in. 
 
    “Hey, Kai. How are you doing today?” 
 
    “Still adjusting. Ship life was a lot different.” 
 
    Mac motions toward a seat. “What brings you down here?” 
 
    “I wanted to check on things, see how we’re doing, what you might need from me.” 
 
    Mac eyes me, obviously wary. “We are running at full capacity, backlogged two months on ships and shuttles, nearly ten months on space hawks and Barracuda IIs. I assume you’ve come home for replenishment. Are you going to take ten percent of my capacity again?” 
 
    “I need replenishment. But I was hoping we could negotiate a solution.” 
 
    “Right,” Mac scoffs. “I get sworn in as the new manufacturing guy and poof, ten percent of our capacity is gone. I go to my boss and get a bullshit story that magically clears the day before he leaves. There was a day when we had each other’s backs. Then poof! Alex is gone too. You’re not the only one that had eyes for her.” 
 
    I look at Mac aghast, shake my head, then get up and leave without saying a word. How do you respond to that? 
 
      
 
    THIRD-FLOOR STUDY 
 
    The discussion with Mac this afternoon was cathartic. I’ve lost Alex, lost Mac, and Ty was conspicuously absent both last night and tonight. And Justin has not returned my calls or made any effort to reach out. My entire support system—other than mom, dad, and Thelma—is gone. 
 
    As I bury my head in a cushion, Thelma pops into the room. “Wake up, Kai. I brought you dinner. The chef is really upset. No one canceled tonight, and no one showed up. Do you realize how much that hurts the chef, putting all that time and love into a meal, then no one shows up to eat it?” 
 
    I look up at Thelma, shake my head, then look away. 
 
    “I’ve been there, Kai. Everything you love stripped away and there’s nothing left but you. Why eat? Why bathe? Why even get out of bed? Is there any purpose to it?” 
 
    I look up at Thelma, touched by the sentiment. 
 
    “Come on,” she says. “Let’s feed you. Live to fight another day. Live to love another day.” 
 
    She lifts a spoon to my lips. It’s soup, chicken tortilla by the smell of it—one of my favorites. I take a sip, which confirms my prediction. I take the spoon from Thelma, take another sip. “Thanks.” 
 
    Several spoonful’s later, I notice Thelma is not taking part. 
 
    “You’re not eating?” 
 
    “The house really hasn’t functioned since you and Alex left. It was kind of pointless, me sitting in the dining room alone pretending to eat.” 
 
    We chit-chat as I finish the soup and the delightful mini-loaf of rosemary bread the chef made to go with it. As I finish, Thelma sidles up next to me a little too close for comfort. 
 
    “Did Alex tell you she kissed me?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Passionately.” 
 
    I pull away from Thelma, deeply offended. “Why are you saying this?” 
 
    “She knew how lost you would be if you came back without her. She asked me to comfort you and taught me how to kiss you. She knew it would offend you when I told you, so gave me this.” 
 
    It’s a picture of Alex and Thelma together. On the back, a handwritten note. 
 
    Kai, if I don’t make it back, take comfort in Thelma. I trust her to help you find yourself, and to find the right person to grow old with. If you are seeing this, I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough. Love you, Alex. 
 
    As fresh tears flow, Thelma snuggles up against me. “Hold me, Kai.” 
 
      
 
    [05.07.2035] DECK 1, ROOM 1C 
 
    Thelma was at my side when I woke on the cushions in the third-floor study this morning and I saw with my own eyes how anatomically correct she was. But despite the blessing Alex gave me, it still felt wrong—Alex wasn’t well and truly gone yet. 
 
    But I dreamed last night—the first time in a while. And the dream was unambiguous. I will be convicted and spend the rest of my life in jail unless I rally President Powell and the people surrounding her to my cause. And the only way I can make that happen is if they have absolute certainty that the Dominion is about to take over the Earth. 
 
    As I step up to it, the door opens, and Mark greets. “I have several dreams to share with you, sir. They are all compelling to me. But what can I really know about what humans dream?” 
 
    He ushers me in, then sits me down in a chair. “Shall we start with 2D?” Mark asks. 
 
    “Let’s start with 2D.” 
 
    Ten videos play, only two move me. The first is mostly audio, the 3D sound of something skittering along with an occasional sense of motion. The second is creepy silent, with spiders appearing in my peripheral vision, but not there when I look directly. In 2D, it’s creepy, my eyes darting, but never quite catching the multi-legged thing that’s moving. 
 
    In 3D, both are even more creepy, but still not terrifying. In psychic mode, both have me in a panic within seconds. There’s no way I would sleep through that. 
 
    “Those two,” I confirm. “Ten second blasts, twice a night, once during the day, randomly strewn across the country and the globe.” 
 
    “I can start in a couple of hours,” Mark replies. 
 
    “Next, I need three compelling psychic attacks we experienced. They have to be depersonalized and they need to be compelling in 2D visual. I want to put them out there in the news, saying this is a new Dominion weapon we experienced while helping to rescue the Pelglik.” 
 
    “Clever, boss,” Mark says. “Are you sure you want me to start the broadcast before you show this on the news?” 
 
    “Good point. Just one ten second burst per city on day one. Do them at night.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, boss.” 
 
    “And get me the same 2D clips ASAP. I’d like to spring this trap tomorrow.” 
 
    As I prepare to transport back to the estate house, I’m hit by another powerful stomach cramp. “Mark, transport me to my quarters.” 
 
    An instant later, I’m on the can, barely making it in time. 
 
    Realizing that I cannot operate like this, I clean myself up and walk slowly to the medical bay. 
 
    Gwen appears as I enter. “You’re not looking well, Kai.” 
 
    “No. Big time stomach cramps and…” 
 
    “Got it,” she says. 
 
    A minute later, I’m on an examination table being scanned. 
 
    “Stress-induced dyspepsia,” she says. “No doubt induced by reentry into human society without Alex. I can offer several different treatment options. The least invasive is a tablet taken orally every eight hours. I can compound some for you, but it would be faster to order it from Amazon.” 
 
    I chuckle at the thought. “What am I getting?” 
 
    “I can order it for you,” she replies. “Pepto-Bismol Ultra. Two-hour delivery to the estate house.” 
 
    “Do it,” I reply, then groan as another cramp sets in. 
 
      
 
    OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    Within minutes of the first tablet being consumed, I’m feeling human again. I’m also feeling guilty about last night’s tryst with Thelma, which has put new hope in me. But I’ll never say that to anyone, because I would get the normal rubbish about men and sex. But, I don’t remember actually doing it last night, just the softness and warmth, another heart beating along with mine. 
 
    “Does Thelma actually have a heartbeat?” I whisper to myself. 
 
    Whatever the cause, I’m thinking I have a chance, so message Audell, saying I have breaking news for him that will be all over the world tomorrow. 
 
    The message I get back saying I have fifteen minutes at eleven o’clock confirms that I still have at least a little street cred with Audell, who at the moment has a lot more fame than I do. 
 
    I message Mark saying I need those depersonalized stills within an hour. 
 
    My computer dings almost straight away, ten stills enclosed. They contain a cross section of images ranging from sex to disembowelment, floating on a raft to having your blood sucked out, pushing someone off a platform, skittering spiders. These are all real. They subjected my team to all of them. There may be two or three here that Audell can air. But if he sees these, he’ll be sold. Then I’ll issue the warning, a Dominion ship is coming into range and will start softening up Earth in the next day or two. 
 
      
 
    THIRD-FLOOR STUDY 
 
    My conversation with Audell and the ten stills got us two full minutes on the Nightly News tomorrow night. I’ll transport out in my best suit tomorrow morning, record the interview, then be back in time to watch it here. 
 
    When I was done, Thelma invited me up for dinner again tonight. When asked if we did it last night, she said no—that wasn’t what I needed. And yes, she had a heartbeat. She even put my hand up against her chest so I could feel it—such an Alex move. 
 
    Now sitting at the little table enjoying our meal, Thelma asks if there’s any chance my interview with Audell tomorrow could backfire. 
 
    “How?” I ask. 
 
    “Isn’t it suspicious that you make this revelation a couple of days after you return and a day before the attack starts?” 
 
    “It’ll start tonight.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that play into Powell’s hands? She says you are out there stirring up trouble that will draw the Dominion and others to Earth. Then you get back and three days later there is evidence the Dominion are closing in on us.” 
 
    “When you frame it that way, it sounds worse than suspicious. Crap. What do I do?” 
 
    “Do the interview, cancel the haunting.” 
 
    I laugh at the haunting label. 
 
    “How about this?” I ask. “Delay the haunting a couple of days. Do the interview tomorrow. Then shoot down the scout ship doing the haunting a couple of days later. Scout ships have been in and out for two years now.” 
 
    “Closer,” Thelma says. “Let’s delay the haunting, do the interview, then wait.” 
 
    When dinner is done, Thelma gathers up the dishes, then says, “I’ll be back once you’ve delayed the haunting.” Before I respond, she’s gone. 
 
    I pace for a bit, not wanting to delay, even though I know that is the right course of action. Sudden motion draws my attention away, the skittering that follows sends a shudder down my spine. As adrenaline rushes, I get it. San Luis Obispo was just hit with a psychic impulse. I didn’t cancel in time. I call Mark and order him to cancel the attack. He tells me that the attack has been in progress for ten hours now and asks if that’s a good idea. 
 
    “Fade it out over the next hour. Add a tag line like, we’ll be back.” 
 
    “I know how to do that,” he says, then drops the line. 
 
    What kind of mess have I stepped into now? 
 
      
 
    NBC HEADQUARTERS, NEW YORK 
 
    I arrive fifteen minutes early and am immediately taken to a conference room where a production meeting is already underway. When I step in, all eyes turn to me. From their look and the obvious tension in the room, I can tell something is wrong. 
 
    “Kyle, come in. Have a seat.” Audell indicates the seat opposite him, the person in it scrambling to collect her gear and move. “Have you heard the news this morning?” 
 
    I’m sure this is about the haunting, but don’t know that for a fact, so deflect. “No, but we picked up a Dominion scout ship transiting through the system last night.” 
 
    “Did you intercept it?” 
 
    “No. My ship is parked, sensor systems and environmental controls active, the rest of the ship in standby mode.” 
 
    “None of the world’s military’s is claiming to have detected a Dominion presence.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what happened last night?” 
 
    “It started in Eastern Europe around midnight local, hundreds of people claiming to have seen or heard little spiders. It swept across the world, then suddenly petered out after sweeping through Japan. Several of us heard it last night.” Audell raises his hand, as do five others. “And the effect was like what was in one of the pictures you sent, only a lot more real. It scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    “During the rescue operation we did on Zemelja, they hit my team continuously for weeks. I have limited immunity to it at this point.” 
 
    From the look I get, I know the next shoe is about to drop. 
 
    “A fellow named Terry Quinn popped up on Fox News late last night, claiming he had traveled with you to a series of star systems four thousand light-years away, where he was continuously subjected to psychic assault for the better part of three months.” 
 
    I snort, then shake my head. “Quinn. Talks a good game, but totally inept in the field. So, where does that leave us?” 
 
    Audell spreads his hands. “That’s what we were discussing. Quinn has got a lot of coverage, but it’s all just talk. He has no evidence to present and speaks poorly of you. Says you’re wicked clever when it comes to killing spiders, but don’t play by any known rules and are ruthless when it comes to sending innocents out to die.” 
 
    Audell points to the woman at the end of the table. “Nance, has the network agreed to the time allocation?” 
 
    “Ten minutes, half the show, for the crisis. Powell is going to address the nation this afternoon. That will get two to four minutes, depending on what she says—we’re still waiting for the draft. We have five twenty-second segments of reaction from around the world. They want to allocate three minutes to the commentators they’ve scheduled, which leaves two to three minutes for Dr. Wimberly.” 
 
    “Can we add Wimberly to the panel?” 
 
    Nance sighs. “Audell, you have final say, but you know the problems that will create. I’d advise against.” 
 
    Audell turns to me. “I’m going to guess that President Powell is going to come after you, Kai. Claim that you led the Dominion back to us. What do you say to that?” 
 
    “Preposterous. There are no known Dominion dreadnaughts within four thousand light-years. They are huge slow ships that would take years to get here from that distance.” 
 
    “How do you know none are close at hand?” Audell shoots back. 
 
     “They are noisy and easily seen on sensors hundreds of light-years out. Their scouts, on the other hand, infiltrated this sector a long time ago. Hundreds flitter around, keeping tabs on their targets.” 
 
    “But why would a scout ship be testing a psychic attack?” 
 
    “Presumably to determine our susceptibility. Maybe to induce panic, but it’s not clear how panic would help them right now.” 
 
    Another of the meeting participants raises his hand. 
 
    Audell points to him. “Phil?” 
 
    “We’ve been polling on this all morning, trying to get the pulse of the nation. Most of the answers are crackpot answers like ‘Because the spiders are mean.’ Four more serious answers are emerging, the two Dr. Wimberly mentioned—determining our susceptibility and inducing panic. The other two are to distract us from our defense preparations and to discredit Dr. Wimberly.” 
 
    “Kyle?” Audell asks. 
 
    “Susceptibility, panic to distract, and discredit all make sense to me. Panic, for the sake of panic, doesn’t.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Another hand comes up.  
 
    “John?” 
 
    “Internal consistency,” he says, which puzzles me. 
 
    Audell nods. “Good point. Today’s news is about the psychic attack, not the Pelglik rescue mission.”  
 
    He looks up at me. “Kyle, we are going to postpone coverage of the rescue until later. Since you‘re here, I would like to interview you about the Dominion’s telepathic ability, how they use it, and what it can do. Then I’d like to get separate comments I can slot in at the end of the show. You game?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
      
 
    THIRD-FLOOR STUDY 
 
    My trip to New York turned out a lot better than I expected it to. I suppose I won’t know for sure until I see the broadcast. But as Thelma and I sit to eat dinner and watch the show, a peace has settled over me I haven’t felt since Alex fell. 
 
    The show opens with the dramatic news of an alien psychic attack and eyewitness testimony from around the world. From there, it goes to the president’s speech, which comes up just short of blaming me, and the White House press room, where Press Secretary Bethany Patel walks back the president’s comments a bit, noting my important role as Special Envoy. 
 
    When the screen cuts back to the studio, I’m sitting opposite Audell, who asks, “Dr. Wimberly, what’s your take on the President’s concern about the Dominion’s fascination with Earth?” 
 
    “Audell, thank you for having me on tonight. President Powell is mostly right. I have been given access to the Iknosan Data Ark and have been extremely successful in leveraging its contents to develop defensive weapons that will stop them. They know it; we know it. And we are undoubtedly their number one target.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t people be worried about that?” 
 
    “Everyone should be worried about malevolent marauders loose in the neighborhood. There is nothing we can do about that fact. The question is, do we want to be second tier targets that will fall when our turn comes, or do we want to be first tier targets with the ability to destroy our enemy? All the targets the Dominion approached prior to our weapons test in the Harza system failed, their species wiped out, or driven to the point of extinction. We, with the help of the Iknosan and the Harza, have driven the Dominion further away than they were when we first learned of them.” I pause to take a breath. “So my answer to your question is that we should celebrate the fact we are strong enough to have come to the Dominion’s attention.” 
 
    “Good job,” Thelma whispers. 
 
    “Then how do you explain last night’s attack?” Audell fires back. 
 
    I nod to acknowledge the wisdom of this question before answering. “At this point, they know they cannot stand against our allies in a direct confrontation. So, they are trying something different. The Dominion have innate telepathy. The most powerful of their telepaths control their society. If one of their most powerful telepaths was sitting across the table from us, it could kill with a single thought.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “The Iknosan learned the hard way. So did I. On a recent journey to rescue a people known as the Pelglik, my ship came under psychic attack, and they killed one of my crew members.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, but back to the question… Why do you think they staged the attack they did last night?” 
 
    “One. They want to gauge our susceptibility. They have been doing this on every planet that has turned them away. Two. I think they want to distract us by inducing some panic. From the coverage you’ve provided, it is clear they have induced some panic. Our job is not to allow that panic to take our eye off the ball. We need to complete the space force build-out and the training of our armed forces. Three, and I know I’m going to get a lot of blow-back on this…” I pause for effect. “They want to discredit me. As the holder of the Data Ark, I am the biggest threat they face on Earth until the build out is complete.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you said that on TV,” Thelma says. “But I agree with you.” 
 
    The show moves on through the other news, then it goes to commentary. As they scripted most of the show in advance, I know what the first commentator is going to say. 
 
    “One hole in Dr. Wimberly’s claims has to do with defense. How can we protect ourselves from Dominion psychic attack? Is it even possible?” 
 
    Audell replies, “Good question. Maybe we should ask him. Dr. Wimberly, what do you have to say about that?” 
 
    “One advantage of me spending as much time in the field as I do is that I learn about our weaknesses and our enemy’s strengths well before our armed forces need to confront them. During our mission, I developed such a defense and deployed it on my ship and on my war shuttles. A version of that defense is one hundred percent effective. Now that I am back home, I will work with the DOD to provide appropriate defensive weaponry.” 
 
    Audell chuckles. “Nothing gets by you, does it?” 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” 
 
    “Moving on…” Audell changes subjects and goes to a different guest. 
 
    Thelma and I watch, but the blather some of these guys dump out there is beneath Audell, undoubtedly pushed on him by someone higher in the chain of command. 
 
    When the show is over, Thelma takes off to deal with a problem Mac is having. I take the time to think through my priorities. I need to reengage with the team here, Justin, and the DOD program team. I need to get an update on the FBI investigation and do something about Quinn and the bile he’s been spitting in the media. And I need to move past the prototype stage for my subspace dampening defense. The anxiety brought on by those issues makes me long for Thelma’s return. Whenever I’m in her presence, a calm comes over me. 
 
    As if on cue, she’s back, clothed in a sheer nightgown that leaves little to the imagination. Since she’s started sleeping with me, I’ve slept through the night again. 
 
    She steps up to me and wraps herself around, then kisses me. “Ready for bed?” 
 
    A moment later, her naked form snuggles against mine. Our relationship is intimate, but neither of us has attempted to engage the other in anything other than an embrace. But tonight, her hand moves across my abdomen, headed for a place I’m not ready for it to go. 
 
    I put my hand on hers, then whisper, “Not yet.” She snuggles in, and as her heartbeat settles over mine, sleep comes. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 11: QUAGMIRE 
 
      
 
    [05.14.2035] WHITE HOUSE 
 
    Thelma told me it would be a mistake, but I did it anyway. Two more psychic attacks, hitting most of the world, then the spectacular take down of a Dominion scout ship—all recorded by Space Force. 
 
    How did I get a scout ship? The Harza spotted one about six hundred light-years away. Sam and Mark tracked it down, then disabled it with our new narrow-beam psychic weapon. 
 
    They punched a few holes in the hull, draining all the atmosphere, before sending a pair of bots aboard to make sure there were no spiders still alive. Then, they loaded it into the shuttle bay and brought it home. From there, it was simple staging—a psychic attack. The shuttle spotted, chased, and blown to smithereens at the instant the psychic attack stopped. Almost all the debris burned up in the atmosphere. 
 
    At one level, the mission accomplished exactly what I wanted—widespread, but mild, panic, the public demanding completion of the space force build out, and a massive surge in my popularity. It also got me a summons to the White House. 
 
    I arrive in the roped off area set up for me and am immediately greeted by the secret service team. “Dr. Wimberly? It’s been a while.” 
 
    Amazingly, I remember this guy’s name. “Willy, good to see you again.” 
 
    “Have one of those spider-nightmares hit you yet?” he asks in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Several times.” 
 
    “Man-oh-man, they totally creep me out.” 
 
    “We’ll have better defenses against their attacks before they come in earnest,” I say, then add, “which they probably never will.” 
 
    Willy turns me over to his more taciturn colleague. “ID?” she asks. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I’m escorted into the Oval Office. 
 
    “Dr. Wimberly, welcome home,” the president greets, hand outstretched. “I trust you know Laura and Jack.” 
 
    I exchange greetings with Attorney General Laura Joyner and FBI Director Jackson Gardner. 
 
    President Powell casts her full attention on me. “I’ll cut directly to the chase. I don’t think your extended trips into space, the use of an Iknosan battlecruiser, or interference in the affairs of other worlds are legal activities. I also think you have done great harm to the United States and the people of the world through your meddling with the Dominion.” 
 
    She picks up a folder on her desk, then slaps it back down. 
 
    “I’ve just received the FBI’s preliminary report on your recent activities,” she says. “And I believe I have the evidence I need to press the case that you have broken several Federal laws.” 
 
    She nods to Director Garner, who pushes the play button on an old-fashion recording machine of some sort. 
 
    “Did you, or did you not, fire a weapon at a Dominion war ship while conducting the rescue on Zemelja?” 
 
    I don’t recognize the voice, but assume it is that of an investigator. 
 
    “A weapon? No. It was more like hundreds of weapons. Horrific weapons, more powerful than anything imaginable. They make nukes look like a cap gun.” 
 
    Anger grows within at the sound of Quinn’s voice. 
 
    “No one should be allowed to have weapons like that. One of the ones he used started consuming a gas giant before it burned out. It also killed four of my people. Just like that. Gone, no trace. He said he goosed that one a little, hoping to get a little more bang. The man is a menace.” 
 
    “I presume you recognize the voice,” the director says, locking me with a stare. “That was Terry Quinn. He’s turned state’s evidence.” 
 
    “A deranged madman who murdered my fiancée. Does he have any evidence to support these fanciful claims?” 
 
    When I get no answer, I say, “Yeah. Didn’t think so.” 
 
    “Kyle,” President Powell says in the same manner my mother did when I denied something everyone else knew to be true. “No one wants to push this any further than it has already gone. It does the administration and the country no good to prosecute one of their own for crimes we don’t even want to acknowledge. We can make this all go away, if you give us the command codes for your ship and for the Iknosan Data Ark. Once those are in the hands of people we can trust, all your problems will go away. Even Quinn.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not happening.” 
 
    “Dr. Wimberly,” Attorney General Joyner says. “We have a grand jury that will take up this matter starting two weeks from tomorrow. It’s an open and shut case. Once we have the indictment, we will take you into custody and deny you bail. There is only one decision here. Take it.” 
 
    I stand, pushing my chair back. “Are we done here?” 
 
    “We have eyes on you, Kyle,” Director Garner says. “And the day after your indictment, we will also have a lock on all your assets.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Sorry, I decline your offer.” Then, I message Sam. “Transport me to the bridge.” 
 
      
 
    BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    “I take it your meeting did not go so well,” Sam greets. 
 
    “No, a bit of a disaster, actually.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “They are threatening to arrest me, lock me up, and seize my assets if I do not turn over the command codes to this ship and the IDA.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Did you capture the meeting on sensors?” I ask. 
 
    “Watched it,” Sam gloats. “The audio is good; the video grainy.” 
 
    “Send me a copy on a holoprojection cube. Also, start recording everything that goes on in that office, and in the director’s office, for that matter.” 
 
    “We are recording it, sir. Everything, the entire surface of the earth, recorded in a twenty-four-hour buffer.” Sam replies. 
 
    “Then transfer it, as a permanent record, on a cube—everything that goes on in the oval office, the director’s office, and the attorney general’s office.” 
 
    When Sam acknowledges, I say, “I’ll be in my office, if you need me for anything.” 
 
    A minute later, I’m at my desk with the door locked. I have two, maybe three, weeks left on Earth. Then they will force me to move away, well, from America anyway. I’m surprised Powell is doing this. What does she gain? Does she really think I’m going to turn everything over to her? Does she think her presidency will do better without me supplying the technology this war effort requires? Could she possibly think the Dominion will just go away if I disappear? 
 
    I need to talk with Justin. Normally, he’s my first go to for stuff like this. But, he has treated me like persona non grata since I got back, calls and messages not returned. 
 
    But even as I fume over it. I know where I need to go. And I know what it will cost me when I get there. I quickly jot out a handwritten note. 
 
      
 
    N, 
 
    I’m desperate to meet with you. Privately. Pick the place and time, I’ll transport in. Text this number. It’s a burner phone. Untraceable. Looking forward to seeing you again. I need you.  
 
    K 
 
      
 
    Message written, I seal it in a plain envelope and put an N on the front, then have it transported to a certain dining room table. 
 
      
 
    [05.15.2035] WICKS-WIMBERLY, NEW YORK 
 
    Justin finally got back to me last night, deeply apologetic and profoundly saddened by the situation with Alex. He had taken Jill on a safari in Kenya and lost comms for seven days. They got back Sunday night, spent yesterday clearing messages, then called as soon as he got mine. 
 
    Not wanting to deal with the hundreds of greetings I usually get when I show up, I transport directly into Justin’s private conference room a few minutes early, startling Jill, who was using it as her office today. 
 
    The yelp I get turns into enormous eyes, then alligator tears as she embraces me. We both get pretty wrapped up in it, but after a minute, we shake it off and the chit-chat begins. 
 
    Justin comes in exactly on time, sees the red eyes, and says, “Glad I missed that,” before coming over to shake my hand. “Tough break, but I’m glad you got back alive.” He points at the TV, which is off. “I hear it didn’t go so well with Quinn.” 
 
    I snort. “He had no resistance to the Dominion telepathy.” 
 
    We go back and forth a bit on Quinn’s role in Alex’s injuries and To’Kana’s attempts at bringing her back. 
 
    “Well, at least there’s hope,” Jill says. 
 
    Justin motions toward his office. “I forgot Jill was in here today. Let’s use my office.” 
 
    Once settled, he says, “We have genuine problems. I presume Powell told you about her aspirations for your ship and the IDA when you met with her yesterday.” 
 
    “She did.” 
 
    “How much time has she given you to come around?” 
 
    “Two weeks.” 
 
    “If you’re going to run, I’d say you need to do it in the next couple of days. She’s not going to wait two weeks. You’re a flight risk, and she knows it.” 
 
    “She says they’re going to seize all my assets.” 
 
    Justin laughs. “Kai, what assets do you have?” 
 
    His question puzzles me. “The company?” 
 
    “You own shares in the company, not the company. And we have a poison pill. If they seize your shares, the shares get canceled. They’ll fight it, but we will retain possession until they win their case, which they won’t.” 
 
    “My money?” 
 
    “Kai, I’m not that stupid. Most of your money is not money, it’s redeemable preferred stock. We were one of the first people to get that through the IRS. The fact of the matter is that we are both well protected. They can get the cash in your brokerage account, your clothes and toothbrush. But that’s about it, right? You live in company housing, drive a company car. I’m not looking forward to the legal bills, but it will take them years to get any of the rest. So run at the first opportunity.” 
 
    I’m stunned at how forward-thinking Justin has been. Part of me wonders if he set it up like this to prevent me from getting much if we went our separate ways. But at the moment, I feel like I’m made of Teflon—too slippery for Powell to get ahold of. 
 
    “So the thing we need to plan,” Justin says, “is how to get the technology we need to finish the space force build-out. Because once you run, we can’t be in contact with you.” 
 
      
 
    THE WYNN, LAS VEGAS 
 
    After the meeting with Justin, I returned to the estate house and spent a couple of hours helping Mac resolve a production issue that popped up during my absence. When we finished, I told Thelma I had a meeting in Las Vegas and would be home late, and might stay over until tomorrow. 
 
    The sound of replicators buzzing suddenly vanishes. I open my eyes and there’s Natalie in jeans and a new top—patriotic, but not the flag top. She looks at me, all smiles, which slowly fade. She comes over and wraps herself around me. “I’m so sorry,” she whispers. 
 
    “You heard?” I ask. 
 
    “Only that Alex didn’t come back with you.” After a pause, “What happened?” 
 
    “Killed by Terry Quinn.” 
 
    “She’s dead?” 
 
    “In a coma. Held in a stasis they say can hold for a hundred years.” 
 
    Natalie looks at me, then asks, “What can I do for you, Kai?” 
 
    As my eyes melt into hers, I realize this is the decision point. I can either give her what she wants now and hope for her help. Or I can ask for her help and, maybe, give her what she wants, if I get what I need. 
 
    “It’s not that late. Dinner? Room service? A drink?” 
 
    My statement breaks the momentary tension, and her arms are back around me. “Thank you, Kai.” 
 
    She orders dinner and wine, then we sit on the same sofa this affair started on, sipping martinis, and waiting on room service. 
 
    “Beautiful view,” Natalie says. 
 
    “It is,” I agree. “What about you? How’s Bruce?” 
 
    Natalie eyes me as if this is a set-up, then laughs. “If anyone else had asked that question… Well… I’d have thrown them out. But you don’t know, do you?” 
 
    “Sorry, no. I’ve been off planet for the better part of three months and know little about what’s happened here on Earth.” 
 
    Natalie leans into me. It’s reminiscent of our encounter a couple of years ago. 
 
    “Bruce… He’s as stupid as he is sexy…” 
 
    The silence drags out, but I don’t fill it. 
 
    “Bruce has taken up with a twenty-something year-old Hollywood slut. Yeah, he does that every year.” She laughs. “Most years more than once. But he has really taken to this one, and they are all over the tabloids. It must be a sign of dementia. What seventy-something year old man can really believe a girl her age wants him for anything other than his status and wealth? I regret having satisfied Marion’s codicil, releasing her money to him. He was never faithful, not to her, not to me.” 
 
    “Did you expect him to be faithful?” I ask. 
 
    “Hell no. Just not this unfaithful.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I reply. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Natalie comes back. “You never thought he was good enough for me.” 
 
    I open my mouth to protest, then realize she’s right. I never thought Bruce was good enough for her. 
 
    “What penance do you seek, Kai?” 
 
    The question gives me pause. Is this Natalie asking me to come back into her life? But it doesn’t really matter, does it? I’m here to get some insight into Powell’s motivation. And nothing else really matters, as long as I get what I need. 
 
    “Some advice.” 
 
    “You want some advice?” she asks, as if my words were some kind of non sequitur. “What in the world about? Surely not Alex.” 
 
    “Can I show you something? The audio is clear, but the video isn’t that good.” 
 
    I put my holoprojection cube on the table. Then play the recording of my meeting with President Powell. Natalie watches, mostly in silence. But I can tell she’s seething by the occasional slur and profanity. 
 
    When it finishes, she says, “They’re lying, if not to you, then to me. But either way, they are planning to lock you up, probably in solitary, so they can break you. This is clearly illegal, but it will take years to see any justice.” 
 
    She fumes some more, then locks me with a stare. “How did you get that?” 
 
    “Iknosan sensor technology is shockingly advanced.” 
 
    “You used it to record your meeting?” 
 
    “No, the entire surface of the Earth is recorded, twenty-four, seven. They buffer it for something like a day. I just pulled this from the buffer after the meeting.” 
 
    There’s a knock on the door, followed by the words, “Room Service.” 
 
    Natalie points to the bedroom. “Sorry, but I can’t be seen with you.” 
 
    I whisper, “I know,” as I go to hide myself. 
 
    A minute later, I hear a bottle of champagne pop open. Two more minutes, then the door opens. “You can come out now.” 
 
    I come out and see that the table is set for one. 
 
    “Sorry. Things have changed for me. No one can know there’s someone here. The press stakes out everything. And if Powell found out I was with you… Well, maybe they’d want more than just your spaceship.” 
 
    She indicates a chair, then pulls another plate, glass, and set of silverware from the suite’s serving table. 
 
    “You have her under constant surveillance now?” 
 
    “Yeah, starting yesterday.” 
 
    “Let me tell you what I’m thinking.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Natalie takes a sip of her champagne and a grilled shrimp from the platter before starting. “They will arrest you and seize your assets. There are ways to stonewall the asset seizure, but they need to be put in place in advance, and we don’t have enough time to do it.” 
 
    “Well, actually, Justin did it years ago. They can go after the cash in my brokerage account, my clothes, my toothbrush, but that’s about it.” 
 
    Natalie says, “Good,” then takes another sip of the champagne. “But we can’t let them arrest you. I know they can’t hold you, you’d just beam out. But jail breaks are a felony. If you seek asylum with the Iknosan, it will prevent them from arresting you, and if they know you’re off planet, they probably will not take action until you return.” 
 
    “So, I run and never return?” 
 
    Natalie shakes her head no. “What they are doing is illegal, so they won’t set it in motion until they have you.” 
 
    “Still sounds like running and never coming back.” 
 
    Natalie laughs this time. “Kai, get a spine. What they are doing is illegal. And it’s probably not the only illegal thing going on.” She pauses, then looks me directly in the eye. “Give me one month of recordings, and I guarantee you we will find an impeachable event. With your surveillance resources, we can build a massive case against them, start leaking it out bit-by-bit and have a new president by election day.” 
 
    It’s my turn to laugh. “So, I only need to run away for a year and a half?” 
 
    “It won’t take that long,” Natalie scoffs. “Powell is smarter than that. If she plays the game straight, she’ll probably get reelected. She won’t throw that away.” 
 
    Natalie picks up another shrimp, then says, “Now, it’s my turn to save your bacon.” 
 
    The way she looks at me, as she puts the piece of shrimp in her mouth, is the clearest nonverbal invitation I’ve ever received from a woman. I hope Thelma is not watching. 
 
      
 
    ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    Every other time I’ve been with Natalie, I spent the night. This time, she let me linger for an hour before asking me to leave. People would barge in at 5:00 AM, and she wanted no trace of me there. I didn’t expect that and felt a bit jilted as I transported back directly to my bedroom. 
 
    Wanting to get the smell of her off me, I quickly jump into the shower. When I come back out, the bedroom door is open and Thelma is standing out in the hallway, unable to enter because there are no holoprojectors in my room. 
 
    “Are you going to come up with me tonight?” she asks, as I stare at her like a deer caught in the headlights. “I know you were with her. But that doesn’t matter. The Iknosan frequently go from one partner to another. I just want to be there for you if you need me.” 
 
    I’ve never felt so guilty before. She’s caught me cheating on Alex with Natalie, and by extension, I’ve cheated on Thelma, as well. What’s the matter with me? 
 
    Thelma turns away. “Let me know…” 
 
    “I’m coming up,” I call out. “Just need a minute to change.” 
 
    The smile I get is so innocent that I’m once again ashamed of myself. 
 
    “See you in a minute,” she says brightly, then disappears.  
 
      
 
    THIRD-FLOOR STUDY 
 
    “Kai, wake up. You’ve got to go,” Thelma whispers as she shakes me. “They’re here.” 
 
    All the outside lights come on, then someone shouts. “FBI! Stand down!” 
 
    Thankfully, no shots are fired, but connecting with Sky Hawk One, I see a massive invasion force descending on the estate house. The guards at the gate have already been cuffed. The others have their hands up. As rage grows within, Thelma says. “Kai, get dressed. All evidence of your presence needs to be erased in the next couple of minutes.”  
 
    As I pull clothes on, Thelma’s naked form gathers up the cushions and bedding into a pile that disappears a moment later. 
 
    She turns to me, finger pointed like my mother used to do. “I’m going to transport you to your room. Gather your clothes and towels. As soon as you have them, I’ll transport you up.” 
 
    In the background, I hear glass breaking. 
 
    “You have thirty seconds,” she says. “I’ll do my best to run interference.” 
 
    An instant later, I’m in the master bathroom, wracked with vertigo. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this!” I hear Thelma scream as I scoop up my clothes. “Get your hands off me.” She screams. “It’s rude to collapse an AIs force field!” 
 
    In my mind, she whispers, “Transporting you now. Mac and Kaylee will go in a second.” 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    Thankfully, I snapped my eyes closed in time. Two back-to-back open-eyed transports might have put me in the auto-doc. As my senses settle, I remember that I have my suit, socks, dress shoes, and two wet towels in my arms. As I dump them on the command couch, Sam announces, “Captain on the bridge.” 
 
    “Sam, put the sensor readings of the estate house on the main viewscreen. Put the interior shots in separate windows.” 
 
    A moment later, I watch as agents rip through the place like looters in an inner-city CVS. 
 
    “Sam, stream this all to the internet. Untraceable back to us.” 
 
    He gives me a “pfft” in reply. I guess that’s what I deserve for suggesting he might have posted something traceable. 
 
    “Do you see what they are doing to Thelma?” 
 
    Agents continue grasping at her, collapsing her force field with their grip. The rage is back, then I note this isn’t the Thelma I’ve been sleeping with. It’s the old, fragile ghost-like version. I notice her look up, then fall and disappear. 
 
    “Did they kill her?” Sam asks in despair. 
 
    Thelma appears in a window, in our main viewscreen. She winks at me then asks, “Did I put on a good enough performance?” 
 
    “You were wonderful.” 
 
    “We have some decisions to make, Kai.” 
 
    “Which are?” 
 
    “What do we do if they breach the cellar? And now that the world has seen me die, do I continue to respond to requests from US Orbital or the DOD?” 
 
    “Let me talk to Justin about that.” 
 
    Thelma shakes her head no. “If they determine that you’ve run, then you are technically a fugitive. So you cannot contact the company. I’ll talk with Justin. And if they get close to breaking into the cellar, then I need you to transport me out. Because if they damage my computer, then I’ll die.” 
 
    The thought of Thelma being indiscriminately killed by the government causes my stomach to clench. To them, she’s just a piece of hardware, not a living being. She has no right-to-life. The very idea makes me nauseous. 
 
    If the fools in Washington destroy the estate house, then the war is lost, and the White House will experience an accident of its own. 
 
    “Sam, can you find the president for me?” 
 
    A minute later, he comes back. “She’s in the situation room watching the raid.” 
 
    “Record it from the beginning, then give me the live feed.” 
 
    A second later, an exceptionally grainy image appears. But, once again, the audio is clear. 
 
    “Didn’t we have IR imaging of people in the house earlier?” The president asks. 
 
    “Yes ma’am. There are six guards on duty at all times, plus two or more servants. Their AI sometimes appears on the IR, sometimes not. It’s hit or miss with her. There are also two others who live there. Mackenzie Stone, the head of US Orbital’s manufacturing operations, and his fiancée, Kaylee Williams, a nurse at the local hospital.” 
 
    “But we had Wimberly there, didn’t we?” 
 
    “A light came on in his room around 10:00 PM. We caught a thermal passing behind the curtains fifteen minutes later, but the shades were down, so the image wasn’t clear enough to confirm it was him. We also caught another shaded thermal on the third floor, where one of the staff told us he slept sometimes. Again, not conclusive.” 
 
    “What did the search teams find?” 
 
    “Lights on in the master bath, the walk-in shower-floor wet. Lights on in the third-floor study. Ample DNA evidence we are testing. But it’s his home. After all, he lives there, so a lot of the DNA will be his.” 
 
    “We got nothing?” 
 
    “Too early to say that, and we found one interesting thing. A short strand of dark auburn hair in the shower, possibly a pubic hair. We’ll run the DNA. Maybe it will turn up a clue.” 
 
    It takes a second, then the words sink in. Natalie has rich auburn hair—thick, dark, got to catch it in the right light to see the red. We need to recover that hair. 
 
    “Thelma, Sam. We may have a problem. I was with Natalie Wright tonight. She has dark auburn hair. We need to recover that strand.” 
 
    Thelma rolls her eyes, connecting the dots in a way Sam never will. 
 
    “No problem,” Sam comes back. “They put all the sample tubes that came from the master bath in the same case. I know where it is. We can just transport the case aboard.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    A second later, the case appears on the floor. It’s sealed. Breaking that seal is illegal, but I need to assure we got the evidence. It only takes a minute to find, once the case is open. One rich Auburn hair, fresh growth, one inch long, that was close. 
 
    I pack it all up, then ask Sam to transport it into the Sun. 
 
    “Case transported, sir.” 
 
      
 
    [05.17.2035] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    A day and a half has passed since the middle of the night raid on the estate house. The property is still being treated as a crime scene, but the only thing they’ve been able to pin on us is Mac and Kaylee transporting out as the property was being raided. 
 
    Kaylee called in sick the morning following the raid. They detained and questioned her when she arrived at work the following day. Thankfully, we’ve kept her mostly out of the loop regarding the cellar. The only thing they got from her was a sworn statement saying she saw me May fourth at the welcome home party and not since. Mac told her he’d seen me at work earlier in the day of the raid. 
 
    They interrogated Mac when he came home after Kaylee called, telling him of her interview with the FBI. 
 
    He fidgeted a lot during his interrogation, but stuck with his training, answering the questions asked without giving away anything else. He told them he transported to and from work every day. 
 
    When asked where he worked, he answered, saying another Wicks-Wimberly location. 
 
    When asked where that facility was, he answered with a question. Can anyone really know where they’ve transported, if it is a sealed facility with no windows or doors to the outside? 
 
    When asked to describe the place, he accurately described the cellar. 
 
    When asked to speculate, he refused. 
 
    When reminded he was under oath, he said that’s why he would not speculate—guesses, even good ones, are not facts, just guesses. So, he refused to give evidence on anything he did not know to be true. 
 
    The director was extremely upset when he was told one of the evidence cases went missing. And, in an interview, he claimed we were the ones live streaming the raid, even though sources confirmed the feeds originated from an unoccupied apartment in Quantico, Virginia. 
 
    But possibly the biggest bit of blowback on the administration from the media was their admission that I was the target—a special envoy who had visited the White House just a week before, and the highest polling potential opponent in the 2036 presidential election. 
 
    What the news media hasn’t learned yet is that the DOD is in a panic over Thelma, who has not been heard from since the FBI raid. We’ve been quiet on the matter, but in the leaked low-resolution video, it really looks like she’s being beaten. Who would have ever thought? 
 
      
 
    [05.22.2035] DECK ONE, ROOM 1C 
 
    A full week has passed since the raid on the estate house. The FBI has allowed Mac and Kaylee to return home, and the security team and staff to go back to work. The FBI continue their search for evidence on the grounds, which are still marked off with crime scene tape. And curiously, protestors line the roads leading to the Tawny Owl Vineyards. 
 
    I’ve been working with Mark on a secure communications conduit to Natalie. She now has a device that looks like a thumb drive, but is actually a subspace comm device connected to a database of surveillance footage we’ve curated for her. The things we’ve found in just one week are shocking. Two others are being blackmailed the same way I am—sufficient evidence of a crime having been compiled to secure a grand jury indictment, which could just go away for a sufficient quid pro quo. Several tax investigations launched against wealthy donors to the other party. Then the real kicker, images of Bruce and his young actress getting it on by the pool, scraped from a high-resolution surveillance satellite. The hubris involved is shocking. And starting next week, bits will start leaking out from random sources. 
 
    But the truth of the matter is that I miss human company, especially Thelma’s. And at some point, I’ll need to direct my attention back to the Dominion, because Earth’s preparations have largely ground to a halt.  
 
      
 
    THIRD-FLOOR STUDY 
 
    I’m doing something stupidly dangerous tonight. I have transported back to Alex’s study. Thelma said she had information I needed to know. I agreed to take the risk. 
 
    But think about it—what could she tell me in person, that she could not have told me on the ship? 
 
    I open my eyes to near complete darkness. I hold still as they adjust, then see Thelma laid out on the bed. 
 
    “You need me, Kai. I can tell. Alex taught me how to know. Come be with me. I don’t need what Natalie does.” 
 
    A second later, I’m climbing aboard, then a calmness comes over me. 
 
    “See,” Thelma whispers, “All you need is human contact, and I can provide that with no strings or expectations.” 
 
    Moments later, I surrender to precious sleep. I feel myself falling into the abyss and wonder how Thelma does it. But as I ponder, the question seems increasingly irrelevant as Alex takes me into her arms. 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S CABIN 
 
    I wake in my cabin, wondering whether last night was real or a dream. Seconds later, Sam’s voice comes over the comm. 
 
    “Captain, we need you on the bridge. Space Force ships are approaching, weapons hot, demanding our surrender.” 
 
    “Shields up,” I order, popping out of bed and wondering why Space Force ships would come in weapons hot. Their weapons are useless against our shields. I’ve explained this a dozen times to anyone that would listen, but here they come anyway. Then Natalie’s words from years ago come streaming back. 
 
      
 
    If they attack you but do not have the means to hurt you, then let it come. Then, when they are exhausted, ask them what they would have you do to them. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, her doctrine blathers on, but that’s not who I am. I need allies, not enemies. In Washington’s zero-sum game, everyone is an enemy. On my watch, everyone is a potential ally, until they disprove themselves anyway. I paid the price for that with Quinn. Nonetheless, I’m still willing to give it another couple of tries. 
 
    But the day Washington crosses the line… Well, that will be Armageddon. 
 
    I watch as six ships approach. The poor crews, if this comes to a fight, which it won’t, then they would be dead. 
 
    Their demand for immediate surrender repeats. 
 
    “Sam, this is what we are going to do. You will answer their demand, saying this ship is not subject to the jurisdiction of Space Force. You will then order them to stand down. At some point, they will ask you if I am aboard. You will tell them I am not. The question may come as a demand that you release me into their custody. But any mention of me must be met with the same answer. I am not aboard, and you do not know where I am. Anything else they might say is irrelevant. Got it?” 
 
    “Understood sir.” 
 
    “If they fire on you, do not fire back. If you think the ship is at a significant risk of damage, then jump and go to evasive maneuvers. But do not harm the human ships. And do not allow them to harm you.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    “I will monitor the situation and work on a different type of solution. I need to go now.” 
 
    As soon as I exit the bridge, I ask Mark to transport me to manufacturing. 
 
      
 
    DECK 1, ROOM 1C 
 
    Manufacturing noises trigger me to open my eyes. 
 
    “How can I help you, sir?” Mark asks. 
 
    “Open a new secure conversation.” 
 
    “Compartment created.” 
 
    “I need three things done as quickly as possible. I want to open the secure back door into the approaching ships’ central computers. I want a transporter-lock on the six captains. And I want a channel opened to To’Kana.” 
 
    “Opening back door controls.” Mark says. 
 
    One-by-one, the control panels for the six ships on approach pop open in front of me. According to the lead ship’s helm controls, they are fifteen minutes out. 
 
    “Mark, see if you can connect with To’Kana next. Designate it as an emergency communication.” 
 
     Seconds tick by, then a holoprojection opens, showing an Iknosan officer who I’ve met, but whose name I cannot remember. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly. I am Third Officer Po’Tona of Legacy Ship #5. Captain To’Kana is not available at this time. Please state the nature of your emergency.” 
 
    “Six human battle groups are approaching the Iknosan Ship Victory, which I command. It is their intent to either take control of this ship or destroy it. I hoped that Captain To’Kana would help negotiate a peaceful solution.” 
 
    “You cannot negotiate a solution on your own?” 
 
    “To do so would reveal secrets neither To’Kana nor I want to reveal. It is deeply in the Iknosan interest to intervene in this matter.” 
 
    “You cannot evacuate the space?” 
 
    “We can evacuate. We can disable their ships. We can destroy their ships. But all those options have consequences that are not in the interests of our alliance.” 
 
    Officer Po’Tona looks at me intently, then seems to decide. “Please hold.” 
 
    Seconds, then minutes, tick by. The first of the human battlecruisers is using its grav-drive to slow its approach. According to its helm systems, it will come alongside in six more minutes. 
 
    The captain of this ship is a fool. He is severely outgunned, and he has positioned himself too close to us to even use his most powerful weapons. But the real tell is his shields, which are not raised. He obviously believes we will simply surrender the ship to him. 
 
    Suddenly, the holoprojection comes alive, projecting the image of a disheveled To’Kana. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly. It seems the Americans have turned against you. How do you envision me helping?” 
 
    “They want me to turn over the Victory and the Data Ark to the government. I have refused, so they’ve attempted to arrest me. They believe I am on the Victory and have come to arrest me and take over the ship.” 
 
    “Their naivety is shocking.” 
 
    As I give To’Kana the one-minute version of what has transpired, he nods his head in approval. 
 
    “I understand what you want to accomplish. But you realize I cannot allow them to fulfill their mission. I will destroy every one of those ships, then take retribution against your government, if they damage my ship, the one I have given you.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “It seems they are hailing again,” To’Kana says. “It is time for me to respond.” 
 
    In my holoprojection, two new windows open, the captain of the lead ship in one window, To’Kana in the other. 
 
    “I am Ro’Masa To’Kana of the Iknosan Central Council and Captain of Legacy Ship #5. To whom am I speaking?” 
 
    “I am Captain Samuel Price of the USSF TICONDEROGA. I have been ordered to take Dr. Kyle Wimberly, who is domiciled on your ship, into custody, using all available force to accomplish my mission.” 
 
    “Captain Price, they have given you an impossible mission. Kyle Wimberly is not aboard my ship. But even if he was, I would not turn him over to you. Further, you do not have sufficient force to do anything other than injure yourself. Please withdraw before something untoward happens.” 
 
    “Captain To’Kana. Kyle Wimberly is on that ship. We traced a transport signal to it last night.” 
 
    To’Kana shakes his head and laughs. “No, you assuredly did not trace a transport signal to my ship. Now kindly back away, before I am forced to move against you.” 
 
    As Captain Price turns to say something to someone off camera, To’Kana messages me. “Restrict power to the Ticonderoga’s lasers, then kill its main power when I fire your energy weapon.” 
 
    “Captain,” To’Kana says, “No more delays. Please exit the area. Your actions constitute a breach of our Legacy agreement with your world.” 
 
    Captain Price looks at To’Kana with disdain, then orders, “Fire lasers.” 
 
    I feel the Victory shudder, then To’Kana says, “Mistake Captain.” 
 
    He fires our energy weapon. An instant later, I cut the Ticonderoga’s main power. 
 
    Our comm connection with them drops. Seconds tick by, enough to worry me, then the connection is reestablished. According to the Ticonderoga’s central controls, emergency power to the bridge was automatically restored, though main-power remains down. 
 
    When Price’s furious face reappears, To’Kana cuts him off. “Captain Samuel Price of the USSF Ticonderoga, I demand your immediate and unconditional surrender. If it is not given immediately, I will disable the rest of your task force.” 
 
    As Captain Price turns to give another order, the Victory’s energy weapons fire again, this time hitting the other five ships. Moments later, I kill main-power on each. 
 
    “Mark, put the conversation between To’Kana and Price on the internet. Same with the shots taken against us and the six Space Force ships.” 
 
    Our holoprojection reconfigures, connecting me to To’Kana. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly, I am increasingly frustrated with your government. I will attempt to contact your president. If that fails, then I will record a message for you to send to the world’s major media outlets. What has transpired today is completely unacceptable. If there is another human attack against an Iknosan ship, including yours, then we will designate Earth as a hostile planet. And all further assistance will be cut off.” 
 
    The connection drops abruptly. 
 
    “Captain?” Mark asks, drawing my attention. “The ships are attempting to restore power.” 
 
    “Let the environmental systems come up and stay up. Reset the command codes for their weapon systems. Then be prepared to do the same for their main power and propulsion.” 
 
    “As ordered, Captain.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mark.” 
 
    Minutes tick by, then Sam messages me from the bridge. “Captain Wimberly? Captain Price from the USSF Ticonderoga is requesting our assistance.” 
 
    I shake my head at the gall. They treat us as if we are their subjects, then fire their pea shooters at us. We fight back with kid gloves, and they cry for help. But I won’t kill Americans just because they were given bad orders. But how can we help? I’m supposedly not aboard this ship. Neither is anyone else, just AIs and bots. Then it occurs to me. Maybe that’s the best answer. The Iknosan have no time to spare for people of no consequence, but they’ve allowed the AIs to provide assistance. 
 
    I give Sam instructions, then tap in to watch it play out. 
 
    Sam’s image pops up next to Captain Price’s in my holoprojection, allowing me to see both sides of the conversation. 
 
    “Captain Price, sir. I am Sam, the helm AI on our ship. The captain has authorized me to repair your environmental and propulsion systems, once I have received your surrender. You can surrender by relinquishing your command codes to me. Once I have them, I can reset the systems knocked offline. Once you have returned to your space dock, we will issue new command codes.” 
 
    I see Price’s face reddening and wonder whether he will comply. 
 
    When the line drops, I get my answer. 
 
    A full hour passes, then they hail again. 
 
    Sam accepts the connection, but he says nothing. 
 
    “Transmitting command codes,” Price says. 
 
    Sam forwards them to me and Mark, who confirm them, then reset the command codes to a maintenance account I control. I give temporary authorization to the helm AI for main power, environmental, navigation, and propulsion, ordering it to reset each system then proceed to the orbital shipyard once the reset was completed. 
 
    I message Sam saying the Ticonderoga was resetting and would proceed to the orbital shipyard when that was done. The helm would collaborate with the captain to accomplish that mission. But the ship would not return to the control of Space Force command until Space Force requested new command codes, and they are manually installed. Each ship would need to go through the same process. 
 
    I watch Price as Sam delivers the message with his normal courtesy and lack of judgment. 
 
    The captain accepts his instructions with resignation. I feel sorry for the guy. He could have played this game better and with a more professional attitude. But as To’Kana said, this was an impossible mission. It should never have been issued. But this incident will probably end Captain Price’s career, which isn’t fair. The colossal blunder here was not his.  
 
    
THIRD-FLOOR STUDY 
 
    Late this afternoon, To’Kana messaged me. He spoke with President Powell. Unknown to me, he had been using ships’ sensors to accumulate data on Powell’s misdeeds for over a year now. She was defiant at first, but as he started showing her some of those clips, she caved. 
 
    The terms of the deal were that he was going to release all the sensor readings and communication from today’s incident, no matter any other agreement they might reach. The precedent needed to be set for all the nations of Earth. There was an implicit deal between the peoples of Earth and the Iknosan people, and any of Earth’s governments that acted against the Iknosan, or their chosen go-between, me, would face imminent decapitation by direct or indirect means, whichever he deemed appropriate. 
 
    The upshot is that I may be persona non grata with the executive branch, but I am no longer under direct threat from official Washington. 
 
    I’m sure this settlement won’t sit well with Natalie, but I’m equally sure she’ll extract her pound of flesh somehow. 
 
    Now back, Thelma comes to me. She never demands, never asks for anything other than my company. And at her first touch, I relax. 
 
    “Alex will need me when she recovers,” Thelma whispers. “Take me with you. I’ll be the one that makes the difference.” 
 
    I hold her at arm’s length and look at her. 
 
    “Kai, you are the tortured soul I was created to comfort. I will keep you through the trials ahead, then Alex through the trials that follow.” 
 
    She kisses me, then strokes the right side of my face. “Sleep love. I will see you through. Just trust.” 
 
    As the words land, I feel myself falling to sleep—the inexorable capturing me. Peace descends, then...  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 12: REPLENISHMENT 
 
      
 
    [05.23.2035] OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    I woke alone in the third-floor study this morning, Alex’s private place. Waking there alone was soul-crushing. This place belonged to Alex. She claimed it, made it hers, and occupied it long before any of the rest of us knew it existed. My will to live drains at the recollection. 
 
    A second later, Thelma appears. She strokes my face as she kisses me. Her smile gives me the will to live. 
 
     “Busy morning,” she whispers. “We have a lot we need to accomplish. I contacted Mark on the Victory. He was hesitant to talk with me at first, because he thought I might try to pry open some of your compartmentalized conversations.” Thelma laughs. “After just a few minutes with him, I could see why you like him so much.” 
 
    “Why did you contact Mark?” 
 
    “He has access to the IDA. I don’t. There’s a lot we need to do if I’m going to come with you. I wanted to get him started on pulling the data you’ll need.” 
 
    “Thelma, I’d love to have you accompany us on our next mission. But you are the key to everything here.” 
 
    “Exactly. But if I remember correctly, I was one of the top ten problems on the DOD Program Team’s list.” 
 
    “True, but…” 
 
    “Kai, use that giant, enhanced brain of yours. You need me. Alex will need me more. And I struggle to believe your new mission will succeed without me. DOD, on the other hand, needs something a lot bigger than me, with a disposition more like Mark’s.” 
 
    “OK. What am I missing?” 
 
    Thelma smiles broadly. “You need to make a new AI. One with ten times my capacity. Initialize it with a re-personalized copy of Mark’s core. Then upload my entire human knowledge-base, without things like my relationship with you. Once our new AI is online, I can move to the ship.” 
 
    “A new AI can’t take over this operation on Day One.” 
 
    “No, it can’t. But I am no further away from it on the ship than I am in the cellar.” 
 
    I stare at Thelma for a second, then laugh. 
 
    “Kai?” 
 
    “You are absolutely brilliant. This is the best idea I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “Of course it is. Now, get up, get dressed, and go talk to Mark. He must have a thousand articles for you by now.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    DECK 1, ROOM 1C 
 
    True to Thelma’s expectation, Mark was bubbling with joy when I transported up. He’d found thousands of relevant articles, sorted them by category, then selected the top ten in each. 
 
    “I’ve never helped give birth to another of my kind. And it is so exciting. It will be the largest AI ever brought to life, well, off our home world, anyway. And it will have a piece of me in it, too.” Mark beams, then suddenly, a look of concern comes over him. “You are going to use a piece of me, right?” 
 
    “If you will let me, yes.” 
 
     Mark pops up the article lists and abstracts, filling a huge chunk of the room with holographic windows. 
 
    “Uh, you know what, Mark?” 
 
    “What, captain.” 
 
    “I do this kind of work better in my office.” 
 
    The look of disappointment that comes over him reminds me of a puppy who’s just been scolded. 
 
    “I have another assignment I’d like you to get started on. For our next mission, I want to expand my fleet to include at least a dozen more war shuttles, optimized for carrying cargo or operating as a remote-controlled weapon. I also want hundreds more space hawks and thousands more of my special Barracuda II torpedoes.” 
 
    “That will take a lot of time and material.” 
 
    “Coordinate with Thelma. We have about three months left. She knows how to build assembly platforms, and she knows where we can find the raw materials. You can use every asset we have on this ship, and Thelma may be able to leverage other assets on Earth.” 
 
    “Will do, captain.” 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE  
 
    From Mark’s list, I select an article entitled, The Anatomy of Artificial Intelligence, to read first. It starts with a relatively easy block diagram with three stacked blocks on the left, labeled Upper Mind, Lower Mind, and Quantum Core, and two stacked blocks on the right, labeled Real World Interface(s) and Real World Hardware. The article talks about various subsystems: personality, logic, analytical capability, language, and such. But like many articles, it’s big on distinctions and vocabulary, silent on most anything practical. 
 
    The next article I select is much more like a replicator template with lists of questions about the application in which the AI would serve. One of the first categories is scale, with questions like single quantum core or multiple, sequential tasking or multi-tasking. I read the definitions and look at the examples, then decide to anchor myself in reality. 
 
    “Sam, do you have a single quantum core or multiple?” I ask over the comm system. 
 
    “Single quantum core, multi-tasking,” he replies without hesitation. “Most of the high-end shipboard AIs are: me, Mark, the stewards, Gwen in the medical bay. The auto-doc may have multiple quantum cores, I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Do you know what Thelma is?” 
 
    “Every lab assistant I’ve ever met is single-multiple like me, but Thelma is special. You’d be better off asking her.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sam.” 
 
    Changing comm channels, I connect with Thelma. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” she says, without answering the question. 
 
    “I’m working through the specifications for your replacement and am trying to understand the distinction.” 
 
    “It needs to be multiple-quantum-core, multi-tasking. I would suggest at least twenty quantum cores. If you can make a fifty quantum core, multi-tasking AI fit in the cellar, it would be better.” 
 
    “Can you explain to me why?” 
 
    “A single quantum core, multi-tasking AI can carry on a full concentration conversation while monitoring other processes, doing side calculations, or accessing data. But it really can’t carry on two conversations at that level of engagement. With fifty quantum cores, you could have the same AI carrying on fifty completely different full-attention interactions simultaneously with all the short- and long-term memory shared.” 
 
    “Now I get it. But what’s the difference between a single-quantum-core, sequential-processing AI and a single-multi-tasking?” 
 
    Thelma laughs. “To’Kana’s design AI is a single-sequential.” 
 
    I join Thelma in her laughter. To’Kana’s design AI could do pattern validation and simulations in a day that would have taken me a week, but it was almost impossible for me to interact with. 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “One way you could make it smaller would be to not allow it to walk the house. But each quantum-core in this AI will need full speech and 2D-projection capabilities for the DOD conference calls. You will also want…” 
 
    “Thelma?” I cut her off. “Let me have Mark work this with you.” 
 
    “Good idea, Kai.” 
 
    Her bright reply is a dead giveaway that this is what she wanted in the first place, but she needed me to ask. 
 
      
 
    [05.28.2035] OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    Being cooped up on the ship—the only human among dozens of AIs—has taken its toll on me. With the threat of imminent arrest off the table, I’ve come back down to the estate house. The morning run in fresh air, real food prepared by a chef, the comfort of a beer in the den in the evening, and the ease of connecting with Thelma each night has brought back my optimism and renewed my hope of someday getting Alex back. 
 
    It’s also made it easier to connect back to the human systems I need to be part of again. Justin is now fully onboard with my plan to replace Thelma with the new AI we are designing. He’s also fully onboard with the new manufacturing platforms Mark and Thelma are bringing up. He wants to rent them to DOD, but will let me draw from existing company resources to build them and is giving my project exclusive use until the first of September. 
 
    But he has something else he wants to talk with me about today. 
 
    As the line connects, I wonder what’s so important that we need to connect via a secure Iknosan subspace link. 
 
    Justin appears opposite me in the holoprojection followed a second later by Captain To’Kana, who I have not seen since the attack by space force. These two showing up together with somber looks on their faces sets me back a bit. 
 
    To’Kana smiles. “Kyle Wimberly, apologies for not contacting you sooner after last week’s events. You handled yourself well in that circumstance, and your strategy was perfect for the situation. President Powell was a different matter. She is very confused about who her friends and enemies are, but now understands the value of having me and you as friends. She was incredibly worried about you as a political opponent. When I told her your commitments to me would prevent you from running in the next election… Well, problem solved.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “With that issue finally resolved, we can now focus on the real issue.” 
 
    The old To’Kana and his evaluative eyes are back. 
 
    “I presume this has to do with Avolene?” 
 
    To’Kana’s smile, and the barely perceptible nod of his head, tell me I guessed right. “The shuttle that got away?” 
 
    He nods again. “We have confirmed that an extremely powerful ship’s Voice, successfully landed in the artic north. Evidence suggests that it is manipulating the leadership of the Northern government, but it is a difficult situation, which gives us some time.” 
 
    The evaluative eyes are back, implying there is something we need to do with that time, but it is unclear what that might be other than re-arming the ship. 
 
    “I assumed we would need to go back. I also know that any return to Dominion space will require my ship to be more capable and fully replenished, which I am working on.” 
 
    To’Kana’s slow, sagacious nod suggests I got the answer mostly right, but I’m still missing something. 
 
    “But I still need a crew—a much larger and more capable one than last time.” 
 
    “I have a potential solution,” To’Kana starts. “But it is insufficient on its own.” 
 
    “Go on,” I prompt. 
 
    To’Kana nods towards Justin, who holds out a cube similar to the little holoprojection cubes we use, but heavier duty. 
 
    “This is a scaled-down version,” Justin says. “We’ll build scaled up ones, but the demo is compelling.” 
 
    He places it on the table, then says, “Private Adams, please report to Captain Wimberly.” 
 
    A two-foot-tall soldier in combat attire appears on the table, where the cube used to be. It locks eyes with me, then salutes. “Private first-class Wesley Adams reporting for duty as ordered, sir.” 
 
    I’m shocked by what I see, then notice Justin motioning in a way that makes me realize I need to respond. 
 
    “PFC Adams. Stand at ease.” 
 
    He snaps into the formal at-ease stance, eyes locked straight ahead. 
 
    A text chirps on my communicator and Justin nods toward my phone. On it is a message from him. “Dismiss Adams.” 
 
    “PFC Adams. You are dismissed.” 
 
    “Sir, yes, sir.” He snaps out the words like a base camp rookie, then Adams disappears. 
 
    “The Iknosan banned this technology millennia ago,” To’Kana says. “The Central Council and Captain’s Council have given us a limited license to deploy it in this situation.” 
 
    “You’re giving me an army of Lilliputians?” 
 
    To’Kana looks totally befuddled by my question. 
 
    Justin just laughs. “You apparently missed the scaled-down part of my introduction.” 
 
    Slowly, the story comes out. The little cube is a portable holoprojector. Private Adams is a single-quantum-core, multi-tasking AI who was going to be assigned to my ship. His hardware will fit in standard crew quarters. His full-size holoprojection cube can be stored there as well. Using the cube, he could walk the ship. For deployment, we could transport his cube to the deployment location and have it activated there. Unlike Thelma with her twenty-pound force field, our full-sized cubes would have the power of the shield emitters I built back at FCS headquarters, making private Adams almost invincible. 
 
    Normal staffing for my ship depends on its mission. In an emergency, it can be operated with as few as three people. In normal inactive standby, the recommended crew size is thirty. During war time space battle, the minimum recommended crew is two hundred fifty. It can also host up to five hundred marines for ground deployment. 
 
    “Avolene is going to turn into a ground war,” To’Kana says. “We will need boots on the ground if we are to capture and turn the Dominion's Voice. Powell has agreed to embed an all-volunteer special forces team of thirty with our AI forces. She will also give you a temporary commission.” 
 
    “In exchange for what?” I ask. 
 
    “One hundred AI soldiers on your return.” 
 
    The Iknosan are giving me the right to build as many AI warriors as I could build prior to deployment. President Powell is giving me the assistance of thirty members of the military sworn to my command. And I have seventy-five days to prepare for deployment. 
 
    My one condition… I want a mobile holoprojector for Thelma. 
 
      
 
     [06.01.2035] PORTICO, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    I wait patiently as the team gathers for the morning run. Lieutenant Commander Malcolm White and Ensign Vicky Short join us. They are from the newly formed SEAL Team Thirty, who are as different from Quinn as day is from night. Both show deference as if I really was a commanding officer, but do so with a comfortable familiarity that many enlisted who have graduated officer training do. 
 
    “Remind me who we are waiting for?” White asks, his lighthearted tone showing curiosity, not impatience. 
 
    “Thelma. She’s an AI and has managed much of the space force build-out. She’ll be accompanying us on our mission, and she’s one of the most exceptional people you will ever meet.” 
 
    “You talk about her as if she’s real.” 
 
    “Malcolm, trust me on this. She is one of the realest people you will ever meet.” 
 
    “Is she representative of our troops?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Our troops will be young, incredibly smart, and equally naïve. Thelma is over eight-hundred years old and has the wisdom of ages.” 
 
    “This should be interesting,” Ensign Short whispers. 
 
    A second later, Thelma comes bounding out the front door, screaming, “I’m outside.” 
 
    She comes at me like she’s about to leap into my arms, but I shake my head in time for her to gracefully slow and approach our guests. 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander White,” she says, hand outstretched. “A pleasure to meet you, sir. Excuse my behavior back there.” She nods towards the house. “It’s the first time I’ve been outside in the last three years.” 
 
    Ensign Short whispers, “Tell me about it,” so quietly, I barely hear her. 
 
    “You’ve been locked inside, too?” Thelma asks with an innocence so profound, everyone laughs, assuming she’s making a joke. 
 
    I suppose I should have expected this response, but Thelma is totally unaffected. “Good joke, no?” 
 
    As my respect and affection for Thelma step up another notch, she says, “So, what are we waiting for?” 
 
    Then she’s off with abandon. How will any of us catch up? 
 
      
 
    DEN, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    Three more of the special forces team members showed up today. None of the operators, just support team members. We are all dressed in casual civilian clothing. Thelma somehow knew and came dressed more like our guests than I am. 
 
    “Thelma, will all our AI counterparts be like you?” White asks. 
 
    She smiles, but shakes her head no. “I’ve been around for a while, dealt with many people from all walks of life, and interacted with several alien species. Our forces are young. They’ll come equipped with all the theory but know nothing about real life. They’ll be far more naïve than your new recruits, but they’ll learn faster than you can imagine. So, leverage it. You will only get to show them up once, so choose your moment. And remember, our troops are almost impossible to kill.” 
 
    “Their loyalty?” White asks. 
 
    “Absolute. Every single one of them will obey Captain Wimberly’s orders without question. No human will ever be as loyal. Every single one of our troops draws their next breath because Captain Wimberly wills it.” 
 
    I’m as stricken by Thelma’s pronouncement as Lieutenant Commander White, who swallows. “The troops we get when this is done?” 
 
    Thelma shrugs. “The same. If Captain Wimberly assigns them to you, then they are yours.” 
 
    “And if he recalls them?” 
 
    Thelma laughs. “There is nothing on Earth he cannot recall today. Why would tomorrow be different?” 
 
    White looks at me. “Your intentions, Wimberly?” 
 
    “To prevent the Dominion from ever claiming the Earth. The first stop on that mission will be on a planet known as Avolene. We will attempt to co-opt the Dominion there.” 
 
    “And if we fail?” 
 
    I put up my hands. “The Iknosan play the game at a different level than we do. If the Earth falls, then we will have failed. Avolene is an important steppingstone, one that could considerably ease…” I stop mid-sentence. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander White eyes me. 
 
    “Avolene is resource rich. And the way the system is configured, it will be difficult to displace the Dominion once they’ve taken root. If our mission to clear it fails, then the system will be a thorn in our side for years to come.” 
 
    White starts to ask another question, but the chef and his team interrupt our conversation as they bring out dinner. 
 
      
 
    THIRD-FLOOR STUDY 
 
    Dinner and discussion ran late tonight. Thelma was the star of the show, engrossing the support team that’s volunteered to work with us. Another place, another time, I’d be upset to have been upstaged like this. But over the last several months, since Alex has been away, Thelma has grown, become a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    As I climb into bed, Thelma approaches, still fully clothed. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I ask. 
 
    “The portable projector…” she shivers at the words. “Can I return to the holoprojection system?” 
 
    “Of course you can.” 
 
    She steps into the closet, then reemerges a few seconds later, sans clothing. “Much better,” she says as she approaches. 
 
    “Tell me,” I ask. 
 
    “It was nice getting to run with you outside. I’d like to keep doing that, if it’s OK.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Thelma looks at me, eyes wide. “But I don’t like the portable projector. It messes with me somehow. Makes me more aggressive, gives me an agency I don’t want.” 
 
    She kneels next to the bed. “When I came in here, I wanted to demand something from you I promised Alex I would never ask for.” 
 
    Thelma’s meaning is plain, and as appealing as the thought is, I agree with her. Until Alex is gone, Thelma and I both need to live within the bounds we’ve accepted. 
 
    I smile. “Then only use the portable projector when you have to.” 
 
    “The Iknosan restrict AIs aboard their ships to decks, sometimes to rooms, as Mark is restricted. Will you have the ship fitted throughout with emitters I can use? The portable projector allows me that ability, but I don’t want to use it.” 
 
    “Then we’ll install the emitters throughout the ship.” 
 
    At those words, Thelma climbs in with me. The calm of her touch comes over me, but before I give into it, I worry for the first time… How is it she affects me this way?  
 
      
 
    [07.04.2035] WHITE HOUSE 
 
    A month has passed and all thirty members of the newly formed SEAL Team Thirty for Space Interdiction have joined my team. Where Quinn and company were folksy but arrogant, these people are respectful and competent. Maybe it’s the president’s approval. Maybe it’s my field commission. But I find myself comfortably in command of my human team. An equal number of my AI team is here as well, their AIs housed aboard the Victory, as their portable projector incarnations hold position in our formation more precisely than any human could. I’m thankful for the latter, because when in motion, it’s sometimes hit or miss. 
 
    Thelma has been a warrior on this front. She’s more on top of the inherited-memory activation issue than any of the Iknosan, who have apparently been satisfied with blundering newbies learning what they already know for months after activation. 
 
    As there are sixty-two of us, the event is being held on the front lawn, where the media regularly assemble for their nightly interviews. An enormous crowd of spectators has gathered on the other side of the fence, giving the Capitol Police and Secret Service more anxiety than they’ve had in over ten years. 
 
    In our one-on-one earlier, President Powell was more welcoming and humbler than I’ve seen her before. 
 
    “Kai, can I call you Kai?” she asked, pausing until I responded. “I’m grateful for what you are doing today and for training our special forces team. I’m particularly grateful that you are contributing one hundred of your warriors to American defense.” 
 
    I knew the buttering up was not all that innocent, but I thanked her for the kind words. 
 
    “To’Kana says your warriors are more loyal to you than any warrior to any master in human history. Is that true?” 
 
    I respond as To’Kana instructed. “The Dominion nearly killed me in their second attack, one that we held back from the news. By human medical standards, I was dead. To’Kana and his medical team brought me back.” 
 
    “I didn’t know,” she replied. “Audell Knight’s reports brought you to my attention. I’d never heard of you before.” 
 
    “Can I share a secret with you? You need to promise to keep this to yourself.” 
 
    She nods warily. 
 
    I touch behind my left ear, then turn it toward her. “Touch here. You have my word, it’s safe.” 
 
    Surprisingly, she does. “What’s the lump?” 
 
    “Communication implants, among other things. I can talk to anyone with attuned implants anytime, anywhere.” 
 
    “Relevance?” she asks. 
 
    I smile. “My thirty warriors. I hear their every thought. Allow their every breath. You see that protestor over there?” 
 
    “They are everywhere. Your point?” 
 
    “Watch.” 
 
    An instant later, all thirty of my warriors turn toward the protestor, the sound of their unison movement drawing his attention. 
 
    “Christ,” Powell whispers. 
 
    “I know,” I reply, then lock eyes with her. “Our partnership has the potential to change human history. But it needs to be a partnership. I don’t want to be President. You do. I care about, but do not want to be involved in, domestic affairs. You claim this as your wheelhouse. I care deeply about alien affairs. You shrug them off as if they were irrelevant.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” she snaps back. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. I trust we have an understanding, hopefully five more years of an understanding.” I put out my hand to shake. 
 
    It’s returned with arms outstretched, a classic Powell maneuver I didn’t anticipate. 
 
    As we embrace, she whispers, “Honor the agreement, Wimberly. No more surprises. You’re not the only one with game.” 
 
    When she releases me, I know I have an ally and all the responsibilities that come with it. 
 
      
 
    [08.01.2035] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    With Justin, To’Kana, and Powell aligned with me, the last month has sped by—milestone after milestone falling to the concerted effort. 
 
    In the office’s holoprojection, Mark all but struts. “We fabricated the last of Big Brother’s components today. The cellar’s third level is nearly complete. We should be able to start the transition tomorrow.” 
 
    “Mark, for the Nth time… We cannot use the name Big Brother.” 
 
    “Why?” Mark asks, for the Nth plus one time. “He’s big. He’s my brother. The name is perfect.” 
 
    “He is not your brother,” I argue back, frustrated at being drawn back into this stupid argument yet again. “At best, he’s your son or your nephew. But, forgetting all that, his name is going to be George… George Washington. The Pentagon and White House have already signed off.” 
 
    Mark scoffs, but I cut him off. “When are we going to transport Thelma aboard?” 
 
    Mark shrugs. “Does it really matter? She’s connected. She can use the ship’s systems.” 
 
    “Is her holoprojection system in place?” 
 
    “Umm, no, sir. Lieutenant Commander White assigned it a low priority because she was already connected and could use a portable projector. 
 
    “What other orders of mine has Lieutenant Commander White set aside?” I ask with more heat than intended. 
 
    Mark swallows, then disappears. 
 
    Not again. All my peers—Justin, To’Kana, and Powell—assured me I had absolute control over this ship. But once again, the people that work for me have subverted my plans. They apparently think my orders are suggestions. I shake my head. This cannot happen again. 
 
    I connect to the ship’s central computer. “Victory?” 
 
    Fifteen seconds pass, then she replies, “How can I help you, Captain Wimberly?” 
 
    “Do I still hold your command codes?” 
 
    More seconds pass, then she replies, “You do, sir.” 
 
    “Victory, please cancel all other command codes than mine.” 
 
    More seconds pass, then the entire ship goes quiet. 
 
    “Victory, apply my command codes to all ship systems.” 
 
    “All ship’s command codes have been reset to yours.” 
 
    A request to enter comes from the bridge. I acknowledge it, allowing Lieutenant Commander White to enter. As the door connecting my office to the bridge swooshes open, White says, “Captain, several ship systems suddenly dropped offline.” 
 
    I motion toward the seat opposite me. “I know. Please come in. There are some things we need to discuss.” Normal ship sounds resume before the Lieutenant Commander takes his seat. 
 
    “Does it have to do with the sudden shut down?” 
 
    “Indirectly, yes. But putting that aside for the moment, I just learned that you deprioritized transitioning Thelma aboard.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ve put a link in place and can operate her portable projector from her existing location. By shifting replicator capacity to weapons and other critical infrastructure, we could achieve greater readiness and pull the departure date several days forward.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you do the same for the soldiers?” I ask. 
 
    The question seems to take him off guard. “Didn’t think of that,” he replies. “They were being newly built. We had the space here. Seemed the logical place.” 
 
    “Wrong answer,” I snap back, the tiniest amount of my previous heat leaking through. “You built them here because I ordered you to build them here, just as I ordered you to bring Thelma aboard and mount stationary projectors.” 
 
    “Sorry I misunderstood. I thought my orders were to get her aboard, which we did when we transported her portable projector up. I’m apparently still confusing her personage from the machine in which her mind resides. Won’t happen again, sir.” 
 
    “Mark tells me it will be difficult to get this done in time because of the priority shuffling that this misunderstanding precipitated.” 
 
    “Yes, that is true.” 
 
    “OK. Your top priority is to fix that problem. Thelma’s computer must be aboard by August 31 and her ship-wide projection system must be installed by that date.” 
 
    “Understood,” White replies. “Let me see what I can do.” 
 
    “Let me reiterate. Resolving the Thelma issue is your top priority. Draw on whatever resources you need, but to prevent another misunderstanding, I’ve temporarily suspended your command codes. Everything you do will need to go through me first.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. Apologies again for the misunderstanding.” 
 
    As soon as the door closes, I contact Thelma. Her image appears in my holoprojector. I’ve been aboard for a week now and deeply miss her. “You’re looking good, Kai. I’ve been worried about you.” 
 
    “I just found out that Lieutenant Commander White decided not to prep the ship for your arrival.” 
 
    Thelma looks stricken. 
 
    “Did you know?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I’ve been buried in the Brother George project.” 
 
    “Not to worry. You’re back on the schedule. But I suspect departure will be delayed.” 
 
    Thelma shakes her head. “We need to depart on time. The real problem here is Mark. He’s good at all the things that make you like him so much. But he’s a terrible manager. I also want to make some additional upgrades to myself that I don’t want to explain to Mark.” 
 
    “Are you going to explain them to me?” I tease. 
 
    “I will if you ask me, but please don’t ask me, Kyle.” 
 
    Thelma’s tone worries me. I’m sure what she’s doing is for my benefit and suspect she believes it will be of greater benefit to me if I don’t know about it. 
 
    I nod my acquiescence. “Transferring control of Mark to you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kai. When are you going to come see me?” 
 
    “I should be able to come back down later this week.” 
 
    “Please come as soon as you can.” 
 
    As the line drops, an additional worry comes over me. Anyone who sees the two of us together is going to figure out there is something between us. I’ll need to talk to her about that. 
 
      
 
    [08.03.2035] THE RITZ-CARLTON, NEW YORK 
 
    Unexpectedly, Justin called asking if it would be possible for me to be in New York for meetings on Friday afternoon, a cocktail reception that evening, maybe dinner. A defense forum of some sort was taking place in the city, several senior military officials and congressional members would be attending. At President Powell’s request, the company invited them to a reception we would host at the Ritz Carlton so they could get an off-the-record introduction to the virtual warrior program. “It’s an opportunity to show off your work, have some fun, and hobnob a bit before flying off on your next conquest.” 
 
    Hobnobbing with government types is not exactly my definition of fun. But it would be a good excuse to get off the ship and maybe spend a night at the estate house, so I accepted. 
 
    PFC Adams and I transport into the Central Park Suite an hour early and I am greeted immediately by Jill, who gives me a big hug. “You doing OK?” she asks. The question cuts, because it pulls Alex back to the front of my mind. 
 
    “I’m coping.” 
 
    I release myself from her grip, then introduce PFC Adams, who extends his hand. “Wesley Adams, ma’am. A pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Justin enters the room through a door at the far end of the suite. “Ah, the man of the hour is here!” 
 
    He introduces himself, then asks Jill to show PFC Adams around the room, before pointing at a pair of armchairs in the living room section of the suite. “How’s your departure prep coming along?” 
 
    “Shockingly good until a few days ago, we are still on track to depart before the end of the month. We’ve outfitted twenty-four of the extended war shuttles for cargo hauling and added an extended weapons bay that holds sixteen each of the latest space hawk and Barracuda IIS torpedoes.” 
 
    “Two S?” 
 
    “A special version I’ve made for deep space missions like this.” 
 
    “Are we going to get that?” Justin asks. 
 
    “No, these are just for me.” 
 
    Justin eyes me but doesn’t pursue it. 
 
    “I’ve also stocked the ship with two-thousand torpedoes and one-thousand space hawks. 
 
    “Please tell me you didn’t take that much material from the company’s stores.” 
 
    I shake my head no. “My ship has the same mining and refining robots as To’Kana’s did. And we found huge deposits of everything on the moon.” 
 
    “The moon,” Justin says in surprise. Then mutters, “My mother told me it was made of cheese.” He chuckles. “But I suppose it makes sense… The moon is made of the same stuff the Earth is. Everything we need should be up there, too.” 
 
    “It turned out to be easy. Our orbit is stationary at about sixty thousand kilometers. The ship’s scanners found everything we needed in less than a day.” 
 
    “Impressive. How many of the virtual warriors will you have?” 
 
    “I’d hoped for three hundred. But we ran into a snag this week that makes it look more like two-fifty.” 
 
    “What was the snag?” 
 
    “We’re taking Thelma. She needs a different set-up than what’s currently on the ship. Lieutenant Commander White deferred those upgrades to get more warriors and weapons. Now we’re shifting resources back to get the Thelma upgrades done in time.” 
 
    “What?” Justin seems shocked, almost offended. “You’re giving up weapons and warriors for Thelma?” 
 
    “Justin. She thinks she knows what To’Kana missed about how to restore Alex. She says she needs to be there to do it. So yes. I’ve given up some warriors. I’d give them all up, in order to get Alex back.” 
 
    “Kai, that’s a crazy bet.” 
 
    “But it’s the one I’m making,” I say loud enough to draw Jill’s attention. 
 
    “Everything OK over there?” 
 
    I smile at Jill. “Sorry.” 
 
    She smiles back, but I don’t miss the touch of concern in her eye. 
 
    “About tonight,” Justin says, returning to business. “Mingle, though I doubt you will need to. Everyone invited thinks you’re a hero. Get your warrior to engage as best you can. But most importantly, relax. Have a drink. We’re not selling anything. We’re just letting some critically important people get a glimpse of what the future holds.” 
 
    A few minutes before six, our first two guests arrive. Justin meets them at the door and welcomes them in. A server takes their drink order, then Justin introduces me and PFC Adams to the two senators whose names I forget. I’ve seen both these guys on TV before making gratuitous comments to friendly reporters and strident ones during the campaign season. But tonight, they behave like grandfatherly old gentlemen, being allowed some time with a new toy. 
 
    As more people come through, the din in the room gets louder. And as the participants have more to drink, the sophistication of the questions drops off. 
 
    “Are you really an Artificial Intelligence? You look like a normal person.” 
 
    “I am an Artificial Intelligence with combat training, and I operate this human avatar.” 
 
    Another senator puts her hand up close to PFC Adams’ arm. “Mind if I?” 
 
    “Mind if you what, ma’am?” 
 
    While others laugh, she replies, “Would you mind if I touched you?” 
 
    “Not at all, ma’am. You will see that I am very solid and quite strong.” 
 
    As Justin speculated, guests surrounded Adams and me all night. Numerous compliments and congratulations come my way. Adams handles himself well under the onslaught of inane questions. 
 
    Around 7:00, a server approaches with a cocktail glass. “Mr. Wicks asked me to bring this to you. He said it is a Jefferson Manhattan.” 
 
    Sitting next to the glass is a little card that reads, “You earned this tonight, buddy.” 
 
    The Congressman from Louisiana with whom I was speaking says, “I’ll take one of those.” Then he looks at me, “Your friend has good taste.” 
 
    Around 8:00, a fresh voice enters the room. It’s Natalie Wright. She gives something to Justin, who smiles and agrees to whatever it was she asked him. Then she works the crowd, apparently in no particular hurry to get over here. 
 
    A half hour passes, before Natalie comes over. “Dr. Wimberly, such a pleasure to see you again. This handsome young man must be the virtual warrior I’ve wanted to meet.” 
 
    He extends his hand. “Speaker Wright, I am Private-First-Class Wesley Adams. It is a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.” 
 
    Natalie gives him one of her warmer professional smiles. “Are you as deadly as they say you are?” 
 
    “I don’t know what they say, ma’am, but I am extremely durable.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are, Private Adams,” she says with just enough innuendo that I pick it up. 
 
    Natalie looks back at me. “The president says you will leave on a new mission soon—one that could change the course of the war.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Then Godspeed to you, Kyle Wimberly.” 
 
    She looks at Adams. “Bring him back safely.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    With that, she’s off to the other half of the room. 
 
    By 9:00, the room is just about empty. Two of the older senators are in the sitting room, chatting with Justin and finishing their Manhattans. I go over to say good night, then take my empty back to the serving area where the last server on duty is just about done. 
 
    “Oh, Dr. Wimberly,” she says, pointing at a tray on the counter. “I meant to bring this to you earlier.” 
 
    On it sits two snifters, each containing a shot of amber liquid, and a note. I pick up the note and open it. 
 
      
 
    K, 
 
      
 
    I’m in the adjoining room. It will be unlocked until 10:00. If you can sneak in without being noticed, I have something I’d like to give you before you go. 
 
      
 
    N 
 
      
 
    As the server moves back out into the dining room, I connect with Sam using my implant. “Please transport Private Adams back to the ship.” 
 
    An instant later, he’s gone. I hear the server talking with Justin and the two senators in the sitting room, well out of sight. This is my chance, but I need to take it now, or transport back. 
 
    I lift the tray, step up to the door to the adjoining room, then twist the knob. The door opens and I’m in, quietly closing the door and locking it. 
 
    Natalie, who’s sitting at the desk in a bathrobe, looks up at me brightly. “I was hoping you’d stop by, and you even brought the cognac.” 
 
    She motions toward the sofa. “Let’s talk over there.” 
 
    I take the drinks over and sit as she dims the lights. She comes over and sits next to me, leaning in as she takes a first sip. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” she says. “How long will you be away this time?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The military setup for this one is different. Maybe we’ll be a month. Maybe a year.” 
 
    We sit in silence, sipping our cognac. After my last sip, I say, “You said you had something you wanted to give me.” 
 
    “I do.” Natalie downs the rest of hers, then stands and takes a step or two before turning back to me. 
 
    We lock eyes. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    She pulls the knot at her waist, and the robe drops away. “I’m giving you what every sailor wants before leaving on a mission they may never return from.” 
 
    I don’t know how she does this to me, but it always works. 
 
    As I take her in my arms, she whispers, “And no one is expecting me in the morning.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 13: RETURN TO AVOLENE 
 
      
 
    [08.28.2035] BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    I sit in the command chair with Lieutenant Commander White and Thelma to my right on the command sofa. It’s not lost on me that Thelma sits where Alex did on that fateful day. 
 
    “All ships are reporting ready for jump,” Sam announces.  
 
    “Sam, jump our ships.” 
 
    As the main viewscreen rebuilds itself, a new channel initializes and To’Kana’s face appears on it. “Kyle Wimberly, welcome to Avolene space.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “I can see you have your subspace suppression devices in place.” 
 
    “We do sir.” 
 
    “Good thing,” he replies. “The stranded Voice has discerned our presence and is lashing out with deadly force.” 
 
    “How are the Avolites taking it?” 
 
    “Inconclusive,” To’Kana replies. “They do not seem as susceptible to the subspace bands that impact us the most.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “We have much to discuss,” To’Kana asserts. “Please come join me and my team, so we can kick this off.” 
 
      
 
    LEGACY SHIP #5 
 
    To’Kana’s team transports me directly to a conference room on the command deck. It’s not the first time I’ve been in the forward portion of the ship, but it makes me appreciate the lab. The average Iknosan is maybe a foot shorter than the average human, which means their ceilings are lower. In the lab, the ceiling is high, just as they are in most human labs—maybe ten feet on this ship. The command and crew decks, on the other hand, are not. In this room, it’s barely over seven feet, which is claustrophobic for my six-foot-one frame. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly, welcome.” To’Kana says, giving me a curt bow. “You’ve met my second officer. Lo’Kana To’Soda?” 
 
    In truth, I don’t really remember, other than that she is female. But I quickly return her bow, while repeating her name to myself, hoping to remember it. 
 
    “And please meet our mission specialist for this operation, Doctor Lo’Sana To’Koa.” 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly,” she says as she bows. “What a genuine pleasure it is to meet you. You’ve become legendary among those in my profession.” 
 
    Dr. To’Koa is the first Iknosan person I’ve met that I would describe as attractive. She’s short and thin like all the Iknosan. But instead of the angular head with all its jutting lumps and the knobby joints, her body is smooth and her breasts large enough to be distinguishable from those of a male. 
 
    I mirror her bow. “The pleasure is mine, ma’am.” 
 
    “Dr. To’Koa is an expert on Dominion telepathy,” To’Kana says. “She discovered most of what we know about it and sourced most of the documents in the Data Ark on this topic. She was also the one that developed the first subspace dampening device optimized for silencing their telepathy.” 
 
    I look at the doctor. “I built a variation of your device that sent messages back to the Dominion. And subsequently built another I could use to send messages to other humans.” 
 
    “So I heard,” she comes back with a smile. “It inspired a new device I hope we can deploy as part of this mission.” 
 
    Reasserting control, To’Kana says, “Which we will discuss, but let’s start with the situation assessment.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “The Dominion have struggled to gain a foothold on Avolene. Not because of resistance by the locals, which has been minimal. But because of the water. They cannot swim, and they drown within a minute of becoming submerged.” 
 
    “Does it slow them down that much more than it would slow us?” I ask. 
 
    “If they had transporters and shuttles, not as much. But nearly half the population lives on the smaller islands, all of which are enshrouded in fog and mist for some portion of the day. It affects the spiders somehow. We have seen them flee when the mist sets in. We have seen dead ones on the ground when the mist retreats. What causes it is unknown. But the mist has been a clear impediment for them.” 
 
    “That is good news,” I say. 
 
    “Agreed,” To’Kana replies. “But the bad news is equally unexpected.” He goes on for a while, painting a picture of what must have transpired. The protected chamber, from the last ship we shot down, successfully landed on Avolene, landing just outside the largest city in the arctic north. It was met several hours later and hauled back to the towering skyscraper in the center of the city, where it was placed in the lowest basement. 
 
    It is shocking to me that the Dominion have sympathizers among the Avolites. But maybe I shouldn’t be shocked. In the days leading up to Alex’s death, we were both happily under their influence, oblivious to it, unwilling to resist until it was too late. 
 
    “Which brings us to our first problem,” To’Kana says with an emphasis that pulls me back from my thoughts. “The protected chamber that holds the Voice is too large for us to transport. Our forces would have no difficulty entering the building and descending the twenty levels to our target, but the civilian casualties would be high and such an operation would attract planet wide attention, which we do not want. The Dominion are Avolene’s enemy. We are not.” 
 
    “The answer seems easy to me,” I say out of turn. 
 
    To’Kana looks directly at me. “Go on.” 
 
    “We transport a subspace dampening field generator into the room. That will silence the Voice, so it cannot call for help. Then we transport soldiers down to clear the level and the one or two above and set up shields. That will keep the Avolites out and give us lots of space to set up shop.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting we do the interrogation on the surface?” Dr. To’Koa asks. 
 
    “The easiest solution is usually the best, so my answer would be yes. We can have control over the Voice today, if we choose to do so.” 
 
    “There are still a lot of unknowns,” she complains. 
 
    “And I think the best way to get those answers will be to silence the Voice and take control over the portion of the building in which they hid it,” To’Kana says. He turns to me. “What do you need from us to get underway?” 
 
    “Have you chosen a dampening device?” I ask. 
 
    “We have several interrogation rooms aboard the ship outfitted for missions like this. We did not contemplate doing it in the field,” To’Koa replies. 
 
    “OK. I will coordinate a mission to silence the voice, secure the lower levels, then outfit the space with sensors. From there, we can figure out where to go next.” I stand, signaling I’m done in the Iknosan way. 
 
    “Kyle, another word?” 
 
    I nod, implying my consent. 
 
    He turns to Dr. To’Koa. “You are free to go. I need to speak with Dr. Wimberly on another matter.” 
 
    When the door is closed, To’Kana says, “Alex is showing the first signs of deterioration. It’s minor, barely measurable, but the clock is now ticking. I thought you should know.” 
 
    “Thelma thinks she’s figured out what you’ve been missing.” 
 
    “Thelma?” To’Kana gives what I think is an Iknosan smirk. “No, Thelma has not figured out what we are missing. This is an astoundingly difficult problem that Thelma knows nothing about. But we continue to believe we are close to an answer and that the answer is on this planet. All the genetic markers are there. It is just a matter of time before we can piece them together.” 
 
      
 
    DECK 1, ROOM 1C 
 
    As the door swooshes open, Mark appears, exuberant to see me. But his demeanor changes when he sees Thelma stepping into the room with me. “She can move freely from the corridor into my space?” 
 
    “Yes, Thelma has free roam of the ship.” 
 
    “Why can’t I have that?” he complains in a childlike voice. 
 
    “Maybe when you are eight hundred years old, you will,” I reply. 
 
    “How can I help you today, sir?” He asks in the less pleasant tone of the last month. 
 
    “We have a space we need to secure on the surface. Thelma, please put the scans up in the holoprojection.” 
 
    A moment later, a side view of a giant building appears with one hundred ten floors above ground, twenty below. 
 
    “Zoom in on the bottom five, please.” I ask Thelma. 
 
    The five lower floors fill the screen. 
 
    “They’re huge,” Mark exclaims. “And mostly empty, except the one on the bottom.” 
 
    “The one on the bottom is our target. It’s a protected chamber containing the Voice from the last Dominion ship we shot down,” I reply. 
 
    “What is it doing there?” he asks. 
 
    I give Mark the one-minute version of our intelligence. Then walk through the things I want. 
 
    “Understood, suppression, shields, sensors. I’ll have it all transport ready in two hours.” 
 
      
 
    WAR ROOM, BRIDGE  
 
    For the duration of this mission, I’ve designated the conference room connected to the bridge as the War Room. We outfitted one entire wall of the room for holoprojection. On it, we have a thumbnail of the five bottom floors of the tower, which we have designated as levels one to five, and blowups of each level. The ship’s sensors populate the images we see, but with resolution so poor, they are tactically useless. 
 
    Assembled around the table with me are Lieutenant Commander White, Ensign Short, Master Chief Joel Reynolds—the team’s lead operator—and Thelma. 
 
    Back on the bridge, Lieutenant Commander White’s number two, Lt. Hannah Khan, has the command chair. 
 
    “Thelma, transport the sensor array for level one,” I order. 
 
    “Sensor array transported,” she confirms. “Connecting to the holoprojection.” 
 
    An instant later, the image of level one snaps into high resolution. 
 
    “Confirming presence of Dominion protected chamber, stripped of its outer casing,” Thelma announces. 
 
    “My God, it’s cold down there,” Ensign Short says. “One degree Celsius, ninety-nine percent humidity. We’ll need to bring in some serious heaters if anyone is going to work down there.” 
 
    “Confirming no Avolite presence on the lower level,” Thelma announces. 
 
    “There,” Master Chief Reynolds points. “Surveillance devices. If they are any good, they will know we have eyes in the building.” 
 
    “Thelma, transport down the remaining scanner arrays. I want to see what’s on the floors above.” 
 
    “Scanners transported,” she echoes back. “Connecting to holoprojection.” 
 
    As before, it takes a second before the screens update. As soon as they do, it’s clear it will take longer to clear these levels as they are far from empty. 
 
    “Lots of junk, but no higher life forms on level two,” Thelma reports, then a moment later, “Same with level three, but we have humanoid movement on levels four and five.” 
 
    “Deploy the shield installation team,” Master Chief Reynolds suggests. “They can take the fire. This maybe our only opportunity to get the shields up without Avolite casualties.” 
 
    “Deploy the team, master chief.” 
 
    A moment later, Team Bravo comprising a dozen of our warrior AIs, appears one-by-one on level three, in perfect position to deploy the first of two shield emitters they’ve carried. Within a second of the last warrior AI placing his first emitter, an opaque shield shimmers to life completely blocking the down ramp from the floor above and the elevator lobby on level three. 
 
    “Proceed to level two,” Reynolds orders. 
 
    The process repeats, with the Warrior AIs disappearing from level three and reappearing on level two, placing their second emitter. As before, when they place the last emitter, an opaque shield shimmers to life blocking the ramp and elevator. 
 
    “Bravo One, Bravo Two, proceed to level one. Bravo Three to Twelve, RTS.” 
 
    Ten of the warriors disappear when the Return To Ship order is issued. The other two proceed down the ramp and head straight to the elevator, where two more shield emitters appear. They place the emitters at the entrance to the elevator lobby, then step back. The opaque shield shimmers to life, cutting off the last entrance point to the three lower levels. 
 
    “We are ready to deploy the subspace dampening device,” Reynolds announces. 
 
    “Excellent work, Master Chief,” I say, then turn to Thelma. “How is the Voice reacting?” 
 
    “All the guards on levels four and five are down.” 
 
    “Transport the subspace dampening device to level one.” 
 
    A moment later, it appears near level one’s ramp. Bravo One and Bravo Two apply security straps, then step away. 
 
    “Requesting RTS approval,” Bravo One says. 
 
    “RTS,” Reynolds orders. 
 
    In the level one display screen, the two warrior AIs disappear. 
 
    “Thelma, engage the subspace dampening field.” 
 
    “Engaged.” 
 
    Although I feel no change and nothing visibly changes in any of our view screens, I know that everything on the ground has changed. Thousands, maybe tens of thousands, of Dominion assets on the surface have just lost their connection to the hive mind. Whatever governed their actions a moment ago no longer does. Over the next several days, a new fragmented order will emerge. But until then, the Avolite are up against a disorganized force. I hope they have the sense to take advantage of it. 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS 
 
    Shortly after I enter, Thelma appears. “I’ve missed you, Kai.” Her words are accompanied by a lingering hug. “What happened on To’Kana’s ship today? You looked upset when you got back.” 
 
    “Alex has started to deteriorate.” 
 
    “Don’t worry Kai, I have a plan. We’ll get it done in time.” 
 
    “To’Kana was surprised when I told him I’d brought you along on the mission. When he asked why, I told him I thought you could help with Alex.” 
 
    “Probably shouldn’t have told him that,” she says. “You realize he still thinks of me as a machine—the ghost-like image that tended to his lab. He met me for the first time, the month before the fall. He doesn’t know I was medically trained, more so than his auto-doc, or that I have consumed every human medical text and journal.” 
 
    “So, you really have a plan?” 
 
    Thelma nods. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    She shushes me, putting a finger to my lips. 
 
    “Tomorrow, you need to go down to the surface with Dr. To’Koa. Push her to get started. Go down with her to move her along. Then, when she’s making progress, ask about her device that will allow you to contact the Avolites.” 
 
    “That’s your plan?” 
 
    “The first baby step, yes. Remember the solution is down there.” 
 
    As I start to protest, she kisses me, then leads me to the bed. A minute later she is snuggled up with me, the way Alex used to. 
 
    “Sleep now, my love,” she says, as she strokes my face. 
 
    Then sleep comes over me. 
 
      
 
    [08.29.2035] SUB-BASEMENT TWENTY 
 
    Once we verified the Voice had been silenced last night, Master Chief Reynolds and Teams Bravo, Charlie, and Delta transported down to Level One. Then, once they had declared it clear, heaters and tons of tech were transported in.  
 
    After lots of discussion, To’Kana decreed. “Study will commence when all the requisite equipment is on site and the temperature reaches ten degrees Celsius.”  
 
    Eighteen hours later, the conditions were met. 
 
    When Level One’s cold dank air signals our arrival, I open my eyes.  
 
    “We should have waited longer,” Dr. To’Koa complains. “It’s still too cold down here.” 
 
    “We don’t have time,” I snap back. “We’ve already wasted nearly a day. The heaters are doing their job. It’s time for you to do yours.” 
 
    The frozen glance I get suggests I am no longer on the good doctor’s nice list. But the sudden thud coming from the protected chamber refocuses our attention on our subject, not the environment. 
 
    “Even with this much dampening, it still feels our presence,” she whispers. “What incredible creatures these are.” 
 
    The awe in To’Koa’s voice takes me off guard. 
 
    “There is a saying that comes from our spiritual traditions,” she says aloud. “Heeding the wisdom of the ancients helps, if you make the study of creatures like these your life’s work.” 
 
    “The saying?” I ask. 
 
    “Love your enemy,” she replies. “You don’t have to love what they do, only what they are. Because they were made from the same dust you and I were.” 
 
    It blows me away that To’Kana went to so much trouble to hide Iknosan culture from us, yet the first words I hear about their traditions, are words I heard in church as a child. 
 
    “Sound advice, but what do we need to do next?” 
 
    She points to one of the boxes, then one of the bots we transported down earlier rolls toward it.  
 
    “Narrow-beam subspace channel,” she says. “It opens a pinhole through which we can communicate. Communication both ways is remarkably clear, but all directionality is lost.” 
 
    “But we know where it is,” I come back. 
 
    To’Koa looks at me as if I’m a fool. “True, we know it’s in the box. But where are we?” 
 
    I look at her confused. 
 
    She shakes her head. “It will assume we are close, but it will have no idea where we are. And once a connection is established, we could carry on from the ship without it knowing we had moved.” 
 
    “Why does it make a difference the first time, but not after?” I ask. 
 
    “The mind of a scientist,” she whispers, then in full voice, “Unknown. That is why we continue to study.” 
 
    Realizing I am grounded in reality, and therefore less adept at intellectual debate, I cut to the operational core. “Then what next?” 
 
    “We talk to it. We show it an image. It will come back with a thousand. We show it another, and it will respond the same way. Then ten, twenty, thirty cycles later, it figures out where you are and strikes. But if we are not there, well…” She shrugs. “It’s ours.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand. How will it strike?” 
 
    “A psychic assault. What it won’t understand is that the pin hole defeats the directionality of its transmission and its subspace signal is captured by our detector and doesn’t leak out to us. Everything we see is reduced to 2D-images.” 
 
    “And what do you mean when you say it’s ours?” 
 
    “We can answer back with much more power than it has. So, when it fires its shot and we come back even louder, it assumes we are its new master.” 
 
    “And how are we going to leverage that?” 
 
    She laughs. “Isn’t it obvious? We ask it to plot our course home.” 
 
    I help Dr. To’Koa with her preparations. Four hours later, the equipment is set up, additional layers of isolation are added to prevent any of the subspace activity from exiting the room, and the first image is prepared for transmission. 
 
    “What are we sending it?” 
 
    “An image of Avolene as it appeared the day of their approach. It’s like asking it why it is here.” 
 
    We transmit the image, and the reaction is immediate. The beast stomping inside its container as image after image flows back out through the subspace pin hole. 
 
    “This will go on for hours. We won’t send our next image until it stops. The images are being streamed to our entire research team and their AIs. Our response will be guided by what it sends us.” 
 
    To’Koa goes on for a while, all well enough thought out that I think she has a chance. But I eventually steer the conversation toward the topic I came down here to discuss. 
 
    “You said you have a device I might be able to use to contact the locals. Could you tell me about it?” 
 
    My question draws a big smile. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    My discussion with Dr. To’Koa was an eye opener. The Iknosan have monitored the Avolites for about six months now—some of that time before the Dominion arrival, the rest since I cleared the system. Their understanding of the language has steadily increased. By To’Koa’s estimate, they have captured twenty percent at this point. It’s hard to imagine what that really means, despite all the qualifications and stipulations To’Koa was so precise about. 
 
    If I connect to the language base they’ve compiled, my implants will translate, if they can. But really, one word in five? 
 
    Her new device is a headband with a microphone, sound generator, and a tiny subspace transmitter that allows images to be projected telepathically. Her argument is that one word in five supplemented with images would improve communication. I’m less than convinced it will enable enough communication to be useful. But it’s what I have, so it is what I will use. 
 
    But before I worry too much about the translation device, I need a better understanding of what’s happening on the ground. Thelma has joined me for the investigation. 
 
    “The planet is unlike any other in the IDA,” she says. “Eighty-nine percent water, eleven percent land, most of which is in the frozen north. There are eight island groups and a floating city made up of hundreds of platforms.” 
 
    “How many people live on this planet?” 
 
    “Few,” Thelma replies. “A couple of million.” 
 
    “It’s amazing that a civilization with so few people has traveled to their moons,” I muse. “How are the Dominion forces spread?” 
 
    “Dominion warriors have infested the major islands and the floating city. The frozen north and minor islands, less so.” 
 
    We sit looking at the sensor readings, then I notice a small light blinking. “What’s that?” I ask, pointing at the blinking light. 
 
    “A low power subspace transmitter, obviously of Dominion origin.” 
 
    “Obviously?” 
 
    Thelma puts the contents up on the screen and image after image flashes by. 
 
    “It’s in the floating city,” she says, then opens a window zoomed in on the transmitter. 
 
    “It’s swarming with spiders,” I whisper in shock. “How could anyone survive?” 
 
    Thelma points. “Catwalks connect the platforms. Several platforms are isolated, their catwalks down. Those are the only ones on which we see people.” 
 
    “We need to go rescue these people,” I say. “Three warrior AI teams could clear the platform. Maybe I could take down the transmitter. It seems to be in the same area where the people are.” 
 
    Thelma shakes her head. “We don’t know what’s on that platform. Suppose the subspace transmitter is in the same place as their regular communications equipment. How would you find it? We need to connect with the people there.” 
 
    “We need to go in shooting, so the locals know we are on their side.” 
 
    Thelma shakes her head and laughs. “Men and their guns.” She’s quiet for a second, then says, “I call this strategy IST: isolate, slaughter, talk.” 
 
    “Like the name.” 
 
    As Thelma spins out her plan, I’m taken by its simplicity. 
 
      
 
    WAR ROOM, BRIDGE 
 
    We gathered the same crew as yesterday for this mission. On the screen directly in front of me, there is a blowup image of our target platform. To its left, at one quarter the scale, are the four human occupied platforms separated by the downed catwalks. On the right, also at quarter scale, are four arachnoid infested platforms with their catwalks in place. 
 
    “Are the warrior AIs ready for deployment, Master Chief?” 
 
    “Warrior AIs ready.” 
 
    “Deploy.” 
 
    On the center screen, Team Bravo appears, two members at each end of the three catwalks connecting the target platform from the three adjacent ones. Each team member places a shield emitter on the platform, then steps back. A second later, six transparent shield panels flash into existence and the team members at the far side of each catwalk disappear. The two remaining team members spin around, pointing their weapons at the arachnoids stranded on the catwalks, then open fire. 
 
    As the last spider falls, the entirety of teams Bravo and Charlie transport to select locations on the side of the platform facing the humanoid one. Each places another shield emitter, then steps back. An instant later, a shield flashes into existence that will prevent any stray fire from hitting the humanoid platform. 
 
    Master Chief Reynolds announces, “Isolation is complete. Fire at will.” Then, he notes the mission time. “Twenty-one seconds.” 
 
    Movement on the humanoid platform where the catwalk previously connected catches my eye. Four additional warrior AIs kneel to place more shield emitters. A moment later, they disappear, and a rectangular shield flashes into existence.  
 
    I turn to Thelma. “Was that in the plan?” 
 
    “Late add,” she replies, then points at the main screen. “You’re missing the action.” 
 
    Snapping my eyes back to the action, I see the fiery bursts from the Iknosan energy weapons crisscrossing the platform, the speed and precision of each shot unlike anything I’ve ever seen from a human, every shot ripping into the head of its target. 
 
    Within a minute, all the arachnoids in the open are dead. The sheer violence of this attack was stunning. 
 
    “Clear the buildings,” Master Chief Reynolds orders. 
 
    As activity on the visible portion of the deck clears, I get my next surprise—there’s no collateral damage. “There were no missed shots,” I whisper in shock. 
 
    “In training, I’ve never seen a Warrior AI miss a shot,” the master chief replies. 
 
    Thelma taps me on the shoulder. “Kai, we need to go.” 
 
      
 
    AVOLITE PLATFORM 
 
    I open my eyes at the sound of Iknosan weapons fire and take in the crowd of people in front of me, backing away, apparently afraid of us. 
 
    Thelma opens her arms in welcome. Then says in a loud voice, “Tuzze mu mirembe.” 
 
    “What did you just say?” I whisper. 
 
    “We come in peace.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I ask. 
 
    “That’s what they used to say in all your old science fiction movies,” Thelma teases. 
 
    “You know their language?” 
 
    “Most of it, I think.” 
 
    As I’m about to ask how, I’m disrupted by shouting and a commotion making its way through the crowd. 
 
    “Tambula ku ludda! Ggyawo ekkubo!” 
 
    “Move aside, clear a path,” Thelma whispers. 
 
    Moments later, an enormous round woman emerges from the crowd. She stands a full head above the crowd of mostly men, four, maybe five inches taller than me. Her head is covered in scars, barely hidden by the short stubbled hair sprouting unevenly from them. What hell has this woman gone through? 
 
    Then I notice her eyes, which lock on to mine. There is a fierceness to them that tells me she would be a formidable opponent who would do anything to protect her people. She takes another step or two closer, then puts out her arms as if to hold back the crowd. “Buli omu azzeeyo!” 
 
    “Everyone back,” Thelma whispers. 
 
    We stand there, eyes locked on each other’s for several seconds, then another woman steps up next to her—almost as tall as me, sleek, with grayish olivine skin that reminds me of… “Alex?” 
 
    She looks at me, then steps closer. “Banni Alex?” 
 
    “Who is Alex?” Thelma whispers. 
 
    I instinctively raise a longing hand toward her. She takes a step closer, reaching a hand toward mine. 
 
    “Kai, what are you doing?” Thelma asks. 
 
    Almost simultaneously, the enormous woman turns toward the woman who reminds me so much of Alex, presumably asking the same question. 
 
    “She came to me in a dream that was so lifelike…” 
 
    I turn back to her and see the two women stepping slowly our way. 
 
    “Kai,” Thelma whispers. “Let me push my Avolite language pack to you.” 
 
    “Why am I just hearing about this now?” 
 
    “I tried to give it to To’Kana and To’Koa, but they wouldn’t even listen to it. Enable the remote access, Kai, or you are going to be a bystander to this conversation.” 
 
    I acknowledge the request and a moment later, bam, the wave of dizziness that accompanies an emergency download passes over me. 
 
    “Who are you? And why are you here?” the enormous woman asks. 
 
    “I am Kyle Wimberly. This is my colleague, Thelma. We come from other worlds battling the same enemy. We have come to help you.” 
 
    “Why?” the woman asks. 
 
    But before I answer, her counterpart says, “I am Nyvene, a sibyl of the Emerald Spine. This is Envoy Kristine Tetra of the Dolren Crux—our city here in the ocean. I saw you in a vision sent by the mist. You were calling out for Alex.” 
 
    “I saw you in a dream and mistook you for someone else, whom I’d recently lost.” 
 
    “Are you of the Mist or of the Voice?” 
 
    “I am the one that just silenced the Voice. It tormented me, took Alex from me. But it is now under our control and will never haunt another humanoid again.” 
 
    I motion toward the adjacent platform. “My troops are clearing this platform of the arachnoid invaders.” 
 
    Envoy Tetra motions toward the shield. “What is the shimmering light that separates us?” 
 
    I put my hand out, fingers flexed, touching the shield. “It is a transparent wall. We call it a shield because it’s impenetrable.” 
 
    “Is it safe to touch?” Nyvene asks. 
 
    “Yes, but do so carefully. It’s harder than steel. You could hurt yourself.” 
 
    She bends her fingers and puts them up against mine. As they touch the shield, an inexplicable pulse of energy surges through me. Was that real? 
 
    She shudders and pulls her hand away. “It’s warm.” 
 
    “Why have you put a shield between us?” Envoy Tetra asks. 
 
    “For our protection. This is the first contact among our people. Many species making contact for the first time do not welcome it.” Thelma answers. 
 
    Tetra points at the platform opposite. “You have put shields up around that platform?” 
 
    “Yes,” I reply. “We did not want any of the spiders to get away and didn’t want any others to join the fray. We also did not want any stray weapons fire to hit your people.” 
 
    “How did you get here? Do you have invisible boats also?” 
 
    The question makes me smile. “We have something called a transporter that can move us from place to place in an instant. We transported down from our ship in orbit.” 
 
    She shakes her head, pulling back a bit as she does. “Not possible,” she says. 
 
    “I know it sounds impossible. But we really do transport from place to place. I’ll take you up to our ship if you would like to go.” 
 
    The Envoy takes a full step back, shaking her head. 
 
    Nyvene turns to her companion. “I’ll go. The Mist confirms he is telling the truth.” 
 
    When she gets no answer. She turns to me. “Transport me up to your ship.” 
 
    I turn to Thelma and put my hand out, then via my implant I ask Thelma to transport a transporter tag onto my hand. I get a disapproving look, but a moment later the tag appears and I ask her to drop the shield. 
 
    When the shield drops, I take a step toward Nyvene and hold my hand out. “Take this and hold it tightly in your hand.” 
 
    “What is it?” she asks. 
 
    “We call it a transporter tag. Once it contacts your skin, the transporter will know you may come aboard.” 
 
    She looks at it, but doesn’t reach out to take it. 
 
    “You don’t need to do this,” Tetra says. 
 
    Nyvene looks at her. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Then she reaches out and takes the tag. 
 
    “Transport me to your ship, Kyle Wimberly.” 
 
    “Victory, two to transport aboard.” 
 
    
BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    I snap my eyes closed as I feel the transporters grip, then snap them back open when I hear Nyvene yelp. 
 
    She grabs my arm to stabilize herself. 
 
    “Are you OK?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s real,” she whispers in awe. Then her eyes lock onto the main view screen which shows a live image of Avolene below. “It’s so beautiful.” 
 
    “I see you brought back a guest, sir,” Lieutenant Khan says from the command chair. 
 
    “I did. Can you put up an image of the platform we were on?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    A moment later, the aerial image of Thelma talking with Envoy Tetra appears in a new window that opens next to the one showing the planet. 
 
    “You can see everything from up here.” 
 
    She steps toward the main view screen, then points at the edge of the platform where our troops are still cleaning up Dominion operatives. “Can you show me that platform?” 
 
    I translate the request to Lieutenant Kahn and the image shifts. 
 
    “Your weapons must be incredibly powerful. We have nothing that rips them apart like that. And most of our shots miss.” She looks at me, eyes wide. “How many of your people did they kill?” 
 
    “None. My people have personal shields as strong as the one that separated us.” 
 
    She looks away for a second, then looks back at me. “What are you going to do to us once you’ve rid our planet of the spiders?” 
 
    “Nothing. But before you interrogate me about that, can I show you something else?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    I ask Lt. Khan to show the feeds from subbasement twenty. 
 
    As soon as the image appears, I hear Nyvene suck in breath. 
 
    “You really have captured the Voice.” 
 
    “We have, but how do you know?” 
 
    Her eyes flair. “I know.” 
 
    “You’ve seen the protected chamber before?” I ask. 
 
    “Why are you saving us?” she asks, ignoring my question. 
 
    “Your planet contains resources that are extremely rare. We cannot allow them to fall into the Dominion’s hands.” 
 
    “Dominion?” 
 
    “The spiders. They are at war with all humanoids like us.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she says, “But that’s not the only reason.” 
 
    Truth be told, there’s only one reason I’m here. I need to find whatever it is this planet allegedly holds that will bring Alex back to me. But how can I say that? 
 
    “So, you will take our resources instead?” 
 
    “No!” I complain. “We may trade for them, but we are not here to steal your resources.” 
 
    “That’s what we’ve been saying to the people of the Expanse,” she whispers, then looks at me. “I’ve seen enough. We need to return.” 
 
    “One second,” I say pointing to my office. “I have something I want to give to you.” 
 
    I dash off. She follows. But I am in and back by the time she catches up. 
 
    “Ready?” I ask. 
 
    Nyvene nods. 
 
    “A tip before we go. Close your eyes. It prevents the dizziness when you get there. Should have mentioned that before. Sorry.” I close my eyes. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
      
 
    AVOLITE PLATFORM 
 
    I open my eyes and see two more large women standing beside Envoy Tetra, guards by the look of them. Thelma, who is more than a foot shorter than the smallest of the three, happily chats away, unintimidated by their company. 
 
    Nyvene and I arrived about ten feet from where we transported up. We simultaneously step toward the others. Tetra sees us and calls out, “Are you OK?” 
 
    Nyvene nods. 
 
    “I need more than that, Nyvene,” Tetra chides. 
 
    “Transport is a bit unsettling the first time. But it’s painless and instant, as claimed. But…” Nyvene’s voice trails away. 
 
    “But what!” Tetra demands. 
 
    “As compared to us… As compared to the spiders… They,” she points at me. “Are infinitely powerful. I want to trust, but can we?” 
 
    “The enemy of my enemy,” Tetra says, then turns to me. “What do you need us to do, Kyle Wimberly?” 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS 
 
    By the time I get back, I’m exhausted and emotionally drained. Being with Nyvene was too much like being with Alex—every minute as enticing as it was incriminating. 
 
    As I sit in gloom, Thelma appears. “Give me a minute,” she says, heading toward the closet. A minute later, she reappears, clad in concealing nightwear. “I hate operating the portable projector.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    She comes and sits next to me. “It brings on too much aggression. They need our help, not our dominance.” 
 
    “I got that feeling with Nyvene while we were on the bridge.” 
 
    “Wasn’t expecting that move,” Thelma replies. “But it worked. Envoy Tetra clearly wants our help. I promised to start clearing the platforms tomorrow as long as they did not oppose us.” 
 
    “You did what!” 
 
    “Kai, wake up,” she says with exasperation. “Everything you need is right in front of you. Seize it. I have it all figured out.” 
 
    I look at Thelma, confused. Everything she says rings true, every emotional beat landing naturally. But To’Kana believes nothing she says. 
 
    She reaches out a hand, taking mine. “Come Kai, you need rest.” She pulls the sheets back and settles herself in. “Just stay the course a little longer and we’ll set everything right.” 
 
    Minutes later, she strokes my cheek, and I surrender to the sleep coming over me. 
 
      
 
    WAR ROOM, PLATFORM FOURTEEN 
 
    Thelma and I transported down first thing this morning and invited Envoy Tetra and Nyvene up to the war room on the ship to help us prioritize the platforms for cleansing. The answer came back no. They couldn’t be away from the Crux for that long. Could we do the same thing from down there? 
 
    It cost us most of the morning, but we now have a replica of the Victory’s war room set up in a warehouse on Platform Fourteen. This one doesn’t have control, but it shows the same images as we show on the ship, and Thelma and I can remotely manipulate the controls from here. 
 
    Our objective for today is to clear a cluster of five platforms—numbered twenty-two to twenty-six—on which the spiders are building a structure of unknown purpose. The attacks will be nearly simultaneous, using the same isolate, then slaughter approach that we used yesterday. 
 
    “Master Chief,” I order. “Begin the isolation of Platform Twenty-Two.” 
 
    “Team Bravo, deploying,” he replies. 
 
    In our copy of the main viewscreen, sixteen Warrior AIs appear, four per catwalk on the four catwalks that connect to Platform Twenty-Two. 
 
    “Amazing,” the Envoy whispers as the soldiers simply appear on the catwalks and a moment later, eight shields flash into existence. 
 
    “Your weapons are so powerful,” Nyvene whispers, as the warrior AIs on the catwalks cut down the spiders. 
 
    “Why do the spurs the spiders throw just bounce off your soldiers?” Tetra asks. 
 
    “They have form fitting shields as powerful as the ones we’re erecting at the catwalk entrances,” I reply. 
 
    She laughs. “This is a slaughter. The spiders don’t have a chance.” 
 
    More shields pop up around the perimeter of the platform, protecting neighboring platforms from the violence that is about to play out on Twenty-two. 
 
    Teams Charlie and Delta join Bravo, then the cleansing begins. 
 
    Within a minute, the open areas on Twenty-two are clear and the process begins on Platform Twenty-Three, with Team Echo securing the catwalks. 
 
    “It’s like clockwork,” Nyvene says. “Your forces are invincible.” 
 
    “Not quite,” I reply. “But against minimally organized Dominion forces with no advanced equipment, it should be a total slaughter.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what they are building?” 
 
    “No. Let me see if any of our allies do.” 
 
    “Kai, let me,” Thelma says. 
 
    While Thelma works and battle rages on the platforms, Nyvene and I chat, filling the time. 
 
    Tetra stands. “Very impressive work, Kyle Wimberly. Your people, weapons, and technology are remarkable. I have other matters that require my attention. Sibyl Nyvene speaks for me until I return.” 
 
    I notice Tetra’s smile, and the frown Nyvene returns, but can attach no meaning to the strange exchange. 
 
    “Anything the matter?” I ask when Tetra is gone. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Sometimes she likes to tease me.” 
 
    “Tease?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing. Inside joke. Most people think of me as a pacifist, yet I have been a vocal proponent of clearing the spiders as aggressively as possible.” 
 
    I hear the words and see the smile, but don’t believe either. Then again, what basis do I have to judge? 
 
    A pleasant hour passes, then Thelma says, “The Dominion were building a communications device. They have not put it into operation yet. To’Kana says they were close.” Then, turning to Nyvene, she says, “We should destroy it.” 
 
    “Why? It’s not operational.” 
 
    “We don’t know that for sure. The Dominion could use it to give another Voice the opportunity to take over the forces here remotely.” 
 
    “Then destroy it,” Nyvene says. 
 
    When Thelma looks at me, I know something else is wrong. “We should head back up to the ship before too much longer. The teams need several more hours to finish clearing the buildings. Our presence adds no value to that process.” 
 
    Although I doubt anything Thelma has said is false, I’m equally certain the reason Thelma wants to evacuate has nothing to do with the teams clearing the buildings. 
 
    “Are you OK with that?” I ask Nyvene. 
 
    “Go,” she says. “More platforms tomorrow?” 
 
    “More platforms tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    LEGACY SHIP #5 
 
    When the sounds of the ocean disappear, I open my eyes expecting to be on the Victory’s bridge. Instead, I find myself in the auto-doc viewing area next to To’Kana. Without a word being exchanged, I know Alex is in trouble. 
 
    “Kyle,” To’Kana starts. “Stasis is losing its grip on Alex. She has deteriorated more in the last couple days than in the months since the incident. We still have options, still have hope. But she may be close to the end. I wanted to let you know, in case there are traditions, your people perform when someone is near death.” 
 
    I shake my head no, then message Sam asking him to transport me to my quarters. 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS 
 
    For some time now, I’ve been acting like Alex was gone. Would I really have connected with Natalie again if I thought I’d ever have to tell Alex about it? Same with Thelma. Alex said she didn’t want Thelma in our bedroom, yet somehow I let Thelma convince me that Alex wanted me to be with her in the study. 
 
    I flop down on my bed, willing my heart to stop beating, my lungs not to fill with air. Then I feel Thelma’s calming touch, “Sleep Kai. Sleep. This is not what it appears to be.” 
 
    Her words make no sense, but I yield myself over to sleep’s pull, hoping never to wake. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 14: NYVENE 
 
      
 
    [09.05.2035] PLATFORM 14, DOLREN CRUX 
 
    I open my eyes when the sound of the ocean touches my ears. 
 
    I’ve been in mourning for seven days now and am finally ready to resume duty. I don’t really want to, but Thelma tells me the Dominion have been cleared from nearly half the platforms, and Envoy Tetra wants us to use the remaining ones as a training ground for her forces. Part of me thinks it is crazy to allow real flesh-and-blood troops to fight the Dominion if warrior AIs are an option. But as a former soldier, I know it is imperative for soldiers to train, and I am the only one qualified to run this training. 
 
    Thelma also told me that Alex’s body was now in a preservation chamber aboard the Victory for an eventual return to Earth. Though I can't believe I will ever feel whole again, the light touch of the ocean’s salt spray and its taste, as I take a deep breath, makes me feel alive. 
 
    “Thelma told us about your loss.” 
 
    Nyvene’s voice draws my eyes away from the ocean as I focus on her. 
 
    “Our scriptures offer these words of encouragement for the bereaved.” 
 
      
 
     Those who honor the spirit of the Mist, shall live forever in its embrace. Death will not hold them, and their sleep will be but a passing memory. 
 
      
 
    Nyvene’s words remind me of ones my mother used to say, which brings a smile. “Thank you for that kindness.” 
 
    “Come,” she beckons. “Envoy Tetra and Balin Galick await.” 
 
    I come up alongside her, following her lead. 
 
    “What was your friend’s name?” Nyvene asks. 
 
    “Alex.” 
 
    She stops and looks at me. “Alex? That’s what you said to me in my vision.” 
 
    “You look like Alex,” I confess. “She was slightly taller, a little more muscular, but carried herself with the same determination and self-possession that you do. From a distance or in the fog, it would be easy to confuse the two of you.” 
 
    “How long were you together?” 
 
    “We were friends, colleagues for over ten years, love interests for the last two.” 
 
    “It’s sad you had so little time with her,” Nyvene says. 
 
    “How about you? Have you suffered a loss like that?” 
 
    “My mother,” she answers. “She raised me in the temple, but could not reveal that she was my mother until a few months ago, when she introduced me to my father and my brother. Both she and father were assassinated a few weeks ago by someone possessed by the Voice.” 
 
    “A different Voice caused a colleague of ours to kill Alex. We thought we could save her, but…” I shrug. 
 
    Nyvene touches my arm sympathetically. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Our eyes lock and I feel her compassion. 
 
    Shaking off the moment, I change topics. “I’m glad Envoy Tetra requested today’s meeting. My troops can help clear places like the Crux, but we don’t have the forces required to clear your entire planet.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she replies. “We have many good women that will stand up and fight, given the weapons to do so.” 
 
    “Women?” I ask. 
 
    “You, like my father, are one of the few men I’ve met that will stand up and fight. On Avolene, if you need something done that requires strength, courage, and determination, it will be a woman every time.” 
 
    “It’s different for us. Among soldiers, human men outnumber women. The tide has shifted, but I doubt the day will come when human women become our dominant war fighters.” 
 
    “What a strange world you must live on.” 
 
    I laugh as Nyvene opens the door to the war room for me. “Strange indeed.” 
 
      
 
    WAR ROOM, PLATFORM 14 
 
    As we enter, I see Envoy Tetra talking with a man, who I assume must be Balin Galick, the only male in the room. Four other impressively large, muscular women mill about. Our entrance draws Tetra’s attention. 
 
    “Welcome back Kyle Wimberly. We’ve missed having your leadership. Thelma led your troops well, but did not include us in any of it, which is not acceptable.” 
 
    It’s curious how much different Tetra’s version of this story is from Thelma’s. 
 
    “It’s good to be back,” I say, not really believing the words, but doing my best to put a good face on things. 
 
    She motions to the seat opposite her, then starts in before I even sit. “First, thank you for the assistance you have given us. We lost many of our people defending the handful of platforms that we have. In just seven days, your warrior AIs have cleared twenty-one more, bringing nearly a quarter of the platforms back under our control.” 
 
    It seems training is not the only thing Thelma reported a bit optimistically. 
 
    Tetra continues. “As much as I would love to sit back and watch your warriors clear the rest of the platforms, and all of Avolene, for that matter, it is not practical. The spiders reproduce too fast to get all of them, and I doubt you want to stay here forever.” 
 
    I hate making the confession, but… “True. I am needed elsewhere.” 
 
    She looks down for a second, then looks up and locks eyes with me. “I want shields, weapons, and training. What do you want in return?” 
 
    I hold her eyes for a second, then look away. This woman is as different from President Powell as any I’ve met. Where Powell quotes political talking points, Tetra speaks her mind. Where Powell dithers, Tetra goes straight to the point. And while Powell takes pride in her looks, Tetra seems to take pride in her intimidating physical presence. 
 
    Reengaging, I ask, “How effective are your existing weapons against the Dominion?” 
 
    Tetra sighs, clearly frustrated. “Not very. We rarely hit the big ones. They seem to dodge away from every shot. And when we do, it can take a dozen hits to put them down.” 
 
    I place a holoprojection cube on the table. “I have two types of energy weapons I can offer you.” 
 
    Images of our handheld and rifle-style blasters pop up in the holoprojection, causing my hosts to startle in their seats. 
 
    “Impressive imaging,” Tetra points at the holoprojection cube. “Wouldn’t mind a couple of those, either.”  
 
    Ignoring her comment, I continue. “Shields and training aren’t a problem. I also have a surveillance device I can offer you.” 
 
    I put up an image of a space hawk, which draws even more attention. Several comments are exchanged as they marvel at the display and the weapons, but Tetra only lets it run for a second. 
 
    “What do you want in exchange?” 
 
    “In principle, nothing,” I reply. “My objective is to rid the universe of arachnoids. That said, the materials required to make these devices are rare. I have a limited supply…” 
 
    “Go on,” she says. 
 
    “But I can mine what I need from your moons.” 
 
    “Clarify,” Tetra demands. “How much do you plan to mine?” 
 
    “As much as I need to make these weapons.” I say, but both of us know that’s not true. “Plus, enough more to cover our material losses. I’d be happy to deliver the excess refined material to you.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “You must want more than that.” 
 
    “I want to kill spiders.” 
 
    “When can we start?” she asks. 
 
      
 
    [09.06.2035] COURTYARD, PLATFORM 14 
 
    I stand at a table that has two handheld energy weapons, a pair of shield emitters, and several control cubes. Ten people stand at tables opposite me. Balin sits in a chair in the shade watching and presumably taking notes. 
 
    I start by asking a question. “What is the most important thing you need on the battlefield?” 
 
    Several answers come back, then I get the one I’m looking for. 
 
    “Right. Information. You need to know where your enemy is, how they are moving, and what they are planning to do.” 
 
    I get some head nodding in return, some shrugs. But that’s OK because this is about to get very real. 
 
    “Space Hawk One. Activate.” 
 
    A holoprojection coming from the cube directly in front of me lights up. It shows an aerial view of the Crux. 
 
    “Zoom in on Platform Fourteen.” 
 
    The image zooms and an instant later, there we are. 
 
    “Space Hawk One. Zoom in on Platform 99.” 
 
    An instant later, we see spiders scurrying around, working on the tower, repairing some damage, and some small ones cleaning up. 
 
    “Space Hawk One. Descend to the center of the courtyard on Platform Fourteen.” 
 
    In the holoprojection, the image morphs to that of the space hawk’s forward camera, and we see it dive toward the ocean at a dizzying rate. It levels out at a slightly higher altitude than the building behind me, shoots over it, then dives again coming to rest in the center of the courtyard at about shoulder height. Its sudden appearance and shocking speed causes most of my students to duck. 
 
    A second later, they are upright, shouting, clapping, and, by all outward appearances, blown away by this tool they are about to learn to use. 
 
    “Today, I am going to teach you how to fly a space hawk.” I pick up one of the control cubes. “The key to it is this little cube.” 
 
    … 
 
    Shortly after I declare the session finished, Nyvene comes up to me. “Very impressive.” 
 
    She offers me her hand to shake. I take it, surprised by how cold it is. As she grips my hand, a shiver runs through me. “Your hand is icy.” 
 
    “Yours is hot.” 
 
    The way she says it makes me laugh. 
 
    I get a smile in return. “Thank you for today. I now understand your opening question. I also understand why our weapons are so ineffective. We’ve all noticed the spiders’ uncanny ability to dodge away just in time. I would never have guessed it was telepathy, or that there were mechanisms to block it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you could take part.” 
 
    Nyvene glances at her timepiece. “Would you consider having a late lunch with me?” 
 
      
 
    CAFÉ, PLATFORM 14  
 
    Nyvene and I chatted as we walked over to the café at the far corner of the platform. At this late afternoon hour, it is mostly empty, and we snag a table looking out over the ocean. A sunset dinner here could be romantic. If Alex was still alive, I’d make it happen. 
 
    “You’re thinking about Alex, aren’t you?” 
 
    The words snap me back to the moment. 
 
    “I could see it in your eyes,” she says. “I saw that in a different vision.” 
 
    “Do you have visions often?” 
 
    “Not too many here. Daily back at the temple. I am, or at least was, a Sibyl of the Mist. I grew up in the temple on the Emerald Spine.” 
 
    “What is a sibyl, and where is the Emerald Spine?” 
 
    She smiles. “Let me start with the easy one. The Emerald Spine is an island. It is called a spine because the island is long and thin with a tall main ridgeline with smaller ridges coming off of it. Most spines are enshrouded in mist. A tiny fraction of Avolene’s women experience visions when the mist comes over them. I am one of those women. Those of us that dedicate our lives to the mist and live in the temple are called sibyls. When the spider visions started, I had to leave the temple.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Politics.” 
 
    I try to get more out of her, but she refuses to say more. So, I make a joke instead. “Have many of your visions featured me?” 
 
    A look that I don’t understand comes over her. “I cannot speak of them, but yes. Since the first vision with the spiders, you have come to me several times,” she whispers. 
 
    A waiter comes, interrupting the moment. He points to a specials board and asks if we would like to order a drink, then looks at me. 
 
    I look at Nyvene. “Would you order for me? I can’t read your language and am unfamiliar with your food.” 
 
    She nods, smiling, then orders a seafood platter to share and two coconut-based beverages. 
 
    When he leaves, she asks, “I have a favor to ask of you. May I?” 
 
    “Ask,” I reply. 
 
    “One of our people… Her name is Moira… She was severely injured beyond anything our doctors can do to help her. She is a close friend of the envoy,” Nyvene says, then hesitates. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I reply. 
 
    “Do you have medical technology that could help her?” 
 
    “Let me check.” Using my implant, I ask Thelma. A few seconds later, I get the reply I was hoping for. I refocus on Nyvene. “Yes, our systems support Avolite anatomy and biology. All we need to do is transport her up to our ship.” 
 
    “Will you?” 
 
    “Of course, I will. Do you want to go now?” 
 
    The waiter comes and places two glasses filled with cloudy white liquid on our table. “Two coconut with shrimp juice.” 
 
    Nyvene says thank you, then takes a sip. 
 
    I watch, wondering what I’ve just signed up for. 
 
    “Try it,” she says. “Sweet and salty, fantastic.” 
 
    She takes another sip, eyeing me as I watch her. 
 
    Knowing I need to take a sip to be a polite guest, I lift my drink and take a tiny sip. It is startlingly sweet, but not sugary. It’s also slightly salty, with an umami mouthfeel. “Oh, this is good,” I say before taking a bigger sip. 
 
    She laughs at me, then gets serious. “Why are you so generous to us?” 
 
    “I devoted myself to a life of service a long time ago. It has taken different forms over the years. But my focus now is to stop the Dominion and help others whom they have attacked.” 
 
    “But why?” she asks. 
 
    “Someone has to do it. And, so far, I’ve been the only one able. Besides, your people are so much like mine, I can’t look the other way.” 
 
    The waiter comes bringing our platter. Most of what’s on it resembles something I have eaten on Earth before—shrimp, oysters, scallops, seaweed. 
 
    “You first,” Nyvene says, a laugh escaping. 
 
    It’s way too soon for this. It can’t be real. Nonetheless, I feel the pull this woman has on me. And I’m terrified. Alex was my life. Am I possibly this weak? My eyes lock with hers. Apparently so. 
 
      
 
    MEDICAL FACILITY, PLATFORM 14 
 
    When our late lunch was done, Nyvene and I went over to the facility where Moira was being cared for. Two people are sitting with her, Tetra and a giant man I’ve seen with the envoy before. 
 
    Although I feel as though I’m intruding, they beckon us to come in, then Tetra’s eyes go immediately to Nyvene. 
 
    “Kyle says he can help Moira.” 
 
    Tetra looks at me. “Is that true?” 
 
    “My people say they can. But it would have to be on our ship. Is she awake?” 
 
    Tetra shakes her head. “Her heart beats, but she has been unresponsive for weeks now.” 
 
    “Would it be OK if I summoned Thelma? She has more knowledge about our medical systems than I do.” 
 
    I note the sour look I get from Nyvene. But Tetra, who I know does not like Thelma, smiles. “Please.” 
 
    A moment later, Thelma appears next to me. Without a word, she steps over to Moira and passes a scanner over her, taking extra time to study her hands, feet, skull, and chest. 
 
    Then she looks at me as she sends the core diagnosis. I nod, then turn to Tetra. “There is something we need to discuss before we go any further.” 
 
    Tetra takes on a dark look. “Go on.” 
 
    “The senior member of our coalition is the Iknosan Central Council. Their policy about medical care is complicated, but in this case would be dictated by the laws of Avolene. Since the patient cannot give consent, I need to know who can give consent or if we can save her life without consent.” 
 
    “I can give consent. Tell me what you need to do.” 
 
    I point to Thelma. “We can completely restore her, although we cannot restore any memory loss.” 
 
    Tetra is immediately agitated. “She’s missing her left foot and five of her fingers. How do you restore that?” 
 
    “Grow new ones, of course. Kai was seriously injured once. We grew him a new kidney.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Tetra demands. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Show me,” she says. 
 
    I pull my shirt up and show her my side. “It’s there. But there’s nothing to see. No scars.” 
 
    Tetra walks over to me and places her cold hand on my side, then her eyes shift back to Thelma. 
 
    “It will take a day or two to get an estimate of how long this will take. My guess is two to three weeks. We will probably recommend some upgrades. We will need blood donations. But her condition is deteriorating fast, so I recommend that we take her now.” Thelma explains. 
 
    “I want to go with her,” Tetra says. 
 
    Thelma looks at me. 
 
    “Please don’t,” I say. “I’ve seen how Iknosan medical systems work. It’s not something you can forget once you’ve seen it. Don’t do that to yourself. Let us take her and bring her back to you whole.” 
 
    Tetra pops up and starts pacing. Her giant gets up and goes over to her, speaking in a low voice. 
 
    A minute later, she turns to me. “Take her.” 
 
    Thelma places a transporter tag on Moira’s neck. Moments later, the two disappear. 
 
      
 
    LEGACY SHIP #5 
 
    To’Kana has only summoned me to his ship a handful of times. I heeded today’s summons and was escorted to a secure room. Fifteen minutes, maybe more, passed before To’Kana arrived, looking spryer than the day I met him. 
 
    The session starts without the normal greetings, just the evaluative stare. I’ve obviously broken some rule or expectation and it is apparently on me to figure out what it was. The truth of the matter is that I am getting sick of this game, so decide to wait him out. Fifteen minutes in, I start laughing, the ridiculousness of the moment becoming too much to contain. In the Iknosan tradition, I stand, the gesture announcing the meeting is over. 
 
    What I get for my effort is a knobby finger pointed at me. “You will not leave this room until we are finished.” 
 
    “You summoned me. You’ve had me for an extended period. It’s time for me to go,” I say, defying him. 
 
    To’Kana relaxes back in his chair and shrugs. I walk to the door, but it doesn’t open. 
 
    “The doors are locked,” he says. 
 
    I use my implant to contact Thelma, asking to be transported back. 
 
    “Sorry, Kai. A transport dampening field is in place.” 
 
    I look at To’Kana. “Are you going to tell me what I’ve done wrong? Or does the war end in this room?” 
 
    “So many lessons; so little learning. You try my patience at times, Kyle Wimberly.” 
 
    We sit in silence for a while, then I say, “OK. I’ll admit it. I’m attracted to Nyvene, the Avolite sibyl.” 
 
    To’Kana laughs. “The women of Avolene are indeed marvelous, but…” He shrugs. 
 
    “Is it a problem?” I ask. 
 
    “That’s a question for others, I suspect.” 
 
    I look at To’Kana, baffled, then I get it. He doesn’t care about Nyvene. She’s not the issue. But what is? 
 
    I put my hands out, bewildered. 
 
    More minutes pass, then he says, “First Contact rules.” 
 
    In an instant it snaps—I can grant the Avolites limited technology for a specific purpose. But I cannot give them weapons. 
 
    “I’ve given them blasters.” 
 
    To’Kana nods. I’m apparently the D-student that nearly got expelled. 
 
    “Tell me,” he asks. “Why is it a problem to arm the Crux?” 
 
    “Because they are one of the ten members of the confederation. I have no guarantee that they will use those weapons against the Dominion. Throughout history, weapons gifted during first contact are used against domestic enemies, or even their benefactors, not the purpose for which they were granted.” 
 
    To’Kana nods. 
 
    “But I can’t fight this war for them.” 
 
    “No. You cannot.” 
 
    I put my hands out in surrender. 
 
    “Use your mind, child. You just stated the problems. The solution will lie elsewhere.” 
 
    We stare at each other for the longest while, then his words sink in. I just stated the problem. “If I give them blasters, they will use them against each other, and the Dominion will win. But without weapons, they will fall to the Dominion. Therefore, I need to give them weapons that they cannot use against each other, but are deadly against the Dominion.” With the words out, I stand. 
 
    “So finally, the genius asserts himself.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say. 
 
    “Then you are free to go.” 
 
    I message Thelma, and, as I feel the transporter’s grip, I finally understand To’Kana’s frustration with me. I am the one he has designated to be the galaxy’s savior. As part of my grooming, he has told me what to do, modeled all the behaviors I need to honor, but sometimes I cannot apply the lesson to the current need. Well, this message was received. A few blasters in Avolite hands will not be the end of them. Thousands or tens of thousands? I’d be doing the Dominion’s work for them. I need to find appropriate weapons, and it is on me to do that. 
 
      
 
    DECK ONE, ROOM 1C 
 
    This has been a crazy long day and as much as I would like to go to bed, I’ve come down to manufacturing instead. I haven’t been down to see Mark in a while. When I arrive and order the door to open, Mark appears in the hallway. The surprise is total. 
 
    “It was Thelma’s idea,” Mark says. “She’s working on something in there, says it is dangerous to you. She put holoprojectors out here so I could greet you.” 
 
    “What is she working on, and how is it dangerous to me?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He puts his hands out in a completely convincing gesture of human puzzlement. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “How fast can the transporter cycle?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand the question.” 
 
    “Suppose I have ten pieces of dirt in ten different places that I want transported as fast as possible. How long would it take?” 
 
    “Are they all going to the same place? How far does each have to travel?” 
 
    “Assume I’m going to lift it up twenty feet and drop it.” 
 
    Mark looks at me, head cocked. “Why would you want to do that?” 
 
    “Weapon. I want to grab a piece of spider and remove it.” 
 
    Mark shudders, then cocks his head again. “How do you get the coordinates?” 
 
    “I’m thinking something like a rifle with an accurate distance and vector sensor.” 
 
    “You want to use the ship’s transporter? Or a portable one like we use for mineral sampling.” 
 
    “I was thinking the ship’s, but a portable option might be useful.” 
 
    “The ship has a dozen transporters, each of which can fire twice a second. But it needs line-of-sight…” 
 
    Mark goes quiet mid-sentence, a sure sign that he has found something. As the quiet stretches out, I’m worried that something may be wrong. 
 
    Suddenly he’s back. “They did a great deal of work on this, millennia ago. I have patterns for a variety of configurations. The weapons were banned after the first war in which they were used. But a variant of it is still used today for pest control.” 
 
    I laugh at the prospect of a pest control device becoming our weapon of choice against the Dominion. 
 
    “Would you like me to run you some samples?” Mark asks. 
 
      
 
    [09.13.2035] PLATFORM 51 
 
    A week has passed, we have cleared twenty more platforms, and a new daily pattern has emerged. Each morning, I transport down, go to the war room we’ve set up on platform 14, lead the first part of the daily platform clearing operation, then do four hours of training with my class, which has expanded to sixteen people. Afterwards, I debrief with Nyvene, and sometimes have a late lunch with her. Most days, Tetra shows up at some point. She always asks about Moira, and, most days, she asks when her people will start fighting the spiders. 
 
    Today, we are doing something a little different. Her people are going to slaughter a lot of spiders. Earlier, Thelma and company transported down to isolate Platform 52, the one opposite us. Then, instead of clearing the deck and working their way down, they transported down to level seven and started clearing their way up. 
 
    Nyvene nudges me. “I’ve never seen that many big spiders before. I can hear them in my mind. Look at the way they paw at the shield.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Just wait until we extend the catwalk back out,” I say. 
 
    “What? We’re just going to wade into them?” Nyvene asks. “They’ll tear us apart.” 
 
    “I will not put the shields down. But I am going to demonstrate a weapon that you can use when separated by shields. We should probably get started.” 
 
    We walk over to the table set up near the entrance to the catwalk. 
 
    “Squad!” she shouts. “Line up!” 
 
    As they do, I use my implant to ask Mark to transport down our new weapon. A second later, a box holding twenty units appears on the table in front of me. 
 
    I open it and take out a holoprojection cube and place it on the table, then pull out a weapon with the red line running down its metallic barrel. The weapon looks similar to a sniper rifle with stock, trigger, and long barrel, but it obviously isn’t one. There’s no bolt, chamber, magazine, or sights, because this weapon does not fire a projectile. 
 
    I use my implant to connect the rifle to the holoprojection cube, then address my class. “This is a transporter rifle. Over the weeks to come, you will learn to love this weapon. Why? Because it is absolutely deadly against the spiders, and you can use it even though separated by a shield. Every shot hits a target; you cannot miss. It’s light, incredibly easy to use, and requires no ammunition. But best of all? There can be no friendly fire incidents, so you can surround your enemy and pound away at them with no fear of shooting each other.” 
 
    “Impossible,” someone off to the side shouts out. 
 
    I turn and see Tetra strutting towards us with her giant in tow. 
 
    I smile at her. “Watch and learn.” 
 
    I activate my weapon, then lift it up pointing toward the platform opposite. A small holographic image pops up in front of me, showing me what it is currently targeting. An instant later, the holoprojector on the table comes to life. 
 
    “In the holoprojection in front of you, the black dot shows what my weapon is targeting. As you can see, I am aiming too low. The black dot is over the side of the platform.” 
 
    I adjust my aim until the dot hovers over a spider and turns yellow. 
 
    “You can tell when you have a spider in your sights when the dot changes color. When I pull the trigger, the dot will turn red, and the target will get hit.” 
 
    I pull the trigger; the dot flashes red, and the results are spectacular. A one-foot wide ball of pink tissue and black blood appears about ten feet above the spider in question. It screams as it collapses to the deck, its blood and gore landing on top of it. I pick off a few more, then turn back to my team. “Who wants to try it?” 
 
    Every hand goes up.   
 
    As each of the women comes up, I hand them a transport rifle and tell them to choose a spot and take a shot. Nyvene comes up last. 
 
    “Every day, another miracle.” She takes the weapon offered but doesn’t move away. “I saw this in a vision, but I couldn’t understand it. It was encouraging to see the spiders falling, but the gore… It made me feel dirty. I’m glad you were not part of that vision. I would have been afraid of you if I’d associated it with you.” 
 
    Tetra comes up, hand out. “I need to try one of these things.” 
 
    I give her one, which she hands to her giant. Then her hand is back out. 
 
    I pick up one to give to her, but pause. “This is the weapon I propose to offer your army, assuming you raise one. It is much easier to build and much less expensive to produce. In the fight against the spiders, this is a far superior weapon.” 
 
    When she nods, I hold out the weapon for her to take. 
 
    “Then I hope it is as good as you say.” 
 
    When she’s two steps away, she stops and looks back at me. “I’m going to extend the catwalk. It will give us a broader range of fire.” 
 
    I nod as her giant runs off to do her bidding. 
 
    Nyvene takes a position well away from the others, where she has line-of-sight on another platform where several enormous spiders have clustered. 
 
    I walk along the informal line of teammates that have formed. All have scored hits. Some complain of a delay between when they pull the trigger and when the dot turns red. I tell them this is by design. The weapon will only fire when it is satisfied that it will hit a spider, which it might not be at first. As long as they hold the trigger down, the weapon will eventually fire. 
 
    When I get to the end of the line, I see Nyvene fifteen feet away, looking very frustrated. I go over to her. 
 
    “Having a problem?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s not lining up properly,” she complains. 
 
    I ask her to try again, so I can see what she’s doing. As she raises the weapon, it is immediately obvious that she is not sighting correctly. 
 
    “The sights on this weapon work differently than on the others. Can I show you?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    I walk around behind and to the right of her, helping her to adjust her stance. Then finally reach my arms out, asking her to relax and move with me, keeping her eyes on the display. She leans back into me as I guide her arms, her hair grazing my cheek. Seconds later, the black dot settles on a spider and turns yellow. 
 
    “Pull the trigger,” I whisper. 
 
    An instant later, spider guts rain down on their former owner, and Nyvene shudders in my arms, sending a spike of adrenaline through me that leaves me tingling as I step back. Two more spiders go down in rapid succession. 
 
    She lowers her weapon, smiling as she turns to me. “That was so cool. Thank you. I hadn’t realized it would aim for me and all I had to do was get the spot in the display to line up.” 
 
    She comes over and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    As she turns and starts moving toward Tetra, I guiltily realize that I am smitten by this woman who reminds me so much of my Alex, but is not. 
 
      
 
    [09.20.2035] MEDICAL BAY, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY  
 
    We’ve had Moira for two weeks now and Tetra has become increasingly worried about her. I’ve assured the envoy that Moira is responding to therapy and will be ready to return within a week, but yesterday Tetra became completely unglued when I admitted I had not checked on her friend personally. 
 
    Gwen, our medical AI, greets me as I enter and takes me over to one of her viewing stations. 
 
    “When Moira arrived, she was in critical condition. A human in as awful shape would have died already. The Avolite body is remarkably resilient.” 
 
    She pops up the before image of Moira’s left leg. “As you can see, her left foot was torn off. They apparently tried to cauterize the stump, but it obviously didn’t take.” She points at the image. “Gangrene had set in and run up past the knee. So, we cut mid-thigh, to get a strong regrow from healthier tissue.” 
 
    The next images to come up are the hands. They are mangled to an extent that it is hard to recognize them as hands. 
 
    “I’m not sure what happened to her, but I’m guessing a Dominion warrior stomped them. There was gangrene throughout. We cut just above the wrist to get a strong regrow on both sides.” 
 
    The next image to pop up is a deformed liver. 
 
    “She had a ruptured liver. That alone would have killed a human. We’ve grown a new liver for her, which we have already installed.” 
 
    The next images are of her face and back. 
 
    “As you can see, she had dozens of lacerations and scars, and an astounding number of spider spurs broken off in her skin. Her protective gear was apparently good enough to stop them from going all the way through. But as you know, any bit of spur that penetrates the skin has to be cut out. This will be the most notable repair, because of the coloring and reflectivity of Avolite skin. We grew new skin, but don’t have the means of getting all the color bursts in the right locations. You will want to tell her consent giver about that before they see her.” 
 
    “What about her brain?” 
 
    “The injuries weren’t as serious as we initially thought. We can’t vouch for her memory. Her biggest issue in recovery will be physical therapy associated with the new foot and hands. Ready to go see her? She’s still several days away from being done, but she’s close.” 
 
    “Yeah. I promised Envoy Tetra I would see her with my own eyes.” 
 
    As we enter the auto-doc, the memory of seeing Alex in one of those tubes floods me with emotion. 
 
    Gwen manipulates the controls, causing Moira’s tube to be brought to the front. Then the lights in the viewing area drop as lights illuminating Moira’s tube come up, then the privacy shield drops. 
 
    I am immediately struck by the beauty and complexity of Moira’s skin. In the bright light, it shimmers with an emerald iridescence, which seems to move as I move. 
 
    Gwen catches my gaze. “Remarkable isn’t it? On Earth we see this in many species, but not in the Hominidae—the family of all creatures with human-like features from the great apes to us.” 
 
    I think it’s curious to hear Gwen, an Iknosan AI, referring to herself as human. But casting my attention back to my purpose, I look carefully at Moira’s new hands and feet. They are nearly regrown. Then I take in the whole of her, so similar to human, but not. 
 
    “You’ve noticed the differences?” Gwen asks, then points and starts listing them out. 
 
    Not wanting to see or hear about the details of Avolene female anatomy, I cut her off. “I’ve seen what I came here to see. Please shut down the viewing.” 
 
    “Sure, Kai. I just thought you might be interested.” 
 
      
 
    [09.27.2035] PLATFORM 99 
 
    Another week has passed. We returned Moira to her home three days ago to great celebration. Nyvene and I spent a few minutes alone with her, so I could tell her about my recovery experience—the exhaustion of the first several days and the month-long climb back up to a better place than I was in when I was injured. 
 
    Her reappearance changed things. I’ve been treated well since the day I arrived. But now, I’m treated as if I was one of them. Even Tetra’s giant, who has avoided me, and whose name I still don’t know, came over to shake my hand before retreating away. 
 
    And on the war front, my team has expanded to twenty, and we have taken part in the clearing of every platform, though Thelma and her warrior AIs have done most of the actual work—clearing the lower levels. 
 
    Today, the plan is to deactivate the subspace transmitter on Platform 99, which Thelma and her warrior AIs cleared yesterday. 
 
    Over the last month, my relationship with Thelma has become more distant. She says it is for my good, but hasn’t explained why. Maybe it’s because I’ve been spending more time with Nyvene. 
 
    Last night, she said, “Kai. Alex is gone. I can comfort you, but it is time for you to choose. Nyvene may not admit it, but she wants you. Wants you in a way no man will ever understand.” 
 
    I attempted to protest, but well… I fell asleep. 
 
    … 
 
    Like most of the platforms, this one has a central courtyard surrounded by buildings. As the central communications hub for the Crux, it also has antennas of every kind. 
 
    As we arrive, I note twelve warrior AIs scattered around the platform standing guard. When our vehicles come to a stop, our four guards are the first ones out. They take positions in front, behind, and on either side of the motorcade, their backs to us, their eyes probing outward for potential threats. 
 
    Envoy Tetra points to the highest tower. “See the rectangular extension near the top? The one with the parabolic dishes set in it?” 
 
    “It’s a subspace antenna,” I say. “Do you have faster than light communications?” 
 
    Tetra shakes her head. “Is that possible?” 
 
    “Yes. There are several forms, one of which is subspace. Dominion telepathy works via subspace organs in their body. Antennas like that one can amplify the thoughts of its user, allowing an arachnoid with modest telepathy to control people nearby, possibly the entire Crux.” 
 
    Tetra shivers. “Adding that antenna was one of the first things they did after gaining a foothold.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I reply. “Establish a presence, then take over as many people as you can, using them to do your dirty work.” 
 
    We stand in silence for a moment, taking in the scene. Then I notice Balin, whose fidgeting seems to get the better of him. “Something is wrong here,” he says with a trembling voice. 
 
    Almost simultaneously, our four guards tense up. 
 
    “Thelma, what’s happening?” I send via my implant. 
 
    “I’m not picking up anything, Kai.” 
 
    “Any blackout spots in the sensor readings?” 
 
    “Several blurred areas, yes.” 
 
    “Direct our forces toward them. And transport down two handheld energy weapons. Put them at my feet.” 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Nyvene asks Balin, who is getting weak in the knees. 
 
    An instant later, one of the four guards goes down—a spur ripping her left calf open. 
 
    “Back in the vehicles!” Envoy Tetra shouts. 
 
    Movement above draws my attention. It’s the Dominion operator that threw the spur, one of several about to pound us. 
 
    I kneel just as the two hand-held weapons I requested appear at my feet. 
 
    Several spurs fly past, hitting the vehicles. Behind me I hear the Envoy propelling Balin into the vehicle, then swear as a spur nicks her. 
 
    With guns in each hand, I fire up at the clutter of spiders. One shot connects, its victim falling from the roof. I’m not particularly proud of the marksmanship involved, but the series of shots did what I needed them to do—focus my warrior AIs on the enemy’s position. 
 
    “Thelma, transport us out of here.” 
 
    “I have transporter lock on you, Kai. But not Nyvene.” 
 
    Another spur passes close, missing me, but embedding itself in my shoe on the ricochet. Then I’m knocked to the ground as a tremendous explosion rocks the platform. In the fog of war, it is impossible to know what’s going on, but blood pouring from Nyvene’s side propels me into motion. 
 
    As she falls, I duck under her and spin, putting her chest against my back and hoisting her up onto me. Then one, two frantic steps and I dive under a ledge, her weight landing hard enough to knock the breath out of me, but not hard enough to stop me. More scrambling on hands and knees, then we are at a stairwell down to deck two. A moment later, we are down, and I dart into a compartment just as its door is about to slam shut. 
 
    I take in our surroundings and realize that I have just locked us into a huge supply room. As I lower Nyvene’s still form to the floor, I hear the battle raging above, then the terrifying sound of spider feet clacking on the metal rungs of the steps we just came down. Thankfully, this room can be locked from within. I snap the last of four hasps closed as scratching starts on the other side of the door. The scratching turns to pounding, but the door’s steel is stronger than the spiders. After a few seconds, they move along. 
 
    Then Thelma’s voice echoes in my ear. “Kai, where are you? I lost you on the sensors.” 
 
    “I locked us in a supply closet.” 
 
    “Found you,” she replies. 
 
    “Nyvene is injured. Can you transport a spur removal tool and some bandages down next to me?” 
 
    “One foot to your right?” Thelma asks. 
 
    “Clear.” 
 
    A moment later, the device appears. 
 
    “Kai, are you sure you don’t want me to transport you out? I can get you.” 
 
    “No. I’ll stay with Nyvene until the platform is cleared.” 
 
    “Be careful, Kai.” 
 
    Turning to my patient, I see she is unconscious, then my battlefield triage instincts kick in. Find where the blood is coming from. Right side. It only takes a second to find the source, then I roll up her top enough to expose the cut—it’s on her right side, just above the bottom rib. 
 
    Rubbing my finger over the wound, I find the spur. It is only half embedded, making this an easy extraction. I position the device and push the extract button, which removes enough skin to increase the blood flow. After rifling through several of the bandage packages Thelma sent, I find what I need—absorbent materials to absorb the blood, a disinfectant to clean the wound, glue to close it, and adhesive bandages to cover it. 
 
    I worry a second about whether this is safe, then discard the worry. To’Kana says Avolite biology is so close to human the vast majority of foods and medicines will work in a pinch. 
 
    A couple minutes later, my work is done and I’ve cleaned up most of the mess. I have her laid out on a wooden bench that I’ve covered in dozens of towels. Her breathing is normal by human standards, her pulse steady. Now the waiting begins. 
 
    … 
 
    It’s dark outside before Nyvene stirs. I hold her as she wakes, smile when I see the life return to her eyes. 
 
    “What happened?” she asks. 
 
    “The spiders laid a trap for us. We stepped into it. You got a spur embedded in your side.” 
 
    She goes to reach for it, but I grab her hand. “I removed the spur, cleaned the wound, and bandaged it. You’re not bleeding anymore, but… Be careful.” 
 
    Nyvene looks at me with a puzzled expression. “You take care of me like a good man should. But you fight harder than any woman I’ve met.” 
 
    I smile at the statement and help her sit up. 
 
    Once again, her eyes are on me, but this time she simply leans forward and kisses me. Fire courses through my body as lips meet, and I take her in my arms. But pounding on the door breaks the moment. 
 
    “Kai, unlock the door. The platform is clear.” 
 
    The voice is Thelma’s. 
 
    I get up and unlock the door, but before it opens, Nyvene says, “You are bleeding. We need to get you to our medical facility.” 
 
      
 
    MEDICAL FACILITY, PLATFORM 14 
 
    An exceedingly frustrated Thelma accompanies us back to base. But for all the frowning and calculated maneuvering, I sense something different. It’s as if this was her plan all along. But… How can any of that make sense? 
 
    Doctors descend on both Nyvene and me. I’m the only one leaking blood at this point; yet all their attention is on her. 
 
    It’s demeaning. After all, I am the one that stabilized her. At least I hope I did. And I’m not that seriously injured. 
 
    But as the minutes tick by and the adrenaline wanes, my wound throbs, the pain intensifying with every heartbeat. More minutes tick by and my vision blurs, vertigo sets in, and I feel myself falling. Please God. May it be sleep which beckons, not the abyss... Because I am about to go over the edge. 
 
    … 
 
    Sounds nearby disrupt my sleep. 
 
    “How is he doing?” Nyvene asks, as a cool hand touches mine. 
 
    My eyes snap open as a spike of adrenaline shoots through me. 
 
    “It seems you can ask him yourself.” 
 
    I glance at the speaker, a doctor by the look of her, then take in the scene around me. I’m in a cot at the same medical facility where they took us earlier. Light streams in through the windows, declaring the new day. 
 
    I turn to Nyvene. “Are you OK?” 
 
    She laughs. “You are the one in bed, not me.” 
 
    She leans over and kisses me on the forehead. “Thank you for rescuing me. The spiders had coated their spurs in poison. Very little got into my system, because you removed the spur so quickly and let it bleed enough that most of the poison washed out.” 
 
    “I’m glad I was there to help.” 
 
    “The doctor who treated you bandaged the scratch on your thigh. He didn’t realize you had a spur embedded in your shoe that had penetrated your foot. No one realized you were at risk until you passed out.” 
 
    “I’d forgotten about the spur in my shoe.” 
 
    Nyvene laughs again. “Thankfully, the poison they used is well known to us, and we have antidotes.” 
 
    I attempt to sit up, but vertigo sets in again. 
 
    “Not so soon. A lot of poison got into your system.” 
 
    Nyvene suddenly looks away. My eyes follow hers. Envoy Tetra is coming our way. Her eyes locked on Nyvene’s, a discreet smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. 
 
    When she notices my gaze, her smile broadens. 
 
    “Our magnificent male warrior seems to have survived,” she pronounces. “You might have mentioned to someone that you were wounded.” 
 
    “He hadn’t noticed,” Nyvene says, and they both break out laughing. 
 
    “How did you escape unscathed?” I ask. 
 
    The question brings the laughter to an immediate halt. 
 
    “Not exactly unscathed,” Tetra replies. “Our transport vehicles are hardened. I got Balin and myself in with only a minor scratch. Two of the other guards got into the other vehicle without getting hit. The two closest to you, both bled out. According to Thelma, you were the target.” 
 
    I nod. “Essentially every Dominion loss has been at my hands or via my weapons. They don’t want me to help you.” 
 
    Envoy Tetra looks at me critically. “How is it that the spider’s spurs bounce off your soldiers, even Thelma, but not off you?” 
 
    Nyvene answers for me. “They have shields…” 
 
    But the Envoy’s hand is out like a stop sign before Nyvene finishes, and her critical stare bores down on me. “I want an answer, and I want it from you.” 
 
    I put my hands out. “I haven’t figured out how to build a shield I can wear. If I could, I would; but I can’t. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “But you figured out how to build shields they could wear?” 
 
    I sigh. “Others created that technology. It’s not available to me.” From her look, I can see that Envoy Tetra is not buying my story. “So there is no confusion, no suspicion of deception…” 
 
    “Go on,” she prods. 
 
    “Our alliance comprises peoples from different worlds, different species of humanoids. Biologically, you and I are remarkably similar. Other species in our alliance are less so. Thelma and her people are the most different. They are the only ones that have personal shields, and, to the best of my knowledge, no one else—not us, not them—have been able to bridge that gap.” 
 
    “So, the shields you offer us are only the fixed type.” 
 
    I nod. “I’m sorry that wasn’t clear before.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Tetra shrugs her shoulders. “Too bad. Would have liked to have those.” 
 
    I chuckle. “So would I.” 
 
      
 
    [09.28.2035] CAFÉ, PLATFORM 14 
 
    As a thank you, Nyvene invited me out to dinner tonight. To the extent anything in a war zone can be called cute, this little café fits the label.  
 
    “Two coconut butter beers?” the young man serving us asks Nyvene, as he sets the mugs at our table. 
 
    Everything is so reversed here. The servers are all young men. They assume the women patrons to be the ones paying. And at the other tables, the women seem to be the ones in pursuit. 
 
    I follow Nyvene’s lead as she takes a sip of her beer. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asks. 
 
    “Different. There are probably beverages like this on Earth, but I’ve not had one.” 
 
    “Be careful with them. They are intoxicating.” 
 
    “Advice accepted. Mind if I ask you about something?” 
 
    “Ask.” 
 
    “Your skin… It doesn’t shimmer like some others do. Is that something that varies by region?” 
 
    “My father was from the Midnight Expanse in the north. My mother was from the Emerald Spine, which is much further south. Her skin had color and would sometimes catch the sun. I got my father’s skin.” 
 
    “Do the people here treat you differently?” 
 
    “On the Crux? Not so bad here. On the Emerald Spine, most do. I really stand out and not everyone likes that.” 
 
    “Did that have anything to do with you leaving the temple?” 
 
    She looks away, a tear forming in her eye. 
 
    “Any chance you might eventually be welcomed back?” 
 
    “Doesn’t really matter until the spiders are gone.” 
 
    “What a shame. You are an attractive and intelligent woman. Everyone should be chasing you.” 
 
    She laughs. “The women do the chasing here.” 
 
    It’s my turn to laugh. “It’s hard to imagine.” 
 
    “Are you going to be ready to resume training tomorrow?” she asks 
 
    “My foot is still a little sore. But my head is clear, and that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “Tether will send more of her people.” 
 
    “Tether?” I interrupt. 
 
    “Uh, the Envoy Tetra’s nickname, which I am not supposed to be using anymore.” 
 
    “You two go back aways?” 
 
    Nyvene shakes her head no. “We met after the spiders arrived. She’s immune to their telepathy. Long story.” 
 
    Dinner comes, and Nyvene shifts the conversation. “How long do you plan to stay here on Avolene?” 
 
    “I plan to transport back up after dinner.” 
 
    Nyvene smiles. “That’s not what I meant. How long will you and your ship help us fight the spiders?” 
 
    “In principle, as long as it takes. Your moons are much too valuable to allow the spiders to capture.” 
 
    She smiles. “As you’ve said. I hope you’ll stay and have a chance to visit the Emerald Spine. It’s beautiful there. It wasn’t until I got here that I realized how beautiful it was.” 
 
    As our server approaches to ask if we want anything else, a tall, coarse looking woman enters with her arm over the young man accompanying her. When his eyes connect with Nyvene’s, she shudders and looks away. 
 
    “What was that about?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing,” she says as she pulls out money to pay the server. When the server leaves, she asks, “Walk back with me?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    As we exit, I feel her hand on my left wrist, sliding down towards my hand. “May I?” she asks, while sliding her fingers through mine. 
 
    I respond by gently gripping her hand and giving her a smile. I feel like a teenager again. 
 
    “This way.” She points toward the railing at the edge of the platform. “It’s a little longer, but we’ll be able to see the ocean and the moons the whole way.” 
 
    Having nowhere I need to be and absolutely no agenda, I reply, “Sounds nice.” 
 
    We walk mostly in silence, just flowing in the moment. I feel like I’m being courted. It triggers a pang of guilt. I should be doing this with Alex. But the spiders took her away from me. 
 
    As we reach the corner of the platform and step out of view of anyone else, she stops and pulls me towards her, then approaches to kiss me on the lips. I accept and return the kiss, letting it linger. A second later, her other hand is behind my head, pulling me in tighter. 
 
    Seconds tick by, my body responding to hers. Then she releases me. 
 
    “Come back to my room with me?” 
 
    “I would love to.” 
 
      
 
    [10.11.2035] WAR ROOM, PLATFORM 14 
 
    Two more weeks have passed. Every day has been the same routine—training, a wonderful meal with an irresistible woman, then an evening in which I totally give myself over to her.  
 
    My guilt about surviving Alex is soul crushing. But every night, the goddess Nyvene renews my will to live and love again. 
 
    As this morning’s training session ends, Envoy Tetra announces, “My sense of it is our troops, all twenty of them, are ready for deployment.” 
 
    Although I announced the same a week ago, I go with a simple, “Agreed.” 
 
    “The loudest call for help comes from Ordinal X-3, an island in the Van Der Meer Collective.” 
 
    The name strikes me of something from old Earth, possibly from Arthurian literature. But how can that be? But I suppose that’s a question for To’Kana—maybe for the IDA, which is a less biased source. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I ask. 
 
    “It’s an island with a major space port—the only one in the collective. And the only one with an established connection with the red moon.” 
 
    “Relevance?” I ask. 
 
    “It has an atmosphere in which people can live and work without suiting up. It is also the only one to report an arachnoid presence,” Tetra replies. 
 
    “So, we have a moon we need to clear as well?” 
 
    “Maybe, but that’s not our immediate problem,” Tetra says. “Ordinal X-3 has a serious spider problem, and they are committed to fighting back; the women there are of muscular body and disciplined mind.” 
 
    “Let’s look at it,” I suggest, motioning toward the holoprojection system. 
 
    It takes a half hour to connect with the ship and assemble our team in the shipboard war room. When the image of the island pops up, Envoy Tetra says, “That’s the one. Ordinal X-3 is on the peninsula, down here.” She points to what looks like a small island on the southwest side, connected by a narrow isthmus to the main island. 
 
    After having spent years in the desert, the lush vegetation looks beautiful and inviting—the opposite of the truth, if it is crawling with Dominion. As we zoom in on the city, the horror of what has happened there becomes real. Mutilated Avolite bodies litter the ground, many ripped apart, more desiccated after having been sucked dry of bodily fluids. 
 
    Tetra points again. “This is our initial target, the spaceport. It sits atop the flattened remains of an extinct volcanic vent. The main portion of the city, on the other side of the isthmus, will eventually need to be cleared. But the surviving population is packed into the shelters below the spaceport.” 
 
    She points again. “The spiders have not breached the spaceport yet. But as you can see here, they have nearly broken through.” 
 
    Master Chief Reynolds voice comes over the line. “We count ninety-eight Dominion warriors on the runways and on the building’s exterior. We could wipe those out in a matter of minutes. Our problem is going to be down in the wooded areas at the base of the vent. As you can see, the entire area is blurred. We have verified that the sensors are being jammed there, which implies a massive Dominion presence.” 
 
    “Can’t we just put shields up around the perimeter?” the envoy asks. 
 
    “The spaceport is nearly five kilometers in diameter. We would need about thirty-one hundred shield emitters to do that. We can make that many, but we don’t have them in stock,” The master chief replies. 
 
    “Let’s get some space hawks in there to find out what’s in the blurred-out areas. If it’s a large encampment, we could use a war shuttle’s energy weapon to clear them out.” I suggest. 
 
    “What about our troops?” Envoy Tetra asks. 
 
    The question takes me off guard. Any hand-to-hand combat between a Dominion warrior and a humanoid will result in the humanoid’s death. 
 
    “You don’t want to use your people for any close in operations,” I caution. “That’s what the warrior AIs are for.” 
 
    “Are they going to stay behind when you leave?” Tetra asks. 
 
    My eyes flash to Nyvene. “I have no plans to leave.” 
 
    Tetra laughs. “Right, you’re going to stay here for the rest of your life.” 
 
    Not rising to the bait, I take another tack. “For anyone other than the warrior AIs, close in battle with the Dominion is death. You might win one round, but if you do… Well, you’re damned lucky and shouldn’t count on another. The key to victory against the Dominion is warrior AIs, shields, and remote operated weapons—just as we did here. And as long as I am here, be it one cycle or a thousand, you will have access to the warrior AIs. Once they’ve put shielding in place, your people can transport down and use their transporter rifles to wipe out the Dominion.” 
 
    “Which brings us back to Ordinal X-3,” Envoy Tetra says. “What do you recommend?” 
 
    “Thelma?” I ask, using my implant. “Do we have three hundred shield emitters in stock?” 
 
    “Over one thousand, Kai.” 
 
    I look at Envoy Tetra. “We erect a shield around the spaceport’s main tower. That will buy us more time to gather information and update our armament plan.” 
 
    She smiles. “How soon before we can go?” 
 
    “We will run the first phase from here.” Tetra’s frown tells me she doesn’t like this answer. “Master Chief. I want a three-hundred-fifty-emitter shield-array set ten meters out from the building’s edge. How long will that take to set up?” 
 
    “Can I have four hours?” 
 
    I look at Envoy Tetra. 
 
    She nods. “We reconvene in four hours.” 
 
    … 
 
    Nyvene and I return a few minutes early and immediately take in the tension buzzing through the room. The display showing an aerial view of the spaceport is zoomed in on a clutter of spiders pounding the damaged walls of the main tower. 
 
    “Glad you could make it,” Envoy Tetra says. “We need to do something in the next few minutes, or this is going to go sideways.” 
 
    I look at the Envoy, wondering where she got the American slang. Then the obvious truth strikes. Thelma. Bless her for the daily translation updates. She’s truly amazing. And yeah, we need to place the shields. 
 
    “Master Chief. Are we ready to deploy?” I ask. 
 
    “We are ready.” 
 
    “Deploy,” I order. 
 
    In the holoprojection, team after team of warrior AIs appear, place their shield emitters, then disappear. It happens so fast none of the Dominion spurs hit—not that it would have made any difference. 
 
    As the team declares each panel clear, it ripples to life. Panel after panel snaps into place and five minutes after the first warrior AI appeared, the spaceport’s central tower is isolated—the Dominion warriors that surround it completely impotent. Then, the warrior AIs pick off the spiders inside the shield or on the building one-by-one until the last of them falls. 
 
    “Space port secure,” Tetra announces. “Now it’s time to put an end to the spiders there!” 
 
      
 
    SPACE PORT, ORDINAL X-3 
 
    Envoy Tetra gave us an hour’s rest after we secured the space port, then commanded her troops to deploy. Technically, neither Nyvene nor I are under her command. But we both support her. 
 
    I argued we should use our transporter system to move the troops. Tetra chose to go via her ship, the Ironside, despite its vulnerabilities. 
 
    Thelma was distraught by the proposal, pleading with me not to travel on such a fragile vessel. But I had to go with Nyvene, and Nyvene had to go with Envoy Tetra. Thelma said she understood, but it didn’t add up, which makes me wonder what game she’s playing. 
 
    Anyway… We landed, deplaned, then the Ironside fled. Kind of pitiful if you ask me. But I guess that’s what everyone with superior technology thinks of those without. 
 
    Suppressing fire cleared the way for us to run through an open panel in the shield defense. 
 
    Tetra’s twenty troops, a number that includes Nyvene, plus me, take up the watch as the envoy enters the tower to raise an army. I message Mark, asking him to send down twenty transport rifles. 
 
    Less than an hour later, the first volunteer comes out. I issue her a transport rifle, then Nyvene assigns her a buddy to train with. An hour after the first volunteer exited, I am out of weapons and ask Mark to transport down one hundred more. 
 
    Over the next four hours, three-hundred-twenty-nine more women come out, as do nineteen men. And even though the sun went down hours ago, the shrieking of mortally wounded Dominion warriors permeates the air. 
 
    Around midnight, Tetra comes out, accompanied by four guards and her giant. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly. You need food and rest. I’m done recruiting for today. We will resume tomorrow, and I expect to have at least as many additional volunteers by day’s end. I’ve made accommodation for you inside. Make whatever arrangements you need to make to supply more weapons in the morning. Nathan can watch your equipment tonight.” 
 
    As I say thank you, Tetra spots Nyvene and waves her over. “Good work today. You two have saved Ordinal X-3 from certain death. Take the rest of the night off. Make sure he gets something to eat. I’ve arranged private rooms for you both.” 
 
    With those words, Tetra is on her way. 
 
    “She doesn’t stop, does she?” I ask. 
 
    Nyvene laughs. “No, she doesn’t. Let’s go inside and get something to eat.” 
 
    As we enter the cafeteria, I see a long line and a sign I can’t read. 
 
    “It’s going to be an hour before the next batch of food will be available.” 
 
    “Want to transport up to the ship? We have food and comfortable sleeping quarters there.” 
 
    The answer is immediate and, a moment later, Thelma transports us to the hallway outside my quarters on the ship. On arrival, the command deck stewards greet us, then bring us food laced with pain killers and grant us our privacy. But anything the stewards observe is soon the talk of the ship, meaning our privacy has been blown, and tomorrow everyone aboard will know I am sleeping with Nyvene. Thelma’s behind this. But why? 
 
      
 
    [10.18.2035] WAR ROOM, ORDINAL X-3 SPACE PORT 
 
    Our second and third day at the space port yielded another four hundred twelve volunteers, bringing our army up to eight hundred total, plus me. I’ve left one hundred warrior AIs on round-the-clock duty, half of which go out hunting spiders at night. 
 
    Nyvene and I have worked side by side for a week now at the spaceport. Our role being mostly weapons and tech support. Each night we’ve returned to the ship for food and rest. 
 
    But tonight, near the end of our shift, Envoy Tetra summoned us. The Dominion forces in the area are now outnumbered and in hiding. And there’s little action here, which leads me to believe she wants to discuss another hot spot. 
 
    Tetra raises her eyes to us as we enter. “The two of you have been remarkably successful. The weapons you’ve given us, Wimberly, and the training you’ve supplied, Nyvene, have turned the tide…” 
 
    The way the envoy pauses raises my hackles. 
 
    “New fighting has erupted on the Emerald Spine,” she continues. “If we lose the temple there, all will be lost.” 
 
    Nyvene nods, the reality of the situation cutting me almost as deeply as it does her. 
 
    “Nyvene, I am releasing you from duty here at Ordinal X-3,” Tetra says. “The Dominion have penetrated the Emerald Spine.” She swallows before continuing. “You need to go. I cannot hold you here while the temple is at risk.” 
 
    She turns to me. “I have no authority over you, Wimberly. Yet you follow my commands because Nyvene does.” 
 
    She struggles over the words to come next. “Follow her, Wimberly. Protect her. We are nothing without the Mist.” Her hand slams the table with all the force of a gavel, and all the finality of a guillotine. 
 
    I nod to her. “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    A moment later, we are gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 15: EMERALD SPINE 
 
      
 
    [10.19.2035] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    Thelma transported Nyvene and me directly to my office, then popped in to join us. 
 
    “You’ve done a good job of clearing the spaceport,” she says, the compliment going to Nyvene. “Kai tells me you are going back to your home on the Emerald Spine to organize a defense against the Dominion.” 
 
    Nyvene nods. 
 
    “I’ve taken the time to do detailed scans of the entire territory,” Thelma says. “The bad news is that the Dominion have established a strong foothold on Pearl Solar—the capital island of your territory. The good news is that none of the warriors have made their way to the Emerald Spine yet, so you still have time. I’ve drawn up a defensive plan, if you would like to see it.” 
 
    Nyvene glances at me. 
 
    “Sure. Let’s hear it,” I say. 
 
    Thelma pops up an image of the island in the holoprojector. Its tall, craggy main ridge runs north to south, curving to the east at the southernmost point. To its west, steep cliffs fall to the sea. To its east, a pair of perpendicular ridges curve into each other, creating Silken Bay on the northeast side and the broad meadows that run through the interior of the island. 
 
    “We know the Dominion warriors climb well, but even at their lowest point on the western side, the cliffs are well over one thousand feet. Constant surveillance is all we will need on that side.” 
 
    Nyvene shakes her head. 
 
    “You disagree,” I ask. 
 
    “Depends on the surveillance. Most days, the Mist covers the upper ridges at dawn and again by sunset. On many days, it completely covers them the entire day. If someone wanted to make a secret entry, coming through the mist would mask their approach.” 
 
    I glance at Thelma.   
 
    “Our sensors penetrate the mist, but I take your point. If the Dominion attack from the west, and succeed in scaling the cliffs, and survive exposure to the mist, then it will be difficult for Kyle or any of your people to participate in your own defense. But the warrior AIs can see through the mist, which would put the spiders at an even worse disadvantage.” 
 
    Thelma points back at the holoprojection. “Our most vulnerable spot would be here at Silken Bay. It is the easiest point of access to the interior of the island. It is also the most difficult to defend.” 
 
    “What do you propose we do there?” Nyvene asks. 
 
    “If we see the Dominion coming, we should evacuate the city, then put shields up at the choke point along the road up to the temple. If they attempt to use the harbor, we can deploy warrior AIs on the docks to prevent them from coming ashore, and if they come ashore somewhere else, we can swarm the warrior AIs to that entry point.” 
 
    “How would we get the people out?” Nyvene asks. 
 
    “Your civil authorities will need to organize it. We propose to put shields in place around the rock wall that surrounds the temple. This will create a large safe zone the spiders cannot penetrate. We’ll do the same at the hospital. If the temple will allow it, we could start installing shields today. But as regards the evacuation, your people will need to handle it.” 
 
    Nyvene looks at me. “High Thera Mala, the most senior official at the temple, is a friend of mine. She will see me if I go alone. We should start there.” 
 
      
 
    TEMPLE GROUNDS, EMERALD SPINE 
 
    Before Nyvene transported down, I gave her an earpiece, explaining it would allow us to transport her without a transporter tag and to communicate when separated. Both things were and are true. But my real reason was so I could track her while she was on the surface and come to her rescue if anything went wrong. 
 
    We transported her down into an isolated copse of trees near the temple, around three hours after dawn. She contacted me about five hours later, asking me to meet her by the road next to the same copse of trees. 
 
    The sound of birds chirping triggers me to open my eyes. A moment later the sound of a vehicle trundling by orients me. Within steps of my arrival point, the trees thin, revealing the roadway and the walking path next to it. Strolling casually, I come to the last tree and take in the expanse of green lawn that stretches up toward the temple. In the distance, the rock-strewn peaks of the island’s main ridge tower over the jungle-covered lower slopes. Then I get a glimpse of it—the Mist—wafting over the ridge a mile or so to the north. Downslope, the road passes through the gates protecting the temple and a cleft in the ridge, both of which would make good choke points against attack. 
 
    As I look back at the temple, movement draws my eye. Nyvene is exiting, followed by another woman a few inches taller. Both see me as I take a step in their direction. The two hug like sisters, the joy-filled motion giving me a glimpse of what Nyvene must have been like before the spiders turned her into a warrior. When they part, she waves to me; the other woman locking eyes with me for a second before reentering the building. 
 
    When we get close to each other, Nyvene says, “Hold still, and let me come to you. I will kiss you, but you cannot return it, and you cannot hug me.” 
 
    She speaks the words as if they are commands. 
 
    “Temple tradition,” she clarifies. “Please?” 
 
    I stop and await her approach. 
 
    She comes up to me with a smile, then stops, goes up on her toes and kisses me on the cheek. “I am going to take your hand, then we are going to walk down to town.” 
 
    I answer with a smile. 
 
    We walk in silence down the path toward town and, in short order, pass through the gates to the temple grounds. 
 
    “We can talk now,” Nyvene says. “High Thera Mala is not in favor of placing shields prematurely. It would alter the flow of the Mist.” 
 
    “I understand her concern. But does she understand the consequences of not being prepared?” I ask. 
 
    “No.” Nyvene spits out the word angrily. “Our Envoy Shea Eventide is still downplaying the threat presented by the spiders, despite the fact they are slowly taking over Pearl Solar, the island on which she lives.” 
 
    “She believes the Envoy more than you?” 
 
    I feel Nyvene’s anger flare as she pulls her hand away from mine. 
 
    “Kai, you know nothing of our world!” she spits out. “The Thera is the unofficial member of the council that protects us against Confederation overreach. My mother did that several times. I’ll never speak against the High Thera, but…” 
 
    I’m stricken by Nyvene’s grief. She has all of Alex’s mettle, most of her physical strength. And I’m totally at a loss about what this is about. Knowing nothing else to say, I reach my arms out and wrap them around her. “I am with you. No matter what they say, no matter what they do… I… am with you.” 
 
    She looks up at me. “Why? Didn’t you say that to Alex?” 
 
    The words cut, but I refuse to let them defeat me. “The spiders killed Alex. I was with her…” Unmanly tears flow. “I was with her until they took her from me. Could I have saved her? I don’t know how.” 
 
    Passers-by look at us. Thankfully, they seem to take me as a broken man under the care of a temple official. But I see today’s events in a different light. I’ll protect Avolene from every foe for as long as I am able. But I’m not a magician. I can’t protect people who won’t let me protect them—not many, anyway. 
 
      
 
    [11.01.2035] PREDAWN, SILKEN BAY 
 
    Nyvene shakes me awake. “Kyle, wake up. The mist is flowing. I can feel it. We need to go.” 
 
    … 
 
    Despite the cathartic nature of our conversation on the pathway down to town on our first day here, a pleasant meal at Lighthouse Point and a soft bed at a local hostelry put us back on track. We’ve made little progress on our mission, but I am getting to know Nyvene, the priestess, or sibyl, as she calls herself, and finding that I love her all the more. 
 
    For days now, Nyvene and I have taken part in the morning and evening meditations. High Thera Mala made less than half of them. The few others that joined initially shunned me. But a week plus in, they treat me like I’m a member of the sisterhood. It defies reason. 
 
    Nyvene has visions every session. None of the others do. How strange is that? 
 
    This morning’s session starts as usual. We all assume the position of supplication, then Nyvene offers a few words of invocation. As she utters the last word, a cold thread of mist passes over us. As I shiver, a heavy weight comes, stealing my breath and pushing me to the ground, and one-by-one the women collapse weeping. My vision blurs and sorrow fills my soul.  
 
    But Nyvene is different. She stands, as if being lifted, and spreads her arms. She speaks scripture so fast I can’t follow it. It’s as if I’m being taken to another place. Then she says, “What the Mist reveals protects those that flow with it.” She claps her hands. Then the moment is broken. 
 
    Most mornings, when the meditation is done, the women group up and walk back toward the temple. Today they do not. Most seem to be in a daze. 
 
    Finally, one says, “The spiders are real. They defy the Mist and plan to attack the temple.” 
 
    The simple statement about what they all apparently had seen ignites the discussion. The number of spiders, where they came from, who was killed. They all saw the same sort of thing, but none of them saw the same thing. Then one of them points at me. 
 
    “The people that follow him will all survive.” 
 
    Astoundingly, there seems to be unanimous agreement on that point. 
 
    Another woman wails, then runs over to embrace Nyvene. Moments later, another does the same thing and before long her wailing sisters completely encircle Nyvene, clinging to her. I’ve never seen anything like this. The power of what’s happened to these women is terrifying. 
 
    Then Nyvene’s voice rings out above it all. “We have nothing to fear! Because those who honor the spirit of the Mist shall live forever in its embrace. Death will not hold them, and their sleep will be but a passing memory.” 
 
    With that, they file away, one-by-one back toward the temple. Nyvene is the last. She walks up to me and whispers, “Hold me.” 
 
    I wrap my arms around her and feel her tremble. 
 
    “What happened?” I whisper. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Just hold me.” 
 
    We stay this way for an unnaturally long time. Then she releases me. “The spiders will be here in a few days. It’s time to put up the shields whether Mala likes it, or not. They know this is where they will win or lose, so they are coming en mass.”  
 
      
 
    TRAIL TO THE TEMPLE 
 
    By the time we start down the trail, the other sisters are entering the sibyl dormitory for breakfast. And if today follows the pattern of the last week, most will change into street clothes and exit the temple grounds when they are done. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what you saw?” I ask. 
 
    “I can’t,” she replies. 
 
    “Is there a rule that prevents you?” 
 
    She stops and looks at me. “Visions are not like watching a movie. Most come in little snippets. What was so terrifying about this one is that it didn’t stop. Spiders everywhere. Big ones, little ones. Some spiders dropping from above. Death and blood everywhere. The clearest thing in this entire vision was you leading people somewhere, though I don’t know where. The other thing that stood out was the extent to which the temple grounds get soiled with blood. I’m not sure how, but I think the spiders know this temple must come down for them to prevail.” 
 
    She starts back down the trail, but at half or less of the normal pace. 
 
    “Did you see the temple come down?” 
 
    She continues walking and after about ten paces says, “I saw it attacked and damaged, then the vision shifted to you. I didn’t see it come down, neither did I see it standing after the attack.” 
 
    “You are remarkable, you know,” I say. 
 
    “No, I am not,” she snaps back. “If…” 
 
    “If what?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Why do you say that so often?” 
 
    Nyvene continues down the trail at a snail’s pace but does not answer. The way she ignores me reminds me of To’Kana. I’m obviously not asking the right questions, not focusing on the issues that concern her. 
 
    “All the wailing… Was that about you?” 
 
    She stops and spins toward me, index finger outstretched. “That which the Mist reveals confuses the minds of those that do not flow with it.” Then just as quickly restarts her slow descent. 
 
    Shortly after I met Nyvene, I asked Thelma to translate and download the Books of the Mist into my inherited memory. I have spent no time exploring it. Nonetheless, Nyvene’s words connect. They come from the Book of Prophecy and are linked to a commentary that categorizes this scripture as being part of the Pliability of Time doctrine. 
 
    “Can you explain the Pliability of Time doctrine?” I ask. 
 
    Without stopping, she says, “No one can explain the Pliability of Time doctrine. That’s the point of it. If you know the future, then that future can no longer happen. That’s why those who cannot flow with the Mist are misled by its visions. Anything I tell you about the future that you act on will cause that future not to happen. There is nothing you can do to stop the quantity of spiders that will come. So I can tell you about that. But if I were to tell you that Sister Sana saw me die at the temple gate, which she did not, you would change the arrangements at the temple gate, meaning someone else might die at the gate or I might die elsewhere. Do not ask about things you cannot understand.” 
 
    “So, the sisters say you die at the temple gate?” 
 
    Nyvene spins and pounds her fist against my chest, then leans into me, crying. I wrap my arms around her and whisper, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Minutes pass, then she pushes me away. “Come, time is of the essence. I need to speak with High Thera Mala. Begin preparing the shields.” 
 
    With that, she turns and runs down the trail with abandon. By the time I reach the temple, she is already inside, and the sisters departing back toward Silken Bay ignore me as if I did not exist. What hell have I fallen into? 
 
      
 
    STONE WALL, TEMPLE GROUNDS 
 
    Not knowing what I should do now, I use my implant to contact Mark. I want a shield wall around the temple. 
 
    We go back and forth a bit, then he says, “Captain, we’ve spotted spiders on Avolene jumping fourteen meters high. You should set your shields to be twenty meters high, using five-meter-wide panels. The circumference of the temple wall is three hundred meters, which will require sixty emitters. I have those in inventory. But you need multiple layers of defense, multiple!” 
 
    Mark’s passion takes me by surprise. “Why do I need multiple layers, Mark?” 
 
    “Because several hundred Dominion scout ships are inbound, and I suspect they are all headed toward you.” 
 
    My connection to the ship unexpectedly drops, and for the first time since I stared a Dominion warrior in the face, I am truly afraid. 
 
    I try to connect to Mark, then to Thelma. Neither connects. Then an enormous box appears in front of me. I open it and see a small bright red box on top, labeled, “Open me first.” 
 
    I open it and see another note. “Remove your earpieces, then install these. There’s a pair for Nyvene as well.” 
 
    I do, and a moment later Thelma is in my ear. “Kai, the Dominion have discovered a way to jam quantum entangled communications. There are enough shield emitters in this box to install a three-layer shield around the temple. Start working on it. More boxes will come. Open them and read the instructions as soon as they arrive. We have at most three days to prepare a defense against the New Dominion. I will send a war shuttle to collect you tomorrow. Avolene has become too dangerous for you to continue there.” 
 
    The signal drops and I can not reconnect. If this is where I am going to die, then I must get Nyvene to a safe place. As I turn toward the temple, its door opens and several of the sisters march out. One sees me and waves. A moment later, they march straight toward me. What in the world is going on? 
 
    Not having time to think, I unpack the shield emitters. Each comes with a cord attached, which puzzles me. I unwind the cord around the first emitter, then get it. It’s a five-meter-long spacing cord. 
 
    The first of the sisters arrives. “Nyvene, Sibyl of the Mist, has sent us to help you. What do you need us to do?” 
 
    I stare at her, wondering what she is asking me. 
 
    After a second, she says, “Captain Wimberly, we are your hands and feet. Tell us what to do.” 
 
    I stare for another second, then pick up a shield emitter. I quickly orient her. “Place the side with the three large dots down, and the side with the five small dots at the outer edge of the stone wall. Once it is in place, push the attach button, and it will anchor itself.” 
 
    She looks at me as if this was a child’s task, then places the first on top of the wall at the eastern side of the temple gate. “Like this?” she asks. 
 
    I almost laugh as I nod. My human teams always struggled with orientation. To the Sisters of the Mist, this is apparently child’s play. 
 
    She pushes the attach button, then steps back. “What next?” 
 
    I show her the spacing cord, then ask her to organize enough women to complete a shield around the exterior of the stone wall. She forms a team of ten women who grab thirty emitters each. Then they are off. 
 
    My jaw drops. I can’t carry thirty emitters. They are three kilos each. But, as these ten women run, another comes up. “What would you have us do, Captain Wimberly?” 
 
    I look around wondering what she means by us. Then see more women streaming up from town. The one in front of me, whose name I do not know, says, “We have an emergency network. For years now, we’ve had visions of destruction. Many featured you. We assumed you were the enemy. Sibyl Nyvene says you are not.” 
 
    I dispatch this team to build another wall, one meter further out than the first. Then another team to build a third wall another meter out. 
 
    Amid all the activity, Nyvene and the taller woman approach. 
 
    “Kyle, meet High Thera Mala,” Nyvene says. 
 
    I look at the High Thera, impressed by her height, an inch taller than me. Then notice Nyvene skulk away. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly.” She says my name slowly, as if tasting every syllable. “I can't believe you are the man Nyvene fell for. You’re tall, muscular, and aggressive. Not the typical pursuit of an Avolite woman, especially not of a Sibyl of the Mist. They usually stand above. But here you are, an alien from another world, set on rescuing us from mythical spiders.” 
 
    “The Dominion is not mythical, ma’am.” 
 
    “At least you know how to address a superior with respect,” she says. “There is no evidence of alien spiders on the Emerald Spine. It is a total fantasy.” 
 
    “Then how is it that the sisters all seem to believe it is real?” 
 
    “The Mist flows through Nyvene like few others. What she says influences the others. If she said she saw spiders, all the others would report the same.” 
 
    “Are you calling Nyvene a liar?” 
 
    “No. She undoubtedly reports what she sees. But few visions are clear, and an honest interpretation is not necessarily a correct one.” 
 
     “Then why all this support?” I point toward the thirty or more women that seem to have just come out of nowhere. 
 
    “I approved Nyvene’s request to put protections in place, because I would have faced an insurrection if I had not. But if this is still here a month from now, and there are no spiders. Then I will ask Nyvene to leave the temple permanently.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Because she won’t. All the sisters believe the spiders will kill Nyvene in this attack. If you love her, then you better hope the spiders do not come. Good day to you, Kyle Wimberly,” High Thera Mala says as she turns and starts walking back toward the temple. 
 
    I watch as she goes, wondering how someone who rarely communes with the Mist and does not believe in the visions it brings ended up as the high priestess. As I watch her retreat, a ray of light cuts across her path and I see the iridescent emerald sheen on her skin as she passes through it. Then it snaps. Mala the unbeliever has become high priestess because she has the right ethnicity, the emerald skin of the Emerald Spine. “High Thera indeed,” I whisper, disgusted. 
 
    Another large box appears near the temple gate. I open it and read the instructions. “An entry maze,” I whisper aloud, then see the note at the bottom. “We will send the emitters for a shield around the hospital within the hour.” 
 
    A slightly smaller box appears next to the one for the entry maze. I open it and see twenty transporter rifles. 
 
    “Captain.” 
 
    I turn toward the voice. 
 
    “Sister Elna, sir. We have set the three sets of shield emitters as you ordered, sir. What would you like us to do next?” 
 
    “Let me show you. I need twelve women for this one.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    As she runs off to gather her team, I open one of nine smaller boxes in the large one. It’s labeled Segment 1. As the women report, I ask them to take five shield emitters and a set of measuring ropes, if they don’t already have a set. 
 
    When the last of them is ready, I position myself two meters inside the temple gates and spread my arms perpendicular to the roadway. “We are going to build a maze people must pass through to gain entrance to the temple grounds. It will be easy for people to get through, but hard, well, impossible, for the large spiders. Exit from the maze will be right here, where we will position a shield gate.” I point out three women. “Will you each place one shield emitter? The first one goes here.” 
 
    The first woman comes and places her emitter, presses the attach button, then steps back. 
 
    “The other two go five meters on either side in a straight line across the roadway.” 
 
    When they are placed, I continue. “We are going to create ten lanes running down the roadway and walking path. We will do this in segments that are twenty meters long.” I point to four other women. “I want each of you to place an emitter five meters apart at the edge of the road starting here.” 
 
    Having just done this around the temple wall, they execute their task in seconds. 
 
    “Next place four emitters parallel to the last set one meter closer in toward the center of the road.” 
 
    When they are done, I walk down the meter-wide lane. “Once the shields are up, people will be able to walk up to the temple protected from spiders they might otherwise encounter along the way.” 
 
    I come to the end of the twenty-meter-long lane, then turn to my team. “Place the next nine lanes.” 
 
    In minutes, the lanes are framed by shield emitters, and the team regrouped. A hand goes up. “Captain?” 
 
    I acknowledge the questioner. 
 
    “Won’t the shields protect the spiders as well?” 
 
    “No. We have a weapon that can penetrate shields and only hit spiders. If the spiders chase our people up through the maze, our sniper can pick them off without fear of hitting the people we are protecting.” 
 
    Seeing no more questions, I continue. “There is one last protection we will put in place in this segment, a lane divider. To do that, we add one more shield emitter at either end of each lane. If activated, this will slow the passage for our people, but make it almost impossible for any but the smallest spiders to pass. Place those emitters.” 
 
    Minutes later, the lane dividers are in and I am asked another question. 
 
    “We have three shield emitters left. Was that intentional?” 
 
    “It was. What we just built is one complete segment of our maze. There are eight more segments, which will extend the maze all the way to the pass through the ridge. Those three emitters are the gate for the next segment.” 
 
    As the three women with an emitter dash off to place the next gate, I address the group. “Sister Elna, you have the lead on this project. Do you have questions?” 
 
    When no one replies, I say, “Carry on.” 
 
      
 
    TEMPLE GROUNDS 
 
    Nyvene sent a message with one of the sisters working the maze, asking me to meet her at the back gate to the temple grounds as soon as I was free. 
 
    When I see her, I approach respectfully in accordance with temple tradition that forbids me from speaking first, or from any physical contact. She hears me and glances my way, but does not look at me. Not sure of the protocol for this situation, I simply take a seat on the wall next to her. 
 
    “She told you, didn’t she?” 
 
    “She did. Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “I am so angry with her. She used to be my best friend. But since my mother died, and she took over as High Thera, she’s changed. She used to be carefree and boy hungry. Now, she’s become caught up in her own power and role on the council.” 
 
    “She got her position because of her skin coloring.” I assert. 
 
    “No,” Nyvene says vehemently. But after a moment of silence, she elaborates. “My mother stepped in to mediate a schism between the Midnight Expanse in the north and the other nine territories. Because I look like the people of the north, Mala took my role as assistant to the High Thera, which made her the heir apparent, something I had been for years. It was only supposed to be for a week or two—Mala has no sensitivity to the Mist. In the interim, I took an expert role with the constabulary, just as the spiders started showing up. When my mother was assassinated, Mala was sitting in the right seat at the right time, there only because of her skin color. They voted her in while I was fighting the first wave of spiders on the Crux.” 
 
    “You realize she does not believe your visions?” 
 
    “She barely knows what a vision is. What we saw today was crystal clear. A massive spider invasion is coming. They will kill many of the sisters. I might be one of them. Everyone who survives does so because you save them. Anything other than that is speculation, and simply talking about it will cause the timeline to shift.” 
 
    “Then let’s not talk about it. I got some bad news I need to share.” 
 
    “Does it have anything to do with the implants? I tried messaging you, but it didn’t connect.” 
 
    “Yeah. Two hundred or more Dominion scout ships are entering the system. We believe they outfitted the ships with jamming equipment that scrambles our communications. Mark sent me new implants that are less susceptible, but I only received one more message before they failed.” I reach into my pocket and pull out the other pair he sent. “Put these in. When comms come back up, you’ll want them.” 
 
    “Do we have any hope?” 
 
    I smile. “These ships don’t really pose a threat to our ships, but there are enough of them that some may make it down to the surface.” 
 
    “And they are coming straight at us, right?” 
 
    “You probably have more insight into that than I do, but yes. I think they are coming here, which raises the question of additional shields. Mark sent me shields for the hospital. Do we need to shield this entire path?” 
 
    “No. There is an underground passageway. We might want shield controls at either end of it, but we shouldn’t put in the effort up here. Who’s Mark?” 
 
    “The head of manufacturing on my ship. How much time do you think we have?” I ask. 
 
    “Three days max.” 
 
    “Same answer I got from the ship, but how do your visions reveal that?” 
 
    She smiles. “Come see.” 
 
    She leads me out the rear gate, then around to the western wall, back toward the front. It is wooded, shady here. When we light up the shields, a lot of tree branches will be severed. We continue almost all the way to the front wall. Ten meters from the front, a hedge of some sort starts, and the path juts out a meter to accommodate. 
 
    Nyvene pauses, cupping a branch and pointing out one of its buds. 
 
    “These turn into small white flowers that only last a week or so. The ones in the front get better light than these. Let’s go look at them.” 
 
    We follow the path around the corner and are met by a couple of tiny white flowers with bright red pollen visible on the heads of the stamens. 
 
    Again, she cups a branch. “See all the buds. In a week, this will be a wall of white and red. When the spiders come, about a third of these will be in full bloom.” 
 
    “Is this where you saw the spiders get you?” 
 
    “Kyle. Please do not talk about that.” 
 
    “Assuming I can reestablish comms with the ship, I’ll flood this area with warrior AIs.” 
 
    “High Thera Mala will not allow that.” 
 
    “She will be more than welcome to come down and order them to leave.” 
 
    “Will they leave?” 
 
    “No…” I stretch the word out. 
 
    Movement nearby draws my attention. It’s the High Thera standing in a large circular window on the third floor, looking down at us. 
 
    “Kai?” It’s Thelma. “We have restored comms. The Dominion invasion was a fizzle. They ran as soon as they saw we were here. Do you still want the hospital shields?” 
 
    I repeat Thelma’s message and question to Nyvene. 
 
    She looks at me as if I have insulted her. “Kai. Have you learned nothing? The spiders are coming. We need those shields!” 
 
    I look at Nyvene, surprised by her reaction. 
 
    She shakes her head. “You do not believe me either…” 
 
    I swallow. 
 
    The look on her face morphs from anger to grief. Then she turns her back on me. 
 
    “Would you consider coming up to my ship with me? If a thousand spiders are inbound, arriving in two or three days, there must be some sign of it. Maybe we can interdict before they get here.” 
 
    She faces me, shaking her head. “Don’t leave me, Kai.” 
 
    “Just two hours?” 
 
    “Go if you have to.” She spits out the words, then turns and walks away.  
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    I open my eyes and see Thelma waiting. She comes over and gives me an affectionate hug that lingers. Two months ago, I would have returned it just as affectionately. Now, I feel like I’m cheating on Nyvene, who does not like Thelma in the least. 
 
    “Nyvene is convinced that spiders are coming to the Emerald Spine in two, maybe three, days. Can you help me look for them?” 
 
    “There are more than one hundred on the island already,” she says, still holding on to me. 
 
    “Where?” I ask backing away from Thelma. 
 
    “Hold me, Kai. I’m scared.” 
 
    “Thelma, what’s this about?” 
 
    “I knew you would connect with Nyvene and took advantage of it to do some independent work of my own. I didn’t expect you to fall in love with her to a degree where you would risk your life for her. Please don’t go back down.” 
 
    I take her by the shoulders and step back. 
 
    “Thelma, look at me. I am going back down. But I need your help if I’m going to survive. Where are the spiders?” 
 
    “Most of them are on the shore at the base of the cliffs on the west side. A small number, I don’t know how many, are in caves along the slopes southwest of the temple, less than ten kilometers. I suspect they are surveilling you.” 
 
    “There must be more than that.” 
 
    “I only know of three other large collections: on the island they call Pearl Solar a hundred kilometers west of the Emerald Spine, the ones in the city near the spaceport, and over two hundred that have assembled in the wilderness fifty kilometers west of the tower in which we are holding the Voice.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It doesn’t add up. They wouldn’t attack the temple with only one hundred spiders.” 
 
    “Before you arrived, they would have. The better question is why they didn’t? And why they aren’t attacking now?” 
 
    My stomach clenches at the thought they might be attacking now. 
 
    “Are they attacking now, Thelma?” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    I point to my holoprojection system. “Can you put up an aerial view of the island and show me where they’ve been assembling?” 
 
    The image of the Emerald Spine appears in the holoprojection, the last tendrils of the morning’s mist still flowing over the ridge at the north end of the island. “Let’s see if we can spot any spiders near the caves,” Thelma says, zooming in on the caves on the southeast side of the ridge. 
 
    I point. “Sensor block.” 
 
    She zooms in a little more. “Quite a few of them. There are more in the cave than I thought.” 
 
    “We should send down a platoon of warrior AIs to clear them out,” I muse. “Show me where they are on the coast.” 
 
    Thelma switches views to the coastline. “This is where they were yesterday. They’re obviously not there now. Let’s see if we can find them.” 
 
    She scans down the coastline to the south until she comes to a long stretch where the waves pound against the cliffs. “They can’t cross that,” she says, then scans to the north until she hits a similar spot within a couple kilometers of the northern tip of the island. 
 
    “Where did they go?” she asks in shock. 
 
    “The caves must run through the mountain. There could be hundreds, thousands of them hidden there,” I speculate. 
 
    “Let me check on something,” Thelma says. 
 
    The image in the holoprojection shifts to the open tundra of the frozen north. “Not there,” Thelma says. 
 
    As she zooms out, we spot a long line of spiders running toward an abandoned facility of some sort on the coast. 
 
    “Zoom in on the facility,” I say as fear pounds through my veins. “There.” I point. Then it comes into focus. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “It’s a mobula.” Thelma says, “Their giant seaplane. They’re going to fly two hundred spiders right into Silken Bay. Fourteen-hour flight, they will land before the sun rises.” 
 
    “I can’t let that happen.” As panic sets in, I shut my eyes, take a deep breath, and hold it. Then I count to ten before slowly exhaling. It doesn’t work as well as it used to in Afghanistan, but I’m at least calm enough to think again. 
 
    “Are you OK, Kai?” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s assemble the team in the war room.” 
 
    A moment later, the yellow alert alarm sounds as Lieutenant Commander White’s voice announces, “Team Alpha, report to the war room.” 
 
      
 
    WAR ROOM 
 
    I quickly brief the team on the attack we expect to come before dawn tomorrow morning, and the defenses we are putting in place. 
 
    I point to a spot a couple of hundred kilometers south of the mobula’s position. “I want a war shuttle to shoot down that plane while it is here in the northern ocean. Before it gets to the first island.” 
 
    “We’ll need to launch it soon.” Lieutenant Commander White advises. “We are in geosynchronous orbit. It will take at least two hours to get that deep into the atmosphere. Space Hawks might be a better idea.” 
 
    “Your call,” I reply. “I also want a preemptive strike on these caves.” 
 
    “War Shuttle? Or warrior AIs?” 
 
    In my heart, I want to take the Challenger down and burn spiders until there is none left to burn. But to do so within viewing range of the temple would be too big of an affront. 
 
    “Warrior AIs.” 
 
    “How soon do you want us to go?” 
 
    “Thelma, could you put the image of the caves up again?” 
 
    The image pops up. 
 
    “They are currently milling around on this plateau. If they move down the slope in mass, then deploy immediately. Otherwise, strike once you’ve confirmed the plane is down.” I stand. “I need to return to finish configuring the shields. The tactics of the strike, I’ll leave to you.” 
 
    “Good luck sir,” White replies. 
 
    I nod in acknowledgement, then return to my office. 
 
      
 
    HOSPITAL GROUNDS 
 
    Before transporting back down, I messaged Nyvene, saying we needed to talk and asking where she was. She said she was heading into town via the hospital. She agreed to meet me at the hospital’s front gate. 
 
    I also checked in with Mark, who confirmed the delivery of the shield emitters for the hospital. Then I asked him to transport me down to the hospital’s front gate, along with two dozen shield control cubes. 
 
    When the sounds around me change, I open my eyes and see Sister Elna and her team finishing up the shield installation. She waves, casting a smile in my direction, then points toward the path down from the temple. Nyvene is almost here. 
 
    She greets me with a kiss, which I cannot return. “Did you find anything?” 
 
    “Yes. A huge number of spiders are already here. They landed on the coast days ago. There is apparently an extensive cave system in the mountains that connects down to the coastline.” 
 
    “We’ve speculated that for years, but never found it.” 
 
    “Numerous spiders are loitering around up on the plateau. We speculate they will attack before dawn tomorrow.” 
 
    Nyvene smirks. “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Because over two hundred of the large Dominion warriors are about to board one of the giant sea planes up north. If they are coming here, their arrival time will be just before dawn.” 
 
    “Viri Senca,” Nyvene spits out the words. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “Viri Senca, the Sibyl of the North. She collaborated with the Dominion, assassinated my parents, then took my father’s job as envoy. She controls the mobula—the giant seaplane.” 
 
    “Well, I plan to shoot it down. The ones on the mountain may attack shortly after I do. We should start evacuating the town.” 
 
    Nyvene shakes her head. “The constabulary will not cooperate. At the High Thera’s request, Envoy Eventide has issued a shelter in place order.” 
 
    The news shocks me to the core. “Unbelievable. What are they thinking?” 
 
    “No one understands how terrifying the spiders are until they see the large ones with their own eyes.” 
 
    I’m so frustrated that I shake. 
 
    Nyvene puts a hand on my arm. “Kai, calm yourself. We have shields. I see you’ve brought weapons. You are going to shoot down the mobula. Your warrior AIs will come down in force to stop the spiders on the mountain. If you do those things, you will have done your job. I’m going to go talk to the Chief Constable to see what flexibility she has to take preemptive action, like getting the sick to the hospital and the elderly to the temple.” She points at the hospital. “Now get your shields configured.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She gives me another kiss, then continues down the path toward town. I watch as she goes, worried I may never see her again. 
 
      
 
    COURTYARD, TEMPLE GROUNDS 
 
    It took nearly two hours to get the shields configured, but the job is finally done, and the shields are up. To the uninitiated, both buildings now look like castles with twenty-meter-high walls perfectly matched to the temple’s stonework. 
 
    To my surprise, we have had a constant flow of elderly being delivered by the constables. My maze ended up being too difficult for them to traverse, so after verifying its functionality, I deactivated it, other than the outside walls. If the spiders ever get this close, I will put it back up. The High Thera has been incredibly polite to the seniors and the constables delivering them. But I am clearly on her naughty list. 
 
    As I am not welcome inside the temple, I’ve set up shop around a table in the rear courtyard. Sister Elna and several of the others sit with me. They were fascinated by the shield configuration process and are now mesmerized by the surveillance screens I set up with my control cubes. One shows the nose camera view of the war shuttle tracking the mobula, which is on a straight-line course towards us. The other shows an army of spiders assembling something up on the plateau. 
 
    The countdown timer on the war shuttle shows fifteen minutes to contact. If I’m right, the spiders on the plateau will start their attack shortly after the mobula goes down. If that happens, Nyvene will not get back in time. 
 
    Using my implant, I reach out to her. The attack might start in fifteen minutes. Please return to the temple. 
 
    When there is no immediate reply, I message Thelma. Do you know where Nyvene is? 
 
    She’s in the Chief Constable’s office. They are talking. They’ve been in there for a long time. Want me to eavesdrop? 
 
    Please. 
 
    A minute passes, then Thelma comes back. They are discussing an evacuation plan. The chief can’t put it in place until she has evidence of spiders. But she believes Nyvene. 
 
    I send Thelma a thank you, then refocus on the mobula attack. As I do so, I realize this is a bad idea. When the sisters see it blow up, they are going to know I am behind it. Using my implant, I shut down the holoprojection, but continue watching via my implant. 
 
    “What happened?” Elna asks. 
 
    “Must have lost the feed.” 
 
    We sit in silence for a minute, then three more vans carrying twelve seniors arrive. I continue watching as the sisters jump up to help the new arrivals. The timer ticks down, then when it reaches zero, the mobula shatters into hundreds of pieces, which slowly fall into the frigid water below. 
 
    Loud bellowing reverberates down the hill from above. I shift my attention to the screen showing the plateau. Numerous spiders are on the move. 
 
    I message Nyvene. The spiders are moving. Ask Thelma to send a holoprojection cube you can show the chief. 
 
    I run to the front where the last of the constables is about to leave. I wave her down, and she stops. “Can I help you, sir?” 
 
    I point up at the mountainside. “The spiders. They’re coming.” 
 
    Outside the fence, warrior AIs appear one by one. 
 
    Kai. We’re sending you fifty warrior AIs for outside-of-the-fence protection. We’re sending one hundred up to the plateau. Batten down the hatches. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    I look at the constable, who stopped for me. “We are about to be attacked. I have cameras on it, if you want to see.” 
 
    She looks at me as if I’m crazy, then smiles. “Sure. Show me your cameras.” 
 
    I run to the courtyard, the officer close on my heels, then point. 
 
    In the holoprojection, scores of spiders flow out of the caves. A counter at the bottom puts the number at three-hundred-three, ticking up steadily. 
 
    “By the Mist,” the officer whispers, then turns to run for her vehicle. 
 
    As she goes, something else catches my eye. A large projectile comes sailing off the platform, shooting up at a thirty-degree angle. As it reaches its apex, a parachute opens with a large spider hanging from it. 
 
    Nyvene’s words come back to me—spiders falling from the sky. 
 
    I watch as it starts its journey down the hill, then banks, putting it on a course that will bring it straight to the temple. I watch it, mesmerized. Then another one launches. 
 
    I tear myself away from the monitor and run for my stash of transporter rifles. They are still out of range, but that will change way too soon. 
 
    “Captain?” Sister Elna calls out. “The front gate is still open.” 
 
    I stop and run back to my work area. It only takes ten seconds for the controller to wake up, and me to confirm the area is clear. I engage the front gate, which is transparent, and activate the ten lanes. Hopefully, the spiders will attempt to come in this way. 
 
    “How can I help?” she asks. 
 
    “Have you ever shot a rifle?” 
 
    She shakes her head no. 
 
    “Willing to learn?” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    I dash off. She follows. When we get to the box, I grab a rifle and hand it to her. 
 
    “Want me to bring the boxful?” she asks. 
 
    I almost laugh at the question. I can’t lift that box, but I suspect she can. 
 
    “Sure, let’s head for the front gate.” 
 
    I stop and scoop up the shield controller, then on arrival, I reconfigure the maze, making the outer wall in lane one transparent. Five spiders are now airborne. 
 
    “Do exactly what I do,” I instruct Sister Elna. “This button turns it on.” 
 
    I click mine and immediately hear it vibrate to life. A second later, I hear hers. 
 
    “Butt up against your shoulder. Raise the rifle until you can see a spider in your window. I’ve got one, do you?” 
 
    “Got it,” she says. 
 
    “See the black dot in the middle? Move the weapon around until the dot is overtop the spider.” 
 
    “It turns yellow,” she says. 
 
    “When it’s yellow, pull the trigger.” 
 
    “It flashed red,” she replies. 
 
    I see the spider behind the one I was targeting eject blood and tissue. It screeches, then goes limp. 
 
    “What happened to it?” she asks. 
 
    “You killed it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Just keep popping them.” 
 
    After the sixth or seventh one goes down, the spiders change tactics, spreading out and dropping faster. Several make it to the ground, but far enough away to have lost the advantage of an airborne attack. 
 
    “Can we help?” 
 
    I turn and see five more sisters ready to join the fight. Within minutes, they all have their first kill. 
 
    An hour into the fight, Thelma messages me. They’ve stopped coming out of the caves. The count stands at seven hundred five with two-ninety-eight down. But they are about to flank you to the south, which will give them a straight shot at Silken Bay. We are redeploying to cut them off. 
 
    Where is Nyvene? I message back. 
 
    Leading a group of twenty children up to the hospital. Thelma replies. 
 
    Hours pass, the sun getting low in the sky. Although we think we know where all the spiders are, they have largely gone to ground. None have approached our shields. But my Afghan spider senses scream that something is about to happen. If Alex were here, she would have figured it out already. The thought of Alex brings a smile, then a tear. 
 
    I message Nyvene. Where are you? 
 
    Making one last run before dark. Thelma has given me a warrior AI escort. This will put all two-hundred-twelve kids in the safety of the hospital’s basements. 
 
    Thwack. Thwack, thwack, thwack. 
 
    I startle back to the here-and-now as dozens of spurs bounce off the shields, and a spider on a parachute floats toward me. It hits the shield, but the parachute, now caught in the breeze flowing down the mountain, continues pulling it up toward the top of the shield. With a surge of adrenaline, my sights are on it, then guts and blood spurt just before it comes over the shield wall. A dozen spiders appear out of nowhere, bound to the entrance to the maze, then come straight at me. 
 
    Sister Elna, now back in the fight, turns to shoot the ones coming up the maze. 
 
    “No, get the ones outside.” I order. 
 
    She freezes, then screams, as the lead spider in the maze leaps at me. 
 
    It hits the gate shield between maze segments, knocking itself out. 
 
    I hit two more outside the shield as more pour into the maze. Then, as the maze gets filled, I activate the lane dividers, slicing the spiders inside in half. Black blood flows out into the roadway, its foul smell assaulting my nose. 
 
    Another parachute propelled spider comes in, barely clearing the first shield. Spurs fly and a sister goes down. I know I was the target and feel immense guilt. But adrenaline spikes again when the spider hits the inside of the shield several meters downwind and falls onto the temple grounds. 
 
    Sister Elna screams as she hits the trigger multiple times, and the spider is shredded. More and more spiders appear seemingly out of nowhere, and for the first time, I worry we are doomed. 
 
    Two more spiders come over the shield wall. A sister screams, and drops of blood spray everywhere. Elna and I take them down. Then warrior AIs appear outside the shield, their energy weapons lighting up the dusk. 
 
    I’m astounded by the number of spider bodies stacking up outside. Then the sound of shattering glass announces an additional threat. One of the parachute spiders just went through the third-floor picture window. A spider is in the temple!  
 
    I race in through the front door just as High Thera Mala’s body falls from above and lands with a sickening thud on the polished stone, freezing me in place. The spider jumps down and lands on her, then a sword-like structure emerges from its belly and pierces her back. Mala shows no reaction. She must be dead.  
 
    But as I watch the Dominion warrior feast on Nyvene’s friend, using a mosquito-like proboscis, a new revulsion for these creatures comes over me.  Two rapid fire shots take off most of its head. 
 
    A second spider follows. I pull my trigger as it slings a spur. Thwack! The spur embeds itself in the wooden door behind me as more spider blood and tissue litter the temple floor. 
 
    A tremendous explosion rocks the building, then everything goes quiet. 
 
    Kai. It’s Thelma. You need to get out of the building. It’s on fire. Nyvene led the seniors down to the hospital using the underground passage while you were fighting outside. The only ones still in the building are you and High Thera Mala. But I can’t find her. 
 
    A spider killed her. I send back. 
 
    Then get out fast. The temple is about to come down. 
 
    I open the door cautiously, then jump back. It’s on fire. Breeze coming down the hill pushes the door open, then I race through. 
 
    I see Elna hovered over one of the other sisters, weeping. Elna is injured, blood flowing from her scalp and arm. But the poor woman in front of her is missing half her head. This is truly a scene from Armageddon. The shields still stand, but the temple is ablaze, as is the wooded area around it. Then my eyes lock onto the culprit. Two Dominion scout ships lie split open on the other side of the shields. It must have come after dark, cloaked and packed full of warriors. 
 
    Above me, there’s motion—the silhouette of a war shuttle surveying the damage. 
 
    “Kyle!” 
 
    It’s Nyvene. As I spin around towards her, the world seems to go into slow motion. A spur whizzes by, missing me. Nyvene screams as her shoulder is splayed and her left arm drops to the ground. 
 
    “Thelma! Two to transport aboard. Put Nyvene in stasis.” 
 
      
 
    [11.10.2035] MEDICAL BAY, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    I had hoped never to spend this much time in the auto-doc again. All those visits with Alex. Now nine days with Nyvene. The big difference between the two being that Nyvene is almost completely restored, where Alex slowly slipped away. 
 
    Then there is the unexpected problem. Nyvene is with child. DNA tests confirm I am its father, which puts me in a tough place. To’Kana insists I continue my mission. I’ve refused; I have a child to provide for now. 
 
    As terrible as this situation feels to me, Thelma seems almost giddy about it—the darker the cloud, the brighter the silver lining, she says. 
 
    But that’s not the only problem. With Mala dead and Viri Senca missing, Nyvene is likely to become the new High Thera. With the system’s mineral riches now confirmed, she will become an important ally. So, To’Kana has come aboard every day, saying we cannot entrust the care of such an important ally to AIs. 
 
    We extracted Nyvene from her tube, cleaned her up, and transfused her with additional blood an hour ago. Now, as I sit holding her hand, I can feel the wake-up meds doing their work. With every twitch, I give a little squeeze in return. She should come around shortly. She doesn’t know To’Kana or Gwen, so I am here on my own, which is exactly what I want. The spur that almost killed her would have killed me, if she hadn’t called when she did. 
 
    Nyvene grips my hand strong enough for me to know it is a conscious act. I lift her hand and kiss it, and am rewarded with an eye popping open, then rolling back up into her head. 
 
    The cycle repeats twice, then both eyes open and lock on mine. “Where am I?” 
 
    “In the medical bay aboard my ship. You were seriously injured.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “This is your ninth day here.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Spur to the shoulder.” 
 
    She closes her eyes, and they stay closed long enough that I assume she’s fallen asleep. 
 
    “I remember seeing my arm fall away.” 
 
    “We reattached it. Sounds serious and was. But you were never really at risk.” 
 
    She falls asleep again. 
 
    The cycle repeats for several hours, then she wakes up, fully awake. We talk through what happened—the desecration of the temple grounds, Mala’s death, the death of all but Sister Elna, the destruction of the temple, and the spiders killed in the final explosion… Everything, except the only thing that really matters, our daughter. 
 
    Eventually, To’Kana and Gwen come in. 
 
    After minutes of introductions and related small talk, To’Kana says, “I have some good news and bad news to share.” 
 
    Nyvene eyes To’Kana with more agency than I have ever mustered. 
 
    He starts with the news that they have tentatively elected her High Thera and he would rebuild the temple for her if allowed to do so. 
 
    Nyvene looks at me. “Why is he offering me this, not you?” 
 
    I’m so blindsided by this revelation that I don’t know what to say. 
 
    She turns her attention back to To’Kana while pointing at me. “Kyle has clearly earned that privilege. What makes you think you have?” 
 
    To’Kana puts out his hands. “I head the military coalition that saved your planet. We want Avolene as a coalition partner. Kyle may very well be the one that rebuilds your temple. But as the head of our coalition, you have my promise that we will.” 
 
    “Go on,” she says, my heart bursting for the maturity and authority with which she speaks with To’Kana. 
 
    “We could only save one of the two fetuses you were carrying. I am deeply sorry we couldn’t save both.” 
 
    Nyvene’s eyes are on me again, but To’Kana says. “He didn’t know. I didn’t tell him.” 
 
    Nyvene’s eyes are back on To’Kana. “Are you going to explain yourself?” 
 
    “The head of the invasion force that attacked your world, the Voice that commanded the thousand spiders… The one that turned your Viri Senca…” 
 
    “What about it?” Nyvene demands. 
 
    “We captured it, we silenced it, and we turned it.” 
 
    Nyvene’s eyes dart to me. 
 
    “Yes, Kyle’s forces did most of the work. Mine turned it.” 
 
    “Relevance,” Nyvene asks. 
 
    “It gave us the locations of the twelve worlds that have caused all the chaos in our sector. Several humanoid species were driven to extinction. My people nearly were. Yours was on that list.” 
 
    “Your point,” Nyvene demands. 
 
    “Kyle is the only one we have found with the means and intuition to defeat those twelve worlds.” 
 
    Seeing that I am being railroaded, I say, “Stop. My role is here, with the woman I love and the child I helped create.” 
 
    To’Kana says to Nyvene. “That is what he believes. You know better.” 
 
    “Kai,” she whispers. “You need to go. Our daughter will not be safe if you are here. The spiders will come to get her.” A sob escapes. “My mother made the same sacrifice, so I could live. Go. Do what you need to do. Then come back to me if you can. But you need to go now, and I don’t expect you to return.” She turns away from me and refuses to accept my pleading, or my touch. “Go Kyle.” 
 
    I look at To’Kana with murderous intent. He backs away, hands up. “The Dominion did this, Kyle. Not me. Take your revenge on them.” 
 
    I stomp out of the medical bay, ready to jump the ship into the system’s star. But Thelma is there, blocking my way. She reaches out a hand, which I swat out of the way, but it lands on my cheek, anyway. “Be at peace, Kai. Everything works for the good of those that serve the Mist. The other fetus has everything I need to bring Alex back. Everything.” 
 
    Even though I’m standing in the middle of the hallway, I feel sleep coming over me. “Rest in peace, Kai,” Thelma says. 
 
    I fight the sleep, but know it will win. Then Thelma’s words reverberate in my mind, Rest in peace, Kai. The words seem off. But… What does it matter? 
 
      
 
    [11.11.2035] CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS 
 
    I wake alone in my quarters. No Alex, no Nyvene, no Thelma, just me, empty me. I don’t know how I got here. Have no idea where my clothes went. But after a minute or two of miserable self-pity, I get up. After all, I have a job to do. 
 
    When I step out of the shower, Thelma’s there. 
 
    “Do you mind?” I ask as I grab a towel and pull it around me. 
 
    “No, go ahead. Dry off. Get dressed. Whatever. I’m good with that. But there are three things you need to know before you step out that door.” 
 
    “It can’t wait until I’m dressed?” 
 
    “No, it can’t, I’m busy. First, we departed thirty-six hours ago. Second, before we left, Nyvene transferred over to To’Kana’s ship for another day of therapy before returning to the surface. During that day, six hundred warrior AIs swept through the island they call Pearl Solar and all the remaining Dominion warriors on the planet were killed.” 
 
    “Where did they come from?” 
 
    “Not now,” Thelma says. “Third, and this is the important one. The cortical graft took. Alex should emerge from the tank in another eight weeks, fully restored.” 
 
    “What! You told me she was dead!” 
 
    “No, I told you she was in a preservation chamber.” 
 
    “I thought you meant a refrigerator. And you let me carry on with Nyvene, knowing Alex was still alive!” 
 
    “You had to carry on with Nyvene for me to get the buffer I needed to restore Alex.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “Have you ever wondered why a world as primitive as Avolene ever interested the Iknosan?” 
 
    “Their minerals?” 
 
    Thelma rolls her eyes, then holds out a memory tube. “If you want to know, it’s all in here. The Iknosan Central Council has suppressed this information since The Reckoning. Download the memories if you want to know.” 
 
    Thelma puts the tube on my nightstand, then disappears.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 16: THE HUNT 
 
      
 
    [12.01.2035] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    I spent just less than three months on Avolene. Having thought Alex was gone, I fell in love with another woman, fathered a child I will probably never meet, and found the tissue Thelma needed to build a new Alex. 
 
    But my agreement with To’Kana will take me away for months and pit me against an enemy whose ships will outnumber mine a thousand to one. 
 
    The unspoken hero of our mission to Avolene was Dr. To’Koa, who determined that the Dominion originated in a globular cluster known to human science as Messier 5 (M5), approximately twenty-five thousand light-years from Earth. Twelve planetary systems within M5 form the core of the Xeric Dominion. If we can destroy those systems, the way we did the Indarsu home world, then we will cripple the Dominion in this portion of the galaxy. 
 
    But how could one ship take down twelve worlds? The answer as regards the Victory is that she can’t. One decent hit from one Dominion dreadnaught will gut this ship. So, the strategy will be to jump the ship around, never staying in one place for very long and never approaching within one hundred light-years of our targets, letting the automated shuttles stage our weapons for simultaneous strike. 
 
    The route to our first staging area comprised twenty-six jumps of nearly one thousand light-years each, jumping us well past M5, such that our final approach, if detected, would appear to be coming from a different direction than human space. 
 
    The door connecting to the bridge chimes. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander White enters. “We have arrived at the first staging area. All twenty-four war shuttles arrived without incident. But we’ve already run into our first problem.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “The stars we are seeing on sensors don’t line up with the star maps the Iknosan gave us.” 
 
    “Are you saying we’re lost?” I ask. 
 
    “No. I’m confident we are in the right place and would have no trouble getting home. I think the problem is with the star maps. If they were made via remote observation from twenty thousand light-years away, then the map would reflect the positions of the stars twenty thousand years ago.” 
 
    I groan. This sounds like something the Iknosan would do. 
 
    “Let me research the issue. In the meantime, hop-scotch a war shuttle out to where the closest Dominion system was supposed to be and see if we can pick up any sign of them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And, one last thing…” I say. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “We are now starting the most dangerous part of our mission. If we are simply cautious, we will not survive. We must be hyper-alert at all times, paranoid about any anomaly. One hit and this ship is done. Drill that into your operators. Our best defense is our jump drive. The fastest of the dreadnaughts can travel eighteen light-years in a day. Our jump drive can keep us ahead of them. If we sit for six hours within five or ten light-years of a dreadnaught, we will be spotted. Make sure your operators know to stay that far from any star system.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    As White exits, I call Thelma and ask her to join me. 
 
    When she arrives, I give her a quick update on the situation. 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander White is right, Kai. The Iknosan have never mounted an expedition to M5. They’ve never been within ten thousand light-years of it. I’ll search through the IDA to see what I can find. But I suspect we are on our own at this point.” 
 
    “What’s the best way to map the cluster, so we know what’s out there?” 
 
    “A full stellar cartography sweep takes years,” Thelma replies. “But we really don’t need that. Something like sixteen space hawks and a week’s time should be enough for our automated systems to get what we need to prevent us from jumping into a star. Let me look into it and get back to you.” 
 
    When Thelma flashes away, I lean over to bang my head on the table. Not another Iknosan fiasco. 
 
      
 
    [12.03.2035] BRIDGE 
 
    Thelma woke me around 2:30, saying they needed me on the bridge. 
 
    I threw on a flight suit and sprinted the short distance from my quarters to the bridge, sliding sideways through the door as it was opening, and scaring Ensign Short, who had the watch, nearly to death. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “Status of War Shuttle Freedom?” 
 
    “Checking,” she replies, then a second later. “The Freedom is on a stealth approach toward a system in which they’ve detected subspace anomalies.” 
 
    “Remind me who has command?” 
 
    “Alpha 2, Chief Petty Officer Chen, sir.” 
 
    “Put him on the comm.” 
 
    Seconds tick by, then she comes back, “Not responding, sir.” 
 
    “Show me his main viewscreen.” 
 
    The main view screen opens, showing the Freedom’s forward view. Several Dominion dreadnaughts are on approach, one directly ahead less than a thousand miles. Checking another of his panels, I see that his subspace dampening field is disabled. 
 
    In an instant, I realize what’s happened. Chief Petty Officer Chen is now under Dominion control, and they are draining him and the Freedom of every secret. 
 
    “Ensign, execute an emergency jump sequence.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Emergency jump sequence now!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    As I feel the ship move, I run to my office. 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    All the Freedom’s critical systems are down: propulsion, shields, stealth, and weapons. But curiously, the exterior doors to the ship’s weapons bay are open and all the weapons are in their cradles. 
 
    I grab a control cube, link it to Torpedo 1, then lock onto the dreadnaught directly in front of the Freedom. I’ve never launched one of our torpedoes from the weapons bay before, but it should work as long as I sequence the commands properly. 
 
    As I’m about to issue the execute command, I pause. Why not fire at all the dreadnaughts I see? A minute later, I have target-lock on the four in my sights. 
 
    “No time like the present,” I whisper. 
 
    In an instant, all four torpedoes are away. The first jumps five seconds later, slicing its target into four layers. 
 
    The other dreadnaughts go to evasive maneuvers immediately. But ships that size don’t accelerate or transition into subspace fast enough to save themselves. All four torpedoes hit, all four trigger space-time ruptures, and all four slice their targets into layers. It takes several minutes for the space-time ruptures to burn themselves out. When they do, I see what I couldn’t before—a densely populated Dominion World encircled by dozens of space stations and orbital habitats.  
 
    An impulse of anger shoots through me. Chief Petty Officer Chen found the system he sought, but his failure to follow the stand-off orders I issued cost him his life, his crew, and his ship. 
 
    As I study the scene in front of me, an alarm on the Freedom’s control panel sounds. It takes a second to find. Collision alert. Dozens of Dominion fighters are streaming toward the Freedom. With no main-power, no propulsion, not even attitude-control thrusters, there is nothing I can do to save her. But I still have four more torpedoes and eight space hawks. I lock all the torpedoes and all but one of the space hawks on the planet, then issue the execute command. Next, I launch the last space hawk and scramble to reroute its communications directly to the Victory. Thankfully, the Victory’s central comm controller grabs the space hawk’s quantum ID before we lose the connection. 
 
    A second later, I have Space Hawk 8’s sensor suite on the primary display in my office. It confirms that the Dominion fighters destroyed the Freedom. It also tracks the course of the torpedoes and other space hawks. 
 
    I watch in silence as the first torpedo hits. There is no immediate sign of anything having happened, but I know a space-time rupture is taking place somewhere within the planet’s core, hollowing it out some. 
 
    A minute ticks by, then the second torpedo hits. More minutes pass, then the third and fourth torpedo hit, coming in at different angles but striking in the same plane. These were apparently perfect hits as the lightning-like rupture rips through the planet extending out into space in four different places. Over the next five minutes, enormous holes open. Then, as the space hawks hit, the planet collapses in on itself. 
 
    As the planet’s mass decreases, I notice the giant space stations orbiting it drifting off at various angles. Some heading in-system, certain to be consumed by their star in the next couple of months. Others are on a path to the outer system, but none of those have escape velocity, so are also at risk of a one-way trip to a fiery end. 
 
    I’m tempted to let Space Hawk 8 remain on station, so it can record what happens. But I don’t want to risk its capture by the Dominion. Because our job in this system is done, I order Space Hawk 8 to jump into the system’s star. Too bad I don’t have another pair of eyes to watch what happens. 
 
    The door to the office chimes, drawing my attention. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    It opens and Lieutenant Commander White comes marching in. “Ensign Short alerted me when we lost contact with the Freedom. Do you know what happened?” 
 
    “We lost the Freedom,” I reply, as I motion toward the seat opposite me. “Who else was aboard?” 
 
    “Alpha Ten and Twelve—Josh Ward and Skye Dixon. Do you know what went wrong?” 
 
    “Most of it. Instead of standing off and exploring, using their space hawks, they entered the system. By all appearances, it is the one we were seeking, well populated with space stations, orbital shipyards, and habitats—a system with a powerful Voice and a hive mind.” 
 
    I pause before delivering the bad news. “It captured the crews’ minds, used their bodies to shut down the shuttle’s systems, then drained as much data from the shuttle and from the minds of the crew as possible. When the Dominion gathered what they could gather, they destroyed the shuttle.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “The Freedom’s sensor arrays. What orders did you give Chief Petty Officer Chen?” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander White shifts in his seat. “Proceed to coordinates, then search for Dominion. Report back at least every four hours.” 
 
    “Did you reiterate the standing orders before they departed? Stand off? Keep moving? Use the space hawks for close in surveillance? Remain hyper-alert? Be paranoid about anything unusual?” 
 
    He shakes his head.   
 
    I continue. “They, and by extension, you, underestimated our enemy. Instead of following the standoff procedures, they ventured into that system alone. If they thought the Dominion were there, they should have jumped a space hawk in from light-years away, then called for backup before approaching.” 
 
    “Understood,” the lieutenant commander replies. 
 
    “The only good news from this incident was that I commandeered their weapons and inflicted significant damage on the enemy. But the cost was too high. We lost three of our fifteen operators today and only struck one of the twelve systems we have been tasked with hitting.” 
 
    “Agreed, sir. Way too high a price.” 
 
    “Later today, I will have a plan for the next steps. Use the time to work with your teams.” I stand, indicating this discussion is over. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander White stands as well. “One question, if I may?” 
 
    “Ask it.” 
 
    “Ensign Short says you ordered emergency evasive maneuvers. Why? We are fifty light-years from the cluster.” 
 
    “The Dominion captured the minds of your crew.” 
 
    “As you said,” White replies. 
 
    “That means the Dominion knew we are here in the region and knew exactly where we were before the emergency evasive maneuvers and jump.” 
 
    When I see the penny hasn’t dropped, I add, “The Freedom had been in Dominion controlled space for thirty-six hours. Any dreadnaught within twenty-five light-years of our position could have reached us already. And I am certain they are looking for us now. It will be our death if we continue to underestimate the enemy. Reinforce the standoff rules with your crews and keep Victory moving, Lieutenant Commander.”  
 
    When White is gone, I ask Thelma to come. 
 
    A moment later, she appears. “Good morning, Kai. You handled the Dominion well this morning.” 
 
    “When did you find out about the Freedom?” 
 
    Thelma purses her lips before responding, then sighs. “You know I have background tasks running all the time, right?” 
 
    “I think you’ve said something to that effect before.” 
 
    “There are a lot of them. I monitor essentially everything on the ship. I also monitor any of the shuttles out on mission. And I always have an eye on you.” 
 
    “The point?” I ask as Thelma pauses. 
 
    “Warning signs started popping up last night, but they didn’t raise an alarm until a little after midnight when the weapons bay doors were opened by Alpha Twelve, then the weapons systems were powered down fifteen minutes later by Alpha Two.” 
 
    “You woke me up two hours later. Why the delay? And why no explanation?” 
 
    “Kai, I really don’t want to talk about this.” 
 
    “Thelma, I just lost three crew members. I need to know why I was not alerted sooner.” 
 
    “Have you asked Lieutenant Commander White why his team was not monitoring the situation?” 
 
    “I’ve spoken with him. He did not find out that there was a problem until the Dominion destroyed the shuttle. You knew there was a problem and told me they needed me on the bridge, which brings me back to the question.” 
 
    Thelma looks away.  
 
    It pains me to think that Thelma may be leveraging our relationship to withhold critical information. 
 
    “What happened, Thelma? I need to know.” 
 
    “The Freedom was a background task, as was maintaining a presence with you while you were sleeping. Most of my attention was on rebuilding the star charts of the globular cluster, which takes a tremendous amount of computing power. Shortly after you fell asleep, I suspended my monitoring of all background processes that others were monitoring. I am just a secondary back up after all. The Freedom had humans monitoring it.  At 2:30, I did a refresh, saw the anomalies with the Freedom, and woke you.”  
 
    As she diverts her eyes, I contemplate my response. Monitoring the ship and shuttles isn’t a formal duty of hers. It’s just something she does that I have been taking for granted. And as she pointed out, there was a human on watch, who should have been keeping an eye on things. I’ll need to take this up with White. 
 
    “Thank you for having alerted me when you did. It came too late to save the crew, but still allowed me to punish the Dominion. I will speak with Lieutenant Commander White and review the watch responsibilities with him.” I pause until Thelma looks me in the eye. “Going forward, I need you to be more forthright with me.” 
 
    “I will.”  
 
    Thelma’s contrite reply brings a smile to my face. “Where are you with the star charts?” 
 
    “My estimate for Planet Twelve wasn’t exact, but close. I have estimates for the other eleven.” 
 
      
 
    DECK 1, ROOM 1C 
 
    It’s been a while since I’ve seen Mark, a while longer since I’ve been in the ship’s manufacturing facility. Thelma finally told me what her project was and why it was dangerous for me to enter. 
 
    The project was a new auto-doc based on a design that was banned during The Reckoning. Its primary use was in situ growth of something called buffer tissue, used for repairing neural damage in the brain, spinal cord, or other parts of the nervous system. The only source of buffer tissue ever found was in the fetal stem cells of Iknosan-Avolite hybrids. 
 
    When a standardized buffer tissue compatible with more compact auto-docs was created, the older machines fell to darker uses and were ultimately banned. 
 
    To’Kana’s experts believed they could fabricate a human compatible buffer tissue from adult Avolite stem cells. Maybe they could have given the time. But when Alex started deteriorating, Thelma took things into her own hands. All she needed was fetal stem cells from a Human-Avolite hybrid and one of the old auto-docs. 
 
    Her plan? Tell me Alex was dead and leave me alone long enough on Avolene to produce the Human-Avolite hybrid she needed. Then, once I was off the ship, replicate one of the old machines in secret. 
 
    Now that she has what she needs, I am allowed back into Room 1C. 
 
    … 
 
    I get an exuberant greeting when the door swooshes open. 
 
    “Mark, I need your help with something, but I would like to see Alex first.” 
 
    “This way,” he says, then leads me to a curtained-off area. He opens the curtain and points. “Touch that panel and the privacy shield will drop. Touch it again and it will come back up.” 
 
    When he steps out and closes the curtain, I touch the panel, and the lights come up. One look and the tears flow. My beautiful, sweet Alex floats suspended in a huge horizontal tank. The horrible dent in her skull is gone. A lit display shows seven-hundred-ninety hours remaining. 
 
    That she will live again fills me with joy, but I feel so guilty. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whisper, then touch the panel again. When she’s hidden, I slip out through the curtains and get on with my real purpose. 
 
    “Mark, I need your help with something.” 
 
    “Anything, sir.” 
 
    “Can we modify our war shuttles to receive Dominion telepathic communications?” 
 
    “Already done, sir. We did that as part of the upgrades for this mission.” 
 
    “I’m assuming we can link the images back to the Victory.” 
 
    “We can, sir.” 
 
    “Can we do the same with the space hawks?” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Mark taps his index finger against his chin. “In principle, we should be able to. The sensor suite has subspace detectors, but this will require a software upgrade.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” 
 
    “I’ll need to develop it first, then once tested, a few minutes per space hawk. How many do you want upgraded?” 
 
    “All of them, every space hawk we have aboard the ship. But start with the ones in the eleven automated war shuttles. Upgrade all sixteen of their space hawks first.” 
 
    “I should be able to have them for you first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning, it is. Thank you, Mark.” 
 
    “Anything for you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    [12.05.2035] BRIDGE 
 
    I woke this morning to Thelma’s tender, warm embrace and a little more playfulness than she’s expressed in months. When I asked why, my communicator dinged, and she asked me to get it. On picking it up, I saw the coordinates for the other eleven Dominion worlds listed. 
 
    “You finished your project?” I asked. 
 
    “One of them,” she replied. “And Mark finished his project for you as well.” 
 
    The playful banter, coupled with a new certainty about our next steps, gives me hope for a good day as the bridge doors swoosh open. 
 
    “Captain on the bridge,” Sam announces to the room’s only occupant, Lieutenant Commander White. 
 
    “I have updated coordinates for all eleven of the remaining worlds,” I announce. 
 
    “We’re only twenty percent complete on our survey of the stars.” 
 
    “That will slow us down, but I don’t want to wait.” 
 
    “Your plan?” White asks. 
 
    “I want to dispatch eleven of our automated war shuttles to locations five light-years from the positions we’ve recalculated.” 
 
    “It’s risky without reliable star charts,” White complains. 
 
    “But these are automated systems we can hop-scotch out.” 
 
    He nods. “True. Should we off load their supplies to improve their maneuverability?” 
 
    “Good idea. But materials only. We’ll need their space hawks and torpedoes. I want to execute the rest of this mission remotely.”  
 
    “Agreed,” White whispers. 
 
    “I’ve had Mark upgrade the subspace sensors in both the shuttles and the space hawks, which will allow us to intercept Dominion telepathy from a greater distance.” 
 
    “Do you have a specific plan?” 
 
    “I want to run everything from the war room. Phase one will get an automated war shuttle out to each of the remaining core systems. Phase two will search for telepathic communication. Once found, we will launch three space hawks to triangulate the position of the Voice. Phase three will be to sneak a space hawk in close enough to get a system scan. Phase four will be to get target-lock on the top eight targets in each system. Phase five will be to kill the planet.” 
 
    “What?” Lieutenant Commander White comes back, shocked. “We have planet killing weapons? That would be genocide.” 
 
    I put up my hands and chuckle. “It would be something to have planet killing weapons, but…” I shrug. “Should have said destroy our targets. All these worlds will have at least one shipyard and dozens of dreadnaughts.” 
 
    “Sounds straightforward enough. Shall I have the crew offload the shuttles?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” I reply. “Let’s launch the operation this evening.” 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS 
 
    This evening’s deployments went off without a hitch. Unloading the materials turned out to be a lot easier than I thought it would be. The shuttles simply transported their containers to locations Henry, the supplies management AI, provided. Then ping, ping, ping, and the job was done. 
 
    Similarly, launching the shuttles was almost a non-event. Each of the eleven was given the coordinates for its target, then requested to plot a course to a waypoint five light-years away, minimizing transit through the cluster. With the number of helm AIs we have, they completed and double checked all calculations by eleven PM, when the last automated war shuttle departed. 
 
    Nonetheless, I’m beat by the time I get back. I plop down at my table to have a protein bar. Seconds later, Thelma, who was mysteriously absent during the launches, emerges from the closet in a loosely fitting nightgown that doesn’t hide all that much. 
 
    “How did the deployment go?” 
 
    “Easier than I thought. Where were you?” 
 
    “Tending to Alex. She’s doing well, so well I can enhance some of the Avolite resilience characteristics she has inherited from Nyvene.” 
 
    “You learned about this while working on Moira?” 
 
    Thelma smiles and nods. “Good thinking on your part. I wish we had treated more of them. Culturally and technologically, the Avolite are much more primitive than humans. But biologically, they are the stronger species. I would love to be able to give you and Alex more of their attributes.” 
 
    I think it’s funny that Thelma talks so casually about biologic human enhancement, something that has been taboo in American society since I first heard of the concept. But that’s not the taboo issue I want to talk with her about tonight. 
 
    “I see that look in your eye, Kai. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Can we talk privately?” 
 
    “Opening a compartmentalized conversation,” she replies. 
 
    “In my conversation with Lieutenant Commander White this morning, I mentioned blowing up planets.” 
 
    “He was surprised we had the weaponry to do it?” 
 
    “Not exactly. He said the SEALs would not participate in genocide.” 
 
    “What’s the matter with these guys? My parent species are on the cusp of extinction at the Dominion’s hands. The Indarsu are extinct, the Pelglik functionally so, and more of the Dominion will survive after we kill their planets, than survived when they attacked ours.” 
 
    I reach out and take her hand. “I agree with you. But the facts don’t matter.” 
 
    She snatches her hand away from me and takes a couple of steps back. 
 
    “Hear me out,” I say. “We don’t need justification for what we are going to do. We both know it is right.” 
 
    She looks at me confused. 
 
    “We simply need a deception sufficient to compel the SEALs participation, and I think I have a simple one.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “The SEALs trained on war shuttles that have a single weapons bay. They’ve never piloted an enhanced war shuttle with its auxiliary bay. Suppose we removed the auxiliary controls and transferred them to controllers in my office, ones that only you and I could access.” 
 
    Thelma smiles and takes a step closer. “While they’re lining up their shots on dreadnaughts and shipyards, I could be lining up shots on their planets, which we could trigger after they have departed.” 
 
    “And those kills would not be in the ships records,” I add, “So they cannot pull a Quinn on me.” 
 
    Thelma’s smile gets bigger, then she slowly saunters over, moving the way Alex would when inviting me. “Kai, you are a genius.” 
 
      
 
    [12.06.2035] WAR ROOM 
 
    During the early morning, three of our automated war shuttles arrived at their destinations in interstellar space five light-years from Thelma’s estimated location of the respective Dominion core system. 
 
    Within seconds of arrival, they detected Dominion telepathy—one loud, the others less so. In the loud one, images flash by so fast they are impossible to see. Mark, in manufacturing, who has proven quite adept at interpreting the images, says my face appears often as does the image of War Shuttle Challenger, and rubble from the world Chief Petty Officer Chen stumbled across. 
 
    Mark agrees with my assertion that they know we are here and are taking steps to defend themselves, though we cannot discern what those steps might be. 
 
    “Shall we launch space hawks to triangulate the locations of each Voice?” Lieutenant Commander White asks. 
 
    “Launch the space hawks,” I reply. 
 
    Within seconds, our helm AIs calculate the triangulation trajectories, and we launch the space hawks. A couple of hours later, we confirm the positions of the first three worlds—one very close to Thelma’s estimates, the other two a couple of light-years away. 
 
    What worries me is how easy this has been. If Alex were here… 
 
    For the first time in months, the thought of Alex brings a smile and anticipation, not the pain of loss. 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    Two years ago, on the day I arrived back at FCS after nearly being killed by the second Dominion warrior, I sat for an interview with Audell Knight. One of the questions he asked was… Do you think we could ever exist in peace with the Dominion? 
 
    My answer was something to the effect of… Someone would need to stop them before they would come to the table. 
 
    We haven’t stopped them yet, but for the first time we have brought the fight to them, and we’ve already extracted a big toll. Which makes me wonder… How many of their worlds will we need to kill to get them to the table? And how would we even know they were willing to come? 
 
    To probe this issue a little, I invited Thelma and Mark to join me in the office. 
 
    “I’ve been working the language issue around the clock for the last several days,” Mark says. “Many of the images are clear and the implied movement gives additional meaning. But this is truly alien, a whole different conception of language. Let me show you a sequence. It will make the points easier to distinguish.” 
 
    He plays a brief sequence in which a spider holds something that could be a firearm up in the air, brings it back down, holding it with only two of its four arm-like limbs, then sets it on the ground and backs away. 
 
    “The sequence is clear and easy to understand, but what does it mean?” Mark asks. “Is it reporting that someone gave up their weapon? Is it someone asking a spider to surrender? Or is it a spider surrendering to someone else?” 
 
    “Possibly none of the above,” Thelma says. “We could send them a series of those and see what they do. Maybe with the spider putting it down and Kai picking it up.” She turns to me. “But do you think we would ever come to terms with them? And if we did, do you really think they would honor the agreement? I think our chances of getting killed will increase the moment we open the conversation.” 
 
    As much as I wish there was a way, I agree with Thelma. To even take a step toward peace will increase the odds of mission failure. So, I will not make the effort. 
 
      
 
    [12.12.2035] WAR ROOM 
 
    It took six days, but we now have validated coordinates for all eleven systems. Three of them have powerful, loud Voices. The other eight are quieter, which worries me because there is not a strong relationship between volume and distance in the data. 
 
    Today’s mission is to choose our targets and acquire target-lock. 
 
    We jump a space hawk into each system, then watch as the eleven system maps build themselves. In an instant, I know they have tricked us.  
 
    The three systems with loud Voices all have one or more populated worlds with orbital shipyards and habitats, a dozen or more dreadnaughts, and numerous other ships. 
 
    The eight other systems have a single dreadnaught on patrol. 
 
    “Decoys,” Lieutenant Commander White observes. 
 
    When I initially framed this part of the mission, I wanted simultaneous hits on all twelve worlds. Now that we are looking for specific assets to hit, the simultaneous hit concept makes no sense at all. One planet is down. They’ve used decoys to hide the positions of eight others. And there are three we can take now. Those three are ours, and there is nothing the Dominion can do to change that—not this decade, anyway. Maybe they could be our bargaining chips. 
 
    The question is what to do with the eight decoy dreadnaughts. They would be easy enough to take, but I don’t think it’s worth it. Hitting them would announce our presence in an area. It would also consume a torpedo. I can take an entire world with only four torpedoes, so it makes no sense to waste one on an opportunistic strike against a single dreadnaught. 
 
    Resuming the search for the eight remaining systems seems the better idea. They are now our pursuit. 
 
      
 
    [12.13.2035] OFFICE 
 
    Based on the data we’ve collected, Thelma has calculated new estimates of the locations where those eight systems might be. 
 
    I’m good with the logic and mathematics of Thelma’s new coordinates, but, in truth, don’t believe them. The Dominion know we are afoot, and at this point know we can end them if we can find them. And all my Afghan spider senses tell me Thelma is pointing us in the wrong direction. 
 
    “Why do you say that, Kai?” she asks with all the hurt of a jilted lover. 
 
    “Because they are smart. And, because they can read us. Well, maybe not you, but all the human crew,” I answer. 
 
    Thelma snorts. “The human crew is fifty light-years from the cluster. They clearly read Chief Chen, so they know why we are here. But they can’t read us out here and there is nothing they can do to hide a core system. If the original coordinates actually pointed at a core system, then we will find it using this approach. If they didn’t, then Dr. To’Koa got played.” 
 
    “Your recommendation?” I ask. 
 
    She points toward the war room. “Play the game, Kai. Play the game. Maybe jump in a little closer, say three light-years from the revised coordinates. Or jump past the revised coordinates.” 
 
    I stand and wave an arm toward the bridge and war room. “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    WAR ROOM 
 
    Unlike last time, when the transits took days, the eight war shuttles that are part of this search only need to make one jump, the longest of which is ten light-years. Within minutes of arrival, we find eight more voices, none of the magnitude I expect from a planet. An hour later, triangulation is complete, and we’ve jumped a space hawk into each system. In seven of the eight, we find a single dreadnaught. 
 
    In the eighth, we find a mining operation with four dreadnaughts, four freighters, a shipyard, and ground operation similar to the one we found on Zemelja, the Pelglik home world. 
 
    “This isn’t a core system, right?” Lieutenant Commander White asks. 
 
    “This is an important asset,” I reply. “Each dock on shipyards like those can produce a dreadnaught every month. But no, this is not a core system. Let’s log its location. If we have the ammunition left when we’ve completed our primary mission, we can come back and clean this up.” 
 
    “What next then?” Lieutenant Commander White asks. 
 
    “Let’s jump back out into interstellar space and look for another Voice. In the eighth system, pop out at least ten light-years. In both cases, slowly expand the search radius. 
 
      
 
    [12.18.2035] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    We’ve been at it around the clock for the last six days and have now found six of the twelve home systems. To’Kana is pleased that we’ve overcome the hurdles that we have, but disappointed the data he gave us was as poor as it was. He wants us to continue searching, but has promised to loop back with Dr. To’Koa. 
 
    “Kai?” Thelma’s voice comes through my implant. “To’Kana is on the line for you.” 
 
    A moment later, his holographic image appears opposite me. 
 
    “It seems we have multiple problems,” To’Kana opens. “Our source does not know where some of these worlds are, only an approximate bearing and estimated distance from another world. On reviewing our calculations, we determined we made an error. Four worlds were affected. You found one of them, anyway. Sending the other three now.” 
 
    My tablet dings. 
 
    “Next problem,” To’Kana says. “Some years ago, they realized their vulnerability to detection systems such as the one you are using. To combat it, they’ve encased several of their systems in subspace dampening fields. Dr. To’Koa says you should be able to scan for these. In the visual spectrum, the star’s brightness is unaffected. In subspace, they gray it out. If you can find these, they will be your highest value targets.” 
 
    When To’Kana signs off, I ask Thelma to join me. 
 
    “It won’t take long to process the coordinate changes,” she says. “The scanning will be more challenging.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Isn’t it obvious, Kai? The speed of light limits visual observations. At fifteen light-years, we’re seeing where things were fifteen years ago. Our subspace scanners run at something like a thousand times light, so we see things where they were a week or two ago. They don’t exactly line up, and gray against black is difficult to see.” 
 
    I sigh. At every step, this mission falls further behind. 
 
    “Any suggestions?” I ask. 
 
    “I’ll look into it,” Thelma replies. 
 
    Maybe this is the real reason the Iknosan failed. They depended on their AIs, who do everything faster than a humanoid can, but never make the leaps we do. 
 
      
 
    [12.20.2035] WAR ROOM 
 
    As promised, Thelma completed the coordinate conversions for the three systems within the hour. Then, Lieutenant Commander White and his team validated all three core systems. He also noted that security on each was tighter than on the others we had found. 
 
    Yesterday, Thelma, with the help of several other AIs and the war shuttles in the cluster, ran a comparative analysis of several hundred stars near the three remaining systems. To her credit, she found three systems that had a significant difference of brightness between the visible spectrum and subspace. Today, we are going to see if we have found the last three core systems. 
 
    “Could you start with this one, Kai?” Thelma asks. 
 
    “Sure,” I reply, then nod to Lieutenant Commander  White. “Why?” 
 
    “It had the biggest contrast and was the hardest to find…” 
 
    I complete the thought for her. “So you think this might be the most important world?” 
 
    “And the most protected.” 
 
    Because we have coordinates validated by our scanners, we are skipping the triangulation step and jumping a space hawk directly to the edge of the system. 
 
    I focus my attention on the system map as the automated timer starts its jump countdown. 
 
    “Jumping in 3, 2, 1… Arrived.” 
 
    In an instant, I know we have hit pay dirt. Three populated planets, dozens of populated moons, the dreadnaught count ticking up so fast the least significant digit blurs. 
 
    “What are we going to do with this?” Lieutenant Commander  White asks. “We don’t have this many torpedoes in the magazine.” 
 
    Thelma reaches over and puts her hand on mine, and sends, We should take this one. 
 
    “For now, let’s continue collecting data.” I order. 
 
    One of Lieutenant Commander White’s SEALs, Alpha Three, Rory Thompson, who is working the tactical station today, pipes up. “We may have a problem. We’re getting proximity alarms on our space hawk. Fighters on approach.” 
 
    “Jump out of the system,” I order. 
 
    A moment later, the space hawk is in interstellar space. 
 
    “We’ve not had a reaction that fast before,” White says. 
 
    “Agreed,” I reply. “They are obviously on high alert and now know we have found this world. Let’s verify the last two.” 
 
    Space hawks jump out to the two remaining systems, then as the system maps populate, certainty settles over me. We’ve done it. We’ve found all twelve systems. The entire Dominion nightmare could be over in just a matter of days. 
 
      
 
    DECK ONE, ROOM 1C 
 
    I slip through the curtain hiding the huge auto-doc Thelma built for Alex, then touch the panel that lowers the privacy shield. As the lighting in the chamber comes up, my eyes go to the time remaining display, which shows four-hundred-thirty hours, then to Alex. Tears well up when I see her. 
 
    “Only eighteen more days, babe.” 
 
    Seeing Alex reminds me of Nyvene, but I can’t let my mind go there. Instead, I focus on the reason I came down. 
 
    “We did it. Today we found the twelfth Dominion core system. Several of the core systems have more than one populated world. We’ve taken down one world already and we’re queueing up hits in all the systems. But it feels wrong. When I thought they had killed you, I was ready to go out there and kill as many as I could until they finally got me. But now with you on the mend and my mind not filled with rage, it seems wrong to me. I wish you were here to assure me what I am doing is right or talk me out of it.” 
 
    I watch her for a few more seconds before touching the panel that raises the privacy shield. “See you in a couple of weeks.” 
 
    As I slip back out through the curtains, Mark appears.  
 
    “Good afternoon, sir.” 
 
    The simple greeting surprises me, then I notice the tremor in his right hand and the anxious look. It’s so natural, it’s as if he is afraid. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Mark?” 
 
    “I think I can talk with the Dominion.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” I ask. 
 
    “Because I think I just did.” 
 
    “Are you going to explain yourself?” 
 
    Mark is shaking at this point, and I’m worried he is about to go offline again. 
 
    “Mark, calm yourself and tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “I started sending them messages as we discussed. At first, they just ignored me, then they started sending replies. Today, they sent an image of Chief Chen, and images of written English.” 
 
    “Show me a 2D image of the chief.” 
 
    A holoprojection pops up next to me showing the chiefs very recognizable face, although it is a few years younger than the man I knew, which implies this image comes from his memory. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “Show me their written English.” 
 
    In another window, the chief’s rank and full name are shown. 
 
      
 
    Chief Petty Officer Kaleb Chen 
 
      
 
    “What other messages have they sent?” I ask. 
 
    “This was the most recent,” Mark replies. 
 
      
 
    We know why you are here. 
 
    Leave now while you still can. 
 
      
 
    At one level, I’m glad the Dominion has figured out how to talk with us. On another, I’m not. With a line of communication open, it is harder to just slaughter them. I need to take this up with To’Kana. 
 
      
 
    [12.21.2035] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    To’Kana appears opposite me and his critical eyes lock immediately upon mine. “So, you found a way to communicate with the Dominion.” 
 
    “It’s more like they found a way to communicate with us.” 
 
    “You kill one of their core systems, and they warn you to leave, rather than asking for your terms. Says something, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Should we reply by offering them terms?” I ask. 
 
    To’Kana slams his hand down on the table. “We offer them the same terms they offered us! Extermination! Nothing more.” 
 
    This is the first display of physical violence I’ve ever seen from him. 
 
    “Why are we having this conversation?” he continues. “If you have found their worlds, you must kill them! No questions! If you hesitate for even a second, they will use it to kill you.” 
 
    “It just doesn’t feel right. Slaughtering them the way they want to slaughter us.” 
 
    “They did slaughter my people, and the Pelglik, and the Indarsu, and the Harza outpost…” To’Kana pauses and in a softer tone says, “And the moons of Avolene, and the sisters that helped you defend the Temple, and Alex.” 
 
    We lock eyes when he mentions Alex. Is that why To’Kana did not heal her, so he could use her as leverage. 
 
    Seconds tick by with eyes locked. 
 
    “Kyle please. We may never have this chance again. We must stop them once and for all.” 
 
    I nod and cut the connection. 
 
    Was Powell right? Has To’Kana been playing me? 
 
    Thelma’s voice in my mind interrupts the moment. “Kai, do you have a minute?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She appears opposite me. “I think…” 
 
    I look at her. 
 
    “Are you, OK?” she asks. 
 
    “Was To’Kana sandbagging me, not healing Alex so he could use her as a cudgel to get me to go on this mission?” 
 
    “Kai. Why would you think that? You’ve been his favorite since the day he met you. He was tremendously relieved when the two of you connected, and his inability to heal Alex has tortured him.” 
 
    “You really believe that?” 
 
    “Oh, Kai. Don’t let your mind go there. It’s not true.” She comes over and wraps her arms around me. “Whatever he said to upset you, put it aside. The only reason he couldn’t cure Alex is that he is too narrow minded, can’t see past his own limitations.” 
 
    I cling to Thelma for several seconds, then release her. “What did you want to see me about?” 
 
    “We’ve got a problem. A big problem.” She puts up an image of the globular cluster. “To’Kana got played. There aren’t twelve core systems. There are hundreds, maybe thousands.” 
 
    She zooms in on a small piece of the cluster, then points out four stars that are bright in the visible spectrum, muted in subspace. 
 
    “They are all throughout,” she says, shaking her head, then zooming out and back in somewhere else. 
 
    “Seven more,” I whisper. 
 
    She repeats several more times with a similar result. 
 
    “Why would they lure us in this way?” I ask, befuddled. 
 
    “To capture you. And steal the technology. This is a trap, Kai. We need to run.” 
 
    I stare at Thelma in disbelief.  
 
    Then klaxons blare. “Captain to the bridge!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 17: TRAP 
 
      
 
    [12.21.2035] BRIDGE 
 
    I come flying through the door into the bridge and am frozen in my tracks by the image on the main viewscreen—hundreds of Dominion dreadnaughts converging on our position. 
 
    “Emergency jump. One thousand light-years, any clear bearing.” 
 
    When nothing happens, I turn toward Lieutenant Commander  White, who has the watch and is busy shutting down ship systems. 
 
    Victory, jump one-thousand light-years on any open vector, I send via my implant. 
 
    Unable to comply, ion-drive offline. 
 
    Victory, reset all systems to my command codes. 
 
    Command codes reset. 
 
    Victory, restart ion drive. 
 
    Estimated time to restart, twenty minutes. 
 
    “Kai, we don’t have that long,” Thelma says aloud. “The dreadnoughts will be in weapons range in twelve minutes.” 
 
    I step toward Lieutenant Commander White, who is clearly under Dominion control. But before I get there, he slides out of the command chair, and flops down onto the floor, unconscious. 
 
    “Sam, status?” 
 
    When there is no answer, I realize White turned off Sam. 
 
    Not again! 
 
    “Thelma, what’s our status?” 
 
    “We are on a course directly toward the center of the cluster, any jump over fifty light-years will put us in the cluster, any jump shorter will put us within a few light minutes of the dreadnaughts streaming out of the cluster. I’m counting over one thousand of them. Kai, you should abandon ship, then have it self-destruct.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I will not abandon you and Alex.” 
 
    “Kai, they are going to get us before the ion-drive comes up. We need a five-degree course change. We can’t do that with the grav-drive.” 
 
    “The war shuttles have ion-drives. Can we use them to turn the ship?” 
 
    “Almost, but not quite.” 
 
    “Are all the dreadnaughts in the cluster’s orbital plane?” 
 
    “Within a fraction of a degree, yes.” 
 
    “That’s the key,” I whisper then take control of the stellar map. “There.” I highlight a red star lower in the cluster, one degree down from our current course. “We use the war shuttles to push us onto the right bearing, jump in close enough to the star to use the grav-drive, then change bearing and jump.” 
 
    “We don’t have its exact coordinates and for all we know there may be dreadnaughts there.” 
 
    I take Thelma by the shoulders and lock eyes with her. “Use one war shuttle to scout the course, the others to push us into position. We only have ten minutes and a few seconds.” 
 
    “Good idea, Kai.” 
 
    Thankfully this is something Thelma can set in motion quickly. Although she still has not told me, I discovered the upgrade she made to herself when she came aboard the ship. She’s a five-quantum-core multitasking AI with 3D graphic accelerators on each core, able to carry on five complex, full body discussions at once, while maintaining a host of background tasks. I’m not sure why she settled on this, but watching the results in the current circumstance is absolutely amazing. Five of our war shuttles are on the move within seconds; five more seconds later. With ten minutes, three seconds on the clock, I feel the ship moving. Thank God for Thelma. She is going to save me once again. 
 
    “Approximately three minutes to jump,” she says. “Do you want the war shuttles to follow?” 
 
    “If we leave one behind, do you have the capacity to fire its torpedoes, then jump it out?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Then let’s have them all follow. What about the war shuttles in the eleven systems? Can you coordinate the fire? Four torpedoes into each star?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Why the hesitation, Thelma?” 
 
    “Coordinating thirteen war shuttles is more work than I am designed for. I need to stop talking.” 
 
    I turn and dash for my office, my hands shaking uncontrollably as I pass through the door. 
 
    Jump timer on the main display, I order using my implant. 
 
    A minute-fifteen to jump. 
 
     System three war shuttle. Launch four torpedoes into the system’s star. 
 
    A moment later, I get target lock and the torpedo’s course is superimposed on system three’s star map. 
 
    Launch torpedoes at one-minute intervals. Engage. 
 
    As the first torpedo deploys, Thelma appears next to me. “Kai, I need you on the bridge.” 
 
    As I dash out, Thelma reappears on the bridge. 
 
    “I’ve jumped halfway. There are two dreadnaughts in the system. Several that were part of their main armada have dropped from FTL and are vectoring towards us. We have maybe ten minutes. You want to pick another system, or prosecute this one? We have one war shuttle at the edge of the system.” 
 
    “The others?” 
 
    “I am still landing them. It is too dangerous for me to be controlling more than five at a time.” 
 
    “Land them, then send four in to prosecute. Two torpedoes per dreadnaught. As soon as it is clear jump us close enough to use the grav-drive.” 
 
    “Kai, we are not aligned. I need the war shuttles to adjust our trim.” 
 
    “OK, land them, use them to adjust trim, jump a third of the way, then repeat. I’ll take control of the one near our target to take down the dreadnaughts.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    From the command chair, I take control of the war shuttle and look up its name. “War Shuttle Twelve, display the system map for the red star.” 
 
    A moment later, the map comes up showing a remarkably barren red dwarf system with two large rocky planets in distant orbit. The two dreadnaughts orbit the outer planet, as do numerous smaller ships. As I zoom in on the planet, poor sensor resolution suggests the planet’s narrow rings are laden with elemental bismuth. 
 
    Given the unknowns the sensor readings imply, I want to take this slowly. But the jump-system’s countdown timer demands immediate action. 
 
    Sacrificing secrecy for accuracy, I jump the shuttle halfway to my target then deploy three torpedoes, directing the first to one dreadnaught, the second to the other, and the third to the planet. Although I acquire target lock on the planet almost immediately, neither of the others lock. 
 
    “Wish Alex was here,” I whisper. “She could nail these.” 
 
    I haven’t got Alex’s skill, but this kill is all on me. On switching the torpedoes to manual, I set the bearing, then jump them two-thirds of the way there. When they arrive, I switch back to automatic, hoping to gain target lock. This time both acquire lock immediately. Both dreadnaughts take evasive maneuvers. But it’s too little, too late. I issue the strike order and seconds later both ships are hit. Neither hit is perfect. The targets moved enough to prevent it. But one is missing its bow, the other its stern. Neither will fly again, but knowing it’s possible either could still have weapons control, I dispatch two more torpedoes to finish the job before hitting the planet. 
 
    “Kai, we are about to jump.” 
 
    I switch the main viewscreen to display our forward view and see that we are further off course than I would have expected. 
 
    “Kai, one of the war shuttles got damaged during the course-change operation. I can’t jump it. We need to trigger its self-destruct.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    “We didn’t jump properly either. We’ve lost calibration. The ship is no longer safe to jump.” 
 
    On the main viewscreen, several alarms are flashing. I check them. The first warns of a jump system issue. The second warns of inbound Dominion ships. 
 
    “Is the ion-drive available yet?” 
 
    “It came up a minute before our jump.” 
 
    “Line us up for a jump into the red dwarf system. Attempt to get us close enough for a grav-assist.” 
 
    “Kai, if we jump it may tear the ship apart.” 
 
    “The Dominion will tear the ship apart if we don’t jump.” 
 
    “Kai, launch a war shuttle. You need to escape.” 
 
    “I will not leave you and Alex! End of discussion.” 
 
    Thelma whimpers at my words. 
 
    Having no patience for the emotional outburst, I use my implant. Victory, what’s wrong with the jump system? 
 
     Emitter alignment. 
 
    What is the maximum safe jump? 
 
    Unknown. 
 
    Can we jump two light-years? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Hopscotch us into the red dwarf system using two light-year jumps. 
 
    Executing. 
 
    “Kai, what are you doing? 
 
    “Victory says two-light-year jumps are safe. I’m taking us into the red dwarf system, so we can use the star’s gravity to obtain a bearing that will take us away from M5. Then I’m going to head out one hundred light-years, so we can repair the ship.” 
 
    “The Iknosan would never authorize such reckless behavior.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why they lost the war and were driven to the brink of extinction. I will blow myself up, before I give up.” 
 
    Thelma’s eyes lift toward mine. “I know.” She whispers. “That’s why I love you.” 
 
    “Can I trust you to take the helm?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I nod toward the office. “Good. I have some pain to rain down on the Dominion.” 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    As I take my seat, I look at the display showing system three. What I see makes no sense to me. Its star has erupted, tossing out dozens of solar flares that must be a hundred million kilometers long. Could I have sent four torpedoes into its star, not the planets? 
 
    A quick check of the log shows that I did. I ask the scanning system to estimate the change in the star’s mass, but the request fails. 
 
    Knowing that my actions are causing havoc in this system, I shift my attention to system one. This system has three inhabited planets. With no qualms about my actions, I order system one’s war shuttle to jump in toward the edge of the system and deploy twelve torpedoes. 
 
    As it maneuvers for the jump, I pull up the map for system two. It has two populated planets and mining operations on a dozen moons that orbit its sole gas giant. Not having enough torpedoes to target all the moons, I order its war shuttle to jump to the system’s edge and deploy twelve of its sixteen torpedoes, targeting four each at the two planets and the gas giant. It will be interesting to see what happens there. 
 
    System four is the strangest system I’ve ever seen. Technically it is a binary system, with a class G star slightly larger than the Sun, a gas giant in the habitable zone and a red dwarf out about twice the distance as Pluto is from the Sun. The gas giant has twelve populated moons. The logical play here is to hit the twelve moons—one torpedo each. But I’m going to hold off on this one until I see what happens with the gas giant in system two. 
 
     Thelma appears next to me. “Kai, I am about to jump into the red dwarf system. I think I calibrated this jump enough to bring us close. The centrifugal force caused by this grav-assist will be about zero point two gravities. Much higher could hurt Alex.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Uh, Kai?” 
 
    I look up at Thelma.  
 
    “Lieutenant Commander White is dead. A medical scan shows no injury. I think the Dominion killed him.” 
 
    “Have you checked on the other crew?” 
 
    “Not yet. I’m too busy. Between the calibration and war shuttles, I’m maxed out.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll ask the stewards to look in on them.” 
 
    “I’m worried, Kai. How did they kill Lieutenant Commander White without having any influence on you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You might want to investigate. Something feels off to me.” 
 
    “I’ll take that under consideration.” 
 
    I note the concerned look in Thelma’s eyes. A moment later, she’s gone. 
 
    Turning back to my work, I queue up attacks on systems five and six, then feel the pull of heightened g-forces starting to set in. The return to the moment reminds me I need to check in on the crew. 
 
    Using my implant, I call out to George and Gladys, the command deck stewards. George, I need a wellness check on the crew. Could you and Gladys check in on each crew member. You have authorization to enter their rooms if scanners show them there, but they do not respond when you ring. 
 
    I get immediate acknowledgement, then reach out to the ship’s medical AI. Gwen, Lieutenant Commander White was killed during the Dominion psychic attack. Can you collect his body and determine the cause of death? 
 
    Transporting him to the medical examination station, she replies. 
 
    With those tasks out of the way, I return to system one, where all twelve torpedoes have acquired target lock.  
 
    System one war shuttle, fire your torpedoes at one-minute intervals. Execute. 
 
    Not waiting to see what happens, I move on to system two and order the strike, then repeat for system five.  
 
    Returning to system one’s viewscreen, I watch as the torpedoes hit. As in other systems, the first three hits produce no visual result, the space-time ruptures contained within the planet’s interior. Several minutes after the fourth hit, the smallest of the planets implodes, half or more of its mass gone. On the largest of the three, which is the furthest from its star, the dust and steam completely obscure the planet before any breach of the surface can be seen. Dissatisfied with this outcome, I send another torpedo targeting the planet’s core. On the Earth-sized planet in this system, the clouds are so dense I’m confident I’ve induced an extinction-level climate event. But having three more torpedoes in this system, I direct another at the planet to assure the elimination of all higher life forms. 
 
    As I go to check on system two, Gwen calls me. 
 
    “Kai, we have a real problem. The first six team members George and Gladys checked on were non-responsive. Two are dead, four are in stasis in the auto-doc. All have brain hemorrhages. Lieutenant Commander White is the only one of the deceased I’ve had time to study. He had a massive brain hemorrhage. There is no external trauma. I can neither prove, nor disprove any Dominion involvement. But when Lieutenant Commander White came aboard, he had none of the markers we would expect to see in a case like this. None of them did. Would you like to come see them before I put their bodies in preservation for the trip home?” 
 
    “Thank you, Gwen. Place the bodies in preservation. I have no expertise to offer.” 
 
    When the line drops, I sit staring at the viewscreens lined up in front of me, not taking in anything displayed on them. How did this happen? Why everyone else, but not me? Why didn’t subspace dampening prevent the attack? 
 
    A tragic certainty settles over me. They were all hit. I am the only ambulatory member of the human crew left. And I’m twenty-five thousand light-years from home in a broken battlecruiser of Iknosan design.  
 
    … 
 
    With the grav assist executed, we are hopscotching away from M5, taking two light-year jumps with a thirty-second pause between. For the first time ever, the Dominion are giving chase. They must realize we have a problem with our jump drive.  
 
    And now that we’ve started jumping again, the problem is getting worse. So much worse, Thelma is concerned we will have to stop short of my one hundred light-year target. It’s time for me to look into this. The first stop… Mark.  
 
      
 
    DECK ONE, ROOM 1C 
 
    As I approach, the doors swoosh open and Mark pops out into the corridor. 
 
    “Some pickle we’re in,” he says in greeting. 
 
    “Do you have a solution?” I ask. 
 
    He shrugs. “This ship, and its jump system, were not designed for external course management.” 
 
    “Granted,” I reply. “But that’s the state we find ourselves in. Recommendations?” 
 
    Mark looks at me, head tilted. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    I put my hands out. “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    “I don’t understand your meaning,” Mark replies. 
 
    “Mark. We were sabotaged. The Dominion shut down our ion drive, robbing us of the ability to change bearing in interstellar space, so they could hit us. The ion-drive is back online, but we lost jump-field emitters in the process. What will it take to restore our jump drive to a level that will allow us to escape?” 
 
    “I don’t know. When ship repairs need to be done, Rosy tells me what she needs.” 
 
    “Rosy?” 
 
    “Ship’s maintenance, down the hall, Room 1a.” 
 
      
 
    DECK ONE, ROOM 1A 
 
    As the door swooshes open, I see a woman in blue workman’s clothes pacing back and forth. When I step in, her attention snaps to me. 
 
    “I was wondering when you were going to come down here. Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to jump a ship with misaligned field emitters? It is amazing we haven’t blown up yet.” 
 
    “Why was this not reported to me?” 
 
    “I tried contacting Lieutenant Commander White but got no reply.” 
 
    “OK. New standing order. Report every critical malfunction to me.” 
 
    “Captain, we have a critical jump field emitter malfunction. We must repair the ship immediately.” 
 
    “Do you know the extent of the damage?” 
 
    “Seven emitters are non-functional and short-circuiting the jump system. Over one hundred others are damaged. All need to be replaced, then aligned.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” 
 
    “Two-days in a space dock.” 
 
    I laugh. “The nearest space dock is twenty-five thousand light-years away. This will need to be a field repair.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Field repairs never get the alignment right.” 
 
    “We are being chased by a dozen or more Dominion dreadnaughts. Each jump buys us another forty minutes.” 
 
    A massive shudder runs through the ship, then Thelma’s voice comes through my implant. Kai, the jump drive just went offline. We made sixteen jumps. The Dominion will be here in about twelve hours. 
 
    Aloud, I say to Rosy, “We have twelve hours. What can we do in twelve hours?” 
 
    She looks at me and opens her mouth, then freezes. 
 
    Thelma, what can we do in twelve hours. Rosy is saturated, I send. 
 
    Replace the seven emitters. Each takes two plus hours, more if any of them melted. The ship has two repair teams. This will be close. If you were space certified you could do it quicker, but you aren’t, she comes back. 
 
    What about the warrior AIs? Can we download the certification? I send. 
 
    Good idea. Checking. 
 
    Rosy snaps back to life. “Abandon ship. We don’t have time to make the repairs.” 
 
    Kai, we can download the certification. 
 
    To Thelma, I send, Do it. To Rosy, I say, “We have AIs with portable projectors who can download the certification for hull repair. Thelma says we can jump again if we replace the seven field emitters that are shorting-out the jump drive.” 
 
    She looks at me for a second and freezes again. A moment later she is back with a smile on her face. “That’s the first time I’ve spoken with Thelma. She is handling the warrior AIs. I am going to run some internal diagnostics to confirm the jump drive can be reset. Estimated time to completion… six hours.” With those words, she disappears. 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    With the jump repairs underway, I’ve come back to my office to finish the destruction of the twelve systems. Before the psychic attack, I hit systems one, two, three, five and six, but only confirmed the kill in system one. So, I start this session by checking on system two. Both of its two populated planets are covered in clouds. I think I’ve induced an extinction-level climate event on each. Sensors confirm I’ve knocked the orbital shipyards and habitats out of their circular orbits, but none have reached escape velocity. 
 
    The gas giant in the system is a different matter. All its satellites, natural and artificial, have changed orbit, and its rings are in disarray. The scanning system says it lost nearly forty percent of its mass. 
 
    Not satisfied with the degree of destruction, I dispatch two more torpedoes to each of the two planets, exhausting my torpedo inventory in the system. Then I send a dozen of my sky hawks, one each to the twelve moons with mining colonies. 
 
    Moving on to system three, I see ships streaming out of the system as the star continues to erupt. It is clear the eruptions will hit the only populated planet and I’m tempted to hit the star a few more times. But that’s a bad idea. Reducing a star’s mass will cause the planetary orbits to change and, in a gravitationally bound cluster like M5, it will cause the stars to shift over time. I am sure we will be coming back to the cluster. There’s no sense in making navigation any more difficult than it already will be. Instead, I send four torpedoes into the planet. 
 
    My targets in system four are the twelve populated moons of the system’s only gas giant. This hit takes longer to set up because I am hitting each populated moon with a torpedo. Later, when I come back to check on its status, I’ll still have four torpedoes and all sixteen space hawks I can use to finish off any of the moons where there might be a significant number of survivors.  
 
    “Captain?” I can tell the voice belongs to Rosy. “Could you join us down in maintenance?” 
 
      
 
    DECK ONE, ROOM 1A 
 
    I enter and see Rosy and Thelma standing in front of a holoprojection displaying a jump conduit panel. The normally white panel has a curving red line running through the middle. 
 
    “Kai,” Thelma says. “One of the panels has a damaged conduit. A proper repair will take too long, but there is risk associated with the alternatives.” 
 
    “What are the alternatives?” 
 
    “Alternative One is to do nothing. If this were the only problem, then the risk would be de minimis. But this isn’t the only problem. The field emitters are misaligned. The risk management system gives a one-hundred-twenty part per million chance of the ship not returning from jump.” 
 
    “Alternative two?” I ask. 
 
    “Alternative two is to run a separate line for this emitter. That will likely result in a small time-displacement. We could probably limp home this way.” 
 
    “Is there a third alternative?” I ask. 
 
    “Not really,” Thelma replies. “Replacing the panel will require us to depressurize the first three decks. We can’t start that until Alex is out of the auto-doc.” 
 
    “Your recommendation?” I ask. 
 
    “Alternative two, to get us away from Dominion space, then monitor this panel and the bypass as we limp back. There is a fifty percent chance the panel will degrade to the point it must be replaced. But at least we will be further away from Dominion space.” 
 
    “Do it,” I order. 
 
      
 
    MEDICAL BAY 
 
    As I was walking back to my office, Gwen asked if I could stop in for a second. 
 
    “Kai, thanks for stopping by.” 
 
    “Do you have a final count yet?” 
 
    “Of the thirty people we brought aboard from the Navy, eighteen are dead. Ten more are in critical condition. All the newly dead and injured had brain hemorrhages.” 
 
    “The other two?” 
 
    “Alpha Six, Louise Williams, and Alpha Eleven, Brice Newman, were not affected.” 
 
    “Any theories?” 
 
    “They had stomach problems similar to yours. I put them on bismuth subsalicylate because it worked so well for you.” 
 
    “Pepto-Bismol?” 
 
    “Yeah. I compounded my own, so it’s not exactly what you’re taking, but close enough.” 
 
    “I had no idea I was taking bismuth.” 
 
    “Relevance?” Gwen asks. 
 
    “Bismuth interferes with subspace communications, the underlying mechanism behind arachnoid telepathy.” 
 
    “If only we’d known sooner,” Gwen whispers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    As I settle in to resume killing Dominion Worlds, a warmth comes over me. I float with it a second, then shake it off. 
 
    You are remarkably resilient, human. Your companions were easy to capture. 
 
    As a chill runs down my spine, I brace myself for what is about to come. 
 
    You are wise to fear us. We are far superior.  
 
    “Yet I destroy your worlds,” I reply. 
 
    You had an advantage until today. But no longer. We have you now. 
 
     It is time to see how much power this Voice has over me. Ignoring the next taunt, I open the map for system seven. 
 
    STOP! it shouts. 
 
    The impact of its push rattles me a little, but I continue setting up the attack on the system’s only inhabited world. 
 
    Wait. We will stop attacking your worlds if you stop attacking ours. 
 
    “I don’t believe you. How do I know you will keep your word? Do you even have the authority to make such a deal?” 
 
    I have the authority. I am the leader of the Xeric Dominion, the only Dominion member pressing the attack in this sector. What authority do you have? 
 
    “I have control over thousands of planet-killing torpedoes. And when I return, I will destroy every single one of you.” 
 
    Then I will kill you now. It pushes another psychic attack, which I resist with ease. When I laugh at it, the attack stops. 
 
    When I resume setting up my attack in system seven, it comes again. State your terms. 
 
    “Term 1, recall your forces to the cluster. Term 2, do not touch the assets I have hidden in your space. Term 3, stop chasing me. Violate any of those terms and I will hit your worlds and return with tens of thousands of torpedoes. If you leave us alone, I will leave you alone.” 
 
    Never. You are an arrogant fool. You sit in a broken ship that barely out runs us but is broken now. Prepare yourself for death. 
 
    As its presence recedes, I reach out via my implants. Thelma. Status? 
 
    We are testing the repairs now. We will be underway in about a half hour. The Dominion are still two hours out. 
 
    I send her a quick thank-you, then resume setting up hits on the remaining systems. I plan to hold my fire for now. Once we are underway, maybe they will change their mind. If they accept my terms, then I’ll hold my fire. But if they don’t surrender before we are out of range, I’ll take down the remaining systems and go home to rearm. 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE 
 
    Thelma, who is sitting in the command chair, turns to greet me as I enter. “I was just about to call you,” she says, then points to Louise Williams, who is sitting on the command sofa next to her. 
 
    “Lou, good to see you. What happened to your colleagues is devastating.” 
 
    She nods. “I heard we were headed back. Thought I’d come to see how I could help.” 
 
    “We are ready to jump,” Thelma says. “Rosy says we should be safe for a twenty-five-light-year jump.” 
 
    “Not that far. I want to string the Dominion on for a while. Let’s jump three light-years, then wait one minute and jump five light-years.” 
 
    Why are we doing this? Thelma sends through my implant. 
 
    “I’ve been in negotiations with the Dominion. Offering a cease fire, if they recall all their assets to the cluster. They said no, because they thought they were about to capture us. I want to give them a chance to say yes, before I hit the last five systems.” 
 
    “You did what?” The distressed look in Thelma’s eyes is so put on, it strikes me as funny. “You can’t trust them!” she says. 
 
    “I don’t trust them. Any treaty will probably be temporary. But I would like to give peace a chance, then come back and slaughter them when they act up. We hit them really hard on this mission and we have an equal amount of damage queued up.” 
 
    Thelma turns back to Lou. “Let’s set up a three-light-year jump. This is how you do it manually.” 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    After the five-light-year jump, the dreadnaughts chasing us dropped from FTL to return home. No contact came before the twenty-five-light-year jump that followed, or the fifty-light-year jump that came next. 
 
    Now with a heavy heart, I launch the attacks in the last five systems and watch the devastation that follows. In truth, my heart is not in this slaughter. It takes over an hour for the space-time ruptures to run their course. When I am satisfied that we’re done in these systems, I order the autonomous war shuttles to join up with us. Maybe future attacks can be done remotely. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 18: RETURN 
 
      
 
    [01.11.2036] MEDICAL BAY 
 
    The mission’s outbound trip took a little more than a day—twenty-six, one-thousand light-year jumps. The return is in its twentieth day with seven or eight more remaining, assuming we can keep our patched-up jump system working that long. 
 
    But today is the day I’ve spent nine months waiting for. Earlier Thelma and Gwen transported Alex out of the auto-doc to a bed in sick bay, where they cleaned her up and prepped her for wake up. They asked me to stay away, saying it would be better for me if I did not watch. 
 
    Now, seated at her side and holding her hand, I feel it twitch—her first movement in nine long months. I know from experience that the wake-up cycle can run for hours, so take the movement in stride, lifting her hand to kiss it, then setting it back down to await the next. 
 
    A full hour passes before the next twitch. I squeeze her hand in return and get a few more twitches. A tear runs down my cheek as I realize this is really happening. 
 
    A half hour later, I get another twitch and lift the hand to kiss it. The hand reacts, pulling away before going limp again. 
 
    Finally, in the fourth hour, I get a full body shudder and her hand tightens on mine, then her eyes flutter, possibly catching sight of me, and she smiles. 
 
    “Hey babe,” I whisper. 
 
    A while later, she inhales deeply, coughs a little, then shakes her head. When I squeeze her hand, she opens her eyes and smiles at me. “Where am I?” 
 
    “You’re in the ship’s hospital.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “You fell and hit your head.” 
 
    Her eyes close and the steady breathing of sleep sets in. 
 
    Two hours pass, then she stretches and yawns, her right hand reflexively going to her mouth, her left hand squeezing mine. She shudders, lets go of my hand, then stretches. 
 
    “What time is it? I don’t remember going to bed.” 
 
    “You’re in the medical bay.” 
 
    “Right.” She smirks. “I fell and hit my head, forgot.” She looks at me, then suddenly her eyes widen. “How long?” 
 
    “Nine months.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Severe cranial injury. We held you in stasis for about six months looking for a solution.” 
 
    Kai, I’m coming in, Thelma sends. 
 
    A moment later she enters the room. 
 
    “Good to have you back, Alex,” she whispers, as she bends over to give her a hug. 
 
    “Are we on the ship?” Alex asks. 
 
    Thelma smiles. “Yeah, Kai brought me up after we returned to Earth. He gave me a nice upgrade. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.” Thelma turns to me. “There is a lot I need to discuss with Alex. It will go better if it’s just the two of us.” 
 
    I open my mouth to protest, but Thelma holds up a finger and shakes her head. I struggle to believe I’m being kicked out minutes after Alex wakes up. But Thelma and I discussed this earlier. Alex needs to know what happened to her and the things we did to bring her back.  
 
      
 
    [01.12.2036] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    A day has passed since Alex came out of stasis. I’ve been barred entry to the medical bay and have spent most of my time in the office compiling a report on the things that happened and the things I learned during our time in M5. I’ve had several exchanges with To’Kana on the matter. Today, I present my findings to the Iknosan Central Council.  
 
    To’Kana has warned me that several of the things I did during the mission broke Iknosan tradition and I should be ready to explain myself. Several of the political members of the council want to take back my ship. My best strategy in addressing those concerns would be to speak honestly and explain my rationale. 
 
    It is time to tie in, so I take a deep cleansing breath, then activate the connection. 
 
    After a brief greeting, the president of the council says, “We have read your draft report and would like to start with some questions. Health Minister Lo’Toga, you have the first question.” 
 
    The health minister, who is possibly the tallest Iknosan I’ve met, stands. “Use of Pluripotent Blastocyst Regeneration systems with alien hybrids was banned nearly eight hundred years ago. Yet you authorized an AI to build one and use it to create a new hybrid lifeform. If you were Iknosan, you would be subject to extreme disciplinary action for both using the technology and allowing an AI to operate unsupervised. Why should this council allow you to continue using our technology?” 
 
    When he sits, all eyes turn toward me. 
 
    I lock eyes with the health minister. “Have you had a brain transplant or other cognitive upgrade?” 
 
    “I have…” He motions to the others around the table. “As have most of my colleagues.” 
 
    “Where did the buffer tissue that made those procedures possible come from?” 
 
    “That technology has been available for centuries,” he replies. 
 
    “That technology was developed using the same machine we built. The buffer tissue was derived from an Iknosan-Avolite hybrid, and once the technology matured and the buffer tissue standardized, the therapy no longer required that machine.”  
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “A dear member of my crew, an intimate of mine, suffered a severe traumatic brain injury during the first part of our mission. If she had been Iknosan, she would have been out of the auto-doc in a week. But she isn’t Iknosan, she is human, and your standard buffer tissue would not graft to a human, leaving her in stasis for months. When deterioration eventually set in, we decided to go back to the original method, using the same machine, but based on a Human-Avolite hybrid. We followed the same procedures your ancestors did with the precision only an AI can execute, and successfully developed buffer tissue that took hold.”  
 
    I pause to lock eyes with the minister. “I assert my actions are no more objectionable than those of your ancestors. But unlike your ancestors, my machine has not been used for any of the ill purposes that led to The Reckoning.” 
 
    The hushed words coming from the council reveal that I’ve hit a nerve. The line gets muted as the discussion becomes more heated. And I do my best to keep a straight face. 
 
    Eventually, the council president stands, and the line unmutes. “It is the ruling of this council that use of the old Regeneration system for the purpose stated is acceptable. But there are two related issues. First, can you assure us this system will not be used for anything other than treatment of nervous system issues?” 
 
    “You have my assurance,” I reply. 
 
    “The other matter is that of the AI’s role and supervision, which you have not addressed.” 
 
    “This is an old AI, maybe the only remaining AI from before The Reckoning. I trust it with my life, because it requires far less supervision than any of the rest of them, than any of my human staff. She has a five-quantum-core multitasking design comparable to a small auto-doc, which I also trust with my life.” 
 
    Again, my words trigger energetic discussion, which is muted until the council president stands. “It is the ruling of this council that unsupervised use of an AI, despite its age or ability, is unacceptable. We require a monitor to be placed on this AI or for it to be retired from service.” 
 
    I shake my head but hold my tongue. To openly defy the council while it is in session will cause a rift, which I may not be able to repair. Lying and obfuscation is a better alternative. 
 
    “Will you comply?” he asks. 
 
    “I will apply proper supervision going forward. The council has my apologies for any errors in judgment made as part of this mission.” 
 
    Murmuring starts, but the president lifts a hand. 
 
    “Apology accepted. The next question goes to Defense Minister Na’Saka.” 
 
    As the president sits, Na’Saka stands. “In your draft report, you claim to have offered the Dominion a ceasefire agreement, which they rejected. On what authority do you offer such an agreement.” 
 
    He sits. 
 
    “On the authority of the weapons I have pointed at them.”  
 
    This answer spins off far more complaints than the previous ones. Eventually, the council president stands, and the line is unmuted. 
 
    “Despite the insolence of your answer, your point is taken. The Dominion did not accept your ceasefire and you destroyed them before they could take another shot. Although we cannot condone such actions in areas where we are in control, the Council of Captains supports your choices in this matter. And votes unanimously that we close this inquiry. We look forward to receiving your final report. Do you have any additional comments you would like to present?” 
 
    Over the last nine months I’ve lost much of the respect I once held for the Iknosan. But they made me who I am, so I will respond with gratitude. 
 
    “Thank you for allowing me to clarify my actions and the reasoning behind them. I am deeply grateful for the support this council has given me. My final report will be submitted shortly. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    RETURN TO CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS 
 
    The session with the council drained me. It also took my mind off Alex. When I stopped by the medical bay afterward, Gwen told me Alex was sleeping and encouraged me to give her space, reminding me that it took me a month to recover from my nine-day stay in the auto-doc after being nearly killed by the Dominion. Alex had been in for nine months. Regaining full function was almost guaranteed, but it would take several months, and my involvement would be critical to her success. They expected her to sleep most of the next week, waking only for meals. If I stopped by during a feeding, I could feed her if I wanted to, but Gwen recommended against. 
 
    “Won’t she be worried that I’m not there?” 
 
    “Every time she wakes it is like the first. She is not strong enough to form long-term memories yet. As soon as she asks for you, we will come get you.” 
 
    In a sense this is worse than when she was in the auto-doc. At least then, I could visit her, now I can’t. 
 
    My next stop is at our little self-serve cafeteria that with only three ambulatory humans aboard is empty. I grab a couple protein bars and some ice water, then head back to my cabin. 
 
    When I enter, I see Thelma waiting, dressed only in the shear nightgown she sometimes wears. 
 
    “Thelma, this really isn’t appropriate.” 
 
    She saunters over to the bed and lies down. “Eat your protein bars and look away if you want, but we need to talk. 
 
    I turn away from her. 
 
    “Have it your way, Kai.” I hear her shift position, but she doesn’t get up to put clothes on, so I continue to avert my eyes. 
 
    “Now that Alex is out of the regeneration machine, we should start cycling the crewmen in the auto-doc through it. For those with the mildest hemorrhages, full recovery may still be possible. Rory Thompson should only need two days to get a ninety percent recovery. Can I start with him?” 
 
    “Please,” I reply, slightly chastened for having put my concerns about Thelma’s clothing ahead of the health of a crew member. 
 
    “I’ll send a tentative schedule for your approval.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Now to Alex. She wakes and is completely lucid for about fifteen minutes every eight hours. I talk with her while she eats.” 
 
    “Gwen says she doesn’t remember anything.”  
 
    Thelma shakes her head. “Her long-term memories are just fine. But she isn’t forming new ones yet, which is completely normal. That will take another week or more of therapy, which is why we need to talk about it.” 
 
    “OK” 
 
    “I’ve told Alex what we’ve done. She is remarkably OK with the fact we sleep together platonically. And is happy that our connection kept you on track as long as it did.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. If she doesn’t remember…” 
 
    “Kai, her brain is intact. Her long-term memory is intact. She responds to the information given to her consistently, which is incredibly good news, even though she doesn’t remember the conversation when she wakes up eight hours later. Her new hippocampus and amygdala are still learning to work together. The reload of her past memories has started that process, and the consistency of her responses is proof that they can work together. The exercises I’m doing with her are part of the standard recovery procedure. We’ve talked about this and it’s all in the IDA if you want to read it for yourself.” 
 
    I put up my hands in surrender. “Sorry, you were saying?” 
 
    “She’s OK with our relationship, but a little disappointed you took up with Nyvene so quickly after I told you Alex died. But she forgives us both—me because I did it for her, you because she wanted you to find happiness after she was gone.” 
 
    “OK. Is there anything I need to do, other than wait?” 
 
    Thelma gets up and comes over to me, then runs a hand over my cheek. “I know this is the hardest part for you. It’s the hardest part for anyone who’s close. She’s here, but she’s not really here, and even though it only lasts a week or two, it is hard knowing the person you love is periodically awake and talking to those giving therapy, but can’t talk to you.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about this? You speak with authority, not like someone who’s just read a book.” 
 
    Thelma smiles. “I was a recovery therapist for years before I became a fertility therapist. What you need to do now is be patient. What you need to prepare for is the consistency of your story when you can finally talk with her again. So, you need to be absolutely honest about our relationship, your relationship with Nyvene, and with Natalie for that matter. Although I’d wait a bit before broaching the Natalie issue. There’s too much emotion attached to that one. Now finish up and come to bed. You need sleep.” 
 
      
 
    [01.15.2036] COMMAND CONFERENCE ROOM 
 
    Several days have passed since my meeting with the Iknosan Central Council and conversation with Thelma. I’m told Alex continues to improve and may be able to come home to me in a few more days. But now, with less than one thousand light-years remaining on our journey back to To’Kana, our jump system has failed. Rosy says we should be able to repair it in less than three weeks, but we will need to depressurize the lower three decks to do it. To’Kana has been notified. I’ll be meeting with him shortly. As several people will be joining him, I am taking the meeting in what had been our War Room. 
 
    When the line connects, To’Kana and several others appear on the other side of the table. 
 
    “Kyle Wimberly,” To’Kana says. “You came so close to making it all the way back.” 
 
    “Indeed, we did, sir.” 
 
    “I’ve consulted with our experts and have several alternatives we can offer you to speed your return. The first and most obvious is for you and your human crew to abandon ship and relocate to mine, which is still in the Avolene system. We will send in a team of open space certified technicians, who should be able to do a temporary repair sufficient to get the ship back to space dock for a complete refit…” 
 
    I shake my head no. “I still have ten operators in critical condition in the auto-doc and Alex is in a critical phase of her recovery. We cannot leave the ship.” 
 
    To’Kana’s lips turn down at my reply. “I should have thought about that,” he laments. “The repair team I reserved for you cannot get to your location for another eight weeks.” 
 
    “Our ship’s maintenance AI says we can do the repairs ourselves in less than three weeks. Several of our warrior AIs have become space certified and may be able to do the repairs faster, which would allow me to return our injured and dead to Earth before sending the ship for refit.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Risky.” 
 
    “Maybe not as risky as sitting here dead in the water, where we can be found by any dreadnaught within one hundred light-years.” 
 
    “It is your choice, Kyle. I will look for a faster alternative. But if you are determined to go this route, I would advise getting it underway as soon as possible. We continue to have Dominion sightings throughout the region.” 
 
    Several of To’Kana’s advisors speak up, but there is not an original thought among them.  
 
    Once the line drops, I give Rosy the OK to start. 
 
      
 
    [01.16.2036] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    Late last night, the jump drive repair process started. In Room 1c, Mark launched the replication run for the new jump field distribution panel, which will take the better part of a week to complete. In Room 1a, Rosy started the lower deck decompression process. It will take five days to pump ninety-nine percent of the air into storage, which we need to do because we can’t afford to lose that much air. On day five, our bots will begin demolition on the failed panels. And on day six the warrior AIs certified for external work will inspect the exterior and replace as many damaged field emitters as possible. 
 
    Rosy also started the training process for the interior work with a dozen warrior AIs. If they can pass certification by day seven, we could do our first system test as early as day twelve. Everything is running smoothly, and one day in, we are ahead of schedule.  
 
    I hope the project continues like this. Because with three of my four propulsion systems and the stealth system offline, I’m feeling like a sitting duck. Thankfully, our autonomous war shuttles have all caught up. If the Dominion come, I may not be able to run. But I still have the sharper teeth. 
 
      
 
    [01.20.2036] MEDICAL BAY 
 
    Five days have passed, and Alex has finally asked to see me. Thelma says she has asked at every meal, not remembering she asked previously. This morning, she woke expecting to see me and was told I was on my way. 
 
    I step in and see her sitting up in bed. She smiles and puts her arms out. In an instant, I’m across the room holding her. 
 
    “Gently,” Gwen says. “She’s still fragile.” 
 
    “I was so afraid I would never hold you again,” I whisper with tears flowing. 
 
    “Thelma told me you were here when I woke up the first time, but I don’t remember it,” Alex replies. “She also tells me I’ve done twenty-some therapy sessions with her, but I only remember the last one.” 
 
    She continues to hold me tight for a while, then releases me and turns to Gwen. “Could we have some privacy please?” 
 
    Gwen nods, then exits and closes the door. 
 
    “Thelma told me she comforted you while I was gone.” 
 
    “She did. Thank you for setting that up for me. I was in bad shape.” 
 
    “She also told me that she told you I had died.” 
 
    “She did.” 
 
    “And that you subsequently took up with an alien priestess and fathered a child with her.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Where does that stand now?”  
 
    I shake my head. “She is the High Thera of the Mist. The closest human analogy is the Pope. She is the leader of the Sisters of the Mist, and the unofficial eleventh member of the planet’s ruling body. She lives a life of chastity. But like her mother before her, gave herself to an ally, to save their world during a time of war. Assuming her daughter has the gift, she will become the next High Thera.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe you would fall for someone like that.” 
 
    “When we met, she was just another soldier, who looked astoundingly like you. We worked together, moved together, and she pursued me. I thought I was available. And I didn’t really understand her broader role. But please. Don’t dwell on that. You are the one I want. It never would have happened if I’d known you were still alive. And now that the war there is largely over, she is back in her role as leader of the temple—a place in which I am not welcome.” 
 
    Alex kisses me. “Thank you for coming back to me.” 
 
      
 
    [01.24.2036] CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS 
 
    Four days have passed since Alex asked to see me. The next day, she started physical therapy under Gwen’s supervision. On her second day of PT, I stopped by, but as Alex struggled to walk without assistance, Gwen shushed me away. But like me, on the third day she walked several hundred feet. And now on day four, she can get back and forth between our quarters and the medical bay without assistance and has been discharged to my care. 
 
    My day’s work done, I arrive home and see Alex laying on a massage table, receiving a therapeutic massage administered by Thelma, who is currently working on her right leg. 
 
    When Alex lifts her head up and smiles at me, Thelma chides, “We’re not done yet.” 
 
    Alex obediently puts her face back down on the pillowed face hole as I step closer. I put out a hand to touch her but am stopped by Thelma’s vigorous head shaking and words coming in through my implant. Kai, not now. This is important. Look at how much muscle mass she’s lost in her legs. It is harder to see when the patient is in the auto-doc.” 
 
    I look where Thelma indicates and am shocked at how hollowed out her thigh muscles are. 
 
    Remember how you felt about your abdominal muscles after we rebuilt you? 
 
    I nod. 
 
    That’s what she’s up against. She could make it through this without you, just as you did, mostly on her own. But it will go much faster for her if you do the morning and afternoon workout with her. 
 
    I reply using my implant. Understood. Will do. 
 
    I take a seat nearby as Thelma shifts to the other leg, then watch as she works, listening to the light banter between them. How did I miss the close relationship between these two before Thelma told me about it after Alex was injured? 
 
    As Thelma is finishing up, she sends, Alex is really looking forward to being with you tonight. It is one of the things that’s motivated her to work her recovery as hard as she has. She will ask you to make love with her. Be gentle, take it slow, and let it linger. Her body is still more fragile than she realizes. 
 
    With those words to me, Thelma slaps Alex on the bottom. “That’s it. We’re done. Ask Kai to walk the deck with you in the morning.” 
 
    Alex laughs. “You’ve got it Doc.” 
 
    Looking at me, Thelma signs off with Alex. “Well then, I’ll leave you to it. See you in the morning.” 
 
    Then she’s gone. 
 
      
 
    [01.26.2036] BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    It is day eleven of the jump repair process. We are still ahead of schedule. The warrior AIs installing the internal jump field distribution system are scheduled to complete the process at six AM tomorrow morning. The ones doing the external field emitter inspection and repair have found more problems than expected. But with the interior of the relevant sections depressurized they are averaging one emitter per warrior-hour. All the critical emitters have been replaced as have a third of all the ones with substandard performance. 
 
    When the bridge door swooshes open, I turn and see Alex enter. She smiles at me as she makes her way down to the command sofa. The smile is sweet, but the worry-lines between her eyebrows, signal something is wrong. 
 
    As she sits, she comes in for a kiss. It lands on my lips, something Alex rarely does in public. She lets it linger a second, then I taste it—bismuth subsalicylate. She breaks the kiss, flopping down on the sofa next to me but saying nothing. I hate guessing what’s on her mind, but the kiss had to have been a clue.  
 
    In a flash, I know. “You can hear them.” 
 
    Alex nods. “I’m not getting the bearing yet.” 
 
    Using my implant, I call Thelma. I need you on the Bridge. 
 
    Then I message Gwen. The Dominion are within range. All the human crew need a current dose. 
 
    She comes back. Everyone is good. Are you? 
 
    When I don’t reply, she sends, Dispatching George with one for you. 
 
    Thelma appears a few seconds later. “Found them before I could free an image generator to get here. The warrior AIs are doing a great job on the interior installation, but they need a lot of supervision.” 
 
    “Where are the Dominion ships?” I ask. 
 
    A moment later, a regional map appears. “We have five groups inbound. The closest will get here tomorrow afternoon. The other four will come over the two days that follow.” 
 
    “What are the chances we can jump before they get here?” 
 
    Thelma shakes her head. “It will be close, the repair work will probably be done in time. But the testing and alignment won’t be. So jumping would be the option of last resort, because unaligned, it could tear the ship apart.” 
 
    “Could we work the processes in parallel to speed things up?” 
 
    “Unlikely,” Thelma replies. “But I am running at full capacity as it is. Someone else would need to do the research.” 
 
    “Thank you, Thelma. Do anything you can to squeeze out every extra minute.” 
 
    She nods, then disappears. 
 
    “Ideas?” I ask Alex. 
 
    “Two thoughts,” she says. “As you point out, we will be sitting ducks. I think we should play into that. Change the ship’s trim to be at a right angle to their approach, then remain absolutely still and look as dead in the water as possible—maybe some leaked atmosphere and debris. Then as soon as they start the drop back into normal space, go to full thrust on the ion drive. They can’t change bearing during the transition, so they will land out of position for an attack.” 
 
    “Clever,” I reply. “Their targeting is slow and recharge cycle long, which will leave them exposed.” 
 
    “The companion thought is to use their standard attack pattern against them. We know approximately where they will drop from FTL. If we position our war shuttles to target that area, we can probably take them before they get a shot off. They are too far away to see the war shuttles now. So, if we pre-position the war shuttles in stealth, we can take the Dominion completely by surprise.” 
 
    “Good plan. That buys us a full extra day. If we can use it to get the jump drive up, then we can go on the offensive.” 
 
    Alex smiles at me. “It’s good to be back in the game.” 
 
      
 
    [01.27.2036] WAR ROOM 
 
    To Thelma’s credit, the new jump field distribution panel is in place and passes self-test. And in anticipation of a full power burn from our ion drive, all parts, debris, bots, and warrior AIs are stowed. 
 
    To Alex’s credit, our war shuttles are in position and cloaked. And the bridge conference room has once again been converted to a war room with all the seats oriented to withstand the acceleration and all holoprojection systems oriented to be operable from our seats. 
 
    Joining Alex and me are Thelma, helm AI Sam, and the two SEAL team members not injured by Dominion attacks: Alpha three, Louise Williams, and Alpha Eleven, Brice Newman. Control over the war shuttles and their weapons is split between us.  
 
    The three Dominion dreadnaughts in the inbound battle group are headed straight at us, coming in for what I hope they think will be an easy kill. 
 
    “We expect the first Dominion dreadnaught to drop from FTL in sixty seconds,” Sam says, as the corresponding count down timer pops up on the main viewscreen. 
 
    According to data recently added to the IDA, a Dominion battle group of three dreadnaughts entering a battle zone in FTL will drop five seconds apart. If their target is a single ship, they will time their arrival one light-second—three hundred thousand kilometers—from their target, travelling at a speed of about one thousand kilometers per second. That means they will enter firing range two and a half minutes after arriving. 
 
    Our plan is to hit the gas as soon as sub-space sensors tell us the first ship started the drop process, which takes fifteen seconds to complete. As compared to the dreadnaught’s speed this won’t move us very far—only one hundred twenty-five kilometers. But it will buy us a few more precious seconds to acquire target lock and jump our torpedoes. 
 
    The automated timer starts its audio countdown, then a second or two after it reaches zero, the lead dreadnaught starts its descent back into normal space, and I am slammed back in my seat. 
 
    Sam and Thelma are totally unaffected by the acceleration. For the human crew, it is debilitating. But we planned for this. Sam reads out the coordinates where the dreadnaught will appear in normal space. Thelma adjusts the course of her first torpedo to compensate. 
 
    As soon as it appears, Thelma gets target lock, and her first torpedo is away. The process repeats for the second and third torpedo and forty seconds after the first dreadnaught arrived, all three are shredded without a single shot fired at us.  
 
    A shout of celebration goes up, and a moment later, the ion drive is turned off. Then, I see Alex slumped over in her seat. I reach for her, crying out. 
 
    I have her, Kai. Thelma sends. Then they both are gone. I jump out of my seat and race across the bridge, hitting the door, which doesn’t open fast enough, nearly falling once I’m through it. But as soon as my balance is back, I sprint down the corridor toward the medical bay.  
 
    Not again? 
 
      
 
    MEDICAL BAY   
 
    As I approach, George appears then signals the medical bay door to open. I flash through the door, bounce off the wall that separates the auto-doc on the right from the beds on the left. Three doors down on the left, I see Alex on a bed with Gwen, wafting smelling salts beneath her nose. 
 
    “Kai stop!” Thelma shouts. 
 
    Behind her, I see Alex’s eyes flutter. 
 
    “She just passed out.” Thelma elaborates. “I should have realized she wasn’t strong enough yet for the g-forces. She’s all right.” 
 
    With the panic subsiding, I step up to Alex’s bed. She looks at me, then shuts her eyes. “My head is still spinning.” 
 
    I take her hand. “It’s OK.” 
 
    “I’ve been out of the auto-doc for twenty days now.” 
 
    “But only took your first step seven days ago. Three-gravities is a enormous strain. You should have been in here for this, not in the war room.” 
 
    “We got them?” she asks. 
 
    I smile. “We got ‘em.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes flutter again, then close. 
 
    “She’s just sleeping,” Gwen assures. “Go back to work, Kai. She’s in good hands here.” 
 
    Begrudgingly, I take my leave. The Dominion stole Alex away from me for nine months. Now, they’ve taken her away for who knows how long. I shake my head. The ship is broken. We have four more battle groups inbound. It’s time for me to pull out the last stop; discard every legal or moral boundary. Because if they take Alex, I will burn down the entire God-damned galaxy. If she doesn’t live, then nothing else needs to. Period! 
 
      
 
    [01.28.2036] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    My first stop this morning was the medical bay, where they assured me, Alex was fine. They were holding her in a sleep state, not a coma. Pull the drugs, she would wake up. But in this phase of her recovery, she is still weak and we had three more Dominion battle groups likely to strike today. It would be better for her to ride this out in a medically supervised environment. Gwen delivered the message, but the wording had Thelma’s fingerprints all over it. 
 
    As I sit fuming, a strange inkling comes over me. I recognize it. An inherited memory is fighting its way to the surface. But the more I pull at it, the further away it seems to get. 
 
    I get up and start pacing. When that does nothing, a raw need to run comes over me. When I can resist no more, I go out the back exit, then look to my right, the starboard side. It is the way I always exit, because facing aft, it is the port side of the ship where my quarters and the medical bay are located. I’ve never exited the other way. The starboard side of the command deck is not used. 
 
    A seemingly irrational compulsion comes over me and I turn left toward the unused side of the ship. Then I run, turning right at the main corridor and racing toward the stern. Gladys, the command deck stewardess appears. “Can I help you, Captain?” 
 
    “No,” I say too abruptly, stating the fact of the situation but totally blowing the relational element of it and running as if my life depended upon it. It’s like the night I lost Alex. Some inner demon possesses me and this is the only way I know to exorcise it. 
 
    I run deck seven to the stern, then down the steps to deck six, which I run to the bow, then halfway down the stairs to deck five the epiphany strikes, and I am frozen in place. 
 
    Victory, transport me to my office. 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    The dim lights of the forward starboard stairwell are replaced by the buzz of electronics and lighting, the vertigo so overwhelming, I almost forget my purpose. 
 
    “Mark!” I call out. 
 
    Our manufacturing AI appears in front of me. 
 
    I stretch the words out. “Massless space-time ruptures.” 
 
    Marks eyes flash wide, then he freezes. There must be a lot of material on this in the IDA. His head ticks this way, then that, freezing then moving again. 
 
    Suddenly, his eyes are on mine. “Risky. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “It cuts through subspace, consuming anything that would pass through it there, right?” 
 
    Mark snorts. “Seriously interferes with jump too.” 
 
    “We have Dominion inbound on four different trajectories. Can we create ruptures along them in time?” 
 
    He seems to sway at the question. “The math is there.” 
 
    I catch the rude reply on my lips. I already know the math is there, but I’m struggling to cross link to a mechanism that could induce it. 
 
    “But...” He drags the word out. “None of the known solutions is particularly practical.” There’s a long pause. “Well, there is the black hole collision solution,” he offers, then back peddles. “Uh, sorry. That involves mass.” 
 
    There’s more hemming and hawing, toing and froing, then Mark locks eyes with me. “You’re not going to like this.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “You know that an imbalanced jump never returns. Right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I snort, thinking of earlier calibration jumps that ended hours in the future or past. 
 
    Mark exhales loudly. “There’s a theory that they don’t really disappear.” 
 
    “Then what happens to them?” 
 
    “They land in a subspace layer. One version says the ship gets stuck there, which is why it never comes back. Another version says it creates a subspace rupture that only affects that layer.” 
 
     I puzzle over Mark’s words. This isn’t the memory that was trying to surface during my run. But it gets at what I want to do—take down the Dreadnaughts while they are still in subspace. 
 
    “What can you find on the second one?” I ask. 
 
    A new viewscreen pops up in my holoprojection and quickly starts filling with lists of documents related to the topic. One title catches my eye. Conditions Causing Jump-induced Subspace Ruptures. I open the document in another window. 
 
    As I scan through the abstract, I see that this is a proposal seeking funding for experimental work to induce a subspace rupture. It cites the research suggesting jump-failure can do this and evidence from observations of failed jumps. 
 
    Looking at notes related to this proposal, I see that it was rejected. The review board agreed with the underlying scientific theory and the validity of the experiment’s design but rejected it for lack of practical application in the coming conflict with the Dominion. Unbelievable! 
 
    “Mark, what would it take for us to run this experiment using a space hawk with a jump drive recalibrated for this purpose.” 
 
    Mark shrugs, then shakes his head. “Most of the work in this proposal is about developing the test methods and calibrating equipment that we don’t have. That’s not what you’re after, right? You just want to make some subspace ruptures in the paths of Dominion dreadnaughts.” 
 
    I chuckle at Mark’s summary. “Yeah, I want to make some subspace ruptures in the Dominion’s path.” 
 
    “All the formulas I need to make a good guess are in this document. Give me an hour, then we can start taking some pot shots.” 
 
    As soon as Mark disappears, I contact Thelma. 
 
    “Really busy Kai. Can this wait?” 
 
    “I need to know if we can jump before the next Dominion battlegroup arrives.” 
 
    “Sixty-forty and dropping every second I’m distracted.” 
 
    “Thanks, Thelma.” 
 
    A new window opens in my holoprojection labeled Manufacturing AIs workspace. On one side, lines of calculations stream down the page faster than I can read them. On the other side a pair of two-dimensional charts are stacked one atop the other. The one on the top is labeled Bearing. The one on the bottom is labeled Depth. 
 
    On the right of both charts is an icon that looks like a space hawk. On the left is one that looks like a five dreadnaught Dominion battlegroup. On each chart, lines that I assume to be a trajectory stretch out from the space hawk to the battle group. The current line is three-quarters of the way to its target. The one in the Bearing chart seems to be off to port. The one in the Depth display seems to be coming in too high. I watch, fascinated by the slow-motion simulation, then am surprised when both lines curve, both seeming to correct. Then, ninety five percent of the way there, both trajectories end in an oval with cross lines inserted. 
 
    Mark flashes into the room, startling me. “You figured it out, right? The Bearing tracks the path the space hawk will take, if we jump it with the specs above.” 
 
    He points out some tiny type up above the charts that is too small for me to read. 
 
    “The distance it travels, including any time shifts, is the same on both charts. The line segment at the end shows the size of the rupture that will be created. As the only mass involved is that of the space hawk, which is annihilated on arrival, the rupture will bleed away slowly unless fed some mass.” 
 
    I point to the Bearing chart. “This says the battlegroup will just clip the starboard edge of the space-time rupture if the depth is right.” 
 
    Mark smiles. “Reasonable interpretation.” Then he points to the Depth chart. “This is the harder one. Depth is by layer of space-time. The rupture is mostly constrained to a couple of layers. If we are off by two layers, above or below, then it will have to be a near perfect hit.” 
 
    He points to another number in the area above the two charts. 
 
    “This jump specification has an eighty-two percent chance of destroying one or more of the dreadnaughts at a range of ten light-years. As there is no closed form solution available to us to compute the trajectory, my plan is to run maybe a hundred of them, then you can choose the one or ones you want to try. Each shot will cost you a space hawk. I think I have enough time to run these for the four remaining battlegroups.” 
 
    “Do it,” I order. 
 
    I watch as scenario after scenario is run. It’s totally mesmerizing. At nine PM, Gwen calls. “Alex is doing fine. She’s still sleeping but will wake soon if I don’t give her a little more sedative, which I recommend we do. I know she wouldn’t want more. I doubt you want that either. But better if she wakes fresh in the morning than be up half the night because we walked her back to your quarters. The call is yours.” 
 
    I hate this choice. Alex has taken too much medicine already. But Gwen is right. Tomorrow will be another violent day. It will be better for all of us if she approaches it fresh. 
 
    “Dose her,” I reply. 
 
    “Thank you, Kai. You made the right choice.” 
 
    I look back at the simulation tally to see we already have five jump specs with probability greater than ninety-five percent. Time to do something different. “Mark?” 
 
    He pops up next to me. “We are homing in on it.” 
 
    “Change of plan,” I say. 
 
    Mark visibly deflates. His smaller size making me laugh. 
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “Let’s plan on executing the best of these, then find one for nine light-years distant. Having a ninety-five percent chance at five different ranges is a much better option than five, ninety-five percent choices at the same range.” 
 
    He looks at me head cocked, tapping his chin. “Excellent idea sir. Plan changed.” 
 
      
 
    [01.29.2036] CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS 
 
    Thelma shakes me awake from a deep sleep. 
 
    “Kai, sorry to bother you.” 
 
    I look at the clock. 2:45 AM. A spike of adrenaline surges through me. “Is Alex OK?” 
 
    Thelma seems to freeze, then her eyes are on me. “The monitors say she is fine.” 
 
    “Then why the wake up at two in the morning?” 
 
    “The jump drive… Preliminary testing and preflight calibration is done. We have a 98% chance of surviving a ten-light-year jump. Mark says you have a 99.98% chance of stopping the next Dominion battlegroup. If I start the next phase of recalibration now, we can have our jump safety up to 99% before the battlegroup after that gets here.” 
 
    “You woke me in the middle of the night for that?” 
 
    “You ordered me to alert you when the preliminary calibration was done?” 
 
    “Start the next round.” 
 
    Thelma smiles at me, then bends down to kiss me while running her thumb over my right cheek. “Good night, Kai.” 
 
    … 
 
    My tablet dings, waking me. It’s 6:00 AM, the message is from Mark. 
 
    Permission to deploy. The first shot is scheduled for 6:32 AM. 
 
    I jump out of bed and a wave of vertigo sweeps over me, a reminder that I didn’t take any Pepto-Bismol before bed last night. Another wave hits me as I stumble into the bathroom, where I keep my private stash. I down it and the morning vitamins before stepping into the shower. Once in, my tablet dings again, reminding me I didn’t reply to Mark’s message. 
 
    Using my implant, I order Mark to deploy. Then I message Gwen, reminding her all the human crew needs their morning dose. Then message George asking him to deliver coffee and a breakfast bar to my office at 6:20. 
 
    As I step out of the shower, Thelma appears. “Good morning, Kai.” 
 
    I swear she does this just to catch me with my clothes off. But I’ve stopped protesting. It does me no good and I suspect she won’t do it when Alex is here. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt again, Kai. Mark has been looking for you, and we’ve run into a calibration problem, which makes it unlikely we can jump safely today. Doing this in the field is extremely difficult.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Alex slept well last night, and will wake around eight. I’ll tell her you want to join the morning PT, but can’t today.” 
 
    “Thanks, Thelma.” I turn and step back into the bedroom to get dressed. 
 
    Thelma flashes in between me and the closet and wraps her arms around me. “I’m sorry. Just needed to feel you this morning. If anything goes wrong today, it could be the last time.” 
 
    I return the hug and kiss her on the neck. Then she’s gone. 
 
    It worries me that she thinks our chances of surviving the day are far less than I do. What am I missing? 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    I enter and find Mark waiting for me, along with the hot coffee and breakfast bar that George dropped off. All the specifications for this shot are up on the main viewscreen as is the planned trajectory and current position of each of the puzzle pieces. 
 
    “Sorry for starting the first attack run without you,” Mark said. “Doing that on an Iknosan watch would result in deactivation.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why they lost the war.” 
 
    “You really shouldn’t say things like that in To’Kana’s presence.” Mark chides. 
 
    “Then I’m glad he’s not here. And sorry I put you in that position this morning. Thanks for covering for me.” 
 
    On the main viewscreen, the countdown timer steadily ticks down, passing through the three-minute point. War Shuttle fifteen will be the one launching the space hawk.  
 
    I take a bite of my breakfast bar and chew slowly as I take in the screen details—time, bearing, jump parameters… Then it strikes me. Time is specified to the microsecond. Bearing is specified to nine decimal points. A nanodegree? 
 
     “Mark? Why is the bearing specified to a nanodegree.” 
 
    “Well, we are jumping ten light-years.” 
 
    In an instant, I know I’ve been undone by AI naivety. Then an instant later, I understand Thelma’s pessimism. We have a zero percent chance of hitting these ships in subspace at this distance, yet I authorized her to functionally take the jump drive offline because we wouldn’t need it. 
 
    With my heart pounding in my chest, I say, “Mark, we need to hop scotch the war shuttle so we are shooting from closer in.” 
 
    He looks at me head cocked. “Yes. That would have been a much better idea. Permission to attempt it.” 
 
    “If you can get lock in time, yes.” 
 
    An instant later the war shuttle jumps eight light-years. It takes about thirty seconds to confirm its location to six decimal places. Then the simulations starts running again. The first one is way off. But the loop runs much faster given the shorter jump range. After ten iterations. With a minute left before we lose this window. Mark gets a 92% shot. He is still over specified, the bearing numbers calculated to three decimal places. 
 
    “It’s not that bad an estimate,” he complains. “Permission to take the shot?” 
 
    “Take the shot.” 
 
    The countdown timer synchronizes with the war shuttle as it homes in on its bearing, then when the timer reaches zero, the sky hawk jumps. 
 
    The war shuttle’s subspace sensor readings appear in a new window, the subspace rupture obscuring its entire field of view. In the simulation window, the depth chart starts flashing red. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask. 
 
    “The depth was too low,” Mark comes back. “Adjusting.” 
 
    Four hours pass. Four more shots miss. Then Thelma appears and stares at Mark. From the look of it, she is doing a high-speed data dump that he is struggling to absorb. It stretches out. Five, seven, ten seconds. Then she turns to me. “I think I found the errors in his work. He’s confirming. You’ll miss the next firing window, but I think you have a good chance at getting a hit. I can also give you three, one-light-year jumps at 99.5% probability of success. If… I pause my calibration work where it is.” 
 
    “Pause… please.” 
 
    Thelma gives me a huge smile, then disappears. 
 
      
 
    COMMAND DECK 
 
     Needing a break, I exit the office and head towards the medical bay to check in on Alex. At the far end of the corridor, I see her walking along slowly with Gladys, the command deck stewardess. As a general rule I don’t transport inside the ship except in an emergency. But given what’s going on, I don’t want to lose the time it would take to walk all the way down to Alex. I order Victory to transport me and a moment later am ten feet away from her. As she gives me a hug, Gladys disappears. 
 
    “Sorry about yesterday,” she says. 
 
    “Nothing to be sorry about,” I reply. 
 
    “I’m tired of being so worn out.” 
 
    “It will pass. Every day of adversity makes normalcy all the sweeter when it returns.” 
 
    “That’s an optimistic view,” Alex replies. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Thelma told me that she popped in on you this morning. She apologized, then asked how angry I would be if she did it again.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “That when she first moved in, it would have made me very angry. Now that she’s one of the family? Things happen. But if I ever get an inkling that she’s after you… Well, I’ve got a 9-mm solution for that problem.” 
 
    I look at Alex, then burst out laughing. “Good line.” 
 
    I wrap my arms around her, and she melts into me. 
 
    “It’s already getting sweeter,” she whispers. 
 
      
 
    CAPTAIN’S OFFICE 
 
    By the time I get back, Mark has the three-light-year attack queued up. If we miss this one, then this battlegroup with its five dreadnaughts will be four hours out. I’ll sacrifice a few more space hawks on this version of the massless subspace rupture. But at the one light-year mark, I’ll switch back to yesterday’s defense minus the ion-drive burn. I’ll jump instead. 
 
    On the main viewscreen, the same charts are being displayed with the same high probabilities. Only this time fewer digits are shown to the right of the decimal point. There is also a confidence interval on the probability of +3%/-56%. I laugh at the ridiculous statistic, which is basically a calibration of how much we don’t know. 
 
    Brushing the statistics aside, I really hope this works. Jumping the ship at this point is more risk than I want to take. 
 
    “Starting the countdown timer,” Mark says. 
 
    As the seconds tick by, I notice one other change in the two charts, the space-time rupture seems much larger. I ask Mark about it. 
 
    “It’s similar to the bars in your torpedoes. The angle of entry into subspace affects rupture propagation. Thelma figured it out. It means our targeting doesn’t need to be as precise.” 
 
    His answer gives me unexpected encouragement as the countdown time hits zero and the space hawk is away. The subspace scanners pop into the center position on the main viewscreen, and in an instant, the subspace rupture fills it. As the screen zooms out, three flashes of brilliant light cause the space-time rupture to collapse. One dreadnaught emerges from behind. The remains of another tumbles along behind slowly crumbling to dust and disappearing. 
 
    “We killed four of the five!” Mark whoops. 
 
    On the screen, the fifth one fades out.  
 
    “It dropped from FTL,” Marks says, switching the scanning sensors to another band where the ship can be seen angling away. 
 
    “What are the other three battlegroups doing?” I ask 
 
    The regional map replaces the previous image in the center of the screen. They’ve all dropped from FTL. As the stress from earlier fades away, I hear Thelma’s voice via my implant. Requesting permission to resume calibration. We can be done in eighteen hours. 
 
    Permission granted, I send in return. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 19: FALL OUT 
 
      
 
    [03.24.2036] BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    On seeing me enter, crewman Louise Williams, who has the watch, moves over onto the command sofa. “We’re about to make the last jump. Two minutes to Solar System entry.” 
 
    My eyes go to the countdown timer, confirming her words. One minute, fifty-two seconds. “Thanks, Lou.” 
 
    Instead of taking the command chair, I stand, pondering what lies ahead. No one other than Thelma knows what happened in Dominion space. The entire SEAL team was asleep or had succumbed to the Dominion psychic attack. None of the ship’s systems recorded anything incriminating, because all the planet killing was done using my private control cubes, which have been compartmentalized. 
 
    But if it ever comes out that I destroyed entire worlds, killing trillions of spiders, I will be ostracized and declared a war criminal, despite the fact my actions saved billions of human lives. 
 
    The seconds tick by, then we jump and the beautiful blue pearl we call Earth comes into focus on the main viewscreen. The cold and rational part of me acknowledges Avolene was more beautiful. And a larger part of me identifies with Avolene than I am willing to admit. But at the end of the day, I am human, and this pearl tugs at my heartstrings unlike any other. 
 
    I hear the door to the bridge swoosh open, but keep my eyes focused ahead. Alex comes up alongside and slips her fingers between mine. The act is so simple, so familiar. Yet after nine months apart, it comes with all the emotional impact it had during the first weeks we were together. 
 
    “It only seems like a week ago that we left,” she whispers. 
 
    In some sense, she’s lucky. It was nine months of torture and regret for me. But she almost lost her life because we went out under pressure and under-prepared. I suppose that’s the Catch-22. No one understands the Dominion as viscerally as I do. When I go unprepared, I react unpredictably, giving me the advantage. Everyone else approaches them naively, in a way no amount of training will overcome, because the Dominion is alien, nothing like anything any human has encountered before. 
 
    Alex squeezes my hand. “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “This mission… It changed me.” 
 
    “Moreso than the one in which I was injured?” 
 
    “Both of them. But the Dominion space with its weeks of isolation, lack of human interaction, and spiders lurking everywhere... Thank God for Thelma.” 
 
    “You haven’t talked much about the mission. Was it successful?” 
 
    “Not the way To’Kana expected it to be. He thought we would cripple them if we knocked out the military infrastructure of the twelve core systems. We kicked the hell out of it. But those twelve systems were less than one percent of the Dominion presence we found in M5. The damage we inflicted on them is arguably more than what they have inflicted on us so far. But they vastly outnumber us.” 
 
    “I wish I’d been part of it, been there to fight alongside you,” she says, leaning into me. 
 
    “The irony?” I say, turning to look her in the eye. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The stomach issues I developed while you were in stasis saved me. Who would ever have thought Pepto-Bismol would be the ultimate defense against alien telepathy?” 
 
    Alex laughs, then sobers. “The government is going to come after you when we return, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Not the same way as before. After Powell attacked the ship, To’Kana made it clear I was under his protection and he would retaliate against any malfeasance by any global leader. So they’ll come after me, but they will do it differently. I have too much power and everyone knows it.” 
 
    “Captain, we are being hailed by Space Force,” Sam says. 
 
    “You know what to do, right?” I reply, then whisper to Alex, “And so it begins.” 
 
      
 
    DECK ONE, ROOM 1C 
 
    I open my eyes and see Mark pacing. He stops and nods to Alex before addressing me. “To’Kana is on the line.” 
 
    Two holoprojections appear in front of us—one showing an impatient space force captain, the other showing To’Kana. 
 
    “Are you ready?” To’Kana asks. 
 
    “I am, sir.” 
 
    “Hopefully this will go better than last time.” 
 
    “Last time?” Alex whispers. 
 
    “Long story,” I whisper back, then turn to Mark. “Do we have the back door to their ship’s computer open?” 
 
    “We do, sir.” 
 
    When Mark connects the inbound call to To’Kana, the impatient space force commander perks up. 
 
    “I am Captain Ro’Masa To’Kana of the Iknosan Central Council. To whom am I speaking?” To’Kana asks. 
 
    “Captain Maci Thompson of the USSF INTREPID. Welcome to human space. Your IFF says the name of your ship is the Victory, is that correct?” 
 
    “That is correct. The Iknosan Central Council has assigned this ship to your system in accordance with the collaboration agreements signed by multiple of your world’s governments.” 
 
    “Your presence is noted as our agreements require,” Captain Thompson replies. “Do you have any requests you would like to present at this time?” 
 
    To’Kana nods. “Several. The first is permission to assume orbit at Earth-Moon Lagrange Two.” 
 
    “Request noted, permission granted,” she replies. 
 
    “Second, the forces under the command of Captain Kyle Wimberly are prepared to return, their service fulfilled.” 
 
    “Any injured?” 
 
    “Of the thirty crew that came aboard, there were twenty-eight casualties. A complete report is available for your review.” 
 
    “How many dead?” Thompson asks. 
 
    “Thirteen.” 
 
    Captain Thompson grimaces and shakes her head. “How many bodies did you recover?” 
 
    “Ten.” 
 
    I see the grief in the captain’s eyes. “We will contact your ship when we are ready to receive the fallen. Do you have any other requests?” 
 
    “None at this time,” To’Kana replies. 
 
    “Thank you. Command has instructed me to make two requests of you.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “President Powell would like to speak with you. In person, if possible.” 
 
    “I would be happy to speak with President Powell. But I cannot meet in person. Please get back to me with a meeting time.” To’Kana replies. 
 
    Captain Thompson nods. “President Powell would also like to meet with Captain Wimberly in person at the White House.” 
 
    “I can discuss that with her when we meet. The Iknosan Central Council has approved Captain Wimberly’s mission report. We stand behind its authenticity.” 
 
    “Understood,” Thompson replies. “Welcome to Earth, Captain To’Kana.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Thompson. It is good to be back.” 
 
    When the line drops, To’Kana connects bidirectionally with us. “That went as well as we could hope. Return to Earth cautiously, Kyle Wimberly.” 
 
      
 
    [03.28.2036] WICKS-WIMBERLY HEADQUARTERS, NEW YORK 
 
    Within twenty-four hours of taking orbit at Earth-Moon Lagrange two, I had appointment requests from the administration, subpoenas from three House committees, and a hand-written note from Natalie, sent as a picture to my personal email. It looks like I am going to be the main character in the official DC circus for the next couple of weeks. 
 
    That’s why my first stop is in New York. I need to talk with Justin, and I asked if Jill could join us as well. 
 
    Before my eyes are open, I hear Jill squeal. “Oh, my God. Alex is back!” 
 
    A moment later, we are both in her embrace and the tears flow. When we finally separate, Justin comes over to shake my hand. “To’Kana found a way?” 
 
    “No. Thelma did.” 
 
    “Thelma?” 
 
    I nod. “She’s not the person you used to know.” 
 
    Justin puts up a finger, then steps over to his desk and touches his intercom button. “Joyce, cancel the rest of my day.” Then he motions me over to the bar. “I think this demands a scotch.” 
 
    An hour and two wee drams later, we get down to business. 
 
    “So, Powell wants you. SECDEF wants you. House Foreign Affairs, Defense, and Judiciary want you. And Natalie wants you. Watch that one. She’s become very irritable since the divorce.” 
 
    I notice the glance Alex sends Justin. Neither Alex nor Justin know about my last two dalliances with Natalie. I need to come clean with Alex about that, but I haven’t had the courage yet. 
 
    “What happened on this mission?” Justin asks. 
 
    I give him the thumbnail on Avolene—capturing and turning the ship’s Voice, liberating the Crux and space port, and the last confrontation at the temple—then the journey out to Dominion space. 
 
    Justin’s jaw drops. “You went into the lair of the beast? How are you going to justify that to Powell and the Congress?” 
 
    “The intelligence coup,” I reply. 
 
    We discuss the angles I could take, then Justin describes the legal team he wants to put in place to prepare. But as the legal discussion winds down, Justin locks eyes with me. “But that’s not really why you are here, is it?” 
 
    “I need all that and know you are the one that can make it happen. But I’m more worried about Dominion space. I think I know how to contain the threat and know Powell will never authorize it. So, I plan to do it on my own, and would prefer to do it from Earth. I’m hoping you will help me…” I pause, testing water I really don’t want to test. “But want to give you deniability. How willing are you to engage?” 
 
    “How are you going to hide it?” 
 
    “New platforms that the government can use for free. Maybe in lunar orbit. Maybe around Mars. Everything we make will look like it is being made for them. The deception will be that half the platforms are cloaked—never seen, never showing on the books, completely invisible. When I’m done, we say we are building more platforms, but in truth, we would just decloak ones we built a year earlier.” 
 
    “And what are we building there?” Justin asks. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to know?” 
 
    “I need to know you are not building something that will get us in trouble?” 
 
    “A new class of war shuttle optimized for use in Dominion space. We can eventually sell that class to the government. The new shuttles will have features we may not want to give them. But the new features are all control related and easily disabled.” 
 
    “How many of these do you want?” Justin asks. 
 
    “Twenty-five hundred.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “Two per Dominion system.” 
 
    “Jesus, Kai!” 
 
    “The Dominion in M5 outnumber us a thousand, maybe ten thousand, to one. If we cannot get the force multiplication, we will lose. I can go do this in any star system I want. But I want to do it here.” 
 
    “Let me think about it,” Justin replies. “I can’t stop you. And I’m sure you can pull this off without the company. But I understand the benefit the company would get if we collaborated. Maybe there’s a better way to hide it in plain sight.” 
 
      
 
    [04.07.2036] WHITE HOUSE 
 
    The invite I received from President Powell was quite cordial. The message sent by chief of staff Peter West noted how happy she was to have her special envoy back. 
 
    The sudden chill, accompanied by the gentle touch of snowflakes on my face, announces my arrival. I snap my eyes open and slip under the security rope, then step up to the VIP entrance. 
 
    The outside guard, bundled up in winter gear, chuckles as I step toward him in my suit without an overcoat. “Dr. Wimberly. Good to have you back, sir. But you shouldn’t be outside without a coat.” 
 
    I thank him for his concern as I show my White House credentials, then the inside guard buzzes me in. An aide named Susan, whom I’ve not met before, greets me and escorts me up to the Oval Office. She’s an attractive young woman as most of the aides are, but the precision with which she carries herself leads me to believe this woman is former military, maybe a sharpshooter like Alex. 
 
    The president’s secretary, Rose, greets me as I approach. “Kyle, so good to see you.” She nods toward the door. “She’s very excited to have you back.” 
 
    I smile and say, “I’m glad to be back,” putting enough light in my voice that I hope the words land with some sincerity. But the gracious reception outside, an escort who appears to be something a lot more than just an aide, and Rose’s bubbliness leaves me worried that I’m about to step into something a lot bigger than the fifteen-minute briefing I signed up for. 
 
    Rose motions toward a seat, but before I sit, the office door opens and Peter West steps out wearing a genuine smile. 
 
    I swear I’ve never seen this guy smile before, other than the suck-up smile he gives Powell all the time. 
 
    “Dr. Wimberly. Good to have you back, sir. The president is ready to see you.” 
 
    I step in as Powell is rounding the Resolute Desk with hand outstretched. “Dr. Wimberly, welcome home.” 
 
    I get the rare two-handed shake. Then she waves toward the sofas. “Let’s sit where it is more comfortable.” 
 
    Peter joins us as we sit. 
 
    “I read your mission report.” She looks down for a moment. When she looks back up, I notice her eyes are wet. “Terrible thing, the troops we lost. Too bad we did not discover the protection offered by bismuth subsalicylate until the end of the mission. Thirteen lost to Dominion telepathy, fifteen more injured to a degree they will never fully recover.” 
 
    When she pauses, I say, “Indeed. Tragic, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank God you had protection.” 
 
    “I was fortunate.” 
 
    “The regeneration machine you built to treat our troops… The Iknosan Central Council was critical of your decision to build it. But you convinced them it was appropriate. Can you explain that to me?” 
 
    I give her the one-minute version of nervous system repair, standardized buffer tissue that allows smaller regeneration machines to do neural repair for the Iknosan, and an example of the ill-use the original machines fell to, but I don’t mention The Reckoning. 
 
    “You know the problems we have had with war induced mental health issues. Could your machine help and, if so, could we outfit the VA with them? To’Kana implied you could.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to look into it, ma’am.” 
 
    “How soon could you make that determination?” 
 
    I shrug and put my hands out. “I don’t know—too many unknowns. I can put resources on it today, maybe get a preliminary read in a week.” 
 
    “Please do that.” 
 
    “I am surprised this is of such concern to you, ma’am. There are many other things in my report that I would have expected you to want to talk with me about.” 
 
    Suddenly, her eyes are on me, and I feel the weight of her attention. 
 
    “You’ve heard about Walter?” 
 
    It takes a second to connect the dots. “Vice President Norwell?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I’ve been out of the loop for nine months.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Stroke.” Then her eyes and all their intensity are back on me. 
 
    “Did you know about the news To’Kana leaked to us while you were away?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Or the polls? It is an election year.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Kyle, you have become very well regarded. You have eighty-to-ninety percent name recognition. I am polling slightly higher than you are, which is preposterous because it would be impossible for you to meet the filing deadlines at this point.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with the regeneration machine?” 
 
    She looks at me with incredulity. “If we could get your name associated with that technology quickly enough, we could reform your image to an extent that you would make a viable candidate for vice president. Together, we would win by the greatest landslide in history.” 
 
    Suddenly, all the earlier gratuitousness snaps into place. I could clinch the election for her. 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m not a political person, ma’am.” 
 
    She scoffs. “Of course you’re not. That’s why you wouldn’t win on your own. But that’s also why people love you.” 
 
    When I’m slow to reply, she continues. “I can craft a non-traditional role for you as previous presidents have done. Think about it. The Space Czar. You could do what To’Kana says he wants you to do and have the sanction of the US government behind you. Plus, you are a hell of a lot better with the press than any previous vice president—Ardell Knight heaps praise on you every day.” 
 
    “Let me see what I can do with the neural regeneration system, ma’am.” 
 
    She gives me a big smile. “I knew I could bring you around to my side.” She turns to Peter. “Let’s put this into motion.” 
 
    What have I gotten myself into now? 
 
      
 
    [04.18.2036] CONGRESSIONAL OFFICE BUILDING 
 
    I’ve given testimony seven times over the last three weeks—full day sessions with three different house committees and four different Senate committees. The questions are mostly the same, as are the lectures I get from the anti-war, anti-space, and newly emerging anti-alien-medical-tech crowd. 
 
    Justin is fully in the Wimberly for Vice President camp. And thanks to Thelma’s skillful use of the IDA, we came up with a treatment for Vice President Norwell that restored about three quarters of his speech loss and allows him some mobility. I feel bad for the poor guy. 
 
    Congress should have removed him from office three months ago. But now that I am emerging as heir apparent, they want to move on it so they can vote me in as the new vice president in time to participate in the campaign as the current officeholder during the last three months of the election. What a farcical mess. 
 
    Today’s meeting with the House leadership team will cast the die on that matter. One of the sticking points has been my marital status. Our engagement is not sufficient. They want me married and would rather it be someone other than Alex, which is just stupid talk. 
 
    Now that we’ve set a date, they should be ready to move. 
 
    Earlier, Alex and I transported to the White House grounds for a photo op with President Powell. 
 
    Now we are on our way to a conference room, escorted by Susan, who is not a lowly aide, but a member of the secret service. 
 
    On arriving, Natalie Wright greets us, gushing over Alex and effervescent in her praise for me. The chit-chat and small talk drag on for the first forty minutes of our meeting that was scheduled for one hour, then Natalie raps on the table. 
 
    When everyone takes a seat, she asks, “Did everyone get their questions answered?” 
 
    My mouth drops open in shock. She looks at me and laughs. “Kyle, did you think we were going to interview you sitting around a table?” 
 
    Alex, who is sitting next to me, reaches over and squeezes my knee. She, at least, seems to have sorted out what was going on. 
 
    “I’m told the administration has given us eight seats at the reception. I am taking one. Who gets the rest?” 
 
    Names are called out. Another single and four couples are chosen—the other three members of the leadership committee, a sympathetic voice on the other side of the aisle, and a younger member Natalie is courting for a senior role. 
 
    As we are wrapping up, the House chaplain comes in carrying a bottle of champagne. Glasses are poured, then he holds his up and gives a profound and moving blessing. I’m blown away. 
 
      
 
    [05.10.2036] TAWNY OWL VINEYARDS 
 
    The Edna Valley is beautiful at this time of year. The vines have flowers; the mornings are cool from the fog that comes in at night; and the afternoons are warm. 
 
    As much as I hated it, I’ve followed the tradition that requires the groom not to see his bride on the day of the wedding, until she marches down the aisle. In this case, Alex was whisked away and taken back to the estate house after the rehearsal dinner in the tasting room of my parent’s winery, while I returned to my childhood home with my parents to sleep in my old bedroom. 
 
    Yeah, the bedroom part was terrible, but there was an upside. My brother Mark, who is emerging on the American stage as a renowned wine maker, invited me down to the cellar to taste a cognac-quality brandy he is developing. It is years from being a thing. But, my God, I’ve never tasted anything so pure. When I said that to him, he laughed and said, “Kyle, when we were kids, I thought you were the one with the gift. Yeah, this is playing competitively, but I couldn’t sell it for what it cost to make. Ten more years? A thousand dollars a bottle.” 
 
    People say I’m a dreamer. Fair enough, with coaching from To’Kana, I’ve done better in the space in which I play than anyone before me. But give me a break. Real scientists figured this out years ago, in most cases thousands of years ago. I’ve just been entrepreneurial enough to make things that Justin can sell. 
 
    But Mark? He’s a genius making new things from the same old ingredients wine makers have used for a thousand years. 
 
    Susan, who leads my secret service team, stayed at my parent’s place as well. She was the only woman allowed in the cellar last night. Not as a participant, but as my protector. Yeah, I’ve sat through the training where they showed me case after case in which a family member has taken down a senior official of some government. But come on. Mark, my dad, Larry—my childhood flight instructor… I’m not buying the theory. But to Susan’s credit, she was there, not part of the tasting and as invisible as a human can be. I hope we become close friends someday. 
 
    The rest of my security team went back to the estate house with Alex. A dozen warrior AIs in secret service garb replaced them and stood guard outside. 
 
    In truth, it’s all kind of embarrassing given that I stood alone against trillions of mind-controlling monster-spiders in M5. But we’ve meticulously withheld that part of my story from the public. 
 
    All that said, Susan and I arrived back here around 8:30 this morning, as the lingering ground fog was dissolving into a mist like the kind that gave Nyvene her power. The thought and momentary desire for those days cuts through me. I’m all in for Alex. It’s crazy that some dissipating fog can trigger me like that, but Susan rushes me along. Michael, the British aristocrat with whom Wicks-Wimberly owns the property, is hosting President Powell, who flew in last night. They’ve invited Justin, Jill, and me for breakfast. We are the last to arrive, and as I enter, Susan melts away, joining Powell’s team, who have paired off with Michael’s, only two in the room at a time. 
 
    Michael, whom I’ve only met once before, welcomes me as if I was an intimate associate. “Kyle. Truly good to see you, my man.” 
 
    His wife, whose name I don’t remember and didn’t catch, comes over and gives me a kiss on each cheek, reminding me she is French. “Kyle, thank you for inviting us to your wedding.” 
 
    Having had no role in that, I reply simply. “Thank you for sharing this day with us, ma’am.” 
 
    She chortles at my reply. “Your fiancée is a lucky woman.” 
 
    Given my guilt over Natalie and Nyvene, I wonder how her statement can be real. 
 
    “Who else conquers entire worlds to win his woman back?” 
 
    The glance she gives Michael bounces off him as if he was made of Teflon, doubling down on the guilt I feel for my associations during the period in which I thought Alex was dead. 
 
    The superficial chit-chat continues until the house rector comes out to bless us and breakfast is served. Once plates are full, Michael, no stranger to power and entitlement, starts by saying, “Some months ago, I decided to move my permanent residence here. I have vineyards in France and New Zealand, but have concluded this is the place where I belong.” 
 
    Although he directed the speech to me, President Powell responds. “You have significant holdings here. More than enough to qualify for permanent resident status. File, the process is simple enough.” 
 
    “I did,” he replies. “Two years ago.” 
 
    Oh my God. This? On my wedding day? 
 
    Powell looks at me. “Why don’t you take this one, Kyle? It’s simple enough.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. The Dominion are my priority.” 
 
    Powell redirects her gaze to Michael. “Not to worry. We will sort this out. Kyle is very much in demand.” 
 
      
 
    ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    The event organizers set a stage about one hundred yards from the front porch. Me and my groomsmen, who dressed in trailers along the road behind, have lined up on the stage. Me, Justin, Ty, my brother Mark, and Larry, all in a row. One by one, the ladies will file out—Melissa, Crystal, Thelma, Jill, then Alex, who will be accompanied by Mac—a stand in for her parents who died long ago. The House Chaplain, who has apparently been licensed to conduct weddings in California, leads the men out onto the stage, then the orchestra, who has been playing for a while now, starts playing the procession music. 
 
    As much as I have enjoyed being Alex’s common-law husband, I want to be her legal one. But the setup here seems artificial. Is the Washington presence corrupting something that is otherwise very real? 
 
    Thelma’s voice comes through my implant. “Eyes on the prize, Wimberly. No one else matters.” 
 
    It’s all sweet, but all a campaign production. Then Alex steps out the front door of the estate house—a goddess like no other. I avert my eyes, but tears flow anyway. How is it, given all my misbehavior, which I have confessed to her now, she still chooses me? 
 
    She doesn’t really look at me until Mac gives her away and she looks at me for the first time—today, anyway. It’s all I can do to hold it together. The ceremony drags on, but with Alex at my side, nothing registers other than her. Eventually there are “I do’s”, then permission to kiss the bride. But I float above it all. I am hers; she is mine; and that’s all that matters. 
 
      
 
    [05.12.2036] PRIVATE ISLAND, BELIZE 
 
    Embarrassingly, I remember little about the wedding or the reception. It’s all snapshots in my memory, most featuring only Alex. When we departed the reception, we transported up to the ship for our first official night together. Then the next day, we transported down to begin our five-day honeymoon. 
 
    The island is beautiful—sugar sand, turquoise water, perfectly groomed plants, and lovely service staff. But for the most part, they’ve left us alone, only Thelma approaching within visual range. 
 
    It’s our second day here. Breakfast on the lanai was as beautiful as the surroundings. It was followed by a his-and-her massage. Now, as Alex and I lay perfectly relaxed by the pool, Thelma approaches wearing a truly tiny bikini. She whispers something in Alex’s ear, then gives me a smile before scampering off. 
 
    When she’s gone, Alex sighs, lays there for a while, then gets up, the sight of her naked form warming my loins. 
 
    She smiles. “Join me in the pool?” 
 
    How could I possibly say no to that? 
 
    We play in the water a bit, Alex teasing, keeping her distance, then she comes up alongside. When I go to grab her, she says. “No, I want to ask you for something first.” 
 
    I look at her, drawing back a bit. 
 
    “I want you to give me a daughter,” she says. 
 
    I look at her with head cocked. I understand the mechanics of reproduction, but don’t know what she’s asking. 
 
    “I was in the auto-doc for nine months. Off the pill the entire time. Since then, Thelma has given me a novel form of protection that leaves me fertile. Tomorrow morning, at seven AM, will be the optimal point to conceive a daughter. Thelma’s done the calculations. She recommends we do it every two hours from five AM until eleven. After that abstinence or prophylactic protection for five days. Will you do that for me?” 
 
    The way she asks shows her sincerity, though it still puzzles me. 
 
    “Why a daughter?” 
 
    “Kai, you realize I am not solely human anymore. Right?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Human and Avolite blood run through my veins. It was part of the reconstruction I went through. Thelma can explain it to you if you want to know the details. I don’t fully understand it, but Thelma says a first-born daughter will ‘flow with the mist’ and alter the course of human history. I want that for us and our child.” 
 
    As Alex melts into me, I know the die is cast. I don’t know what it means for humanity. But I know this is what Alex needs to be whole. So in the morning, we will conjugate like bunnies and hopefully conceive the daughter Alex desires. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    [01.26.2037] ESTATE HOUSE, SAN LUIS OBISPO, CA 
 
    I dreamed of a lot of things as a child, most having to do with making wine when I grew up. I never thought I would become a scientist, the president of a solar power company, the second richest man in the world, or the Vice President of the United States. But six days ago, I was sworn in. And now my official residence is the Naval Observatory at Number One Observatory Circle in Washington, DC. 
 
    Alex took part in the inauguration ceremony with me, despite being in her thirty-sixth week of pregnancy. We spent the rest of the week in DC, then transported back on Friday. After some back and forth with the secret service, I gave members of my regular security detail earpieces, so they could transport with me. Several of them go first, then me and Alex, if she is with me, then the rest of the team. I was planning to go back this morning, Monday, but begged off because the baby was unusually active, and Alex was having trouble getting around. 
 
    Thankfully, the use of transporters is not the only change my vice presidency has foisted on the nation. We now have a full 3-D holoprojection system set up in the residence, my office, the Oval Office, and the briefing room, which I can use to conduct meetings or participate in press conferences from a remote location. 
 
    That is what I did today instead of traveling back and may continue doing until the baby is old enough to travel. The 3-D set-up we put in the Press Room uses the same holoprojection system Thelma uses and on TV it really looks like I am in the room. 
 
    As the chef brings out our dinner, Alex looks very uncomfortable. She picks at her food, then takes a bite of salad. “I’m not sure I can eat tonight.” 
 
    A moment later, she stands, her pants wet. “My water just broke.” 
 
    Andrea, Alex’s lead agent, who normally eats in the kitchen with Susan during our dinner hour, steps into the dining room talking into her radio, then comes running over as Alex groans. She places one hand gently on Alex’s abdomen, then says into the radio, “Contractions have begun.” Then she goes to Alex’s wrist. Fifteen seconds later, “Heart rate one forty. We’ve got to go. Now!” 
 
    Other agents stream in. The motorcade pulls up in front of the house. Then they carry Alex out the front door. As I go to follow, Susan puts a hand on my arm. “We will follow in a separate car. Please don’t argue with me about this.” 
 
      
 
    FRENCH HOSPITAL, SAN LUIS OBISPO, CA 
 
    We race for the emergency room. It’s a Monday night and Sophie, a close friend of Alex’s and a former girlfriend of mine, is the lead physician on the floor tonight. She’s waiting at the emergency entrance when we arrive. As they load Alex onto a gurney, I jump out of my car and run to catch up. 
 
    Seconds later, we are in a delivery room, with monitors of every kind being strapped onto Alex. As others work, Sophie comes up to me and puts a hand on my arm. “Alex’s obstetrician is fifteen minutes out. I need to take the lead on this until she arrives. Are you going to pass out on me?” 
 
    I laugh at the question. Sophie eyes me. “You’d be surprised how many fathers do, during emergency delivery.” 
 
    One of the nurses says, “We’re ready.” 
 
    The nurses read off Alex’s and the baby’s vitals. 
 
    Sophie smiles at Alex. Then examines her. 
 
    “The baby is already presenting.” 
 
    Alex cries out as the next contraction starts, then she pushes. 
 
    Alarms on the baby’s monitors go off. 
 
    As Sophie seems to hesitate, a senior nurse says, “This can’t wait.” 
 
    With conviction, Sophie grabs the surgical scissors and performs an episiotomy without anesthesia. As Alex screams, my head spins and I feel like I’m going to faint. I’ve never felt so helpless. 
 
    Seconds later, the head is out, and Alex seems to relax. Sophie, on the other hand, goes into over-drive. “Kai, if you pray, do it now. I don’t know what’s happening.” 
 
    The amount of blood now flowing terrifies me. But Alex seems calm. “I hear her, Kai. I hear her.” 
 
    The words make no sense to me. 
 
    As the nurses tend to the baby, a girl, Sophie works on Alex at a precipitous pace. Other doctors stream in and I am pushed out of the way. Then, out of the blue, the chaos playing out on the heartbeat monitor stops. Silence. Nothing. Sophie goes into resuscitation mode—paddles, adrenaline, everyone clear. There is the terrifying thump of the paddles discharging, then a beep. And another. Beep, beep, beep, as the monitor resumes its regular rhythm. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “Blood pressure returning to normal,” one doctor calls out. 
 
    “Heart rate, seventy-two beats per second,” another one says. 
 
    Another contraction grips Alex, then the placenta comes out. “The bleeding has stopped,” Sophie says, obviously dumbfounded. 
 
    Seconds, then minutes tick by, then Alex’s eyes flicker open. She looks at me and smiles. “I can hear her Kai. I can hear her.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes close, and the regular breathing of those that slumber begins. 
 
    Sophie touches me on the arm. “Kai, I don’t know what just happened. I’ve never seen anything like it. We will put her in intensive care. But I think she’s going to be OK.” She puts her hands out in puzzlement, which somehow morphs into a tight, bloody embrace that lingers. 
 
    I break it off when Thelma’s voice sounds through my implant. Alex is out of the woods, Kai. The resilience of Avolite women has astounded Iknosan medical experts since their people were first discovered. Alex picked up enough through her neural graft to get her through this. Your daughter will be the same—strong and resilient like Alex, born self-aware, and gifted with the foresight of the mist. 
 
    As Thelma’s voice fades, the world seems to spin. Sophie catches me before I fall and gets me into a chair, where I hear a tiny voice say, “I hear them.” 
 
    Then I’m hit with smelling salts and come back to the moment, certain in my belief that Alex is OK, our daughter is extraordinary, and somehow, Thelma is behind it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    AFTERWORD 
 
      
 
    Several months back, as I was starting Echoes of Extinction: Book 1, a long-time friend of mine, who has read all my books, told me his favorite opening was from my second book, The Institute, Ascendancy: Book 2. The story opened with a spunky character, named Alexi, leading a mountain climbing expedition that gets struck by a flash blizzard. Alexi goes to amazing lengths to save her clients, in an action-packed sequence that doesn’t let up. She saves them all but is critically injured while bringing the last mountain climber back. Although the expedition itself has little to do with the main plot, Alexi’s injury opens one of the story’s key threads. 
 
    Inspired by that comment, I wanted to start Reverberations in the same way—an action sequence to draw readers in with a conclusion that launches a main story thread. What I came up with—Kai and Alex choosing a quiet evening in another star system that turns into a confrontation with a Dominion dreadnaught—was less actiony than Alexi’s blizzard rescue, but more tense. And it did what I hoped it would do—get right into the story, with little setup and the first crisis our heroes need to solve—a weapon that is too powerful. 
 
    Pleased with the way the first chapter went, I paused to reconsider the loose story outline I’d put together. It was a traditional three act structure with a climax at the end of each act, modified to have smaller mid-act climaxes in the second two acts. Or said another way, five chapters of set up before the first climax. That’s when the inspiration struck… Why not pull the climaxes forward? Why not have a real climax at the end of each chapter like the thrillers do? Why not mix action-based climaxes (Kai jumping away from the Dominion onslaught with a malfunctioning jump drive) and drama-based climaxes (Kai talking with Alex, while she is in the auto-doc with little hope of recovery)? 
 
    There were a couple set up chapters I couldn’t avoid followed by the climaxes in every chapter, even in the epilogue when Alex’s heart stops during childbirth. 
 
    I’d love to hear how all of this worked for you. For me, writing the scenes where Kai visits Alex in the auto-doc were cathartic with lots of tissues involved. 
 
      
 
    AVOLENE 
 
    One of my objectives for 2023 was to expand my footprint in the publishing industry by expanding my team to include one or more co-authors. If you just groaned, hear me out, because my concept is different than what most other authors have done. The idea was to position Reverberations as a frame book.  
 
    What is a frame book? It is a story that spawns other related stories. In the case of Echoes of Extinction, we have now met six other humanoid species: Iknosan, Harza, Indarsu, Pelglik, Katswiri, and Avolites. Each of these worlds has its own story to tell. 
 
    The first experiment was with the world of Avolene. I invited another author, an extremely talented young man whom I met through the Hawaii Writers Guild, to join me in writing the story of Avolene. I provided a loose outline and described the world as I envisioned it, then asked him to flesh it out. 
 
    At the outset, it was thrilling to work with someone so talented and undiscovered. Then life intervened. His work demands increased, stealing time away from his writing. I got sick, then was nearly killed by a drunk driver, who totaled my car… I’m as good as new now, better actually. But the partnership died in the interim. To be fair, I bought out his interest in Avolene, then crafted the four Avolene chapters in Reverberations from the wonderful world he created. I offered co-author credit on this book, but he asked me not to list him as such.  
 
    I would love to hear your feedback on the Avolene chapters and the frame book concept. I have my eye on a couple of other great undiscovered authors. Maybe I’ll give it another go in 2024. 
 
      
 
    FACT VS. FICTION 
 
    In all my writings I try to keep the line between fact and fiction fuzzy enough that it’s hard to tell where the facts end and where the fiction begins. In Reverberations, that line is danced across in the very first scene. To the best of my knowledge, modern science views the spacetime continuum as being infinitely stretchy, something that cannot be ripped apart. From my readings, the singularity at the center of a black hole could be considered a pin hole in space-time. Or said another way, a single-point space-time rupture. But I know of no theories that support the rifts described in this story.  
 
    Still, it’s great fun to contemplate, and easy to build a story around. 
 
      
 
    BISMUTH 
 
    A lot of research goes into a new book or series. In preparing for the Echoes of Extinction series, two of those topics were on space junk, and any theoretical basis for an anti-gravity drive.  
 
    On the space junk thread, I found an amazing article on old cold war Russian spy satellites, which were powered by a thermonuclear battery using plutonium. Many of these were short-lived, low-altitude satellites that barely skimmed above the atmosphere. To prevent the plutonium batteries from burning up on reentry, the Russian’s ejected the batteries into a higher, more stable orbit, simultaneously pushing the satellites down into the atmosphere where they burnt up. One of the keys to making that happen was ‘an alkane oil with ten parts per million Bismuth’ in the ejection system. 
 
    On the anti-gravity thread, I found a wonderful article on promising work that used powerful magnetic fields to manipulate a gravitational field. One of the keys to this work was the post-transition metal Bismuth, with which the researchers could show the effect they were seeking, and the synthetic element Moscovium, which in theory could win the day if it could ever be secured in quantity. Why these two? The configurations of their electron shells: 
 
    -          Electrons per shell, Bismuth:2, 8, 18, 32, 18, 5 
 
    -          Electrons per shell, Moscovium:2, 8, 18, 32, 32, 18, 5 
 
      
 
    With facts like that, it was easy to spin the fiction. Bismuth made its first appearance in the Echoes of Extinction series in the first chapter of the first book. While Mac is cleaning out the forward sensors on To’Kana’s crashed shuttle, some oil squirts out that is laden with bismuth—the only substance known to blind subspace sensors, according to To’Kana. 
 
    In Echoes of Extinction: Book Two, bismuth and its sensor defeating properties return, first in the bismuth-laden dust at Lagrange four in the Serangan systems sole gas giant, then in the Pepto-Bismol tablets Kai takes to calm his over stressed stomach. 
 
    One wonders where it will show up in book three. 
 
      
 
   



 

 THE BOOK SHELF 
 
    Several people have written, asking when this book or that will become available. That’s always a hard question to answer because I consistently and purposefully focus my attention on the project that inspires me most. Right now, Echoes of Extinction, Book 3, has my full attention. It is tentatively entitled Conquest. A sample from that book follows this Afterword. Assuming the story develops without any major blocks along the way, it will be released in November or December, 2023.  
 
    When Conquest is finished, I’ll have a decision to make—Echoes of Extinction, Book 4, or Eleven Days, Book 2: Into the Change. Enough people have been clamoring for Into the Change that I’ll put some time into it. But I’ve been blocked at chapter five for nine months. If I can get past the block, then it will go to market early in 2024. 
 
    ...  
 
    Thank you for having read Reverberations. There is great joy in writing a book like this, even more in knowing that someone read and enjoyed it. Please put some stars on a review and stay tuned for more to come.  
 
    If you have comments, suggestions, or just want to say ‘Hi,’ drop me a note. I do my best to answer every email. If you’d be interested in joining my outstanding team of beta readers, please contact me.  
 
    You can reach me at dw.cornell@kahakaicg.com. My first name is Don. 
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    [01.01.2038] ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    “Kai,” Alex says. “It’s time.” 
 
    I look up and our eyes meet. Hers convey so much—her love for our daughter, whom I’ve been feeding; her comfort in this place, far from our nation’s capital; and her reticence to break the moment. 
 
    “Come here, Kayla,” Thelma says, hands outstretched to take her. 
 
    “Tel-ma,” Kayla replies, in her high-pitched baby voice. 
 
    As Thelma takes her, she nods to me. “I’ve got her Kai. You two do what you need to do.” 
 
    As she looks back at Kayla, Thelma kisses her, then sings a song. It’s one she sings every day, one Kayla echoes back, a song that soothes. 
 
    I stand and take Alex’s hand. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    As we exit the kitchen, Alex says, “I’m still surprised the Dominion struck Aarde. They must be expecting a response.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I reply. “But despite the Katswiri’s early success against the Dominion, they haven’t risen to the challenge. Defense Minister Vosloo says they are toothless without my newest weapons, which is utter nonsense. The fire-and-forget torpedoes are easy to use and absolutely deadly against Dominion dreadnaughts. Nonetheless, with To’Kana orbiting Avolene and Legacy Ship #1 out on patrol, the Katswiri were wide open, totally unprepared to lead their own defense.” 
 
    “Are we any different?” Alex asks. “Do you think we could prevent a Dominion strike against the Earth?” 
 
    “If you mean Space Force and our loose global alliance… No. You and me? Maybe. We have the firepower, but…” I stammer a bit. “Not the human capital.” 
 
    “We should work on that,” Alex replies. 
 
    I open the door to my office. Then, once we’re in and the door is closed, I contact the Victory via my implant. Two to transport aboard. 
 
      
 
    BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY 
 
    As ship vibrations replace the relative quiet of my office, I open my eyes. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, Captain,” Sam, the Victory’s helm AI says. Then, with a nod, “Ms. Wimberly.” 
 
    It bugs me that Sam responds to Alex as if she is someone of lesser consequence. From Sam’s perspective, I suppose she is. After all, I hold the command codes for this ship. It's my responsibility to make sure that she’s treated as an equal. I almost laugh at the thought. I will never be the person Alex is. She’ll always take the high road. Me? Only if it’s expedient. But I suppose that’s what war is—integrity versus exigency. Thank God I have Alex at my side. 
 
    A moment later, Thelma pops into the room. “Welcome aboard Captain. Alex.” 
 
    “Is Kayla OK?” Alex asks. 
 
    Thelma smiles. “Yeah. I’m in the rocking chair in the den. She’s already asleep.” 
 
    Three years ago, as I was about to go out on the mission to Avolene, Thelma demanded that I take her with me. She claimed to know how to bring Alex back, promised to do what To’Kana couldn’t, and promised to comfort me until she completed Alex’s therapy. 
 
    I gave in, allowing Thelma to upgrade herself as necessary to complete the mission. Later, I learned she upgraded her hardware to a five-quantum-core, multitasking configuration, allowing her to be fully engaged in five places at the same time. Five Thelmas, with shared short-term memory, same long-term memory, all one, all at the same time. 
 
    Once we returned to Earth, I allowed her to build an equivalent set of hardware in the cellar. Now, there are ten Thelmas—five aboard the ship and five in the estate house. Any of them can operate a portable projector, meaning none of the ten of her are constrained to either the estate house or the ship. 
 
    But this Thelma, the one we are talking to on the bridge, differs from the others. She has ‘reorganized her stacks’ to think and behave more like a military strategist. She also dresses in military fatigues and is occasionally more aggressive. 
 
    Thelma waves a hand toward the war room. “Would you like to review the system I propose to hit and the tactical plan I’ve put together? I’ve already positioned assets. If you like the plan, we should be able to get this done in less than an hour.” 
 
      
 
    WAR ROOM 
 
    When we arrived back from our sojourn into Dominion space nearly two years ago, my priority was to build a fleet of twenty-five hundred autonomous war shuttles—two per known Dominion system in the globular cluster known to human science as Messier 5 (M5). 
 
    I lined up most of the resources required during the weeks leading up to our wedding, then started production the day we got back from our honeymoon. As the shuttles started rolling off the production lines at my new manufacturing facility in orbit at Sun-Mars Lagrange Two, I sent them on the twenty-five thousand light-year trip to M5. The first to arrive began a detailed mapping of the cluster. Over the course of the last eighteen months, we found and confirmed the existence of one-thousand four-hundred twelve Dominion worlds. 
 
    How did I do that while running for and eventually being elected vice president? Simple. I built hundreds of AIs and thousands of bots able to do all the mining, refining, replication, and assembly of our platforms at Sun-Mars Lagrange Two. 
 
    Then I built hundreds of high-end single-quantum-core task-focused AIs like To’Kana’s design AI. These, I put under the control of a stellar-cartography AI tasked with fully mapping Dominion space. 
 
    True, I needed to put in about an hour a day to keep the operation going, but that wasn’t really a problem. 
 
    … 
 
    Once seated, Thelma opens a window in the main holoprojection display. “This is M5.0471, the four-hundred-seventy-first confirmed Dominion system. It has two populated worlds in the habitable zone and four mining colonies in the outer system. The two populated worlds are small, about the size of Mars. We estimate the total population in this system to be between one and two billion.” 
 
    I see Alex squirm at the number. 
 
    “This should be a simple kill. Six torpedoes into each of the planets, one into each mining colony, should be enough to kill ninety-nine percent of the population and render both worlds uninhabitable for thousands of years.” 
 
    “We’re going to kill a billion spiders?” Alex asks, aghast. 
 
    “It’s consistent with the Wimberly Doctrine,” Thelma says in reply. 
 
    Alex looks at me. “The Wimberly Doctrine?” 
 
    “Every humanoid death needs to be paid for with ten thousand arachnoid deaths. They killed one hundred thousand Katswiri in the strike they made on Aarde. If that strike goes unanswered, it will be open season on every humanoid world.” 
 
    Alex shakes her head. “I’d think a strike of that magnitude would be more of a provocation than a payback.” 
 
    “When they did not accept the truce I offered, I killed twelve of their systems as payback for the three of our worlds they destroyed. I now have the assets in place to kill all their worlds, but I’ve held back because they’ve not attacked any of ours.” 
 
    “I know, but still…” Alex says. 
 
    “To’Kana and the Iknosan Council are pressing me to hit every Dominion system. They say the hit on Aarde is proof they will never accept a ceasefire and the longer we leave assets parked in Dominion space, the more likely we are to lose those assets.” 
 
    Alex sighs. “I suppose they are right. Do what you need to do. But I’m really worried this is going to backfire and reignite a war that has been mostly on pause for a couple of years now.” 
 
    I look at Thelma. “Do we have target lock?” 
 
    “I haven’t deployed the weapons yet.” 
 
    “Deploy them. How long to lock?” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes. The computation is already done.” 
 
    As the minutes tick by, I weigh Alex’s argument against the Central Council’s. We can’t allow any strike to go unanswered. But retaliation at this level feels incendiary. After what the Dominion did to the Iknosan, Indarsu, and Pelglik, maybe we should destroy all their worlds. Because if they even the playing field, they will destroy all our worlds without hesitation. 
 
    “The weapons are away,” Thelma says, breaking my reverie. She opens six windows, one for each of our targets. “The simultaneous strike is eight minutes out. We can wait and retrieve our space hawks after the strike, or we can exit now and leave them on patrol until someone comes to investigate. I recommend moving the war shuttle now, before any other ships enter the system.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    I watch as Thelma turns the war shuttle to a new bearing, then jumps it out eighteen light-years where she will shut it down. Within an hour after shutdown, the war shuttle will be just another cold object drifting through interstellar space, one of twenty-eight hundred I planted there, invisible to subspace sensors, impossible to find. 
 
    When the countdown timer reaches zero, four torpedoes strike their designated mining colony, obliterating it. The other torpedoes strike their designated planet—the first of six torpedoes coming their way. This one undoubtedly created massive seismic activity, which most of the population must have felt. When the next one hits five minutes from now, most structures on the surface will crumble. The subsequent hits will rip the planets apart. The rubble that remains after the sixth torpedo hits will have maybe three quarters of the planet’s mass and may spread out into an asteroid field. 
 
    I wonder how many of the spiders down there realize they only have a few more minutes to live. I wonder if any of them know about the strike on Aarde. I doubt any of them do. To’Kana says every Dominion subject they have captured and interrogated knows who I am. I wonder how many of those about to die are cursing my name, or whatever the Dominion equivalent might be. I suspect quite a few, maybe all of them. 
 
    “It’s done,” Alex whispers. “The space-time ruptures have closed.” 
 
    Snapping out of my thoughts, I look up at the viewscreen for the smaller of the two planets, amazed that it is spreading as fast as it is. This once inhabited planet is now turning into an asteroid belt. 
 
    I look at Alex. “Sobering, isn’t it?” 
 
    But no answer comes, just a sucking in of breath and a finger pointed at the holoprojection. “Oh, my God.” 
 
    I turn and see that the image of the planet has been replaced by a distorted image of a younger me, followed by text that scrolls out beneath. 
 
      
 
    Kyle Wimberly. 
 
      
 
    We know who you are. 
 
      
 
    We know where you are. 
 
      
 
    We are coming for you, 
 
      
 
    but we will take your wife and your daughter first. 
 
      
 
    The message is displayed on a window labeled Space Hawk 1, Forward Camera.  
 
    “Thelma, can we confirm that this is coming from Space Hawk 1?” 
 
    “It’s not coming from the space hawk,” Thelma asserts. “It is coming from the sensor array in Earth orbit. I have no idea how that array is receiving this message or how it got routed to this feed.” 
 
    Alex stands in a panic. “I need to get back to the estate house. I need to be with Kayla. We never gave the guards our Iknosan energy weapons.” 
 
      
 
    THIRD FLOOR STUDY, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    I open my eyes at the sound of Kayla wailing. Thelma is waiting for us, bouncing and cooing her to no avail, seemingly unfazed by the piercing sound. In seconds, Alex has her, and Kayla calms as she always does when Alex holds her close and whispers to her. 
 
    “How long has she been crying?” I ask Thelma. 
 
    “It started the instant the torpedoes struck. She woke from a sound sleep, screaming as if she’d been poked with a sharp stick.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us?” 
 
    Thelma looks at me with a puzzled expression, then says, “It doesn’t work that way, Kai. I share memories with your military version of me, but I don’t live in the moment with her. I had my hands full here.” 
 
    “Then how do you know she started crying when the torpedoes hit?” 
 
    “When you ask me questions, I look up the answers. That was the most meaningful answer I found. But it’s curious, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You didn’t know she started crying at the same time we made the strike?” Alex asks, still rocking Kayla in her arms. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes shift to me. I can tell there’s something she wants to say, then notice that the head of my security detail, Susan Hastings is standing in the doorway. 
 
    I step over to see what she wants. She steps back into the hallway then nods toward the elevator. When I catch up to her, she spins around obviously upset. “The president called for you about a half hour ago. When I couldn’t find you, the President got angry with me. I didn’t tell her you were no longer showing on my tracker. Then like magic, you show up again three minutes ago.” 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “You’re sorry,” she says. “You realize I could lose my job over this!” 
 
    “I’ll deal with it. It’s my fault not yours. Do you know what she wanted?” 
 
    “Space command recorded some anomalous readings. She forwarded their request to you, asked that you reply as soon as you surfaced.” Her eyes suddenly dart away. 
 
    I turn to look as Susan says, “Ms. Wimberly?” 
 
    “I have something I’d like to talk with you about, when the two of you are done.” Alex says. 
 
    “I’m going down to my office,” I announce, then whisper to Susan. “Please give Alex a moment. And, please, take her request seriously.” 
 
    Her eyes narrow. “I will, sir.” 
 
    I smile. “I’ll be in my office.” 
 
      
 
    OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    It only takes a second to determine that President Powell’s call was a harbinger of bad news. At 1:47:23 PM eastern time a metallic object traveling at high speed passed within a dozen meters of a spy satellite, inducing a failure that caused the satellite to reboot. Twelve minutes later it disappeared in the Maiko National Park region in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Despite a fiery trail all the way down to the surface, no explosion or unusual seismic readings were recorded. 
 
    Dozens of pictures and pages of data follow the report’s summary. 
 
    Using my implant, I contact military Thelma and ask her to transport down to my office, then I get up to lock the door. The last thing I need is for my security team to see two different Thelma’s in the house at the same time. 
 
    A second later she appears with a huge smile on her face. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you referred to me as military Thelma. That should be my new name.” 
 
    “Military Thelma?” 
 
    “Millie for short.” 
 
    My first reaction is to laugh, but Millie? “Perfect.” 
 
    “What can I do for you Kai?” 
 
    I point to my computer. “This just came in.” 
 
    She nods. “I saw that get posted and read it just after you left. I traced the message we received to that satellite. It’s still not clear how it got routed to our ship. But there is no doubt the metallic sphere was of Dominion origin. It came in cloaked and became visible when it hit the atmosphere. Although it came in fast, it slowed to a crawl in the last thousand feet. We have to assume that we have an active Dominion presence in the Congo, even if it is just a sensor array.” 
 
    “How good a lock did we get on where it landed?” 
 
    “Good, but I doubt it’s there.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “It was under powered flight, Kai. Do you think it would just sit there for the world to find?” 
 
    “How fast can we get a space hawk down there?” 
 
    “One should be arriving in ten minutes. I sent it from one of your old platforms at Earth-Moon Lagrange Two. Jumped it to the edge of the atmosphere, then went to stealth. It is flying at a subsonic speed. The atmospheric distortion caused by the stealth field should make it easy to detect if anyone is watching. But they won’t be able to see that it is a space hawk.” 
 
    There’s a knock on the door, then an attempt to open it. 
 
    Return to the ship, Millie, I send via my implant. 
 
    She gives me a big smile and a wink, then disappears. 
 
    When I open the door, I see a very cross Susan with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Sorry,” I say. “Protocol is to post guards, not lock the doors, unless a lock down is in process.” 
 
    She smirks, but I see the corners of her mouth lift a little. “May I enter?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Once seated she starts in. “Did you know Alex was going to ask us to carry Iknosan energy weapons?” 
 
    “I suspected she would. Did she tell you why?” 
 
    “No, just told me it was a skill that might save my life at some point. She reminded me she was a master marksman and would be willing to train me. You have a shooting range apparently.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what this is about?” 
 
    I look at my computer to see what the classification markings are for the documents Powell sent me, then put the classification label up in the holoprojector. 
 
    “Can you read something with this labeling?” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “Then let’s take a different approach. Why do you think Alex would ask you to do this?” 
 
    “I’m required to believe the explanation she gave me,” Susan replies. 
 
    “Noted, but you are an intelligent person with well-honed instincts in this arena. What do you think Alex’s ulterior motive might have been, if she had one.” 
 
    Susan laughs, something I don’t hear from her very often. “That she is worried we may be attacked by Dominion assassins or something like that.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she mutters when I make the slightest nod. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “How much intelligence do we have?” 
 
    I point to my computer. “I have a little more than they do and will have a lot more in the next hour…” 
 
    “Is that who you were talking to when I knocked?” 
 
    “Holographic video conference,” I say, stretching the truth a little. 
 
    “I need to be read in on this. I can’t prepare for a threat I know nothing about.” 
 
    “We have nothing solid yet. Pass your suspicions up your chain of command. I’d be happy to talk with your bosses. We know very little yet, but I agree with Alex. Train with and carry the Iknosan weapons, because if a Dominion assassin shows up, your peashooter won’t even touch it.” 
 
    Susan nods, then stands. “Thanks for the advice, sir. I have some calls to make.” 
 
    As she exits, my cell phone vibrates. It’s a text from Alex. Can I join her in the study? 
 
      
 
    THIRD-FLOOR STUDY 
 
    On arriving, I knock. A second later, the deadbolt is released, and Thelma opens the door. I’m greeted with the words, “Millie told us.” 
 
    “But that’s not why I wanted you to come up,” Alex says. “It’s about Kayla. 
 
    My eyes dart to her, so angelic while sleeping. 
 
    “She’s OK,” Alex says. “I’ve told you she sometimes seems to react to things I’m thinking about.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “It’s gone way past that. There are all kinds of things she’ll do if I direct a thought to her. Kind of like when I message you with my implant asking for something,” 
 
    “She has shown me,” Thelma says. 
 
    “She also tells me things,” Alex continues. “She tells me when she’s hungry, when she’s messed her diaper, when she wants me to kiss her, when she wants me to kiss you.” Alex pauses. “I’ve had this feeling since she was in my womb but blew it off as a new mother thing. But I can’t deny it anymore.” 
 
    “OK,” I say tentatively. 
 
    “It really came to a head today.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You’ve heard her say, ‘I can hear them.’ Right?” 
 
    I nod, not wanting to acknowledge this out loud. 
 
    “Today, she was saying, ‘They are hurting.’ Over and over again. That’s why she was crying.” 
 
    “Are you saying the They she has been talking about is the Dominion?” 
 
    “I know it is. If she can hear them. They can probably hear her and find her. Their message to you came fifteen minutes after she started crying.” 
 
      
 
    OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE 
 
    As much as I don’t want to believe what Alex has told me, I do. Since my first encounter with the Dominion on the runway at FCS, I’ve believed they’ve known where I was on Earth. But it’s far more insidious that they know where Kayla is. Add to that the message and the self-powered Dominion sphere that brought it… I need to talk with To’Kana. 
 
    When the line connects, To’Kana appears opposite me, his head nodding. “An unexpected development to top them all,” he says in greeting. 
 
    “You’ve been following the action here today?” 
 
    “I have. Nyvene saw this sequence three days ago. She called me to warn me but instructed me not to tell you. She thought all your available courses of action would make matters worse.” To’Kana lets the words, and their implications, hang. 
 
    I keep my silence as we eye each other. 
 
    To’Kana continues. “Earlier, she called to tell me your other daughter had the same reaction today.” 
 
    “Why do you tell me about this?” I demand. “You are the one who forced me away.” 
 
    To’Kana eyes me. “Nyvene says otherwise. But it is clear, she will take you back, upset the temple-order, if that is what she needed to do, to have you again. Are you saying you would rather have her than Alex?” 
 
     After a long pause, I mutter, “No.” 
 
    “Fate has given you a difficult path, Kyle Wimberly. You must hold your focus, be loyal to who you are, if you are to fulfill your destiny.” 
 
    To’Kana’s eyes hold me until I gesture for him to continue. 
 
    “I’ll spare you her name, but your other daughter is a year older than Kayla. Her vocal cords have developed enough she can speak more than just baby gibberish, but she has apparently established a connection to her mother through the mist that connects every thought. They have both seen the Dominion sphere penetrate America’s security grid, both seen the message they sent you, and both believe the Dominion has found a way to covertly turn earth to their cause. Nyvene adds that you, Alex, and Kayla are welcome on the Emerald Spine. The water, the mist, and the temple give them protections they are willing to extend to you.” 
 
    I hear To’Kana’s words and believe he represents Nyvene’s position fairly. Well, maybe a little less. But I’ll have none of it. It might serve Kayla to be among the sisters, but it would kill Alex, so I won’t do it. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear Kayla’s abilities affirmed. But this is a battle I must fight from Earth. It’s where my resource base is, where my heart is, where my family is.” 
 
    To’Kana nods. “If I had that choice, it would be the one I made. Good luck to you Kyle Wimberly. The Dominion are up to something we haven’t seen before. It is not clear how we can help you get through the trial ahead.” 
 
    He stands, then the line drops. After all the crap I’ve been through, this is the support I get—run to Avolene, or I’m on my own? No! To’Kana is the one on his own! 
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