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FOREWORD

This is the fourth book in the Chronicles of Daan series. The first three, entitled The Rise of Daan, Prophet, and Liberation, were a joy to write, and the reader feedback has been gratifying. If you haven’t read them, I recommend that you do. They will provide context for many of the things that happen in this book. But whether you’ve read them or not, I hope the following short synopsis helps whet your appetite before plowing in. Feel free to skip ahead if you recently finished Liberation. Enjoy!

...

The Rise of Daan: My name is Jared Daan. I live on a so-called Protected World. Protected Worlds are sentry worlds, located along the edge of human space, there to sound the alarm if there’s an alien invasion, worlds that are marginally habitable, so unlikely to be a target, yet well connected to the rest of humanity.

Our founder, whose name I bear, first settled this world about two hundred years ago and named it Jaredaan in honor of himself. He was an adventurer who struggled under the boot of government oppression and couldn’t resist the opportunity to claim a world rich with precious metals. At least, that’s what he told everyone.

We now know that he had another reason, the mystery.

Our founder’s mother came from a world called New Brazil. The ancient art of divination, seeing the future, was practiced there. They referred to it as probing the mystery. Every couple of generations, a seer with a clear enough vision of the future would rise to power. But the practice was functionally banned millennia ago. Any seer skilled enough to gain notoriety was swept up by the Confederation, never to be seen again. Nonetheless, prophecies continued to circulate, claiming a new master seer would soon emerge.

Our founder’s mother had a trace of the gift. When she came of age, she fled New Brazil to avoid persecution and eventually settled on a planet called Caladon, where she married. Before she died, she told our founder of the mystery. When she passed, he went to visit New Brazil, spent a month there and got a glimpse of things to come. Enough of a glimpse to fuel his belief that maybe he could be the master seer that had been foretold. In the years that followed, he plotted, then executed a plan to create a place where the art could be practiced safely. And where the next master seer might have a chance to rise.

When he founded our colony, the vast majority of the development done on our world was about mining precious metals. A settlement was established that he named Jaredstown, an underground city in the arctic north positioned above massive metal deposits.

But a second settlement was established in secret. He called it Jaramor. And its purpose was to maintain the art until the great one emerged.

Shortly before he died, it was revealed to him that his goal would someday be attained. The sixth son of the sixth generation would be the great seer that had been foretold. But that would only come to be if Jaramor maintained its secret.

Thankfully, the secret was maintained. You see, I am the sixth son of the sixth generation, the great seer foretold centuries ago, the one that would save our world and eventually change the course of humanity’s future.

...

Last year, we learned more about the circumstances that led our founder to establish our world. Among the seers of his time, there was a growing belief that a nexus was forming. In the vernacular of those that probe the mystery, a nexus is a point in time when the course of events changes radically. The greatest nexus in humanity’s past was when the Earth was destroyed in a cosmic collision at the end of the first age. On that day, everything changed. Humanity continued on because enough people had successfully escaped Earth.

The second great nexus was the Great Alien War at the end of the second age. Half of humanity was lost in the war. Half of the remainder scattered to new worlds, and the Confederation as we know it was born.

The seers our founder met during his consequential journey to New Brazil could see another nexus approaching. It was still too far away for them to see clearly. But they convinced our founder that the Confederation had grown so corrupt that it was unlikely to survive unless significant changes were made. He ran for office hoping to make a difference from inside the government. But his effort failed, swept aside by the corrupt powers of the day.

He took the loss hard but eventually rebounded, determined to protect the Confederation and humanity from the outside. As I now know, his outside plan was me, the master seer that would protect mankind from the next alien invasion.

...

Eleven years ago, my brothers betrayed me, framed me for crimes they committed. I was sentenced to five years at our world’s only prison, a sugar plantation in the green zone along the equator. I was only sixteen at the time, torn from my home in Jaredstown, which I had never ventured out of, and sent seven thousand kilometers south to the prison camp.

Those were terrible days. The arrest, arraignment, sentencing, and trip south were soul crushing. On arrival in Heroldstown, the main city in the green zone, I was placed in the local jail pending transport to the camp the next day. The beating I received that night almost killed me. My first couple of months at the prison camp were spent in the camp hospital, where they nursed me back to life. When I was released from the hospital, I was given a light duty assignment in the Zone Three dining room. There, everything changed for me.

Over the next six months, I found friends, purpose, and a new home at the camp. Among the friends I made were two of the camp’s old-timers, Ethel Barry and Norah Castle. Norah’s family came from Caladon, the original home of our founder. Ethel’s family came from New Brazil, more specifically from the region where our founder discovered his visionary power. As I got to know them better, they shared one of the elixirs they brewed, the one that enabled visions. In the weeks that followed, I learned of the disease that was sweeping through the Confederation, of the quarantine that had been placed on our planet, and of the food shortage that was about to cripple our economy. It also led me to believe that another settlement had been established on our world, one I needed to find.

...

When the real culprits behind the crimes in Jaredstown were found, my convictions were vacated. On the day I learned of my pending release, I also met Summer, the woman who would eventually become my wife. When I was released, I decided to stay on as a camp employee. The visions had already convinced me that disaster was imminent. They’d also given me confidence that I could protect the camp from the worst of it. And in truth, I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving Ethel, Norah, or Summer.

Eventually, Summer and I ventured out into the wilderness and found Jaramor. The elders there knew I was coming. They’d seen it in their visions and knew that I was the one foretold. They shared the secrets of their art with me and together we learned of another pending alien invasion.

Over the months that followed, disaster after disaster struck. The disease known as Doffenplod Acquired Genetic-disorder Syndrome (DAGS) spread to Jaredaan, which was put under quarantine, which in turn created a food shortage. Then, when it appeared nothing could get worse, the alien detectors started sounding.

Nonetheless, guided by the mystery, we found a way to put the disease into remission, manufacture the ‘cure’ in volume, expand the food supply, and turn back the alien invasion.

...

Prophet: But the aliens weren’t done with us yet. Five years after they turned back, we discovered that they were returning again. But this time, it would be different. Having been thwarted twice, they were coming en masse, with enough power to drive us to extinction if we did not agree to the terms of their subjugation.

About a year before the third invasion started, I found an alien ship that had crash landed on Jaredaan near the end of the first invasion. Using the mystery, I traveled back in time to the day the ship crashed, then took up residence inside the captain’s mind. Trapped there, I spent ten years living and working as one of them as they attempted to terraform Jaredaan. I returned to myself when the captain died. I experienced the pain and despair of his death but brought all his memories back. Now, a little piece of him still lives within me, and periodically, I let it come to the surface.

Those ten years only took ten days in real time. Nonetheless, I learned their language, learned all about their people (who call themselves Lepodred), and learned everything there was to know about that ship.

Of the many things I learned about the Lepodred, possibly the biggest difference between our peoples is the social structure. Depending on how you count, the Lepodred have four or five genders and the basic family unit is organized much like an ant’s nest or a bee’s hive. Each Lepodred pod consists of a king and queen and hundreds or thousands of smaller drone-like children, known as kesba. The kings are male; the queens are female; and the kesba are genderless. Each pod is part of a larger collective, known as a family, which is associated with a grandfather-like progenitor. Three-way mating between a king, queen, and progenitor will create another king or queen.

The families are part of an even larger collective, known as a clan. The clan is led by a grandmother-like figure called a sacred. Four-way mating between king, queen, progenitor, and sacred will result in a progenitor or sacred. Trust me, it took a long time to figure that out and even longer to sort out the gender language. In their written language, the symbol, ⅄, loosely translates as ‘he’ and is used for progenitors, kings, and kesba. The symbol, Y, loosely translates to ‘she’ and is used for the sacred and queens. And of course, both ⅄ and Y are pronounced differently in the spoken language, based on the gender of the individual being referenced.

...

Over the months that followed my return, we used the replicators in the ancient alien ship to build a fleet of spacefaring drones that had weapons optimized to destroy Lepodred ships. In the process of adapting the alien technology, my chief scientist, Calvin Swanson (who goes by Cal) pushed many of the alien technologies to much higher levels of performance.

Probing the mystery relentlessly, I found out that the Lepodred armada coming to enslave us was composed of three ship classes: star-killers, escorts, and conquest ships.

Star-killers are giant ships, five kilometers long, able to do exactly what the name suggests, extinguish a star. The star-killers are so large that they are built without a faster than light (FTL) drive of their own. Apparently, maintaining an FTL drive that large is too difficult. Instead, the Lepodred built escort ships to tow the star-killers through FTL. Four escorts create a space-time bubble large enough to encompass themselves and the star-killer. On most missions, six escorts would be assigned, four to tow, two as spares.

The conquest ships are also what the name implies. They are the main Lepodred attack ship with powerful space-time disruption weapons. The ship that crashed on Jaredaan was of this class.

Our first encounter with the Lepodred occurred outside human space. The mystery had revealed to me the course the Lepodred would be taking, so we set up a series of ambushes to whittle down their forces. The plan was to use the influence the mystery gives me over people to create dissent within the ranks, then disguise the ambushes to look like friendly fire, in the hope of starting a civil war among the various Lepodred factions.

We had some success with that plan, possibly too much. But the plan was fundamentally flawed. The Lepodred telepathy makes it impossible for any type of insurrection to remain secret. So as their losses mounted, the Lepodred assumed the attacks were coming from a people known as Rufarven, through whose space they were taking a shortcut. At that point, the Lepodred split their forces, sending fourteen hundred conquest ships on to human space, and turning the remaining conquest ships and all the surviving star-killers and escorts against the Rufarven.

Over the months that followed, my team of scientists (Cal and Taylor Beach who goes by Tay), developed a powerful, remote-piloted weapon system, composed of a large carrier drone and smaller assassin drones, optimized to exploit a weakness we found in the Lepodred conquest ships.

Aided by my team of engineers (Miles Lee who goes by Moose, Charlie Tanner, Brock Newton, and Candice Cook who goes by CC), we designed and built a fleet of them.

Then, my core team of pilots (Jazz, Dylan, Mel, Nat, and Kat), plus twenty others recruited in the last days, developed an ambush strategy that would take down all fourteen hundred alien ships, ten in each of one hundred forty human systems. The catch... The strikes had to be synchronized, all fourteen hundred ships hit within minutes of each other. Amazingly it came off without a hitch. Well, almost.

My two nemeses within the Confederation, Secretary of Defense Luiz Pires Álves and the head of the High Command Admiral Arthur Tang, refused to cooperate. When the Lepodred decloaked at New Beijing and made their surrender demand, Admiral Tang launched an attack minutes before the coordinated strike. The Lepodred retaliation wiped out the Confederation’s capital and its largest orbital shipyard, the entire central government—executive branch, legislative branch, and high court—gone in seconds. Tens of millions wiped out in the blink of an eye. The one survivor? Luiz Pires Álves, who knew what was going to happen and fled.

Fifteen seconds after the damage was done, all fourteen hundred conquest ships went down. Funny thing. Two days later, Luiz Pires Álves’ mansion on Caladon, the place where he was hiding, was hit by deorbiting space debris. Curiously a gas leak in the basement, turned his mansion into a giant bomb. I wonder how that could have happened...

...

Liberation: Our victory over the Lepodred caused problems on every front. The Confederation’s temporary central government, dubbed the Reconstruction Committee, wanted to know who interfered in their defense against the aliens. The Rufarven figured out that we were the reason the Lepodred started a war with them. The Lepodred, still licking their wounds from stinging defeats on two fronts, started ramping up the harvests on their subject worlds. Then worst of all, a new nexus started to form, robbing me of much of my access to the mystery.

The first of these problems to really haunt me was the Lepodred harvests. Each subject world was required to present one percent of their population for the harvest every year. The mystery allowed me to visit these worlds, watch the harvests and fully take in their horror.

You see, the Lepodred are a predator species, evolved from a long line of apex predators. Even at their current state of evolution, they still crave blood and raw meat. Nonetheless, on their densely populated worlds, all food is replicated from plant sources.

Millennia ago, as unrest and cannibalization started bubbling to the surface throughout Lepodred space, their government started conquering densely populated non-Lepodred worlds, then sponsoring harvest celebrations where families could come and engorge themselves on fresh meat.

Through the mystery, I watched many Lepodred harvest celebrations. By the time I visited the fifth subject world, the home of the beautiful Atarapt, I could take no more.

Resolved to put an end to the harvests, I set out to build a newer, better fleet of carriers and assassins, ones capable of putting a ring of protection around each of these worlds. The first step in that plan was to use the replicators on the Lepodred conquest ship that crashed on Jaredaan in the first alien war to build more replicators. Eventually we built a large enough replicator farm to produce a gigantic fleet of drones. By the time we ‘cracked the code’ and built our first successful human-designed replicator, Cal had come up with a design for a second-generation, extended-range carrier drone that we dubbed the ER2 Carrier, or ER2 for short. Among the many breakthrough technologies integrated into this drone, Cal’s new integrated Stadler stealth drive is the most impressive. It is by far the fastest FTL drive ever created, enabling effective speeds of over one hundred thousand times light. But it is also a stealth field generator, which allows the ER2 to enter FTL from stealth and drop back from FTL into stealth, making the ER2 fast and invisible. But we didn’t stop there. Each ER2 could carry twelve third-generation assassins, equipped with a Stadler stealth drive and two new classes of weapons: space-time disruption bombs and centimeter-long mechanical bugs. Although both of the new weapons proved themselves to be potent additions to our arsenal, the bugs were devastating. Once placed on a spaceship hull, they drilled holes to create thousands of slow leaks that were impossible to find and fix.

But before this was ready to go, the Confederation’s temporary government, the Reconstruction Committee, launched an investigation into Jaredaan’s role in turning back the aliens. As the investigation came to a head, they demanded that Jaredaan become a member world, not a treaty partner. Their real motivation? They wanted to tax our trade, confiscate our military, and conscript me into their fleet.

When we refused, they attempted to kidnap my wife Summer, which led to a very brief war with the Confederation. We disabled the three ships that entered our space and shot down the six shuttles they launched to collect Summer. When they did not immediately surrender to us, we disabled one of three Confederation cruisers protecting Caladon, where the temporary government was located.

The good news is that this changed our relationship with the Reconstruction Committee and finally put us on a collaborative path.

Shortly thereafter, the mystery revealed to me Rufarven Emperor Sanrufar’s intention to send a peace delegation to human space. The mystery allowed me to snoop on enough of the planning meetings to know that it was really a spy mission, sent to evaluate us. Planning on our end started before their mission left Rufarven space. And we were well prepared by the time the Rufarven got to Caladon, the Confederation’s new capital world.

But as the mystery became more and more difficult to navigate, we became suspicious about what was really driving the nexus. Initially, I thought that I was the one driving it. The mystery doesn’t allow you to see past decisions you haven’t made yet (something that we refer to as the Next Decision Limitation) and I was in the process of making decisions about everything. But a pair of chance encounters with our founder and the discovery of the Confederation seers, a group on Caladon called the Guild, brought the scope of crises we were facing into focus.

In the months that followed, we brought up two replicator farms, each with hundreds of replicators. The one in Heroldstown, near the prison camp, was used to produce five to twenty-five megawatt commercial zero-point energy generators (Z-PEGs). The other, on our orbital shipyard, was used to produce the ER2s and assassins.

Once I brought drone deployments throughout the Confederation up to the level agreed to with the Reconstruction Committee, I launched Operation Degradation, a bold plan to slowly disable the majority of Lepodred conquest ships by deploying ten of my centimeter-long mechanical bugs on each conquest ship.

Each bug would drill one 0.15 mm hole in the hull per minute. Ten bugs working thirty days would produce a leak large enough that the ship would need to go to a shipyard for repair. In the days before the Rufarven arrival, we launched enough ER2s with assassins full of bugs to infect three thousand conquest ships. With that many ships disabled, we would be able to begin the liberation of the Lepodred subject worlds.

When the Rufarven arrived, everything started off fine. They brought along a Lepodred diplomatic adjunct, who had been assigned to the Lepodred Embassy on the Rufarven home world, to act as a translator. He was remarkably fluent in the human standard language, which eased the first contact process and helped negotiations move ahead quickly.

Rapsyn, the emperor’s niece and minister of defense, led the mission and proved to be as terrifying in real life as she was in the mystery. On her first day on Caladon, she found the leaders of the Guild, the Confederation seers. By the third day of their visit, she staged an accident in which all, but one, was killed. Presidential candidate Rose Bonder was among the victims.

Later that night, Rapsyn transported down into an emergency meeting of most of the remaining Guild members. That’s when we discovered that the Rufarven had transporters, and subsequently discovered that several large, cloaked warships had followed the diplomatic ships we escorted to Caladon.

In the battle that ensued, we destroyed all the Rufarven ships except Rapsyn’s, which we allowed to escape. Why? I contacted the Lepodred translator through the mystery as things started to unravel. He had been injured in the accident Rapsyn staged on the third day of negotiations and, ironically, became infected with the DAGS bioweapon his people had left behind so many years ago. Now, near death, he wanted to prevent a Rufarven retaliatory strike against us, which would happen if she did not return.

Hours later, as he felt the disease taking him, he reached out to me telepathically gifting me with his memories as he slid away. The gift ended up landing me in the hospital, suffering from brain inflammation and intense vertigo. But I think the gift was worth the misery that came with it, because I am now fluent in the Rufarven language and hold an additional reservoir of knowledge related to both the Lepodred and the Rufarven.

...

These are the Chronicles of Daan and its continuing rise to power and influence within the Confederation and the larger galactic community.
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PROLOG

Last night...

THE MYSTERY

For months now, the mystery has been less than cooperative with me. That thought is undoubtedly an anthropomorphism. The mystery doesn’t think. It doesn’t have motives. It just is, like all the rest of the cosmos, bound by the laws of physics and its existing state; something none of us has the capacity to measure.

Nonetheless, I cast my mind out and once again the mystery takes me. It doesn’t take long to figure out that I’m in the meeting room where the Lepodred Alliance’s Central Committee meets.

Twelve individuals wearing intricately decorated robes sit around an egg-shaped table. A thirteenth stands at what they call the crown of the table. This is the oddest assemblage I’ve ever seen. All four genders are present. There are four king-queen pairs (the sexual partners required to produce a kesba, which we sometimes call a drone), three progenitors (the third sexual partner needed to produce a king or queen), and two of the exceptionally rare sacred (the fourth sexual partner required to produce a progenitor or another sacred). The wizened person standing is a sacred, the Speaker of the Lepodred Alliance.

“A great catastrophe has befallen us. Nearly our entire domestic fleet has fallen victim of pestilence brought upon us by a people we tried, but failed to subjugate, the humans. They planted mechanical insects on our ships. They are small, six-legged things that drill tiny holes in the hull. The holes they make look like relatively rare, but naturally occurring, micro-meteor strikes, which is why we were slow determining what was happening.”

A murmur goes around the table that stops when the sacred raises a hand.

“The failure of our maintenance and repair teams to diagnose the problem allowed the insects to spread to our space stations, and to other commercial and military ships. This has led to a second catastrophe among our major mining worlds. Puca’bad, Sarabaka, Masaqine, and Danable have all lost their space stations. The one at Ozwalk also came under attack and was significantly damaged. But the last of the insects were removed before the station was lost. It is now operating at about one-third capacity, just enough to keep the food and supplies flowing in to support the colony. The colonies on the other four are in grave danger.”

The Speaker pauses long enough for a couple questions to be thrown out. “Are we going to be able to save our mining worlds? What are we going to do about the humans?”

The Speaker draws a deep breath, knowing the questions have driven to the heart of the matter. “Specially trained maintenance teams, on specially equipped ships, have been dispatched to the affected stations. Their mission is to clear the station of any remaining mechanical bugs, then effect the required hull repairs. Once enough of the station is airtight, they will restore functionality to enough of the rest of the station to establish food and supply imports to the respective colony. On each world, we hope to save at least half the population. Kesba euthanasia has already begun. It’s too early to know how much of each colony can be saved, or how long it will take to restore exports.”

“And the humans?” one of the kings asks.

“This is a harder question. Our fleet of star-killers is largely intact. Our fleet of escort ships has been reduced below the level required to transport them all. We could probably send two hundred into human space, but I doubt any would make it there. The humans have proven themselves quite adept at intercepting them.”

“When have the humans ever intercepted one?”

“Most of the star-killers lost in Rufarven space were taken down by the humans, not by the Rufarven.”

The Speaker’s statement is met with gasps of surprise.

“And the fleet of conquest ships?”

“The local fleet was reduced to only about one hundred. Barely enough to maintain compliance among the subject worlds.”

This second disclosure is met with cries of outrage.

“So, the humans just get away with this!”

The Speaker locks the vocal king with a stare. “Address me in that manner again and you will be removed from this committee and denied participation in the sacred rite of reproduction.”

The offending king bows his head in respectful submission.

The Speaker redirects her attention to the larger group. “We have a little less than two-thousand Conquest ships on mission. They are currently eighteen hundred light years further out along the Perseus arm. They could be recalled and sent to human space. At best speed, unencumbered by the star-killers, they could arrive in human space in less than a year. But let me remind you, at this point we are more or less at the humans’ mercy. It might be a better plan to recall them for protection purposes and to secure our subject worlds.”

More murmuring starts as she pauses.

“I open the floor for discussion.”

...

In the Lepodred way, the parties start far apart from one another, the kings and queens driving the diversity of points of view. About an hour in, the Speaker calls for a straw poll.

“Let’s pause discussion for a moment to see where we stand. Bana’sha, would you start it off?”

The eldest of the progenitors stands. “I am in favor of recalling the fleet for protection purposes and to secure the subject worlds.”

“Dauna’sol?”

The second eldest of the progenitors stands. “I too am in favor of recalling the fleet for protection purposes and to secure the subject worlds.”

“Kesla’ba?”

The third progenitor, who lost a leg in a previous conquest mission, replies, “Same for me.”

The Speaker smiles at the other sacred on the council. “Ba’sol’la?”

“I favor recall for protection and security as you suggest.”

The Speaker nods. “I, too, favor recall for protection. Is there anyone who would like to make a final argument for another position?”

All eyes turn to the previously vocal king.

“In the short term, I agree. We should recall the fleet for protection purposes and to secure the subject worlds. Until we are stronger, we should not take on the humans. But at some point in the future, they must answer for their crimes.”

“Thank you, Kadolay. I agree. Shall we call for a vote?”

I’m impressed how quickly things closed, once the sacred and progenitors expressed their alignment. It’s clear that those two groups hold all the actual power in the room, as I suspect they do in the broader society.

From my years aboard the Lepodred ship that crashed on Jaredaan, I know that by day’s end, orders will go out for the conquest ships to return to Lepodred space for protection duty. Until the human threat is brought under control, all conquest operations will be suspended.

But the Central Committee will be the only ones that know why. They will be the only ones to know that until the ships in the current conquest mission return, the Lepodred Alliance is at risk of invasion.

A quick query of the mystery reveals that the scene I just witnessed will happen in a little less than three weeks.


CHAPTER 1: PROPOSAL

Day 1

CABIN, SOUTHERN STATION

I wake refreshed. A difficult month has passed since I received the memories gifted to me by the dying Lepodred translator as the Rufarven retreated. The intense vertigo that came with the gift has finally started to abate, and for the first time since, I’m clear-headed enough to think I can stand unassisted. Rotating my legs out of bed, I place a hand on the shelving built into the wall, then stand. It takes a second to feel truly stable, but when I do, I let go of the shelving, then take a step, then another with only my legs and balance as support.

The dizziness is back, but I hold steady and kind-of stable until it passes. Then, in a rush of desperation, I move toward the bathroom. Five, six, seven steps and I’m in, collapsing onto the toilet. Made it!

Thankfully, the noise I made in the process doesn’t wake Summer, giving me a moment of privacy. The next stop is the shower. I eye the chair set up for me in the shower. I’m sure I can make it there on my own. But it takes a full minute before the shower water runs hot in the morning. As I sit pondering the problem, I sense Summer’s presence approaching.

“Wow. You made it all the way to the toilet on your own today!” Her smile is infectious. “Let me get the water warmed up for you.”

A minute later, the water is running warm, and I feel my head clear.

OFFICE, DECK 6

The warm water helped this morning, as did the specially formulated drug that Elder Aurora Simpson Lake prepared for us. It is a combination of profecia aumentar, the drug that enables the gifted to participate in the mystery, and other ingredients. Summer and I take it each morning, allowing her to stabilize me by taking some of the dizziness that would otherwise affect me. In the three days, we’ve been on it, I’ve made incredible improvement. Of the two of us, I’m still the less stable. But today, we both make it the hundred meters from our cabin to the office, me with a walker, Summer under her own power.

Minutes later, Vera brings us breakfast.

Smiling, I say, “Thank you for the help, Vera. We couldn’t do it without you.”

Summer says more or less the same thing, but it comes out in Rufarven. We both laugh. It seems Aurora’s medication is truly making the two of us one.

Food consumed, the warmth of Jaramor coffee spreading, we tie into a virtual conference with Aaron, Kinsley, and Commissioner Porti.

“Jared, it’s good to see you back in the game,” Porti opens.

“Thanks. It’s good to be back.”

“When Aaron told me you had an aneurism, I was afraid I’d never see you again. How is the recovery going?”

Although I don’t like the deception, Porti doesn’t know about the mystery or my psychic abilities, and I’d prefer to keep it that way. So, the story we’ve put out to the general public is that I had another aneurism.

“It’s been slow to date. But I’m finally on the right track.”

I see Aaron nodding in agreement, but also read his deep concern.

“You said you have news,” Aaron prompts.

“I do.”

“It regards Operation Degradation?” Porti asks.

In the moment, I can’t remember briefing Porti on the situation. But Aaron rescues me. “It does,” he says. “Jared, are you up to telling us about it?”

“I am. Operation Degradation has been more effective than I could have ever guessed. The weapons we deployed were more potent than we realized at the time we deployed them. The Lepodred response was slower, much, much slower than we anticipated. At this point, they only have a little over one hundred conquest ships within their territory. They still have two-hundred-some star-killers, but fewer escort ships than the number required to move all of them out of the system where they’re parked.”

“Excellent news!” Porti congratulates.

“But that’s not all,” Aaron says, then nods to me.

“They still have two thousand conquest ships on mission eighteen hundred light years further out along the Perseus arm. In less than three weeks, they will recall them. It will take a month for the first to get back into Lepodred space. Yet another month, maybe more, to set up a picket around their star-killers.”

I see Porti’s gears kicking in. “Does that mean we have a chance to take down their star-killers, more or less unopposed?”

“The star-killers are themselves powerful weapons, but they are slow and clumsy, which opens two other possibilities.”

“I’m listening,” Porti replies.

“We already have enough ships in Lepodred space to take down the star-killers. But that would deplete our ammunition in Lepodred space. We could simultaneously launch a resupply mission, but it would likely arrive after their fleet returns.”

I pause, and Porti smiles. He’s smart enough to know I’m about to propose some sort of cooperative effort that will get us more, if he agrees to help. He broadcasts a long wish list, which will help me thwart some of his greed. But the greed runs deep and I’m wondering whether it was a good idea to bring this opportunity to him.

“I’m listening,” he repeats.

“The Husong, or any of the other three ships we refit, could get our supplies there faster, before the Lepodred conquest fleet returns.”

“The other possibility?” Porti prompts, his smile growing in anticipation.

“That we work together to capture one or more of their star-killers.”

...

When the line drops, Summer, who was sitting out of sight of the virtual conference system’s scanner, says, “That seemed to go well, and I agree with your concern. He’s going to want control over the star-killers. And I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if they attempt to steal one or more of the assassins they transport.”

“I guess that’s the trade-off. It would be nice to have powerful weapons like that. It would give us an advantage if we were to ever go up against a power greater than the Lepodred. But this is something we can’t do on our own. We don’t have an army. We can’t board those ships to commandeer them.”

“Hmm...” Summer mutters as she stares at me.

I have the feeling that she’s probing me but can’t really tell. The stare persists, then suddenly breaks.

“Play the negotiation game with Porti to see what he wants,” she says. “But don’t wait on him. We have over five thousand, three hundred ER2 carriers. Jazz has twenty-three hundred on patrol in human space, leaving us with three thousand out there, asleep in the void somewhere. Stream two thousand of them to Masaqine to intercept the returning fleet, one thousand to Puca’bad to take down the remaining escort ships and establish a picket around the star-killers.”

It’s my turn to stare at Summer.

She laughs. “Jared, the treatment Aurora’s put us on completely opens you to me, even when you’re not broadcasting. It didn’t take long to pick through your memories and figure out where the Lepodred pinch points are.”

“I like your strategy. It’s less than forty days to the star-killer holding area near Puca’bad. We could take down the entire fleet of escorts in a day, at which point the star-killers would be ours to exploit when, and as, we choose.”

Summer smiles, then picks up the explanation. “It’s only forty-seven days to Masaqine. You’re expecting the conquest ships to arrive in...,” she hesitates. “Forty-nine days? You seem a little foggy on that one.”

It’s my turn to smile. “That’s because the fleet base at Masaqine is temporarily off-line. It’s where the mission was launched from and most of the returning ships will pass within a hundred light years of it. But I agree with your point, if we launch today or tomorrow, we can get ships in that region in time.”

“Want to go call on Jazz?” Summer asks.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

It takes a while for us to get to our destination with me using the walker. But we make it there and find Jazz waiting in the squadron conference room along with squadron leaders Mel, Ice, and someone I don’t know.

Jazz comes out to greet me. “Jared, good to see you up on your feet. Things have been really quiet since the Rufarven left.”

“Thanks for chasing Minister Rapsyn back to Rufarven space.”

“We kept her surrounded in sensor ghosts all the way to the dense star cluster,” Jazz confirms.

“So, I’ve heard.” It’s so good to be back in drone control.

We enter the conference room and cursory greetings are exchanged, then Jazz introduces the new face. “Jared, I’d like you to meet our newest recruit, Alex Faruq, call sign Axe. We trained together in special forces. He got the drone control assignment I wanted when we finished training and has spent the last twenty years doing something similar to what we do here, but with far more primitive equipment. I finally convinced him to come join us.”

“The aliens had something to do with it, too.” Axe extends a hand toward me. “Jared, pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you. You’ve become a legend out in the Confederation military. Everyone has been worried about your illness.”

I shake the hand offered. “Axe, good to meet you and welcome aboard.”

Taking control of the meeting, Jazz begins, “I understand we are about to launch a new mission.”

I nod my head. “We are. Operation Degradation has been more successful than we could have imagined. All but a hundred of the conquest ships maintaining security in Lepodred space have been killed as have six of their space stations. They isolated their escort ships in time to save some. But they now only have enough to move about three-quarters of their star-killer fleet, which is still intact.”

“They’re down to a hundred ships,” Jazz replies, astounded.

“They still have two thousand out on mission that they will recall in the next couple weeks...”

Jazz finishes my sentence for me. “...but that leaves them incredibly vulnerable to attack.”

I smile. “It does. Here’s the plan.”

...

As soon as I finish, Jazz explodes with excitement. “Genius! Set up the kill on the escorts. Then, spring the attack when the first conquest ship goes down. Such an incredible psych-warfare play. Hit them simultaneously on two fronts, opposite ends of their space, breaking their spirit faster than you break their war machine.”

“A squeeze play...,” Axe mutters.

“It was Summer’s idea,” I add.

Jazz chuckles. “Not the first time your better half has come up with a great tactical plan.” He chuckles some more, then settles. “The timing is going to be tight. We need to have ships in the vicinity of Masaqine before the first of their conquest ships return. That means will need to start launching the fleet today.”

“Can you do it?” Summer asks.

“We can definitely start today. Can I have Dylan for the next day or two?”

“He’s yours,” I reply.

“OK, this is what we’re going to do,” Jazz starts, then pauses to look at the new guy. “You called it right, Axe. Today, we launch Operation Squeeze Play.”

Jazz turns to Mel. “Can you track down Dylan and get him here?”

She jumps up. “I’m on it, boss.”

Jazz turns back to Summer. “Unless Dylan runs into a problem updating the course information, the first drones can probably depart in an hour.”

Turning toward Ice, Jazz continues, “Mel had the lead on the launch of Operation Degradation, I’d like you to take the lead on the deployment to the Masaqine region. Launch as soon as Dylan has course settings. Go start your prep.”

“Thanks, boss.” Ice says with a huge smile.

Jazz turns to Axe. “You and I are going to take on the star-killer escorts. Then take on the star-killers.”

...

As Summer and I make our way back to the port side, I realize that I’m not really using the walker, just pushing it along in front of me.

“I’m feeling it too,” Summer says. “Your dizziness is waning. You’ll be fully back in the game soon.”

THE MYSTERY

I suspect the mystery will take me where it wants me to go again tonight. But I’m going to attempt to use it to find out what became of Minister Rapsyn. The Lepodred translator told us that she knew we were allowing her to escape, but I want to know what happened when she arrived home. So, I cast my mind out toward Rufarven space. To my surprise, I land in the Rufarven emperor’s court room.

He looks at me, as if I were a corporeal being. “So, you are the human’s master spirit walker.”

“I am.”

He nods, “You’ve already learned our language. How?”

“Does it matter?”

He eyes me, then confesses, “I suppose not. People like you and me can learn whatever they choose. There is no speck of knowledge so far removed that it cannot be acquired.”

“Like you and me?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “I am the Rufarven master spirit walker. That’s why I’m the Emperor.”

I nod, but don’t say anything.

“At one point in time, the Lepodred had a spirit walker even more powerful than you. She, if that is the right pronoun, was what you call a sacred. In that day, all their master spirit walkers were. The sacred control reproduction, which allowed them to produce a master almost every generation. This is how they advanced so quickly, allowing them to become a dominant species.”

“You said, ‘at one time.’ Does that imply they no longer have one?”

“They haven’t had one in a long time.”

“What happened?”

“Suffice it to say that we found and killed them.”

“Is that why Rapsyn killed so many of ours? To prevent us from producing more?”

He smiles in a cat-like way. “Humans. So young. So naïve. Some day you will learn.”

“Learn what?”

He locks me with a stare. I can feel the Emperor trying to probe me. I try to block him, but I’m less than certain that I actually succeeded. His stare persists, then gives way, as if he’s come to a decision.

“It’s dangerous for uncontrolled groups of modestly talented to form and be allowed to expand. They risk adverse concentration of the gene pool. Wherever we find it, we attempt to stamp it out. The mating must be managed.”

“If she had found me, would she have stamped me out too?”

The Emperor issues the oddest sound, like a cat’s yowl, but modulated like a purr, which I sense to be laughter.

“She is precious to me, the most powerful sensate among our people; other than me, of course. Thank you for allowing her to return. She should have spoken with you, rather than act without your permission.”

“So, she could have found me and stamped me out instead?”

Once again, he makes the odd laughing sound. “I suppose I understand your concern. She is a trained assassin, a truly fearsome warrior. But you could stop her. And she would have known that in an instant, so not attacked.”

“How would I have stopped her? She is a powerful warrior. I am not.”

This time the Emperor laughs with vigor.

“With a single thought. You have the power, if you have the will to use it, which you would when confronted with the situation.” He resumes staring at me, then smiles. “I like you. You’ve come into enough of your power not to shy away, but you have little inkling of what you are capable of. We should work together, you and me. I could guide you to greatness.”

“To what end?”

“In my day, I was almost as powerful as you. But in this region of space, you are currently the most powerful. I sense one even stronger coming from human space soon. But don’t be deceived. The Calamite, a species closer in toward the core in the Perseus arm, have one even stronger. Our best option is to ally. To take over Lepodred space and build an army strong enough to resist the Calamite.”

“What about Rapsyn?”

“She can’t resist my power. She couldn’t resist yours. Work with me. Work with her. Together we can resist the Calamite, even defeat them. I fear that, left to your own means, you will not learn how in time.”

“But why should I trust you? You admit to having killed the Lepodred spirit walkers. Why wouldn’t you do the same to the human ones.”

He nods, obviously accepting the reasonability of my question.

“Things are different between us than it was with the Lepodred. They had attacked and attacked, wreaking tremendous damage upon us. They also had, as you are about to have, a strong line-up of powerful spirit walkers to follow them, so an empire to build and control.”

He looks down for a moment, which leads me to guess he has something to tell me that he would rather not speak of.

Finally, he looks up and locks me with a stare. “I have no successor. Rapsyn is our strongest sensate. She will eventually replace me. But without someone of at least my power, we will fall to the Calamite. I have seen it. The only path to the future for the Rufarven people is in alliance with you and your successor.”

I probe the Emperor, doubting his words are truthful.

He smiles. “Take what you want, you have the power. But without me, without Rapsyn, you will fall to the Calamite before the next human master rises.”

Day 2

CABIN, SOUTHERN STATION

I wake refreshed. The most clear-headed I’ve felt since before the incident. Rotating my legs out of bed, I place a hand on the shelving built into the wall, then stand. It takes barely an instant to feel stable, and when I do, I let go of the shelving, then take a step. Amazingly, I’m still clear-headed. I take another, with only my legs and balance as support, and still feel stable. Five, six, seven steps and I’m landing on the toilet. Not exactly the cleanest landing, but the best in what seems like forever. The necessary accomplished, I eye the shower. It doesn’t look as intimidating as it has the last month.

I stand, turn on the hot water, then wait. When I see the steam, I dial it back a little, then step in. Realizing everything is about to get slippery, I plant myself into the chair and let the warmth flow over me. Ah, there’s real joy in warm water flowing over your body. I take it in for a second, then get down to the job at hand—soap, suds, and cleansing. Water off, I lean back in my chair, letting the euphoria of steam take me. A minute later, the shower door slides open.

“You made it to the shower on your own!” The relief in Summer’s voice brings me back to the moment.

“Mind if I join you?”

PLANETARY ELDERS BOARD

A virtual conference request came in from Aaron earlier this morning, labeled, “Possible Path Forward.” As I tie in, I’m wondering what goal this path will be toward.

The line connects and Aaron, Kinsley, and Aston materialize across from me. Aaron is the first to greet. “Jared, you’re looking better today than I’ve seen you in a while.”

“Thanks, I’m on a new treatment that seems to be working. How are the three of you?”

The greetings go back and forth, carrying a strong underlying current of anticipation. Whatever their plan forward is, they are obviously excited about it. Aston too, which is unusual.

I’m the first to turn the meeting to its purpose. “So, you think you have a path forward?”

“We do,” Aaron replies. “We have negotiated a deal with the Reconstruction Commission that will grant us membership, without us having to give up our rights as a protected world—no taxes, no conscription, no change in the status quo.”

“I’m listening.”

“That will allow me to join the Reconstruction Commission and file as a presidential candidate. It will also free Porti to assign up to five of their refit ships and a corresponding number of special forces to you, so we can strip the Lepodred of their military forces and capture some of their star-killers.”

Although it’s not clear to me how this would enable Porti to act, I choose to wait until Aaron is finished before raising the issue. “Interesting. What other strings are attached?”

“We would need to transition to a representative government, not the paternity-based system we have now.”

“And what protections would we have when you are eventually unseated from the Confederation?”

“We can withdraw from the Confederation, reinstating our Protected World charter at any point in time over the next twenty years.”

“And where would you be based?” I ask.

“We can commute. For the first three months, I would be on Caladon. After that, we would operate out of Jaramor.”

As I ponder Aaron’s words, I notice Aston’s excitement. A flash probe reveals why, and internally I wilt a bit.

“Kinsley, what role would you play in this?” I ask.

“I would move to Caladon with Aaron, resign as Jaredstown’s mayor, and not plan to run for office in Jaredaan’s new central government.”

My heart breaks for Kinsley and for our world. Then a flash probe reveals the reason. She’s with child. The emotions that flow are hard to explain. I fear for the balance, reason, and competence Jaredaan will be losing. I rejoice with Kinsley for the gift she’s been given. Then, I turn my eyes toward Aston. “I’m assuming you would run for both?”

He smiles. “I would. You?”

“Probably not.”

After a few moments of silence, Aaron asks, “What do you think, Jared?”

“This proposal will trigger significant change over a very short period, which will have numerous unintended consequences. That aspect of the solution is enough to bias me against it.”

“But it will completely de-fang the Lepodred within three months,” Aaron comes back.

“If you’ve written this up, could you send me a copy? I need to think about it.” To Aaron, I separately push, “I’ll need to probe the mystery.”

...

As the line drops, I realize that I can’t let this happen. Within a year, the Confederation will be totally dependent on Jaredaan; our Z-PEGs, the ones produced in Heroldstown, will have nearly 100% market share in the electrical power capacity market. Every human world will clamor for our favor.

That means we’ll need someone with Aaron’s steady hand at the helm. The Confederation needs him here, far more than they’ll need him as part of the useless central government.

But even as these thoughts run through my mind, I feel the subtle pull of the mystery beckoning. Needing guidance, I cast my mind out, hoping the mystery will take me where I need to go.

THE MYSTERY

I land in what appears to be a forest, but there are no forests on Jaredaan. I don’t recognize this place, so it’s obviously a place the mystery needs me to see.

Surprisingly, the remnant of the Lepodred captain I shared a mind with for ten years rises up to the surface. “Beautiful, is it not?”

“Where are we?” I ask.

“Odd question,” he answers with some disdain. “My home world, Pasalorn, where our capital is. This is one of the reserve forests. One of the few places trees still grow.”

“Do you know why we’re here?”

He shrugs. “I’m not the one that chooses the places you visit.”

“So, no clue? I find that hard to believe.”

“I know where we are...” He stretches out the word are. “The question is why did you come here?”

“I don’t even know where here is,” I complain.

“Are you sure?” he asks. “The other one seems very comfortable here.”

“What other one?” I ask, somewhat confused.

The captain conveys his dismay, as if he was rolling his eyes. “The one that gifted his memories to you.”

The captain’s words strike deeply into my soul.

“You mean the one that disabled me?”

My question brings a belly roll of laughter from the captain. “Disabled?” More laughter. “You’ve been given a rare gift—the lifetime memories of one who’s accomplished so much. It seems you’re having a hard time adjusting to his presence. Same was true with me, but you seem far less resolute about squelching this one.”

“Squelching?”

The captain sighs. “You have the power, human. Your mind is yours. Every other influence—me, it—are just that, influences. You have the power; you have the control. Tame the new one before it captures you.

I return to myself, knowing what I need to do.

MANUFACTURING

I make my way down to Summer’s office, stabilized by my walker. What a pathetic sight I must be. If Summer knew I was going to walk down, she probably wouldn’t have let me take the call with the Planetary Elders on my own. The grav chair certainly would have been easier, but I’m tired of easy. I need to get back to normal. And I think the Lepodred captain has called it right.

As I come into her domain, she looks up, immediately distressed. “Jared, what are you doing up on your own?”

I catch her eyes. “I’ve been out-of-sorts for what? A month? I’m not going to let it hold me down anymore.”

She looks at me, head cocked. “Problems with the Planetary Elders?”

A smile crosses my face. “They’ve negotiated a deal with the Confederation that will allow Aaron to join the reconstruction committee and run for president.”

“And what do we have to give up?” Summer prompts.

“The paternity system. We can keep everything else. But we need to establish a representative system and Aston plans to run for Prime Minister.”

“Well, we can’t let that happen,” Summer shoots back.

“My thoughts exactly.”

Summer reaches across the table, putting a hand on mine. I know she’s reading me, and I purposefully lean into it, while still trying to keep the conversation with Emperor Sanrufar to myself. I need to process it more before discussing it with her.

After the better part of a minute, she pulls back. “We need to go to Jaramor. Don’t we?”

I nod. “It’s time.”

HOSPITAL, JARAMOR

To Summer’s credit, she arranged for the trip home, then for a round of diagnostics at the hospital. Those were run about an hour ago and we’ve been sitting in one of the VIP examination rooms on the top floor. There’s a knock on the door, then Dr. Simpson comes in.

“Jared, Summer. Good to see you.” She lifts her tablet with a smile. “I have the results. They’re good.”

After a quick examination, she sighs. “The scans are completely clear, actually a little better than they were at your last physical. The medication Aurora gave you seems to have cleared the last of the inflammation. But you’re still dizzy.” She stews for a couple of seconds, then asks. “Has the mystery given you any insight into your problem?”

“Yes, that’s why I’m here. The mystery told me that I had healed, and the dizziness was the result of unintegrated memories.”

“There are other organic conditions that can lead to your symptoms,” Dr. Simpson replies.

“I’m sure that’s true. But now that the scans show the inflammation is gone, it’s time for me to see Aurora.”

“You’re going to give up the memories?”

I shake my head. “The mystery has suggested something different.”

AURORA’S STUDIO

It’s been nearly two years since I visited Aurora at her studio. On that fateful day, torrential rains in the Frasier River valley triggered a massive mudslide, revealing the buried alien conquest ship that is now the Southern Station. It seems an auspicious omen, given our purpose today.

“Jared, Summer. Welcome. I’ll be out in a second. The tea is hot. Go ahead and pour yourselves some.”

“Did you call ahead?” I ask Summer.

“Before we left the ship, I called to say we might stop over this afternoon.”

As Summer pours, Aurora comes in carrying a worn basket brimming over with jars and other paraphernalia. “So, you’re clear and ready to excise the memories.”

“Clear, yes. Excise memories, no,” I reply curtly.

Head nodding, Aurora sits and starts unloading some of the jars. “Julian predicted that you wouldn’t let go of those memories.”

She turns to Summer. “Would you pour me some tea dear? It’s my cinnamon tea brewed over fresh peaches.”

She turns back to me. “So, you want to do it the hard way. Coax the ambassador to the surface.”

“Yes. It’s time for the showdown.”

“That could be dangerous, you know,” Aurora cautions.

“Only if he is a more powerful seer, which he is not.”

“That’s a bit of a stretch, seeing as how you haven’t been able to bring him under control on your own,” she comes back.

“So, what would you recommend?” I ask, though we all know what she’s going to say.

“Erase, don’t confront.”

“Is that what you would do?”

Aurora looks at me sternly, then smiles. “Of course not. I’d confront. I understand the risk. You might think you do. But no one understands the risk until they’ve seen it go wrong.”

I notice that Aurora has stopped unloading her jars.

She looks up at me. “You’re going through with it then?”

“I am.”

“Then finish your tea. I’ll be ready in a couple minutes.”

I watch as Aurora mixes the ingredients. She selects a small jar with an eyedropper-style lid, shakes, then opens it. She puts four drops in a cup. Looking up at me, then back at the cup. After a few seconds of deliberation, she puts in another drop, then seals the bottle.

“What was that?” I ask.

“A more potent version of what Ethel and Norah call clear. They say you handle it well.”

More ingredients go in, then a mid-size sugar cube, the type she uses for profecia aumentar.

“This stuff tastes foul. You can shoot it, then wash it down or put it in your tea. I’d do the latter. Tastes better and you can control the onset. But you can’t give yourself over to it until the last drop of tea is gone.”

I lift the tea pot.

Moments later, the concoction sits in front of me. I take the cup’s handle, then look at Summer.

“How long will he be gone?” Summer asks Aurora.

“That’s up to him.” Aurora replies.

I take a tiny sip and feel the effect immediately. The absolute clarity is unlike anything I’ve felt before. I hear every wing beat of the mosquito coming in through the window, see every mote of dust floating in the air.  “Wow.”

Aurora laughs.

I relax and let the effect spread.

Drink the rest, Jared. Don’t let yourself slip away until you’ve taken it all.

Focusing on the present, I take a little more. Then, as the effect strengthens, I down the rest.

...

I’m back in the forest, the same one as before. But it’s different, more alive.

“So, you found me.”

I turn in the direction of the voice and see the Lepodred translator, the nasty gash still on his shoulder.

“Why are we here?” I demand.

“I like this place. I don’t like the old ship you’ve salvaged and taken as your home.”

“It was my home for ten years.”

“I spent more time than that in Rufarven space. Trust me, they are nowhere near as fun to live with as we are. You enjoyed your time with us. Didn’t you?”

“I had no choice, so learned to live with it.”

“You’re making a grave mistake if you think you can live with the Rufarven. They are a mean, petty people with sharp claws and no sense of humor.”

I don’t respond and we stand staring at each other for a while. Finally, the translator says, “You’ve come to kill me. Haven’t you?”

“No. I would like to have you as part of me.”

“The captain told me that you rarely let him out.”

“But he does get let out, now and again. He’s been able to see the future, take in some of its pleasures, exact revenge on some of his enemies. If you want that, then cooperate with me.”

I see and feel the anger building within him and prepare myself for his attack. He feels the surge of power coming from within me and shrinks back.

Suddenly the two of us are back in Aurora’s studio.

“So, this is my new life?” He gestures toward the room.

“A small piece of it, yes.”

“Will I ever see my home again?”

“Unknown. Three months from now, your leaders will surrender to me, your people will become my subjects. I may travel there some day.”

We stare at each other in silence for a while, then I say, “Time to choose. Cooperate with me or cease to be.”

Again, I feel the anger grow within him, but rather than show my power, I say, “You gave me your memories as a gift. You can have them back if you would like. But then, the last vestige of your existence will be gone. It’s a shame actually, a person as accomplished as you were, dying alone in a foreign land, with no one’s company but mine, and any legacy you might have built destroyed. It doesn’t have to be that way. You can live here, inside of me, and play a role in your society’s reconstruction. Don’t throw it all away.”

As his anger turns to grief, I step over and wrap my arms around him. “Come, be part of me.”

...

I come back to myself head clear, filled with energy.

“Jared, you’re back so soon. Did you excise him?”

“No.” I stand and stretch. “He agreed to cooperate.”

“The dizziness is gone?” Summer asks.

“It is, at least for now. Thank you for helping me, Aurora.”

She nods. “We’ll hear more about your agenda tonight?”

“You will.”

PRIVATE DINING ROOM, PUB

Summer and I enter and find an unusually small crowd. Several stand, then rush to greet. “Elder Daan, you’re back. We heard you were injured.”

More follow and in short order more press in against us than when the pub used to be full.

I raise my hands. “Please, step back. Let me greet you one by one.”

Admittedly, there was a lot of psychic push backing my words, and the people step back as asked. One by one, Summer and I pass through the crowd. Two-handed handshakes with all. Interestingly, Jason, who came out as we entered, has hung back, giving the sparse crowd access to me.

Once we’ve greeted everyone, I shake Jason’s hand, then turn back toward the pub’s patrons. I raise my hands again, and the room becomes still.

“Listen, oh people of Jaramor. A great one comes. In her day, she will surpass me. But until that day, I will protect you until my last breath.”

As the pub’s patrons bow their heads in reverence, Jason opens the door and ushers us in.

“Jared,” Julian greets. “You’ve recovered!”

“So, I have.” I smile.

“Care to explain?” Julian asks.

I lock eyes with Julian, then Aurora. “Not yet.”

“Dinner is prepared,” Julian replies. “Shall I call it in?”

“Why don’t you open our meeting, Julian? I’ll give a five-minute overview of what I learned during this time of infirmity, then we can discuss it over a meal.”

“As you ask, Jared. Aurora, will you start us off with a blessing?”

The words begin to flow and for the first time, I understand what Aurora is doing. She adeptly probes each of us to sense what we individually need. And she does it quickly enough that she can regulate her own emotional outflow in support of the collective. I feel her compassion, as well as her deep concern for the eight of us, and for our world.

I’m so tied into the emotional outflow that I almost miss her closing words, “...Jared’s newfound strength and power.”

Julian looks at me. “Jared, would you like to start?”

“Yes, thank you. Many things were revealed to me during the weeks I was impaired. The most immediate of these involves the Confederation. Aaron is negotiating an agreement with the Reconstruction Committee that will grant us membership under the same terms as our Protected World charter. This will allow him to replace Rose Bondar on the Reconstruction Commission and to run for president. The membership period is twenty years, at which point we will have to choose: come in as a regular member or revert to protected world status. If this deal closes, two critical things will happen. First, Jaredaan will be required to shift to a representative, parliamentary-type government. Second, the Confederation Fleet will assign several of the ships we refit for them to the Jaredaan Space Command.”

“For what purpose?” Julian asks.

“To capture the Lepodred fleet of star-killers.”

“Can we do that?” Jack asks.

“Possibly. But allow me to defer answering until we’ve addressed the next couple of topics, as they are related.”

Jack nods his consent.

“The Lepodred are extremely weak, with barely enough conquest ships still functioning to maintain control over their subject worlds. In about three weeks, they will recall their remaining conquest fleet to establish protection around their core worlds and to maintain compliance among the subject worlds. As we speak, we are flooding ships to Lepodred space. And in two months, the Lepodred fleet, other than the star-killers, will be destroyed.”

“How sure are you of this, Jared?” Aurora asks.

“Certain.”

“And what about the star-killers?” Clarissa asks. “Can’t we just destroy those evil weapons?”

“I’m sure we can, but less sure it’s in our best interest.”

“The Rufarven?” she asks.

“I have been in contact with Emperor Sanrufar. As I suspected, he is a master seer, nearly of my power.”

As gasps and murmuring fill the room, I raise my hands.

“The Rufarven will enter into a mutual defense agreement with the Confederation, if...” I let the statement hang there.

“If what, Jared?” Julian asks.

“If I take control of the Confederation.”

“Why? Why is that a condition?” Sofia exclaims.

“There is an older, more powerful species known as the Calamite, located in the Perseus arm, closer in toward the galactic core, who are expanding their territory in this direction. In less than ten years, they will enter Lepodred space and roll right over them, acquiring their technology and learning of the Confederation.”

“Can you stop them?” Julian asks.

“At this time, no. The leader of the Calamite is also a seer. One of considerably greater power than me.”

“How do you know this?” Aurora asks.

I nod, understanding her underlying concern. “Obviously, it would be foolhardy for me to probe the Calamite directly. Emperor Sanrufar learned that the hard way. He allowed me to do a veracity probe of his memories. What I saw was distressing.”

“That’s why you want the star-killers,” Jack speculates.

“I don’t want the star-killers. I need them,” I reply.

There’s loud tapping on the table. I turn and acknowledge Edson, who is mute.

“You must run for Confederation President, Jared. We can help you win,” Edson telepathically sends privately.

All eyes turn expectantly to me.

“Edson suggests that I run for Confederation president. He thinks you can help me win.”

As commotion breaks out among the elders, Julian raises his hands. “I’ve just asked for dinner to be brought in. It seems we have a lot to discuss.”

As we queue up at the buffet, Edson puts his hand on my shoulder. “Jared, you have come into your power. I can feel it. I think you are ready for the next phase of your training. Come to my clinic in the morning. I will show you some things that will open new doors for you. I believe the Confederation presidency is yours if you want it. But the door for that opportunity will close soon, so we must act with urgency.”


CHAPTER 2: INFLUENCE

Day 3

RESIDENCE, JARAMOR ESTATE

I wake filled with certainty, filled with purpose, and enough energy that I accidentally wake up Summer. She snuggles up against me, then laughs, “You’re full of energy this morning.”

“I am.”

She lazily kisses me. “You’re going to see Edson today, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

“Are you really thinking about running for President?”

“Yes. I wish I had more time to decide. But I think Emperor Sanrufar is right about the Calamite threat, and I don’t want to take this on without his support.”

“Is the Rufarven military that strong?”

“In terms of space battle, no. In fact, they are shockingly weak, given what they’ve accomplished. But they are fierce and tactically brilliant. And their ground forces are truly powerful. With their ground dominance, our space dominance, and our combined power in the mystery, we might actually have a chance.”

“Then let’s get some breakfast and start your training.” She says as she scampers out of bed.

EDSON’S CLINIC, JARAMOR

“Good morning, Jared,” Clarissa greets, as she encompasses Summer in a huge hug. Words that I don’t catch are whispered between the two, then as they part Clarissa says, “Edson is with someone else at the moment, but he’s cleared the rest of his day for you, Jared.”

“Thank you.”

“Come this way, and I’ll get the two of you settled into a consultation room.”

We enter a large room that looks more like a parlor than a therapy room. At one end, there’s an oval table surrounded by four comfortable-looking leather armchairs. The wall behind the table is lined with books, many of which appear to be ancient.

At the other end of the room is a series of couches, similar to the ones we have in our therapy rooms at the Jaramor Research Institute. It’s clear that Edson leads small group training in the mystery in this room.

“Feel free to help yourself to some refreshments, if you’d like.” Clarissa points to a table along the far wall with several carafes and a couple of covered plates. “He’ll be with you in a moment,” she assures, then slips out of the room.

“Do you know what he plans to do with you today?” Summer whispers.

“Additional training, now that I have come into my power,” I whisper back.

“Do you know what he’s talking about?”

“Something changed in me during that session with Aurora. Do you feel it?”

“I do,” Summer whispers back. “But I’m not sure what it is. There’s something more, confidence maybe.”

“Well, I think we’re about to find out,” I reply, as I hear a knock on the door and Edson enters.

“Jared welcome. Summer, can you hear me?” Edson sends.

“Good morning,” I reply out loud, then ask Summer, “Could you hear Edson?”

“Not very well,” Summer replies.

Edson indicates the table, then sends, “Jared, would you ask Summer to take the seat at the end? I’ll take the seat to her left. You take the one to her right, opposite me. Then ask her if it’s OK for me to take her hand.”

We do as we were asked. Then, once seated, Edson takes Summer’s hand.

“Can you hear me better?”

Summer smiles. “Yes, much better.”

“Good. Jared, there are additional levels of influence that should be within your capability. The masters of old documented many of their methods, but the truth is that none of us can do what they did. Aurora is the most capable practitioner of the blessings that we’ve had in generations. There are some techniques she should be able to drill with you. But I’m the one most studied in the ancient methods and am also the one most capable of perceiving your mastery. So, with your newfound power, I’m the one most able to guide you.”

“Can you describe what these methods are?”

“There are several types of influence: individuals, small groups, and large groups. You already have a high degree of influence over individuals, able to plant ideas and emotions. But masters of the past could totally control another with just a thought.”

“I could use that skill to control the members of the Reconstruction Commission, right?”

Edson nods. “True. But to win the presidency, you would need a very different skill—the ability to influence the masses.”

“You, the Jaramor elders, do that to a degree, don’t you?” Summer asks.

“We do, to a degree.” Edson nods. “Collectively, mostly Aurora and I, we can modulate the mood of those in Jaramor. We mostly push the mood up and, only by exception, pull down. But there are days like those recently, where we can’t hold the mood, and it sags despite our efforts.”

“Do you know how you do it?” I ask.

Again, Edson nods. “The masters documented their ways, the exercises they did themselves to maintain their sharpness. We have nowhere near their power. It is my judgment that you have as much as any before you; therefore, it’s time you are taught the exercises and begin their mastery.”

“Then let’s begin.”

“Back in 1224 TA, Master Rafael Barreto was the first to document the SAR Method of large crowd influence. SAR stands for stimulus, amplification, resonance. At its heart, the idea isn’t that complicated, but the impact is incredible. You can turn a large crowd of, say, a thousand people, to the polar opposite of their starting position in less than an hour, if you have the skill and finesse to do it.”

“This is something I could use at a political rally, right?”

Edson smiles as he nods. “Exactly.” Then he chuckles. “The first step is stimulus, finding a few individuals in the group that have the issue or hold the position that you want the crowd to take.”

“We would just flash probe a bunch of people, right?”

“That would work, but it’s not the only way. The second step is amplification. Finding a second person who’s interested in some other issue or holds some other position but is pliable; then getting the first person to state their issue or position out loud in a way that’s compelling and filled with feeling, one that might sway the second person.”

“Ah,” Summer says, “That’s the amplification, one person influencing another.”

Edson nods, clearly pleased that Summer is engaged. “It usually involves a question, person two asking person one, but again, that’s not the only way. Step three is resonance, finding someone else who might’ve heard the answer or felt the emotion and been swayed, or whose curiosity will be piqued enough, and ask the question again. And this is the real key, the real art of the method, because amplification without resonance takes too long to have a real impact.”

“OK, I’ve got the principle but no idea how to apply it,” I come back.

“I’m going to play you a video that Master Barreto recorded. In it, he applies the method at a trade show. He narrates the recording, telling you what he did and how he did it. It’s absolutely fascinating. Just watching, your mind will be changed.”

Edson dims the lights slightly, then points toward the open space in the middle of the room, where a rotund old man appears smiling broadly.

---

“My wife’s brother, Mateus, ran the third largest ice cream company in the Pará district.” He pats his belly. “When I found out what her family did, I knew I needed to marry her.”

The line draws laughter from his students, somewhere out of camera range.

“He asked if I would help him at the annual confections trade show.”

Master Barreto turns and points to the empty space behind and to his right, where a holographic projection appears. In it is a still 3D image of the trade show floor as seen from a balcony above.

“He went every year, always got positioned down at the far end of the trade floor. Most of his target customers had already made their purchase commitments before they got that far. Anyway, he offered me more ice cream for a little help. It seemed like cheating, but...” He puts his hands out, moving them up and down like a balancing scale. “...it seemed like a fair trade.”

There’s more laughing from the unseen students.

“I also wanted to document my SAR Method for large crowd influence. And this was a good year to do it, because a specialty bakery had the next booth over against the back wall, next to Mateus’s booth. So, step one, stimulate. This was a very open crowd, everyone’s emotions and desires flooding the room. It was hard not to notice these three people over here.”

He points to a woman and two men in the back right corner of the trade floor, near the ice cream and bakery booths.

“These people are strangers. They don’t know each other. The woman, whose name is Marta, loves chocolate cake and ice cream. She has already picked up a sample of the chocolate cake from the baker, and she’s now on her way over to get a sample of my brother-in-law’s wonderful vanilla ice cream. She will be the stimulus for our message. This man, whose name is Maurício...,” he points to one of the men coming from the other direction. “...will amplify our message. The other man, whose name is Jonas, will walk past these two as the amplification is made, and he will resonate with it. Ready?”

The students in the class all answer yes.

“OK, let’s run the recording.”

As the people in the holoprojection start moving, Master Barreto says, “This will happen fast. I’m going to compel Maurício to ask, ‘Going for some ice cream?’”

“Marta will answer, ‘Yes’. Then I will compel Maurício to ask the amplification question, ‘Whose ice cream are you going to get?’”

“I will compel Marta to point to my brother and answer, ‘Mateus Gelado Artesanal.’ And I will push her love for this ice cream in a way that is compelling to Mauricio.”

“Jonas will hear the answer and resonate with it. I will compel someone else to ask the same amplification question, ‘Whose ice cream are you going to get?’”

“I will ultimately compel seven people to ask the amplification question and seven others to answer. But here’s the secret... The answers must be emotionally contagious. And it’s up to the master to make sure that happens. For me, it’s easy to spread the love of ice cream. So, I only need seven amplifications before the process will sustain itself. Now watch what happens.”

Although the trade floor recording doesn’t have a soundtrack, it’s clear to see the brief back and forth between Maurício and Marta, and the way Jonas reacts.

Then, as Marta leaves Mateus’s booth, more people ask the amplification question.

Eventually, both Maurício and Jonas visit Mateus’s booth and can be seen talking to others or pointing back to it.

Slowly, the crowd around the booth grows. Then Master Barreto says, “Let me draw your attention to the entrance. See Marta approaching it, watch.”

My eyes are glued to her. People stopping; her pointing.

Over the next half hour, the crowded front of the room thins out, and the previously uncrowded area by Mateus’s booth is packed.

“For those wondering,” Master Barreto says as the holoprojection shuts down and the lights come up. “Mateus Gelado Artesanal is now the largest ice cream manufacturer in the Pará district. And I have some for you today.” As Master Barreto laughs, the recording ends.

---

“Incredible,” Summer says. “I want some of that ice cream, too.”

Edson laughs. “Master Barreto’s ability to perceive others just by opening himself to it was legendary. One of his apprentices wrote about a dinner that the master sponsored at a local restaurant. There were ten other customers eating there. Each student was instructed to choose one of the customers and probe them, learn as much about them as possible during the meal. Back in the lab the next day, he asked them each to talk about their subject. Then, when each was done, he would tell private details about their subject, things like their government ID number or favorite color, claiming that he did not know any of these people or actively scan them. It makes his SAR method more believable. He would find the best stimulator in seconds, then the best amplifiers and resonators to achieve his purpose.”

“That must have been hard to live with,” Summer replies. “Knowing that much about everyone around you. But you implied that he had a way to turn it off.”

“He kept a journal, which has been preserved. In it, he talks about the torture of knowing everything he didn’t want to know about everyone else. It apparently drove him to the edge of insanity, at which point he became immune to it, able to block it out because nothing was new anymore.”

There’s silence for a moment, then Edson sends, “Jared, you’ve been quiet.”

After a few more seconds of silence, I reply with a question of my own, “There’s a role in this for Summer. Isn’t there?”

Edson lifts his eyes up to Summer. “This is another of the things no one understands.” He pauses. “Well, maybe they do, but it’s not been proven.” He pauses again. “The greatest of the masters have been assisted by bonded partners without the gift. The dual mindedness somehow enhances the effect.”

“We’ve experienced the phenomenon,” I affirm.

“But it comes at a cost,” Edson cautions, then looks at Summer. “The partners are damaged, every collaborative experience stealing away a tiny piece of their personal identity. The masters found partial solutions. Aurora thinks she has learned more. You will need to train with her, Summer, because the Siren’s call to engage will be irresistible.”

VIPER FARM

After this morning’s session, Edson sent Summer over to Aurora’s studio and brought me here to one of the vilest places on Jaredaan, the Elder’s cane viper farm. Even with a dozen rangers and viper handlers here for our protection, the cursed creatures still make my skin crawl.

“Can you remind me why we are here?” I ask, trying to keep the disgust out of my voice.

Edson eyes me, then begrudgingly explains again. “You’re already proficient at the simple forms of individual influence. You can plant thoughts, cause someone to do something simple like say the wrong word or push the wrong button. The most complicated form is to take complete control over someone. Few of the masters gained that skill. The few that did said it was one of those things you could only learn by doing and recommended starting with reptiles.”

Edson points. “OK, Jared. Pick a viper over there at the east end of the pond.”

“Does it matter which one?” I ask, totally creeped out that I’m being asked to find a specific viper in a pond slithering with them.

“Don’t question, just have faith,” Edson chides.

I comply and moments later answer, “Found one. Slippery devils.” A shiver runs down my back. “They seem to know that I’m trying to touch them and don’t like it.”

“Hmmm... Maybe the masters of old learned something that might be useful to you after all,” Edson taunts. “Now, make your viper swim across to the other side of the pond.”

At first, I think this is the stupidest thing anyone has ever asked me to do. But I give it a try anyway. I feel the viper’s body movements, how it uses its flared tail and the stub fins on its sides. Relaxing into the flow, I let its movements take me. I turn with them this way and that, then feel the viper straighten to glide through the water. As its momentum bleeds away, the viper wants to turn again, but I resist it. An angling of a fin, an extra flick of its tail, and suddenly I am the viper, cruising across the pond.

“Come back to me, Jared.” The words bring me back to myself, at which point, I feel Edson’s hand on my shoulder.

“Well done,” he sends. “I’ve tried that so many times. I could influence them some, but I never became one with any of them. Yet you did it so naturally.”

“That’s how you control a person with just a thought.”

“It is,” Edson sends back. “But people are harder. They’re relatively easy to catch the first time. But, unlike the vipers, they learn fast and have much more ability to resist once they realize what’s happened to them.”

I nod, the truth of Edson’s words consistent with my experience.

Edson smiles. “So, it is. But we have access to the farm today, so will move on to the next lesson using the vipers.”

I groan.

“Now I want you to do it with two vipers. Become the first, then add the second.”

I have no idea what that means, but as the saying goes—in for a penny, in for a pound.

Having sympathy for the first viper, odd thought that, I find a new subject. This one is a little feistier, but soon I am swimming with it, enjoying the slipperiness of its body as it flows through the water, the sniff of air when it lifts its head above the surface.

“Ride with this one,” Edson whispers. “And find another to swim with, while continuing to be this one.”

It takes several attempts before I find the trick: become the first viper, then watch another closely, adjusting the first until it moves like the second, then when they become synchronized, I become the two of them. Without thinking about it, we swim from one end of the pond to the other, then a distraction causes me to lose the link. I come back to myself and hear Edson laughing.

“Oh, that was good! I was riding along with you. I’ve never felt so connected with two other beings before. And you did it on your first attempt, something I haven’t been able to do after fifty years of trying.”

“It came naturally...,” I reply. “...once I caught on to the trick.”

Edson nods and puts an arm around me. “Well done, Jared. Well done. Now let’s do it with three.”

SHUTTLE RIDE TO THE SOUTHERN STATION

“How did it go for you?” Summer asks.

“Astoundingly well, you?”

“Good,” Summer replies. “But Aurora asked me not to tell you that much about what we did. She also asked me to ask you not to probe me. You’ll eventually figure out what we are doing, but the trick will only work as long as you don’t know what it is. And there are only so many tricks known. So, the longer you remain purposefully ignorant about what I’m doing, the longer I can ride with you.”

Summer’s words sadden me. She’s being trained how to protect herself from me, but it will only work if some part of her remains hidden from me.

“It’s the price we have to pay to become who we want to be,” she whispers. “Now, tell me about the dastardly things Edson was teaching you about today.”

I relate a few of the lessons, then tell her about the vipers.

“Oh, that is so disgusting.” Summer shudders, then shudders some more. “Ugh, I’ve got to get that out of my head.”

“We also did something else that was weird. Edson gave me a copy of his favorite book but told me not to read it.”

“Why did he do that?” Summer asks.

“He said that if we ever got separated, couldn’t talk directly to each other, we could use the book.”

“How?”

“We got interrupted, and he never told me.”

SOUTHERN STATION

Back home aboard the station, Summer and I stow our gear, then head to the port-side mess for dinner.

“Jared, Summer!” Cal exclaims. “I just got word. The Rufarven ship we disabled, the one Associate Foreign Minister Shastal was aboard, arrived at our shipyard today. The towing operation came off without a hitch.”

Between the illness and the events in Jaramor, I’d forgotten about the Rufarven ship we salvaged from the very brief battle last month.

“So, we can finally start our salvage?” I ask.

“Indeed. ‘We’ would be the operative word. None of us can read Rufarven. We’re assuming that you can.”

Day 4

RUFARVEN DIPLOMATIC SHIP

As it turns out, Ambassador Shastal’s ship is laid out a little differently than the one the Lepodred translator traveled on. Yes, he had traveled on one like this at some point. But for me, every step I take through this ship is like déjà vu, all over again.

We finally find engineering and figure out how to restore power to the computer systems. Then one by one we start searching through the libraries. Six tedious hours later, I find the specs for the transport systems.

“The basic transporter is surprisingly similar to ours,” Cal says. “Similar initiation system. Similar conduit formation system, although I think I know how to do this better. Similar problems with conduit stability, radiation, and transit speed. I could do this so much better.”

Part of me wants to say, Slow down tiger.

Instead, I ask, “Is there anything there that looks like it could be the capsule, you know, the one Rapsyn was in?”

Cal looks at me oddly. “Jared you’re the one that can read this stuff. Not me.” He starts flipping ahead, then suddenly stops at a drawing that looks like the capsule. “What do you think? Can you read the caption?”

“Protective capsule,” I reply.

“Well, I think we’ve found what we’re looking for. Now we need to translate it.”

I start reading through the material, but it’s difficult. “I think we have a problem.”

“What?” Cal asks.

“There are a lot of words here that are not in the Lepodred translator’s vocabulary. I suspect they are technical words. The former captain of our ship knew everything about it. If the details were not in his memory, I could just look them up.”

“Then, let’s start with the transporter itself. Read me what you can. I understand how ours works. Between us we may be able to determine how different theirs is from ours,” Cal suggests.

“Sure, let’s give it a try.”

...

An hour in, I declare a break.

“That went easier than I thought it would,” Cal says. “I was worried we weren’t going to get anywhere.”

“Are you sure we did?” I question.

“Oh, yeah,” Cal replies. “It’s pretty clear they’re leveraging the same physical phenomenon that we are. But they have a better conduit generator, and a clever means of protecting their payload, and a better targeting system.”

“You got all that out of the overview we just read?”

“Yes. It reads just like the overview Professor Vincent used to give.”

“Professor Vincent?”

“My nemesis back at Queen’s University on New Cambridge. The one that got the contract to provide the Confederation with transporters on their war ships.”

“Got it,” I reply.

“Anyway,” Cal resumes. “The big difference is that the Rufarven went with ideas similar to the ones I tried to sell to the professor.”

Cal seems a little too enthusiastic about the dozen pages we’ve read. A flash probe reveals why. “But you’ve improved on those ideas since. Haven’t you?”

Cal smiles. “All but the targeting, which I could never figure out.”

“Going to give me a clue?”

“You just read it, Jared. They’re opening a micro space-time conduit and looking through it, narrowing the lens as they get closer and closer, then depositing a tiny quantum anchor to hold the far end in place. Think piece-of-spaghetti-with-a-sticky-end that they toss out there and use to latch onto their target. Once that’s in place, it’s just a matter of ramping up the power and pushing the capsule through.”

“But you’re not going to do it that way, are you?”

Cal smiles. “No. I’ll use the quantum anchor idea, but my capsule will be self-powered.”

“What’s the advantage of that?” I ask.

“For starters, I know how. It will be a variant on the Stadler technology I’ve developed,” Cal replies. “Ours will be better and neither the Rufarven, Lepodred, or Confederation will be able to detect it because I can hide the radiation in the Stadler field.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely.”

JARADAAN ORBITAL SHIPYARD

Cal and I exit the Rufarven ship, which is docked on Level 3.

“Amazing what you’ve done here, Jared,” Cal comments. “We have three ships being refit on Level 7, two more on Level 15. I get called in when there’s a problem. But for the most part, everything up here runs itself.”

“That’s one of the secrets,” I muse.

“Secrets?” Cal asks.

“When you create a business, develop your people, stick with it as long as required to get it working, then leave it to them so you can get on to the next.”

“Must be nice,” Cal mutters.

“What do you mean, Cal?”

“Well, you have everything, Jared. You can finance anything you want, then turn it over to someone else. The rest of us can’t.”

“What are you talking about? You nurse your inventions to life, then turn them over to production and move on to the next. When’s the last time you diagnosed a gen-one carrier?”

“That’s different.”

“How, Cal? How?”

“I’m dependent on you, Jared. I can’t do anything unless you fund it.”

“And I’m totally dependent on you, Cal. Would either of us even be alive without the things you’ve created? Have I ever denied you anything? Have I asked you to do a single thing that wasn’t required to save your life!”

There’s a long silence, then Cal whispers, “No. I just hate being dependent. I’ve been dependent all my life.”

Cal’s words come through with an anguish I can relate to. “Ditto, my friend. As you say, I have everything. But I’m also very dependent on you, Summer, the whole team. I can’t do anything worth doing on my own anymore.”

RETURN TO JARAMOR

“You’re quiet,” Summer ventures.

“Cal has basically figured out how the Rufarven transporter works and he’s now on his way to developing a better one that operates using a similar but different scientific principle.”

“That’s good, right?” Summer asks.

“Very good.”

“But you don’t sound like it’s good,” Summer comes back.

“Cal’s unhappy about being dependent upon me. He says I have the funding to do anything I want; he doesn’t.”

“Did you ask him what he wants to do that he can’t?”

“No, didn’t think of that.”

“Jared, for someone who’s thinking about running for president, you need to get better at reading people’s wants. Did you even probe him?”

“I probed him superficially, but not deeply enough to figure out what was really on his mind.”

Summer shakes her head. “I talk to him a lot. I’ll ask. Without him, we’re lost.”

“If he can make his transporter work, we might be able to do simultaneous takeovers of all the Lepodred star killers. Acquiring them could be a real game changer, especially if Cal can refit them with Stadler drives.”

“You should let him know that’s what you’re thinking about,” Summer replies.

“I will.”

“So, what’s your agenda once we get home?”

“I need to practice my influence lessons.”

“So, you’re serious about making a run for Confederation president?”

“I have to. We need Aaron here. We need the Rufarven emperor’s support. And I need the Confederation Fleet’s support without having to make some new deal with Porti every time we need something.”

“When are you going to tell Aaron?”

“Tomorrow, and it’s going to come as a shock to him.”

Summer is quiet for a moment, then asks, “Who or what is going to be the subject of your influence practice?”

“I’m thinking the political reporters’ pool at GNN on New Beijing. They’re all biased toward the establishment, but don’t seem to like Porti that much. If I can swing them my direction, I think we’ll win by a landslide.”

“Can I come with you?” Summer asks.

I smile. “Would you?”

THE MYSTERY

Now back in Jaramor, we climb into bed.

“Ready?” she asks, a small tab of profecia aumentar pulled out for each of us.

“Ready,” I say, taking mine.

We lie back, hand-in-hand, then are away. Moments later, we arrive at a Porti rally in the city of Zibo on New Beijing. Thousands have gathered, waiting for regional mayor Feng Yang to take the stage.

“I’m going to scan the crowd, looking for media people.” I send to Summer.

It doesn’t take long to find a dozen or more. I sample several and quickly find three whose primary concern is another alien strike.

“Good choices,” Summer sends back. “Just plant the words, Jared Daan, to see how they react.”

I do and don’t like the reaction I get.

“Just try the word ‘alien,’” Summer suggests.

I do and again don’t like the reaction I get.

“OK, start your build using the expression, “Porti will protect us.’”

At first, I don’t get it. This doesn’t help me, it just hurts Porti.

Summer senses my feelings and replies, “Just work with me Jared.”

I do as Summer requests and immediately sense the dissatisfaction with the statement.

“OK,” Summer sends, “Pump it up, one-by-one. If the individual responds positively, ignore them. If they respond negatively, then reinforce it, making sure to push the dissatisfaction, or whatever negative emotion they feel.”

Summer’s words strike a chord and in short order, half or more of the reporters on site are wondering why they are there.

“Now, go in for the kill. Plant the question, ‘Who turned away the aliens?’ Let it sit for a moment, then plant the answer, “Jaredaan.’”

I do as Summer suggests, then amplify the question through the crowd.

Over the next hour, we work the process, influencing all the reporters present and many in the crowd.

“Please welcome Mayor Feng Yang!” the announcer shouts.

As the mayor walks up to the podium, a heckler calls out, “Who turned back the aliens?”

Ignoring the question, the mayor greets the crowd, “Good afternoon, Zibo! And what a beautiful afternoon it is!”

More hecklers shout out, but their voices are lost underneath the amplified sound of the mayor’s voice.

A half hour in, she starts to wind down. “In conclusion, we are fortunate to have Amal Porti as a candidate for president. His record of accomplishment before the DAGS crisis, steady hand while leading us through it, and stable leadership during the recovery is exactly what the Confederation needs in this new era of alien aggression!”

As we watch I notice several people moving through the crowd converging near the front.

“Who stands with me?” the mayor asks rhetorically. “Say it with me! Amal Porti!”

While the larger crowd answers back quietly, chanting “Amal Porti,” the smaller group that converged near the front shouts back, “Jaredaan!”

The mayor looks back at the crowd in shock.

“Who turned back the aliens?” the small group’s leader shouts.

“Jaredaan!” the others answer.

As security moves in to disburse the protesters, the mayor’s security team surrounds her and escorts her out.

Summer and I continue watching as the crowd slowly disperses. Near the exits, reporters interview those willing to stop and talk with them.

“Let’s go listen in,” Summer sends.

“What did you think of today’s event?” a reporter asks.

“I have sympathy for the mayor. She’s done a great job for us here in Zibo and didn’t deserve what the hecklers did to her.”

“So, you support Porti for President?” the reporter asks.

“Don’t know. Was leaning that way, but the hecklers have a point. Jaredaan saved us, not Porti or anyone else on the Reconstruction Commission. It’d be nice to see someone from Jaredaan step up.”

“Have you seen any of the interviews done with Aaron Daan, the Prime Elder from Jaredaan? The miner.”

“Some of it. He’s a nice enough guy, but as he said, his brother was the brains behind our defense. I’d like to hear from him.”

The interviewer starts asking another question but is brushed off. “Sorry, I’ve said enough already.”

Summer and I move on to another reporter, then another after that, all interviews going about the same. Finally, we stop and watch as one of the reporters is recording his summary of the event.

“Well, it’s clear that the people of Zibo love their mayor. But in this town, a little more than a hundred kilometers from the devastation rained down by the aliens, few are excited about any of the existing candidates, and most would like one of Jaredaan’s leaders to enter the race. I’m Myles Tan reporting for GNN News on New Beijing.”

...

We come back to ourselves worn from several hours in the mystery and somewhat surprised by our success.

“This technique is much more powerful than what you were doing during the last alien invasion,” Summer notes.

“Agreed. In four hours, we swayed a couple hundred of Porti’s most devoted followers. If I’d had this skill then, we might have been able to induce a civil war.”

“We should have pushed a couple of those reporters to call you tomorrow.”

I shrug. “Maybe one will. But it would be better to wait a couple days. Edson has additional techniques that will serve me better in live interviews, and other techniques for interviews taped for playback later.”

“Can we do this again tomorrow?” Summer asks.

All smiles, I reply, “Sure. Edson said we’d be more impactful together than me alone. It sure felt that way tonight.”

Summer snuggles up with me and minutes later is deep asleep. I wait several minutes, then cast my mind out again. This time my target is Sandra Lincoln, co-anchor for GNN’s nightly news. I find her preparing for tonight’s news cast that will start in a little over an hour. She’s sitting in a conference room with her co-anchor Walter Huan.

“We have to decide what to do with this. It’s already being shown on other news networks.” Sandra says.

“Can’t we raise someone on Jaredaan.”

“They’re four hours ahead of us. We tried the contact we have with their planetary government, but no one answers.”

“What? It’s only 6:00 here. There’s no one awake on Jaredaan at 10 PM?”

As I watch, I realize that I have a decision to make. I could probably get a live interview tonight, but that seems like a really bad idea. I could also message them right now agreeing to an interview tomorrow.

Coming back to myself, I turn to pick up my communicator, then tap out a quick message. “This is Jared Daan, Minister of Defense, Jaredaan Space Command. I would like to speak with you tomorrow and, if we can come to terms, will sit for an interview with you. This offer is exclusive to you for the next twelve hours. After that, you’ll need to wait in line.”

Dropping back into the mystery, I probe them each and find the numbers for their private lines, then come back to myself.

After entering the destination addresses, I secure the message with my personal encryption code, then send.

Back in the mystery, I watch as my message comes through.

“It’s him!” Sandra exclaims.

“How do you know it’s him, not a scammer?”

“It’s marked with his personal encryption code. Anyone can read it, only he can write it. I say we accept and announce it tonight.”

“What if his terms are unacceptable?”

Sandra, obviously a person of action, quickly taps out a return message, “Terms?”

Coming back to myself, I reply. “1:00 PM Confederation Standard tomorrow. List of topics in advance, so I can prepare. Rights to a copy of the complete recording.”

Dropping back into the mystery, I hear Sandra say, “We can make 1:00 PM work. Topics I can deal with. Questions? No way. Rights to a copy... Obviously less naïve than his brother. Agreed?”

“You want this one, don’t you?” Walter replies.

“I do.”

“Then it’s yours,” Walter says with a smile. A flash probe reveals that he’s a strong Porti supporter and thinks she will do a better job of tripping me up than he would.


CHAPTER 3: INTERVIEW

Day 5

EDSON’S CLINIC

“You wasted no time inserting yourself into the thick of things,” Edson sends. “I saw the coverage of the rally on New Beijing last night.”

“We practiced the amplification technique on the reporters at the rally,” I reply. “They came to resonance quickly. A few cycles after that and the entire crowd was infected.”

“What message did you use?”

“We used the question, ‘Who turned back the aliens?’ Then once that stuck, added the answer, ‘Jaredaan.’”

“Good technique. Then a couple hours later, you agreed to give Ms. Lincoln an interview.”

“I did. It will tape at 5:00 this afternoon.”

Edson nods. “No studio audience, right?”

“Just me and her on a studio-quality virtual conference line.”

“You understand that this is a much more difficult setting in which to influence. The only person you can apply it to is the interviewer...” He lets the statement hang.

After a second, Edson asks, “Can others sit in on the interview with you, unseen by the people on the other end?”

“Yes, I have two studio quality systems: one at the residence, the other down at the southern station. Both have exclusion zones where people can watch off camera.”

“Hold just a second,” Edson sends, then gets a far-away look in his eyes. “Aurora and Julian can join you for the call at your residence. They’ll come an hour early to practice with you.”

“Thank you.”

Edson smiles. “Given the importance of the interview, I’m going to change up the plan for today.”

Again, Edson gets a faraway look in his eyes, then snaps back. “Good, Jason can meet with us this morning.”

“Jason?”

“Yes, you’re going to attempt to call his horse, Jasmine.”

“Why?”

“The mystery gives you the power to use your mind in many ways. One that you really haven’t developed well enough yet is being fully in control of your body while your mind is in the mystery. Master Pablo Guerra wrote extensively on this topic. He described it as being something that could only be learned by doing and his preferred training animal was a horse.”

“I suppose that’s better than vipers.”

My statement gets a laugh from Edson.

“So, I’m going to call Jasmine? I thought she only responded to Jason.”

“According to Master Guerra, it is relatively easy to share a horse’s mind, allowing you to still have enough consciousness in the real world to call it. The trick is understanding what actually causes the horse to come, then to create that yourself.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to just take control of the horse and make it come, the way I did the vipers?”

“Don’t know, but that’s not the point. The point is to understand how your actions in the real world affect the horse.”

“Ah, I get it. If I can understand in real time how my words are impacting people, then I can tailor my delivery for maximum impact.”

Edson smiles. “Bingo.”

HORSE CORRAL, JARAMOR RANGER’S STATION

As we approach, Jason waves, “Over here.”

I see Jasmine in a pen at the opposite end of the corral.

“So, I’m going to teach Jared how to call Jasmine?” Jason greets.

“You are,” Edson sends.

“That should be interesting,” Jason replies. “She rarely responds to anyone except me.”

I’m impressed that Jason can hear Edson, though I suppose I shouldn’t be.

Jason signals one of the other rangers, who opens the gate giving Jasmine access to the corral.

“OK, Jared. Open your mind to Jasmine. Feel her move. Feel her breathe. Listen to what she hears.”

At first, I’m a bit dumbfounded. But surprisingly, it doesn’t take that long to feel her. Her heart beating in her chest. Her breath filling her lungs. Just standing there, she breathes slower than I do but much deeper. I let my breathing match hers, which synchronizes us enough that I can feel how she distributes her weight on her legs.

“Well done, Jared. Well done. Continue focusing on her, ignore Jason and me. Just feel her as Jason calls.”

I’m deep enough in the zone that Edson’s words don’t pull me out of it.

I hear Jason whistle, then call, “Here, sugar.”

Jasmine’s internal response is unmistakable, the desire and compulsion forcing her into action, the anticipation of a sugar cube and rub along her neck. As she dips her head to take the cube from Jason’s outstretched hand, I come back to myself. “Wow. That was something.”

I look up at Edson and see a tear in his eye. “Jared, I’ve never been able to read a horse, but I can read you. That was amazing.” He shakes the emotion off, then sends, “That’s what you need to do. Make her feel like that and she will come to you.”

I glance over at Jason, who is looking at Edson and I bemusedly.

“OK, Jason. It’s my turn.”

He points. “Call her from over there. Ask Henry for a sugar cube, then give it a go. Good luck.”

I walk around the corral to the other side, where a stable hand offers me a sugar cube. “Good luck. Lots of people have tried this. You’ll be the first, if you can get her to come over.”

“Thanks,” I say as I take the cube.

I shut my eyes and extend myself out, quickly regaining contact. Now the hard part, making a whistling sound. Something that’s hard to even think about while ‘being the horse.’ My first attempt is pathetic, I move Jasmine’s lips not my own. But her lips don’t move that way and I lose my grip on the concept of a whistle.

So, I change focus to something easier, my hand. I slowly loosen my connection with Jasmine and eventually feel my own hand. What a strange sensation, I have four hooves and one hand. Slowly and with dreadful difficulty, I move my hand up to my face and touch my lips, which I can now feel. Loosening my grip on Jasmine a little more, I finally make a noise that triggers her attention. Several more attempts followed by ‘Here, sugar,’ and I finally hit pay dirt, the emotional spike that forces her into action.

I feel her coming, but don’t open my eyes. Then, when she’s right there, I open my hand and feel her lips pluck up the sugar cube. Now opening my eyes, I rub her neck the way she likes and feel her intense pleasure. I tighten my fingers a little and rub harder, then hit the spot. The spike of adrenaline that follows makes her tingle all over and shuffle her feet. The feeling is intense enough to make me swoon.

Grabbing the fence to steady myself, I look up and see Jason and Edson coming my way.

“Never thought I’d see that happen. You didn’t even sound that much like me.” Jason says.

“She responds mostly to the cadence, Jason. To her, yours is unique. That’s how she knows it’s you. By the way, she has some tenderness in her right forehoof. You should have someone check that.”

“You can sense my horse?”

Edson responds for me. “Most of the masters of the past were animal whisperers, able to sense an animal’s emotions and respond to them. Jared apparently has that skill.”

EDSON’S CLINIC

Now back in the therapy room, Edson starts, “I wish we had more time. The lesson plan, as laid out by Master Guerra, calls for a series of repetitions over a period of time, until the horse will come toward the sound, even if it can’t see you. At that point we would start recording it and eventually get a recording the horse would respond to. That’s the principle of the lesson.”

Edson hands me a short, one-paragraph piece.

“Read this, try to visualize it, try to feel it.”

I read the piece to myself. It’s about a small child, lost and presumed dead, being returned safe and whole to its mother. I read it to myself several times. As written, the piece is dry. But then I remember my father’s reaction the night I was on the surface as the sun was setting, storm starting to blow, and the first strikes of lightning were on the horizon. His emotion at the thought he might have lost me was overwhelming. Conjuring the same feeling, I read the piece out loud.

“Most people who read that piece don’t have much of a response. You’ve obviously had an experience you can tap into for the emotion. Most don’t because the author didn’t do a good enough job of rendering it into words.”

Edson pauses to do something on his computer.

“OK. I’m about to play you four readings of the same piece, all by Master Isaías Hugo in 2512 TA. The first three are with a live audience who he is using to tune his emotional performance. The fourth is the final broadcast performance. Watch what he does.”

The first pass is interesting. The words are the same as those on the page, but they carry an emotional content that feels real.

The second pass is similar: same words, more poignant emotion.

The third pass has some of the people in his practice audience crying.

But the fourth pass is unbelievable. It’s all I can do to hold myself together. It’s like he’s the mother of the lost child and we’re witnessing the reunion taking place right there in front of us.

“Brilliant, no?” Edson sends. “A tonal analysis shows little difference between the third and fourth pass. The big change is in the cadence and emphasis.”

“Master Hugo was clearly a brilliant actor, but I’m not sure I get the connection.”

“The first pass was Master Hugo, the actor. The next three were Hugo, master of the mystery, tweaking his performance to the audience’s response, as you did with Jasmine this morning. That’s our goal. To absorb real-time feedback from an audience and use it to tune your performance for maximum effect. It will put you way ahead of the other candidates during speeches and debates.”

“Fair enough, but...” I struggle to find the right words. “Great actors do this all the time...”

“So, they do,” Edson replies. “And the very best of them win a handful of awards in their lifetime. The point isn’t that people can do this now and again without the mystery. The point is that masters of the mystery can do it live and in person on a regular basis and, in recordings, can do it as well or better than the best actors.”

“Understood. But I’m not sure how much that’s going to help me during the interview this afternoon.”

“As you say, fair enough. But don’t sell yourself short, Jared. You totally won over Jasmine, whose mind is not easily deceived. You are aware that you have the ability and can use it to affect. So, if nothing else, use it to win over your interviewer.”

The alarm on my communicator sounds.

“Ah, I need to go now. I have a call with Aaron in fifteen minutes. Wish me luck, I fear this isn’t going to go so well.”

“Good luck, Jared. And remember, use your influence.”

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM, RESIDENCE

I arrive back at the residence realizing that I cut the timing on this too close. Once in my office, I tie into the line and note that it connects fifteen seconds early. Glancing at a nearby mirror, I see my disheveled reflection and shake my head.

Moments later, Aaron’s image appears opposite me.

“So, you’ve granted an interview to GNN tonight.”

The words are spit out with anger, which pales compared to that radiating from within.

“I did.”

“Are you planning to run now?”

“I am.”

I see Aaron wilt. “Why? You already have everything. Why can’t there be one thing for me to excel in?”

“The irony is that you do, Aaron. You...” I pause to compose myself. “...are the best Prime Elder we’ve had in generations, and that role will soon be one of the most powerful in the Confederation. So, it needs to be in your hands, not Aston’s.”

Aaron scoffs, “How is Prime Elder of Jaredaan going to be more powerful than Porti?”

“Jaredaan’s GDP is already nearly at parity with that of Transbaru and will exceed it in the next year or two. Within ten years, it will be by far the largest in the Confederation.”

“But Porti won’t be the Prime Minister of Transbaru, he’ll be the president of the Confederation,” Aaron complains.

“No, he won’t. I will. I plan to announce my candidacy tonight. We’ll be neck in neck in a week or so. In thirty days, it won’t be close.”

“And once again, I’ll be second fiddle to you.”

“I suppose you could view it that way, but I hope you won’t. I plan to decentralize the Confederation. Defense, exo-net, banking, and a few other functions will remain central government functions. Kind of the way it is now, except that defense will once again be functional.”

“You’ll still be on top.”

“Not on paper. I’ll have the central government, to which you will have a dotted line. I will still head the Jaredaan space command. I’ll have a solid line to you.”

There’s silence for several seconds.

“Aaron, this will only work if we collaborate. The Calamite will be here in a couple years, maybe less. We need that time to prepare. The Rufarven will sign a mutual defense agreement with me. The Lepodred will soon come under my control. But I can’t do that and fight the Confederation. That leaves me with just two choices.”

I pause, choked up by the truth of the words I’m about to speak.

“Two choices?” Aaron demands.

“Either I run for Confederation President and win or...”

“Or what,” Aaron sneers.

“Or declare myself Emperor and bomb everyone else into submission. Otherwise, we will become slaves of the Calamite and any vestige of humanity will be gone within a generation.”

Aaron chuckles. “If that’s your pitch tonight, I’ll bet on Porti.”

Again, there’s silence for several seconds.

Aaron finally breaks it. “Does that mean we’re going with the deal that Aston and I negotiated, only you’re going to run, not me?”

“More or less, yes. I still haven’t seen a copy of the deal.”

“It’s not quite done,” Aaron mopes. “Aston is a procrastination machine, if ever there was one. That’s what sent you off on this path. Isn’t it?”

“That and the Calamite, yes.”

“Got it.” Aaron wilts, filled with irony. “Me running for president?” He shakes his head and I feel his grief. “Was a fun idea, but really...”

“Aaron. Don’t go there. Your future is bright, incredibly bright if we win; incredibly noble if we don’t. Either way, yours will be the name remembered. Mine? Only if we win.”

I cut the connection, then, emotionally exhausted, put my head down on the desk. The mystery had not previously revealed the last part until just now. Either way, it will record Aaron’s name. Mine? Iffy.

Am I the only one that worries about tomorrow?

I feel a hand on my back, then Summer’s warmth. “It’s not Aaron’s fault. History is fickle. Worry about me and those you love. At the end of the day, that’s all that matters.”

INTERVIEW

It’s time. A meal and Summer’s consolation, a shower and fresh clothes, have restored me and given me the strength to continue the fight. Summer, Julian, and Aurora sit in the exclusion area behind the screen in front of me. The image of Jaredaan, as fed from the space station, fills the background behind me. I’ve double checked the specs and confirmed that it’s 3D certified for full-resolution, exo-net transmission. I set my end to record, then initiate the connection.

In moments, Sandra Lincoln, co-anchor for GNN’s nightly news, materializes before me. On her side a clock-like countdown timer shows four minutes, fifty-six seconds until the recording begins.

I’m the first to greet. “Ms. Lincoln, been a fan for years. Thank you for speaking with me.”

“Jared Daan. The enigma in the flesh. You received the topics and are prepared.”

“I did and I am. That said, I’m admittedly disappointed.”

“How so?”

I let her words hang there for a second, then reply. “Our contract is explicit about rights, what is mine, and what is ours.”

A second, maybe two passes, then she replies, “Your point?”

“I have rights to the entire recording. Your rights begin in three minutes, twenty seconds.”

Although my eyes are locked on Ms. Lincoln’s, they also take in Aurora, who is sitting behind her giving me a thumbs up.

“The topics you’ve slated are...” I pause for effect, “...peripheral.”

“What does that mean!” she demands.

“You should be more worried about what I’ll do as president than you are about things that happened under previous administrations. Their errors are theirs, not mine. I can explain how they failed, but questions about what I would do in their place are hypothetical...”

“But potentially revealing,” Ms. Lincoln asserts.

“Is there anything we need to do technically before we begin? I’d like to make sure you have the full hour.”

“Thoughtful of you to offer,” she replies, then taps her ear. “My producer says we are ready to go. He also sends his compliments on the quality of your set up.”

I smile. “Good to hear.”

“When you are ready to begin, we can start. I’ll start by thanking you for your time, then go straight to the questions. Any other introductory material will be added during the editing process. Are you ready?”

“I am.”

Ms. Lincoln sits up straight, then looks me in the eye. “Elder Daan, thank you for taking the time to speak with us today. You are possibly the most well-known and most talked about person that no one has ever seen, which makes our discussion today something of interest to almost every Confederation citizen, which is where I would like to begin. Are you a Confederation citizen?”

I smile. “Sandra, thank you for taking the time to speak with me, and what an excellent way to start. I am a citizen of the Protected World Jaredaan. As defined under the law, I am a Confederation-affiliated person, but not a citizen. For over two years now, Jaredaan has been in discussions with the Confederation about becoming a member world. If that were to happen, then I would become a naturally born Confederation citizen.”

“To make sure we’re all on the same page...” she pauses for effect, “...for you, your brother, or any other person who is a Jaredaan citizen to run for office in the Confederation, Jaredaan would need to become a member world.”

“Joining the Confederation is one way, there are others. But as regards me, I would only be willing to run if Jaredaan was a member world.”

My answer takes Ms. Lincoln off guard. I can hear her internal debate, “ask why or ask about Aaron.”

“Why would you restrict yourself in that way?”

“It’s simple really. I’ve fought most of my adult life to keep the Confederation safe from alien invasion. As Jaredaan’s Minister of Defense, I can continue to do that whether or not I’m a Confederation citizen. If I surrendered my Jaredaan citizenship, then I could not. The military forces and intelligence operations I’ve built here...” It’s my turn to pause for effect, “...are the only things standing between the aliens and human extinction. I will not give that up.”

“So, if you made a run for Confederation president, you would remain the head of Jaredaan’s space command?”

“In an ideal world, the head of the civilian government is always the head of its military. So, yes. If I were to run for president, then Jaredaan would be a member world and I would be commander in chief of our armed forces, which would include the Jaredaan Space Command.”

“And if Jaredaan were to join the Confederation and you did not win the presidency?”

“I’m going to do everything I can to prevent that.”

“But if you lost?”

“Trust me. I will not.”

“From where I am sitting, it seems the most likely outcome. Politically speaking, no one really knows you, and the new government wouldn’t allow you to maintain a separate military,” Ms. Lincoln fires back.

“What do you mean when you say, ‘would not allow?’”

“It’s obvious, isn’t it. If you are a member, then you must comply. So, if you became a member, then lost, you would not be allowed to keep your military.”

I chuckle and shake my head. As much as I want to say, “Without the power to enforce the law, there is no law, just theories that have no real world meaning,” I change the subject instead. “Sandra, what do you know of the peoples outside the Confederation?”

“I’m sure our government knows everything there is to know.”

Once again, I shake my head. “The Confederation knows almost nothing about our galactic neighbors. It has no external intelligence operations, no direct line of communication. The Confederation doesn’t even have anyone that can speak their language.”

“And you do?”

“I do, and we do. I am fluent in both the Rufarven and the Lepodred languages. We have additional people who are as well. And we have intelligence assets in both Lepodred and Rufarven space.”

“Why haven’t you given this to the Confederation?” Ms. Lincoln asks.

“That’s an ironic question.”

“How so?” she asks.

Aurora sends, “Start your answer, then let it hang.”

“New Beijing. A planet with fourteen and a half billion people...” I let the words hang as Aurora suggested. “...was given about one hundred alien ships that were more or less intact. Yet, they failed to adapt even one of the aliens’ technologies...” Seconds pass, then I add, “Why?”

More seconds pass, but Ms. Lincoln fails to come up with a reply.

“I find one ship, dissect its technologies, then improve on them.” Another second. “Doesn’t that give you pause to think?”

Ms. Lincoln holds her silence.

“How could we, a tiny planet with forty thousand people, do more with the ancient alien artifacts we found than the almighty Confederation with its trillions of people and hundreds of functioning alien ships that I delivered to them?”

Seconds tick by, then Ms. Lincoln replies. “Good question. I suppose you have an answer you’d like to put forward.”

More seconds tick by. “I do. We are not as hamstrung as the Confederation. Our people are free to innovate, their merit based on results, not on their political affiliations.”

Another tick passes. “If you want the feckless government that Porti will bring you, then vote for him. I’ll do my best to turn away the aliens he invites. If you want a Confederation that turns away the ones that wish to enslave it, then vote for me. It’s a simple choice, and the outcomes are as clear as night and day.”

Sandra smiles. “Your rhetoric is good for someone new to the game. But why should anyone believe you?”

It’s my turn to smile. “Just look at your system. Is it littered with alien wreckage? If so, who did it? If you want to be on the side that slaughtered the aliens, then sign on with me. If you want to be on the side of compromise, then sign on with Prime Minister Porti. But before you make that decision, ask yourself, ‘What did the aliens plan to do to us?’”

“So, you think Prime Minister Porti is not fit to lead?”

“To the contrary. I like and trust Prime Minister Porti and would love to have him at my side as we defeat the aliens. But that’s the question your viewers need to ask themselves. Do you want Prime Minister Porti protecting you from the aliens, or would you like me? If your answer is Porti, then steel yourselves for the atrocities the aliens will rain down on you. He has no means to protect you. Even in that situation, I would do my best for you. But let’s face it... if you don’t know when the aliens will attack, don’t know their strength, don’t know their language... how many of your children do you expect to survive?”

I note Aurora’s approval for the tack I am taking.

“Now consider what will happen when the Confederation cannot protect you from Lepodred attack. Or Rufarven attack. Or, even worse, one of the other alien species that have their eyes on Confederation resources.”

“Jared, you speak with a lot of confidence,” Sandra starts, “But how do we know the things you say are true?”

I nod. “Excellent question. Because of the intelligence operations we’ve put in place, we know a lot about our galactic neighbors. But that information is not widely spread. I know it intimately, but this is new to most of your viewers.” Again, I pause. “The best evidence I can point to is how we defeated the aliens. We knew their planned arrival dates, the systems they were targeting, their battle plan, and several weaknesses in their ships. We used that information to set a trap for the aliens and when they stepped into it, we took down 80% of their ships in the first five minutes, slaughtered their entire armada in less than two hours. Our intelligence was good enough that the aliens never had a chance.”

“Then how is it that the aliens destroyed so much of the central government on New Beijing?”

I smile “Another excellent question. According to the alien battle plan, the first ship would de-cloak and make their surrender demand more or less simultaneously in one hundred forty Confederation systems. Our trap could not be sprung until the last of the first alien ships de-cloaked. We needed the fifteen-minute window they offered to synchronize our strike. Admiral Tang, who was located on New Beijing, refused to stand down and give me those fifteen minutes. I spoke with him, much like I am speaking to you now, begged him not to fire on the aliens. But he shot at them anyway, even though he knew his weapons would have no effect. He fired a few minutes before we were synchronized. A couple of alien ships fired back, then we destroyed the lot of them.”

“Cadence, Jared.” Aurora sends.

“Former Minister of Defense Álves made a public claim that you collaborated with the Confederation military to destroy the aliens. After his tragic death, word circulated that you withheld support. Which of those claims is true?”

“I tried to collaborate with the Confederation as I did during the previous alien incursion into our space.” I pause, then shrug. “Needless to say, my efforts to help were not accepted.”

Sandra lets my answer sit there for a second, then says, “I’d like to change subjects. There is remarkably little information about you available in the public domain. I did find your college records, which says that you graduated from the Faraday Institute on New London with a degree in Electrical Engineering eleven years ago at age sixteen. That would make you twenty-seven now. Is that right?”

“It is.”

“Two years later, you filed patents on a food supplement that put DAGS into remission. Less than a year later, the company you formed completed clinical trials on the drug version of your supplement and it was approved for emergency use. Last year, your company got approval for a fertility treatment that restores a woman’s ability to bear children. Another one of your companies, Jaredaan Power Systems, is now the lowest cost provider of electric power generation equipment. One industry source I spoke with said you are taking over the market. And the Jaredaan Orbital Shipyard is now refitting Confederation warships.” Sandra pauses and a flash probe reveals the question she is about to ask.

“How does one person do this by the time they turn twenty-seven?”

I nod, acknowledging Sandra’s question, then ease into my reply.

“Four points,” I start. “One, focus on what’s important. DAGS and the alien threat made it easy to figure out what was important.” I pause to take a breath, then continue. “Two, work around the clock.” I push these words in a way that makes Sandra smile and nod her head in agreement.

“Three, surround yourself with the best people you can find.”

At this point I have Sandra nodding more affirmatively.

“And four, give your people as much latitude as you can, then turn things over to them when you yourself are no longer necessary.”

Again, I let the words hang there before continuing.

“It would have been easy to stick with my first business, personal power packs, which you didn’t mention. And maybe I would have, if not for DAGS and the aliens. But the technological gap between us and the aliens was so great that it would have been death to sit back and wait for someone else to do the hard work. So, I gave it everything I had.”

“As President, what would you do, besides protect us from the aliens?”

I smile. “I was hoping I would get to talk with you about that today.” I refocus my attention directly at the scanner recording this transmission. “Our quadrant of the galaxy is in the midst of turmoil. The Lepodred, the proper name for the aliens of the Great Alien War, have been the most powerful force in the quadrant for thousands of years. Their recent losses to us and to the Rufarven have left them in an extremely weakened state. The power vacuum left behind is attracting many other species with dreams of empire. The Rufarven have had their eyes on that prize for a long time, but they, too, have been weakened by their conflict with the Lepodred. That has opened the door for another species, known as the Calamite, who are building a huge war machine, which they intend to point in our direction.”

I pause to let the words sink in.

“As President, it would be my intention to prepare for their arrival. I would do that by brokering peace with both the Lepodred and the Rufarven. We have far more in common with both of these powers than you might expect. The Calamite on the other hand... It is hard to describe the horrors their people are forced to endure.”

I take another pause, then continue, “As President, I would personally run most of the externally facing activities while strengthening our military ability. I would also keep the Central Government small like it is now, allowing the member worlds to continue providing the functions they have taken for the last two years. If I am fortunate enough to be given a truly excellent administrator, such as Amal Porti, as my second, then that person would take on most of the internal administration role.”

I look back at Sandra, inviting the next question.

“Throughout the third age, the power has been handled differently. Military power and external affairs subservient to the domestic agenda. Why should the people choose the change you are proposing?”

“Because the times have changed. Unless the collective focus is on the Calamite, we will once again find ourselves back at the end of the second age, with death falling from the skies on a daily basis.”

“Does that mean we will take a wartime footing?”

“Yes and no. Yes, we will take a wartime footing. But, no, it will not look like anything previously experienced. For the average person, there will be little change from the status quo. The defense budget will be reallocated, and hopefully the new government will work more efficiently overall. I will bring in a new era of peace and prosperity.”

“And if you don’t win?” Sandra asks.

“Then, I predict things will revert to the weakened morass we lived with in the years leading up to the fall of New Beijing. And in a couple of years, we will be at war with a superior force.”

Sandra pauses, obviously aware that her next question will probably be the last.

“I think your candidacy will have two big challenges: your age and experience, and the lack of evidence that there is an external threat greater than that from which you’ve already saved us.”

“Beginning in a week or so, evidence of the threat will start flowing, as will evidence that we can unify with the Lepodred and Rufarven. Your point about experience is well taken. My counterpoint, which I will clearly have to prove, is that I have more experience with our galactic counterparts than any human that has ever lived. And guided by those insights, I can set an agenda for our central government that will lead to a radical improvement in lifestyle for our people.”

“Jared Daan, you are an ambitious man. Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. I wish you and your campaign the best and look forward to the next time we meet.”

“Thank you, Sandra. The pleasure has been mine.”

...

Once the interview shuts down, Julian, Aurora and Summer come out from the sequestered place where they could watch, but not be detected.

“Well done, Jared,” Aurora congratulates. “Your message will resonate with Confederation citizens better than it did with Ms. Lincoln, though I must say, it resonated with her far more than she let on.”

Julian nods, “Agreed, well done.”

We make our way up to the port mess where dinner is waiting, but I can tell that something is bugging Summer. Dinner starts well, but by the time Dylan comes to collect Julian and Aurora for the return to Jaramor, I know things are far from good.

THE MYSTERY

As soon as the door to our cabin closes, Summer locks her eyes onto me. “You’re not going to survive the confrontation with the Calamite. Are you?”

The accusation pops me out of the pleasant glow that had dominated the evening. With some discipline I say, “I’ve seen scenarios where I don’t survive. But in the vast majority of scenarios in which we prevail, so do I.”

“And in the ones that we don’t?” Summer demands.

“None of them are good. The Calamite dictator is both powerful and cruel.”

“How do you know this? I first saw it in your mind while you were talking with Sandra.”

“It’s hard to describe. There’s a lot that the mystery reveals via direct observation; there are other things it reveals in a less direct way.”

I see the tug-of-war going on within Summer. In a quiet voice, she asks, “Can you tell me about it?”

“Some things are easier to show than tell. Want to come with me tonight?”

She smiles vulnerably. “Can I?”

...

Once settled in and clasping Summer’s hand, I cast my mind out, then we are away. In a moment, we’re in the Rufarven Emperor’s private court. The room is configured differently than I’ve seen it before. He sits on the petitioner’s level. Rapsyn sits to his right. I sit opposite; Summer slightly behind to my left, facing Rapsyn.

“Jared, you come at the time revealed to me. I see you have brought someone I’ve wanted to meet.”

“Emperor Sanrufar, thank you for welcoming us. This is my soulmate, Summer. She, too, is fluent in your language.”

“Summer, I did not know your name. What a sweet one it is. Thank you for joining us. You know Rapsyn.” Curiously, the Emperor’s words are rendered as a statement of fact, not a question.

Summer nods, but otherwise holds her peace.

Then the emperor nods to me, waiting for me to start.

“There are many things we need to discuss, the most important being the Calamite. We need intelligence—their plans, positions, capabilities. But, as we both know, I cannot probe them; to do so would reveal my identity. Have you found safe ways to observe them?”

I see the Emperor shift position and feel the resultant increase in Rapsyn’s restlessness.

He clears his throat. “There is nothing safe about the Calamite. Their leader, whom I call the Deceiver, was once organic, but is now mostly machine; still able to use the Well of Knowledge, but not part of it.”

It takes a moment, then his words snap. “We refer to the Well of Knowledge as the Mystery, that which reveals by means difficult to discern,” I clarify.

“Good name. I shall refer to it as the mystery when speaking with you.”

“Thank you,” I reply. “What do you mean when you say not part of it?”

“So, you have not experienced the Deceiver yet...” the Emperor mutters.

“No. I have heeded your advice and not probed him directly.”

“Wish I’d been that wise,” comes the quick retort. The emperor broods for a second, then says, “He has vast capabilities, far more than I do, and I suspect far more than you. But long ago, he coupled himself with machines, yet retained enough connection with the mystery to perceive things I never will.”

The emperor pauses to scratch his chin. “The mystery coupled with his expanded machine mind is the Deceiver’s strength. It extends his senses, allowing him to perceive anything he’s looking for, or anything that directly approaches, in either the mystery or in real space. But ironically, it’s also his weakness. It blinds him to things in the background, enabling an indirect approach.”

“Can you help me learn the indirect approach?”

The Emperor smiles. “That I pledge to you. Shall we start with a simple lesson?”

I’m enveloped in the Emperor’s emanations of good will, but sense both Summer’s and Rapsyn’s discomfort. What mess have I landed myself in now?

“Please,” I answer.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve had the pleasure of exploring the well... sorry, the mystery with someone else. Are you able to follow me if I venture out?”

“I think so.”

“Then let’s try. I will head out slowly and wait until I see you.”

I nod and moments later I see the emperor leave his body, Rapsyn following after. I come up beside him and see that Summer is following me, which makes sense. When in the mystery, she needs to stick close to me, or she will fall out of the mystery and return to herself.

The emperor pauses as promised. He smiles as I approach, but the smile fades when he sees Summer. After a second, he looks back at me and nods, then is away.

After some time, we come into a system that has the feel of an outpost. It has more traffic in it than Jaredaan’s system does. But it has none of the congestion of places like Caladon or the Rufarven’s home world. Minutes later, we approach a gas giant and Emperor Sanrufar stops above a tiny moon.

“Are you able to move forward in time?” he asks.

“I am.”

“OK, we need to move forward in time until a moon called Jessex comes into view. Follow me if you can. Otherwise meet me when Jessex comes between us and...” He points. “...the moon over there.”

I follow the Emperor as he fast forwards. His technique is not quite as smooth as mine, but that makes him easy to follow. When Jessex comes into alignment, we stop.

“The Deceiver has sensors on that moon able to detect us if we move through space. But they cannot detect us if we move through time. That’s the reason for this circuitous approach. There are other moons around this planet that are safe to view directly, but the distant view from here is telling. The beings on Jessex live on the surface, but the air is so polluted that you can’t even see it.”

I nod confirming that I cannot see the surface.

“See the ring surrounding the moon?”

Again, I nod.

“The ruling and administrative class live on an interconnected series of large pods that encircle the moon. The superstructure forms an electrical circuit that harvests power from the gas giant’s magnetic field. Unlike the surface, life on that ring is good. But in order to live there, you need to undergo the transformation.”

“Transformation?” I ask.

“A series of cybernetic implants that tie you into the Deceiver’s hive mind.” He points again. “See the giant warship?”

“I do.”

“It is run by artificial intelligence beings that he controls. That takes away many of the constraints our militaries need to live with. They can accelerate at 25g. They don’t need to worry about food, water, or atmosphere. They don’t even need to worry about time dilation.”

“Do you know their effective speed in FTL?”

“It’s a little higher than ours. Rapsyn estimates it to be 20,000c.”

“Then that’s one place where we have an advantage. Ours are multiples of that.”

“Your autonomous vehicles?” he asks.

“And the best of our human-staffed ships.”

I notice Rapsyn’s scowl, then the emperor’s smile.

“Then maybe we have a chance after all. Come, let’s move back through time to safely exit.”

...

Summer and I exit the mystery and come back to ourselves, tired but satisfied with the night’s work.

“Do you really trust him, or her for that matter?” Summer asks.

I ponder her words for a moment. “Instinctively, I do. A lot of trust building needs to come before I will do something just because he asked. But I’m cautiously optimistic that we can form a high-trust relationship. If we can’t or choose not to, then we will probably fall to the Calamite, and probing has shown that he feels the same way.”

“Cyborgs, hive minds...,” Summer shudders. “It’s hard to imagine the horror of it.”

“It’s also hard to see how we could prevail if this becomes a war of brute force,” I add. “That’s why we need to find a way to stop this conflict before it begins.”


CHAPTER 4: CAMPAIGN

Day 6

OFFICE, JARAMOR RESIDENCE

I log into my exo-net account first thing and am shocked by the number of messages I’ve received. There are hundreds of them. The data analysis system on my account says 81% are from reporters, 17% from the political campaign cesspool, and 3% from people I know. Of the people I know, only one is marked urgent, must read. Curiously it’s from Gaya Eisen, the president of the Association of Protected Worlds and prime minister of New Jerusalem.

Jared,

I fully support your run for Confederation president. You’ve undoubtedly received hundreds of messages from people hoping to attach themselves to your campaign. I actually have some experience in this area and would be happy to assist you in sorting through them. But your first stop should be with Gabi Frank. I’m hoping one of the messages in your queue this morning is from her. I would trust her with my life, as I have trusted you. There are very few in her profession with the same degree of intelligence and integrity. Please speak with her.

Respectfully,

Gaya Eisen

The message is a pleasant surprise. Prime Minister Eisen helped us overcome the Confederation’s attempt to subvert Jaredaan and conscript me into their military. I trust her almost as much as I trust Festus McCrae, the president of the Taramoot Alliance, the world that supplies us with Thulium, and my only off-world confidant.

I quickly dash out a reply.

Prime Minister Eisen,

Thank you for this recommendation. I will speak with Ms. Frank first. In the chaos to come, I will look to you for advice and friendship.

Respectfully,

Jared Daan

It’s a funny thing. I grew up in an environment where I thought I could trust anyone, well... anyone other than my brothers. But at the end of the day, I was betrayed by everyone. Now I live in a world where I trust no one outside my team. Yet, here I am, believing in people like Gaya and Festus, people I’ve never met in person, but trust anyway.

CALADON

A sleepy voice comes over the line, “Gabi Frank.”

I’m momentarily confused, then realize it’s 7 AM here. Only 3 AM in Caladon’s capital city, Victoria. My instinct is to disconnect. But having called someone in the middle of the night who actually answered, I have to respect their dedication.

“Ms. Frank. This is Jared Daan. Please forgive the off-hour call. I forgot the difference in time zones.”

“Elder Daan,” Ms. Frank’s voice answers, now wide awake. “Thank you for getting back to me, sir.”

A flash probe reveals how much she wants to become my campaign manager. It also reveals that she wants to work for me, not the money that I would pay her, not the status she would attain if we won. She clearly wants the status, but it’s not the reason she contacted me. I probe deeper and, in an instant, know who she is.

“I’d like you to head my campaign.”

My words are met with silence. A flash probe reveals the reason. Confederation politicos who sign on so quickly always fail, their eagerness a sign of their naivety.

“I will win this,” I push with all my newfound power.

“I know,” she replies. “But no one signs on without a meeting or a plan.”

“Then, let’s meet at noon your time, so you can pitch me your plan.”

“Noon it is,” she replies with hidden delight. “You won’t be disappointed, sir. You won’t be disappointed.”

“I’m sure I won’t.”

OFFICE, JARAMOR ESTATE

The note from Gaya and the short call with Gabi have brought the reality of my decisions home. If I am to take over the Confederation, then I need to campaign for president. I’m committed to this course of action, but in truth have more dread about it than enthusiasm. So, it’s time to do a little research. Which planets have the most votes? A quick search shows that they are, in order, Transbaru, New Beijing, New Kinshasa, Caladon, and Mahara’navin.

It takes a little longer to find flash polls taken after last night’s interview, but I eventually do. Amazingly, I’m already in double digits on all five planets. On the two where Porti is strongest, Transbaru and Mahara’navin, I’m in third place with 12% and 18%, respectively. But on New Beijing, I’m already close, trailing Porti, 45% to 39%.

More research shows that there are Porti rallies on New Kinshasa and Caladon today. It’s time to use my newfound influence skills to narrow the gap on those two worlds.

NEW KINSHASA

My first stop today will be on New Kinshasa, one of the last worlds populated during the exodus from Earth.

At the end of the first age, people fled Earth by any means possible. Starting a century before the end, any government with the means sponsored colony ships. So, the first couple decades of the exodus went smoothly with people generally colonizing with others from their country, state, or province. Caladon was colonized by people from Western Canada and Alaska. New Beijing was colonized from a city called Beijing, New Brussels from a city called Brussels, etc.

But the history books are filled with stories of the chaos that occurred in the last ten years as civilization broke down. The worst hit were the peoples in a place called Africa. Only two worlds ended up being predominantly colonized by Africans, New Kinshasa and Transbaru. Today, these are two of the most populated worlds in the Confederation, and two of the wealthiest as well.

I’ll be stopping at New Kinshasa’s third largest city, Katanga, the home city of candidate Renée Boudine, the world’s prime minister and the newest member of the Reconstruction Commission. In Confederation-wide polling, she is running at about 0.1 percent. Here in her hometown, the number is up near thirty percent. She has no chance at winning. As a Reconstruction Commission member, she is automatically registered as a candidate. But she hasn’t withdrawn from the race as two of the other commission members have. Speculation is that she’s making a show of running on New Kinshasa to boost her chances of re-election to her current role as prime minister.

I cast my mind out and arrive a little before the rally is to begin. I feel guilty for not asking Summer to join me. Of the two of us, she’s more attuned to our targets’ emotions. But embarrassingly, I feel as though this is something I need to do on my own.

Similar to last time, I start by identifying and flash probing the GNN reporters. I find a curious dissonance among them. GNN has already endorsed Porti, but its reporters here are allowed to cover Prime Minister Boudine favorably as well. A few cling to Porti. Most like Boudine more. And about a third secretly favor me. They think my decentralization plan will be more beneficial to New Kinshasa and their status within the GNN hierarchy will increase once they are freed of the company’s pro-Porti stance.

These perspectives are consistent enough that I influence a reporter to say it out loud, then start the amplification process by pushing the reporter’s words and his inner emotions, then doing the same for anyone that repeats the message. In short order, dozens of the reporters interviewing rally participants start asking, “Would you rather have Prime Minister Boudine continue on as the prime minister, or become the Confederation president?”

At first, the answers are all over the place. Then one person passionately says, “I’d rather have her here working for us.”

The speaker’s passion is so intense that I push his words and desire, so they impact many more people. It doesn’t take long before one of the reporters asks, “Then who do you think would do the best job of supporting her as our prime minister?”

I reinforce this question and in minutes hear someone answer, “Jared Daan. He will protect us and help us preserve our independence.”

With the questions and answers out there, I amplify the message, pushing the speaker’s desire for me to be a candidate, while squelching any the others. Once again, I’m astounded at the power of the amplification method. By the time the rally officially begins, people are chanting “Boudine for Prime Minister, Daan for President.”

Yeah, it’s only a hundred people in a confederation of over a trillion. But these hundred will be tonight’s headline on GNN.

I continue reinforcing the new meme that’s emerging for about an hour, then come back to myself.

VICTORIA, CALADON

My next stop is a Porti rally on Caladon. The political situation here is in turmoil. The Guild had given Rose Bonder a tremendous lead here, which left a huge political vacuum when Bonder and the majority of the Guild members were killed by the Rufarven a little over two months ago. At first, Porti’s lead in the broader Confederation gave him the name recognition to rise to the top. But his polling is now down to 44%. He’s still in the lead, the balance split between me and the pack.

This is a Porti rally, so I use the same angle as I did on New Beijing. “Who turned back the aliens? Jared Daan.”

As all the reporters, and more than half the attendees, saw the recordings from New Beijing, it takes surprisingly little effort to whip up the crowd.

I suspect both these rallies will get top of the hour coverage on the news tonight.

OFFICE, JARAMOR ESTATE

I come back to myself and see Summer sitting across from me.

“You were at a Porti rally on Caladon?”

“I wanted to try using my influence to amplify the ‘who turned the aliens away’ message at a Porti rally there. I also tried another message at a Boudine rally on New Kinshasa.”

“Clever,” Summer confirms. “I suspect you’ll get a call from Sandra Lincoln in about an hour.”

I look at Summer questioningly.

She laughs. “They called fifteen minutes ago, asking if you’d make a statement for a story that they’ll be airing on the evening news tonight. I came down to ask you and saw that you were away. So told them to call back at 3:00.”

“I’ll take it.”

Summer laughs again. “When I saw what you were doing, I messaged her with a yes. She asked when you were planning to get a campaign manager.”

“I’ll be speaking with Gabi Frank at 4:00. Hopefully she’ll be on board by five.”

Summer sighs. “You’re really doing this...”

“I am.”

STATEMENT

I initiate the connection and seconds later Sandra Lincoln appears across from me.

She locks me with a stare. “I have three questions for you. Your answers will be used in what could be considered a negative piece we’re doing on you tonight. The questions are: One, what do you have to say about the demonstrations that took place today at the Boudine and Porti rallies. Two, have you put together a campaign yet? And if so, who is your campaign manager? And three, when do you plan to announce and file?”

“Explain what you mean by negative?”

“The sudden interest in you seems to be coming out of nowhere and is spreading. We haven’t seen anything like this before, which gives it a nefarious feel. And your sudden appearance has pushed your brother, Aaron, who was running second Confederation-wide, right off the table. Was he just a front for you? Or was he some sort of test balloon?”

“Are you asking me those questions too?”

“No.”

“Have you, or are you planning to, interview Aaron on those points?”

“You’ll have to ask him.”

“You do not have permission to play the tape of what I’m about to say, but you can paraphrase the content.”

Sandra nods.

“Aaron like Porti, is one of the best administrators among the human worlds. If not for what we are facing, I would vote for either. But as the people seem to be saying, I’m the one that needs to guide us through the coming crises. And I hope to have both of them by my side, as I do it.”

Sandra shakes her head. “I don’t know what to make of you, Jared Daan.”

OFFICE, JARAMOR ESTATE

As the conference connection shuts down, Summer comes out of her off-camera listening post. “She came on pretty hard at first but was surprisingly gentle with you once you made your statement.”

I scoff. “She’s powerless against me.”

Summer looks at me shocked.

“Didn’t you feel it?” I ask, surprised by her reaction.

“What did you do?”

“When she’s in her aggressive mode, like she was when we first connected, she reads like an open book. She has a strong psyche, but no training, so she’s incredibly easy to manipulate.”

“You manipulated her?” Summer asks.

“Of course. Everything I said was psychically enforced, then backed with the conclusions I wanted her to take away from the discussion. She may not know it yet, convictions planted that deeply take a little time to surface, but she is now firmly in our camp.”

I see the concerned look on Summer’s face, so remain silent. Finally, she asks, “Is what we’re doing ethical?”

“Her piece was intended to drive a wedge between me and Porti and between me and Aaron. I’ll contend that what I did was more ethical than what she was planning to do.”

Summer continues to look at me, then deflects. “So, when were you planning to tell me about your interview with a campaign manager this afternoon?”

I laugh. “As soon as I got back from Caladon. That plan was kind of interrupted.”

She gives me a wry smile, then says, “We should link the way Edson taught us, before you go out influencing the masses or taking interviews with reporters. You’ve gained a lot of power. But you’ll be stronger if we do it together.”

“Deal.”

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE

It’s 4:00 in Jaramor, noon in Caladon’s capital city, Victoria. With Summer next to me, I connect and moments later an extremely professional looking woman appears opposite me, flanked on either side by two others. In truth, I’m a bit taken back by the crisp clothing, star-like grooming, and upper-class aura.

“Elder Daan, a pleasure to meet you in person, sir. I am Gabi Frank.”

“Ms. Frank, it’s a pleasure to meet you. You were recommended to me by someone I deeply trust.”

She smiles and nods, then I continue. “This is my wife and co-leader of our enterprises, Summer Glenn Daan.”

“Ms. Daan, it is a pleasure to meet you as well. I have with me four of my most trusted colleagues.”  She turns to her left. “This is Walt Phillips, finance manager for the last several campaigns I’ve managed. Next to Walt is Hope Mitchell. Hope has worked in a number of roles in previous campaigns. I think she would make an excellent spokesperson for yours. Both are located on Caladon with me.”

Gabi turns to her right. “This is Celine Dubois, one of the best media strategists I know. Celine’s a native of Transbaru, where she lives between campaigns. And to her right is Arun Patel, the best campaign event-manager I know. His home is on Mahara'navin, but his firm has multiple event teams on all one hundred forty core worlds.”

Greetings go back and forth. I probe each of Gabi’s people as they speak and, for the most part, like what I see. After several minutes, Gabi reigns in the conversation and moves on to her presentation, which is relatively short. She lists the current perception of issues in the presidential race, then highlights how they’ve changed over the last week as my name has bubbled up. Next comes Porti’s standing overall and by planet, which she uses to point out the demographics we are most likely to appeal to. Then, she powers through the registration requirements.

“But there are two issues you will need to overcome in order to become a viable candidate: your age, and campaign financing requirements.” She pauses. “Your age will probably be the hurdle we will have the most difficulty over coming. We were able to run five focus groups this morning. They responded well to the points you raised with GNN in your interview. But when we showed your picture and told them that you are twenty-seven, almost half who said they might vote for you, did not in the straw poll at the end of the focus group. I think we can overcome this issue. People who hear you speak, react positively. So, with enough exposure, I’m confident we can overcome the age problem. But that will be a very expensive proposition.”

“How expensive?” I ask. A flash probe reveals the answer before she has the chance, and I am shocked.

“The smallest campaign budget that actually won in the last twenty years was 1.5 trillion credits, just over a credit per citizen. The Porti campaign has already raised that much, and in addition, he has the incumbency advantage. Our analysis suggests that we will need about three times as much to win.”

“Four and a half trillion,” Summer whispers in shock.

“We will try, but there’s little chance we can raise that much in time,” Gabi continues. “That puts the onus back on you sir. How much can you invest in your campaign? And how willing are you to use company resources in a way that benefits it?”

“Can you explain what you mean by that?” I ask.

“According to sources, you are selling about 1.4 trillion bottles of your DAGS supplements and medicines per month. They speculate that you are spending over a hundred billion credits a month on media advertising. Would you consider new ads that feature you as the voice of the company? The ad would have to be about the product, not the campaign. But we could build a lot of name recognition fast, if you were the face of the company. The same would be true for your power company, but to a much lesser degree.”

“I’ll have to give some thought to both those questions. I’ve assumed that I would mostly self-fund but doubt I could fund the numbers suggested.”

I see Gabi wilt a bit. “The election date has not been set yet, but I’m thinking it’s only six to nine months out. You’re a late entrant. If we can’t see our way to at least 1.5 trillion, it’s very risky to even start down the path.”

“I understand your point, Gabi. But I have other assets you don’t know about yet that may allow us to win with considerably less advertising. Did you see the Porti rally on Caladon today, or the Boudine rally on New Kinshasa?”

“Bits, yes. But don’t be deceived. You can’t win elections with spontaneous outbursts at competitor rallies.”

“What if I told you they were not spontaneous?”

“Are you saying that you instigated these?”

“I did.”

There’s silence as she stares at me. Then, “You already have people on the ground?”

“I have influencers, yes. But they can’t be used for another purpose, so we’ll need our own ground operations, rallies, etc. But if you can give me the messages and the locations where those messages need to be delivered. I’ll see to it that the messages are sent.”

Gabi shakes her head. “No. We can’t win that way.”

“Before you close the door, at least do the experiment. Choose two rallies tomorrow and the messages you want delivered. Then watch the rallies and determine whether or not you can work with it, and how you could use the news media coverage of the rallies to our advantage. I can probably match Porti’s ad campaign, but it’s unlikely we can double it. I think my influencers can more than cover the difference. And I’d be happy to pay you and your team whatever you need to work this angle over the next week. After that, it’s your choice whether you want to sign on or not.”

“I’ll message you before the close of business in Victoria, specifying the rallies and the talking points. If you can make it happen, then we can talk.”

“Thank you, Gabi.”

THE MYSTERY

Once again, Summer and I land in the Emperor’s Court and find ourselves opposite Emperor Sanrufar and his niece, Rapsyn.

“So, you’re making moves to take control of the Confederation,” the emperor says without preamble.

“We are, and at this point, I’m confident we will win.”

“What about the Lepodred?” the emperor shoots back.

“Don’t fall into his trap, Jared,” Summer sends.

“What about them?” I reply.

“Aren’t you worried they will mount a response and roll right over you when they come back?”

I smile. “No, I’m not. We have excellent intelligence assets in Lepodred space, and thousands of stealth ships as well.”

“So, you’re on the verge of subjugating them,” the emperor says with delight.

“Or pulling them in as allies and holding them tight,” I come back.

The emperor stares at me, then says, “So you’re on the verge of defeating them.”

“That’s undoubtedly how they feel, but it’s not the way I view it.”

The emperor stares some more, then ventures, “You want to co-opt them. Trust me, it will never happen.”

“Maybe, maybe not. We have the ability to make them totally dependent on us and will soon have the power to enslave them. But that’s not what I want to talk with you about today. We need to start developing hard information on the Calamite. How much do you have?”

“Some, but it’s mostly of the character I shared with you the other day, places I’ve learned to visit and the things I’ve learned there. I don’t know the total scope of their territory or their holdings.”

“Do you have star maps that include any of their space?”

“A very limited amount. Before my time, an expedition was sent out to map the inner portions of the Perseus arm. The expedition returned a lot of information, before the alarm came that they were under attack from machine people that called themselves Calamite.”

“Would you be willing to share that information with us.”

“How do you intend to use it?”

“I want to survey that region so that we can safely navigate to and through it. If a war should come, then I want the fight to take place as far away from our space as possible.”

“Good strategy if it can be done. Will you share your navigation data with us?”

“In principle, yes. I’ll share everything that I deem to be in our mutual interest.”

The emperor gives a quiet growl, obviously unhappy with my answer. But he doesn’t challenge me. Instead, he warns, “The Deceiver will find your ships and trace them back to you.”

“It’s the risk we need to take. We can’t go into this blind. We can’t approach in the mystery. So, we go in with our remote piloted ships and use their FTL speed and stealth to evade.”


CHAPTER 5: BREAKTHROUGHS

Day 7

RETURN

As much as we’ve enjoyed our stay in Jaramor, it’s time to return to the Southern Station where the heart of our military and engineering operation resides. I need an in-person update on Cal’s transporter work. He’s been oddly silent, which could be good or bad news. I need to know which. Similarly, I need an update on our deployment to Lepodred space. More than half of the three thousand ships we’re deploying should have been launched by now.

But the new thing weighing on me is the scouting and mapping mission to and through Calamite space. I need to confirm that the Calamite threat is real, not a diversion being projected onto us by Emperor Sanrufar. And to do it, I’m going to need a newer, more powerful scouting ship.

ENGINEERING

“Cal, hoped I’d find you here.”

“Jared, welcome home. You seem to be back to normal.”

“Better than normal actually. How about you? Did you make any progress on your transporter design?”

Cal smiles. “I’m good and the transporter is coming along. I’m still a couple days away from a design I can simulate. But there’s little doubt I’ll get there.”

“Glad to hear it. I’m increasingly convinced they will be the key to capturing the star-killers.”

“But what will we do with them, once we get them?”

I laugh. “I’m hoping you’re going to find a way to get them moving faster.”

Cal looks at me oddly. “We talked about this some time ago.”

“Can you remind me?”

“We attach modified ER2s, which I’m calling booster drones, around its hull. They will form a very stable Stadler field around the ship. The last several ranks of boosters will have heavy duty ion thrusters. Together, they can increase acceleration by about 10%. The transition velocity will be down at 0.02% light-speed, not their current 1%. They’ll actually be fast ships and the integrated Stadler Cloaking field generators will make them stealthy.”

“Wow, I was really out of it last week. I vaguely remember now that you’ve told me again. How many of the modified ER2s would we need?”

“Less than a thousand per star-killer, maybe half that. The new design is mostly done.”

I look at Cal agape. “This is incredibly good news.”

Cal laughs.

“Which reminds me why I came down to see you. We need a new series of drones that are fast, really fast. We need to start reconnaissance missions into Calamite space. It’s on the order of ten thousand light years from us and I want to get ships there faster, maybe in ten days.”

“If you don’t add too much more weight, the new boosters will do close to that. What do you want on them other than an ion drive and Stadler cloak field generator?”

“Maybe a hundred kilos of instrumentation and a self-destruct mechanism that will leave no trace of drone behind.”

“Jared, this will be a piece of cake. How soon can you get me the instrumentation specs?”

“Give me a day or two.”

“OK,” Cal replies. “I’ll see how much further I can push the transporter until then.” A concerned look comes over Cal’s face. “Oh, and by the way...” He starts. “Sorry about last time. You caught me on a bad day. Too many retrofits. Too many days up at the shipyard. A little of that was fun, but after a month, I couldn’t take it anymore. Now that I’m back to working on this stuff, I’m good.”

“Glad to hear it Cal. If things ever get bad like that again, tell me.”

“Thanks, Jared.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

At this point, I’ve already missed morning PE, breakfast, and the first simulation. But with peace prevalent, second simulations are being run every morning, and on most mornings, thirds and fourths as well.

“Jared,” Jazz exclaims. “Come to participate in a simulation?”

I smile, but as I do notice the change in atmosphere in the room. I don’t even need to probe to understand the problem. I’m a candidate for president. I haven’t even filed, and there are a thousand obstacles in the way of a candidacy, but those assembled here believe a victory is inevitable. And they’ve already placed me on the highest pedestal. I’ve worked so hard to become one of them, but in truth never earned that honor. Now, they think I’m so far above them that the gap can’t be breached.

“Would love to. Let’s go kick some alien ass!”

A shout of enthusiasm goes around the room. Maybe I haven’t lost my brothers-in-arms yet.

Within minutes, we’re playing another one of those simulations no one has ever won. And as the first alien ship goes down, the cheering begins.

...

When the simulation is over, I ask Jazz if he has time to talk. He asks Mel to run the next simulation for him, then we head over to the Squadron Conference Room.

As soon as the door closes, Jazz says, “The pilots are all behind you Jared. They are afraid they’re going to lose you. But every single one will vote for you.”

“I haven’t even declared yet, haven’t registered in a single jurisdiction, but the support has been flooding in.”

“What made you decide to run?” Jazz asks.

“The Calamite,” I reply. “They have an incredible advantage over us, even if we band together with the Rufarven and Lepodred. So, we need everyone focused on the war preparations. That simply won’t happen if Porti becomes president.”

“That’s going to be a hard sell. No one knows who the Calamite are or if they’re even real. And no one wants war.”

“They don’t want to be slaughtered either, which is one of the reasons I wanted to talk with you.”

“I’m listening,” Jazz replies.

“We need data. Cal has a new drone in the pipeline that’s incredibly fast and could make the trip in something like ten days. I need someone to manage the reconnaissance and gather evidence one way or the other about what we’re up against and how much time we have.”

“Aren’t you doing that in the mystery?”

“I can’t. Their leader is also a seer. One more powerful than me, who might kill me if he catches me snooping.”

“So, we have to do this the old-fashioned way.” Jazz rolls his eyes. “Do we have star maps, or are we going to have to build them on our own? You realize that mapping surveys take decades.”

“We don’t have decades. So far, I’ve been able to view one world, a moon actually. Conditions there are unimaginably bad. The forces we’re up against are cyborgs. They have semi-autonomous weapons operated by AI’s. And their systems are under heavy surveillance. The only good thing about it is that the surveillance targets organic beings. If I get too close even in the mystery, they will detect me. But they may not detect our drones when they’re in stealth.”

“How soon will I get one of these new drones to test?”

“Maybe a week. In the short-term, you need to figure out what surveillance equipment you want, how you want to approach the reconnaissance, and who you want to run this. I need this operation to launch ASAP.”

“I’ll talk with Axe. He has the same training I do, but he spent twenty years in the field doing reconnaissance and targeting work, not running all over the place like I did.”

“Good. How are the deployments into Lepodred space going?”

“Exactly to plan. Ice is running the alpha deployment to the Masaqine region. Axe is currently slated to run the beta deployment to the star-killer base near Puca’bad. Ice’s fleet is about 75% deployed. Axe is scheduled to start deployments in two days. They’ll finish five days later.”

“Good,” I say as I stand. “Get me the list of surveillance equipment you want ASAP. Unfortunately, I have a political rally starting soon that I need to tend to.”

“Condolences, and good luck,” Jazz says as he puts his hand out to shake.

“Thanks Jazz.”

RALLY, MAHARA’NAVIN

Gabi Frank was true to her word. She sent me two rallies to influence. The first being one for mayoral candidate, Maya Kumar, who is running for re-election in the planet’s third largest city, Pune.

Mayor Kumar has been a long time Porti supporter and allegedly has a close relationship with him. On issues like this, I defer to Gabi’s knowledge, because the modicum of research I’ve done supports her view. But it makes no sense to me. True, most political things don’t. But Mayor Kumar rules Pune, like a king. Nothing gets done there without her consent, yet she supports the ‘people’s candidate’ Porti.

Gabi wants me to spread the message, ‘Power to the People, not the Confederation.’ I think I understand her reasoning. Kumar co-opted that message years ago, but she’s meticulously worked against it. Gabi says that we’re unlikely to win the planet as a whole. But if we could amplify the ‘Power to the People’ message against Mayor Kumar, we might be able to win Pune, and enough of the neighboring districts to make a difference.

Summer at my side, her hand clutching mine, I cast my mind out and we land at the rally in Pune. I reach my mind out to find GNN reporters but only find one. In a flash of insight, I realize that this is part of Gabi’s test—I need to be able to influence people that are not part of the Confederation power structure. Accepting the challenge that’s been laid down, I scan for the news media with the most reporters present at the rally—Mahara News Today. They only have four reporters at the rally, but they will be my initial target.

We’re early. Few participants have arrived yet. The four reporters from Mahara News are standing together talking, waiting for the evenings events to begin.

“Are you catching this?” Summer sends.

With renewed interest, I cast my attention toward the four with laser focus.

“Here we are again at a ‘Power to the People’ rally. The real question is: who are those people?” The questioner is a young woman, relatively new to the group.

“This must be your first campaign,” one of the older reporters says with a bit of snark in his voice.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” the young reporter asks.

Her challenger rolls his eyes.

“Hey, take it easy on her. She doesn’t know yet,” one of the grandfatherly members of the group advises.

“What don’t I know?” the young reporter asks.

The grandfatherly reporter shrugs. “Come on,” he equivocates. “Politicians tell people what they want to hear.” He pauses and sees that his words are not registering. “Mayor Kumar is a genuinely good person, but she tells people what they want to hear, then does what she thinks is in their best interest. Can’t blame her for that. But doesn’t it strike you as ironic that she talks about being ‘for the People,’ but little she does lines up with public opinion.

“You guys are so cynical,” the young reporter comes back.

The grandfatherly reporter puts his hands up in surrender. “Sorry, not trying to tell you what to think or how to report what you see. But ground yourself. What do you and your followers want to hear her say tonight?”

“The same thing she always says, that Mahara’navin wants more say in the regulations that govern our economy, less oversight from the Confederation.”

The older reporter smiles. “Then cover her speech from that perspective.”

Summer squeezes my hand. “That’s your message. ‘Mahara’navin wants more say.’ Amplify it.”

I’m a little slow, pushing the message back out with force. But three others in the group nod their heads one-by-one.

“Well said,” the quietest of the reporters responds.

Seeing that more people have arrived, the four reporters spread out, and I start amplifying their questions and the responses that come back, capturing and amplifying all the anger of those who think the Confederation has overstepped its bounds.

...

As Mayor Kumar comes out to take the stage, the participants respond. Some shout, “No Confederation interference in Mahara’navin’s affairs.”

Another shouts, “Less Confederation regulation. Power to Mahara’navin.”

All these are repeats of things I heard from the reporters covering the event. All were amplified, dozens of people surrounding the original speaker experiencing his anger. As the words repeat, I plant the question, “Which candidate will give Mahara’navin what it wants?”

One participant asks, “Who will give us what we want?”

Another answers, “Jared Daan!”

I amplify both, pushing their desire for change to those around them. I’ve done this before, but for the first time, I really get it. This crowd was handpicked from among Kumar’s most loyal. But even among the most loyal there are those that half-heartedly ask the real questions. Get a couple hundred of them together and use their own words and emotions to spread the doubt, and suddenly you have a crisis of reality on your hands.

As Mayor Kumar’s security team swoops in to take her away, I feel guilty. She’s not a bad person, not someone trying to suppress her people. But enough of her supporters feel a trace of resentment toward the Confederation deeply enough for me to exploit it.

Maybe on the other side of the presidential election the two of us can work together to make the changes her people want.

...

Summer and I come back to ourselves, still holding hands. We both feel a bit dazed. She’s the first to speak. “Wow. The pent-up anger in Pune is more than I could have imagined.”

“We’ve lived under alien threat for nearly a decade. The Confederation has not served its people well. That anxiety is finally being released, and the people are about to demand an accounting.”

“When Porti sees that recording, he’s going to be terrified,” Summer says. “The people at his own rally chanting, Jared Daan for president...? The writing is on the wall.”

...

Going into the mystery in the middle of the day is always tough to recover from. I suppose that’s why I like doing it at night. But difficulty aside, Summer and I get up from the chairs we were in and shake it off.

“I have a production update,” Summer ventures. “Want to come look at it?”

I smile. “Would love to.” A stabilizing hug and lingering kiss later, we make our way down to manufacturing.

SECOND RALLY

The second target Gabi gave us for today is a rally on a world known as the Ursine Union. In truth, I’d never heard of this world before, so had to look it up. To my surprise, the planet is a gas giant. In the old Earth cataloging system, the planet’s name is 47-Ursae Majoris b. It’s now called New Ursine. The human population that lives there is scattered across twelve of the planet’s one hundred thirty-seven moons. In terms of population, the Ursine Union ranks one hundred nine in the Confederation, with a total of 8.4 billion people.

From a political perspective, the Ursine Union has become a focus of attention. Where other worlds report their votes proportional to the popular vote, they report it proportional to the number of moons won, which can lead to wild swings from election to election.

Today’s rally is on Menoen, the least populated of the Ursine Union’s moons.

Hand in hand with Summer, I cast my mind out and, moments later, we arrive at the rally. Surprisingly, GNN has no representation at today’s rally. In fact, the only video coverage is by the local Menoen public news company, which has four reporters and six scanners covering the event.

I approach and we listen in to the reporters, who are talking with one another.

“Prime Minister Thorsen will be the keynote speaker this afternoon. He’s weighing the possibility of entering the race. With Porti as the only viable candidate at the moment, he thinks the broader Confederation will be in favor of a candidate running on a decentralization platform.”

“Aren’t the Daan brothers doing that?” one of the other reporters asks.

“Both seem to be making noises about it, but neither is in yet. Besides...,” The speaker points. “Look what they left us with?”

Summer and I both look, but all we see is a star bright enough to be seen in the dim daylight.

“I’m not sure what he’s talking about,” Summer sends.

I do a flash probe and get my second shock of this venture. “It’s an alien derelict on a collision course with Menoen. It will crash in two and a half years and the Reconstruction Commission hasn’t responded to their pleas for help.”

“Do we have time to drop out of the mystery and make a call telling them help is on the way?” Summer sends.

“I think we do.”

...

It took longer than I’d hoped, but I finally got in touch with someone at Menoen Public News, who’s arranged for a short interview to be aired later today. With Summer out of sight, I connect into the broadcast quality virtual conference line they’ve set up. The reporter I’ll be speaking with materializes across the table from me.

“You are Jared Daan?” he asks.

“I am. You are?”

“Ah, sorry. This was put together so quickly...,” his voice trails off. “I’m Leif Thomassen, the Evening News anchor. You’ve heard about the alien hulk in our system that’s on a collision course with us?”

“Yes, I just learned of that today.”

“We’ve been calling the Confederation every week for two years now. How could you just be learning of this?”

Although posed as a question, Mr. Thomassen’s statement comes out more like an accusation.

“I understand your frustration. But please remember, I am not on the Reconstruction Commission and your complaint was never referred to me. It would have been addressed immediately if it had come to our attention.”

My answer apparently takes Mr. Thomassen by surprise. Taking advantage of the gap in the conversation, I ask. “When are we going to start the interview?”

“Oh, sorry. In a minute. So do I understand correctly that you are pledging to take care of the problem with the alien ship?”

“Yes. We will send a team out tomorrow. I’m not sure of the current deployments in your area, but this will be taken care of well before the ship represents a tangible danger to you.”

“OK, then I’d like to ask three questions. When did you become aware of our problem? Will you fix it? And is it true that you are planning to run for Confederation President? We’ll edit your answers down to ninety seconds or less. and air it during the main evening news program tonight. Is that acceptable?”

“It is, and you have my permission to use snippets from the interview as teasers ahead of time.”

My counterpart smiles broadly. “Thank you. Ready to begin?”

...

The first two questions have been answered. Now comes the one I’m more worried about.

“Elder Daan, are the rumors true? Do you plan to run for Confederation President?”

“I do, Leif. I know my announcement is coming late in the cycle, and it must be coming as a shock to Prime Minister Porti, a man I know and hold in the greatest respect. But as the transition to new leadership approaches, two things have weighed heavily on me. The first is that none of the other candidates know much about what goes on outside the Confederation. For over seven thousand years, mankind has lived in fear of the aliens known as the Lepodred. Now we know of the Rufarven and are coming to know of a much more threatening people called Calamite. There are undoubtedly others.” I pause for effect, then continue.

“The other factor in my decision is the people of the Confederation. With the fall of New Beijing, they’ve been forced to live in a more decentralized Confederation. While everyone wants some of the centralized services to start up again, it’s my belief that the vast majority of people would rather have the central government focused outward toward peoples that would do us harm, rather than focused inward interfering in the affairs of our member worlds. These two factors taken together are what’s inspired me to run.”

I can tell from Summer’s reaction that I’ve pushed and amplified my message in a way she thinks will work.

“Thank you, Elder Daan, for your time and words of encouragement to the people of Menoen. Good luck to you, sir.”

As the virtual conference shuts down, Summer emerges from her off-camera viewing spot. “That went really well. Think we need to go back to the rally?”

I laugh. “Hopefully, that interview will make Gabi happy. But the experiment is to determine whether our ‘influencers’ can make enough of a difference. I suspect she doesn’t think we have influencers on Menoen. So, yes. We should go back in.”

“Then we better get after it.”

We make our way back to our easy chairs and settle in, then Summer takes my hand.

“Ready?” I ask, giving it a squeeze.

I get a squeeze back, then we are away. In moments, we are back among the journalists covering the rally on Menoen.

“Hey, did you see this?” one of the scanner operators asks his partner. “Leif got an interview with Jared Daan this afternoon. He claims he’s going to deal with the alien ship and that he’s going to run for president.”

“Well, it seems like he got the scoop on us.”

“We should start asking around. Man-on-the-street reactions to breaking news always get aired.”

“Good idea,” the reporter replies to his scanner operator. Pivoting, he flags down an early comer to the rally. “News just broke that Jared Daan is running for president. He promises to solve the problem with the alien ship. What do you think?”

“It’s about time someone did something about that ship!” the interviewee says, then stamps off toward her original destination.

“Amplify that, ‘It’s about time...’” Summer sends.

It’s not exactly the message Gabi asked us to spread, but it’s close enough. I start pushing, leveraging the pent-up worry and anger. The message catches immediately, then spreads like wildfire.

...

The crowd is surprisingly quiet as Prime Minister Thorsen walks out onto the stage. A flash scan shows that the lack of response worries him, but he plows in with his welcoming statements and applause line and the crowd starts to respond. About halfway into his speech, he points into the night sky at the threatening object glistening there.

“And who’s going to do something about that!” he shouts, expecting the answer that his handlers planted earlier, “we are.”

But what he gets instead is, “Ja-red Daan! Ja-red Daan.”

Not really listening, the prime minister answers back, “Of course we are,” only to hear the crowd continue chanting, “Ja-red Daan! Ja-red Daan.”

I push to amplify every other time my name is called and before long, security comes out to escort the Prime Minister safely away.

Slowly the crowd breaks up, then Summer and I come back to ourselves.

“Wow,” Summer starts. “That went well for us, but I feel bad for Prime Minister Thorsen.”

“Yeah, I think I overdid it a little.”

We tidy up, then make our way back toward the port-side mess for dinner. As we enter, my communicator sounds. It’s a message from Porti. Jared, we need to talk. Just you and me. Can you connect to this conference line? The address conference ID listed is marked secure.

I look at Summer. “Porti wants to talk with me, one-on-one.”

“You going to do it?” she asks.

“I think I need to.”

“Then go. I’ll start dinner prep but wait for you to get back before cooking it.”

I spin on my heal and start moving toward the door, “Wish me luck.”

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE

I make connection and moments later, Prime Minister Porti appears across from me. He’s dressed in casual attire as I am, probably tying in from home, the same as me.

“Jared, thanks for tying in.”

Although the words and tone are professional, it’s clear to me that he’s angry. A flash probe reveals that he’s seething.

“Commissioner Porti, good to see you sir. I suppose you’ve heard of my intention to join the race.”

“I have. How far are you from actually filing?”

“I’m not sure. My campaign manager will be the one dealing with those details.”

“So, you’ve retained someone. May I ask who?”

“I’m in talks with Gabi Frank. She’s not agreed to come aboard yet.”

“Interesting choice,” Porti responds.

There’s silence for a moment, then Porti says, “Was it all an act? Your ‘we’d make better allies’ pitch?”

“No, not an act. We just don’t live in that world anymore.”

“What the bloody hell does that mean?” Porti asks with raised voice, his grip over his temper loosening a bit.

“The Lepodred will fall to us in sixty days or less. And the Rufarven have already come to the bargaining table. Why? Because other powers in the galaxy have taken notice of us. Powers that neither of them have a chance to resist on their own.”

“Where do you get this stuff, and why do you think anyone will believe it?” he rages, losing most of his renowned self-control.

I give a wry smile. “That’s the real difference between you and me. You look internally, assuming you’re safe in your little shell. I look out and what I see is terrifying. We need to get ahead of it, otherwise humanity as we know it will be extinct in twenty years. We still have a shot, so I’m going to throw my all at it. I wanted to do this under your leadership. But that will never happen. So, I’ll take the leadership, because it’s the only way we will survive.”

Porti shakes his head. “This is the way it always goes with upstarts. Paint a picture of a vast, but distant, threat. Then step in to save the world from this figment of the imagination. If the people fall for that, then they’ll be getting what they deserve. But trust me, I’ll do everything in my power to stop you!”

I let Porti’s words sit for a second. “Amal, I’d much rather have you on my side, keeping our house in order, while I keep it safe. But you know as well as I do that it won’t work the other way around.”

He snorts. “You don’t know what you’re stepping into, Jared. The media will eat you alive. On most Confederation worlds, you can’t even run for high office at twenty-seven. To run for Confederation office, you only need to have reached your majority in your local jurisdiction to run, so you are eligible. But on most Confederation worlds you don’t even meet the age requirement for high office. Do you really think people on those worlds will vote for you?”

I nod. “Your point is well taken. But yes, I do expect them to vote for me. I turned back the aliens, turned back the Rufarven too. I did what you and your cronies could not. And as the images from Calamite space start flowing in, they will flock to me.”

Porti scoffs at me and reaches for his disconnect button.

“Amal!” I push his name with enough power to get him to look up. “Work with me. Together, we can make this happen. Peace and prosperity through strength.”

He scoffs again, “Is that your campaign slogan? Good luck with it.”

With a final shake of his head, Porti disconnects. It saddens me that this bridge has been burned. But it’s unlikely to be the last.

PORT MESS

I arrive back in the port mess, where Summer greets with a wee dram of whisky. “I thought you’d need this when you got back.”

“Thanks,” I say, then take a tiny sip.

“It was inevitable, you know.”

“I know, but that doesn’t make it any less painful.”

As I take another sip, my communicator sounds. “It’s Gabi. She wants to meet at 10:00 Victoria time. She says she has some data to share.”

“She’s going to sign on,” Summer says. “I don’t need to probe the mystery to know that.”

“I suspect you’re right.”

THE MYSTERY

With Summer asleep beside me, I cast my mind out, hoping I can retrace Emperor Sanrufar’s path into Calamite space. At first, it feels like it’s going to work. Then, as it has so many times over the last two years, the mystery seems to grab me, then take me to a place of its choosing.

I find myself on a crowded street, surrounded by people hustling this way and that. They walk face down, wrapped in ragged garments, shuffling along. One looks up, its face covered by a gas mask. Looking around I notice that everyone is wearing breathing assistance devices, some clean and new, most worn and questionably functional. Moments later I’m thwacked by the caustic air and the stench of death. What is this place?

“Move along.” I turn toward the source of the sound and see a massive creature, twice the size of the one’s shuffling around me. It’s half humanoid, half machine and carries some sort of shock stick that it prods its victims with. The creature clearly sees me, which is odd. So, I start moving along with the others.

“You’re new, aren’t you?” the person next to me asks. “You need to scavenge a respirator of some sort. You won’t last long without one. The air is filled with radioactive dust. I’m actually surprised they let you out without one.”

“What is this place?” I ask, curious that I can speak with this person at all.

“They didn’t tell you?” he scoffs. “Prison camp 10-122-0517. What did you do to get sent here?”

“Don’t know, just woke up here.”

“Happens,” my companion replies.

“What about you?”

“I wouldn’t let them turn me into one of those machines.” He indicates the creature directing traffic. “One year sentence in a place with a life expectancy of half a year.” He laughs, but it quickly turns into a wracking cough.

“What do you do here?”

“This is one of the prison camps where the master’s warships are built. I work in the ore processing facility that produces his thulium oxide.”

“How many warships does ‘the master’ have?”

“No one knows, but it has to be millions. They’ve filled every sky I’ve seen since they first appeared over my home world two years ago.”

“This isn’t your home world?”

“No. They rounded us up. We got the choice, be turned into a machine, or spend a year in a labor camp. I didn’t realize the latter would be a death sentence.”

“Who is this master? Does he have a name?”

This is the first thing I’ve asked that causes my companion to react.

“Shush. Never speak the name. The guards will come for you. Their machine minds fear the name, can hear it no matter how quietly whispered.”

“Move along!”

I look up and see one of the guard creatures pointing his shock stick at us.

In an instant, I realize we stopped when my companion shushed me. I jump back into motion an instant before he does. The zapping sound of the stick misses me but catches my companion in his side. He violently shudders for a second, then drops, his gas mask popping off.

“You going to grab that?” another passerby asks.

I gape at him, dazed by what just happened.

“Your loss buddy,” he says as he scoops up the mask and runs off.

The shock stick hits me next, the jolt passing through me knocks me out of the mystery.

I come back to myself, in the grip of the painful shock. As the panic and convulsions slowly fade, I suddenly understand what I couldn’t moments ago. The person I spoke with was human, that’s why I could speak with him. Please, dear God, do not let this be humanity’s fate if I ultimately fail. But even as the thought passes through my mind, I know that it is.


CHAPTER 6: COMPLICATIONS

Day 8

MORNING

I wake, still shaken by the weight of what the mystery has revealed. As I lay there, mind churning, I feel Summer stir next to me. She rolls over and puts her hand on my chest, then immediately snaps awake.

“They’re coming, aren’t they?” she cries out in a panic, “How long do we have?”

Now that we’re off the stabilizing medicine, Summer doesn’t share my mind as automatically as she did a couple days ago unless we are in physical contact.

“I’m not sure, two, maybe three years.”

“That was Taramoot, wasn’t it?”

“I think so. The Calamite energy economy also seems to be thulium-based.”

“How can we possibly fight those creatures? They’re huge and grotesque.”

“I don’t know. But I think we need to talk with Emperor Sanrufar. He’s suggested that we may have a couple advantages. I’d like to get his take on this.”

“Let’s go now,” Summer suggests.

THE MYSTERY

I cast my mind out and moments later Summer and I appear in the Emperor’s court. He is seated on the dais with Rapsyn seated in a slightly shorter throne next to him. A petitioner stands ramrod straight in front of them, presenting his case.

Our arrival is noticed immediately, the emperor glancing in our direction. Returning his attention to the petitioner, he raises a hand. The motion draws everyone’s attention, and the room becomes absolutely still.

“Forgive me, Representative Taberif. I am sympathetic to your cause, but do not wish to discuss it at this time. Speak with my secretary. I’m sure we can get you back in a day or two.”

The shocked representative remains absolutely still as the emperor taps his golden scepter, pronouncing the issue closed.

“Please clear the room,” the emperor taps his scepter again, which propels his secretary and the guards to action.

Turning to Rapsyn, he whispers, “Please stay, my sweet.”

When the doors close, the emperor places his hand on Rapsyn’s, then turns to us. Her eyes track his and I see her sly smile when she sees us. Apparently, physical contact allows her to participate in the mystery, as it does with Summer and me.

“Have you taken over the human worlds yet, Jared?”

“I’m working on it.”

“Then work quickly,” he shoots back. “Time is short.”

“Calamite space visited me last night.”

The emperor thinks on my words for a second, then asks, “What do you mean by that?”

“Last night, I attempted to follow your path into Calamite space. But the mystery grabbed me and pulled me into the future instead.”

The emperor sucks in a startled breath. “You can follow its lead?”

“I don’t think of it that way, but yes. I can feel the mystery’s pull, which can sometimes be hard to resist.”

“You can feel the shifts in the timeline...,” he mutters in awe. His words hang there for a moment then he snaps back to himself. “When I was younger, I had that experience a couple of times. This happens to you frequently?”

“It does.”

“What did the mystery reveal to you?”

...

“So, the Calamite arrive at your most critical supplier in two or three of your years and takes over the planet and its resources. It is what they do. But how can they get there so fast?”

“If minister Rapsyn’s estimate of their effective speed of 20,000c is correct, then in one year they could travel twenty thousand light years. I believe their nearest outpost is well less than twenty thousand light years from our thulium mining world. That means transit time would not be a limiting factor.”

“I know of their interest in us and of their plan to expand in our direction,” Emperor Sanrufar starts. “But I’m unaware of an imminent launch date.”

“Maybe that is what shifted the timeline,” I reply.

“It’s dangerous to speculate the cause, but your words certainly ring true to me.”

Pushing toward my goal for this meeting, I ask, “What do you make of this revelation? Is there anything about it that differs from what you’ve seen before?”

The emperor ponders my question for a few seconds, then looks up at me. “Possibly. The Calamite deplete the thulium mines in every system they capture. But that usually doesn’t start for several years. So it could be that they will arrive much sooner than you think. It could also mean that their supplies are running low, so it is their first target, and they need to dwell there for some time before they can continue.”

“If the latter, then there would be huge advantage to depriving them of that deposit.”

“You have the means to do that?” he asks.

“I think I do, yes.”

“Then you should set that contingency plan in place.”

ENGINEERING

After breakfast, my first stop is engineering. But given the late start, then the lengthy meeting with Emperor Sanrufar, it’s 11:00 by the time I get here.

“Morning, Jared,” Cal greets as I enter. From the enthusiasm of his greeting, I can tell something good has happened.

“You seem to be in a good mood this morning.”

I see a puzzled look on Cal’s face, then his quick glance at the chronometer. “Hmmm, didn’t realize it was still morning.” There’s a shake of the head, then the smile is back. “I woke up with the solution around 2:00 AM and have been here since.” Then with an even bigger smile, “And it simulates out.” Caught up in the moment, Cal does what must be a happy dance, then catches himself.

“What simulates out, Cal,” I ask confused, but excited.

“The transporter.” Another laugh. “The answer was so obvious.”

“What was the trick?” I ask curious to know what was so obvious.

He opens his mouth to answer, then seems to get totally stuck. After a moment he says, “Sorry, I really haven’t developed the vocabulary to describe it yet.”

It’s my turn to laugh, this seems to happen with all Cal’s inventions.

“Can you give me a clue?”

“Oh, sure. Everyone treats targeting like a deterministic function.”

I put up my hand. “I got the first five words, but you lost me on deterministic.”

Cal looks puzzled for a moment, then brightens. “Ah. Suppose that’s my target.” He points at the desk. “Most people think of targeting as being like this.” He makes an exaggerated move toward the desk then puts his finger down on it, then exclaims, “That’s my target!”

For the life of me, I can make no sense of what Cal is saying. Cal sees my expression and shakes his head. “Oh, come on Jared, deterministic means something that you know for sure. If that spot on the desk is my target, a deterministic solution would be like putting your finger on it and saying that spot, exactly that spot, is my target.”

“OK,” I say cautiously. “Isn’t that what the word target means?”

Again, Cal shakes his head. “That’s the kind of thinking that’s made this an unsolvable problem.”

“Is there a different way of thinking?”

“Of course, there is. Quantum mechanics is all about thinking probabilistically, not deterministically.”

I’m so lost that I decide to just stay quiet.

“Now think about the problem this way. I’m too far away from that desk over there to see my target, but I know, or at least believe, that my target is on that desk. So, I cast out my probabilistic field until it captures the entire desk and some space around it, then lock on. Think of it as being like one of those worm holes they show in science fiction movies, like a big funnel in space. You project your funnel out until it finds the desk, then you latch on.”

“How do you latch on?”

“Gravitons,” Cal shoots back like this is something every elementary school child should know.

“Wouldn’t it take a lot of gravitons to move the desk?”

Cal rolls his eyes. “Of course, it would. The desk has mass. The worm hole on the other hand doesn’t. You can stick it to something using very few gravitons. Once it’s stuck onto the desk, then you just start narrowing it down. Narrow, narrow, narrow, until you find your spot.”

“But what if the desk is moving?”

“No problem, the wormhole is stuck to it. Wormholes are stretchy and bendy. As long as you’re projecting gravitons toward your target, the wormhole will be stuck to it. In real space, the two ends could be light years apart and moving in different directions at different speeds. But from the wormhole’s perspective, the two ends are inches apart, the path between them smooth and straight.”

“Really?”

“Yep. You can look through it, confirm you have your target, then ramp up the power expanding the worm hole. Once it’s large enough to hold your capsule, you shove it through and bingo, the transport is complete.”

“Hmmm, isn’t that what Professor Vincent was doing back on New Berlin.”

Cal shakes his head no. “It’s incredible when you think about it. They were using a fundamentally probabilistic process to do the transport, but an entirely deterministic targeting system that took a semi-infinite amount of calculation and massive amounts of power to implement. No wonder everything that passed through it was damaged by the radiation.” Cal gives a harrumph. “And to top it off they did it in real space, not in a more pliable layer of space time. As I’m doing.”

While Cal broods over his old nemesis, I think about what he’s said.

“What did you say the range of your transporter is?”

“It’s only limited by the targeting. The further the target, the longer it will take to achieve lock.”

“From here to the shipyards?”

“No sweat, maybe a couple seconds to lock.”

“To Taramoot? Twenty light-years?”

“The lock could take years, unless we had a beacon, of course. Then lock time would be almost instant.”

“What if we had beacons in Lepodred space?”

“No problem,” Cal comes back. “We think of the end points as being far apart, but from the targeting mechanism’s perspective, no two places are more than a couple inches apart. From there, it’s simply a matter of power to expand the tube.

“Let me get this straight. If I have a beacon in Lepodred space, say one that’s right up against one of their star-killers, I could transport something aboard from here?”

“In principle, yes. We won’t really know until we’ve done it, but I see no mathematical limitation.”

“How soon before we can test it?”

Cal smiles. “You’re the bottle neck on that Jared. I imagine that we’ll need several days of your time to work the replicator patterns.”

Nodding, I ask, “I presume there’s been no progress on the boosters?”

Cal shrugs. “I got a little more done on those last night. But no, nothing today.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

My next stop is with Jazz. We haven’t made any progress on getting a reconnaissance drone ready, but that’s mostly OK since we won’t have a design until we know the weight of the surveillance equipment we will need to load.

As I make my way into the room, I’m taken by the level of anxiety and rush of activity. Then I note the number of flight teams on duty. Something has obviously gone wrong.

Jazz spots me and comes rushing over. “Jared, there was a snag with the deployments into Lepodred space last night.”

“Tell me.”

As Jazz struggles to find the words, a flash probe reveals there was a navigation problem.

“What happened Jazz?”

“It’s too early to know exactly where the process broke down, but two carriers failed to drop from FTL at the right time.”

“We lost them?”

“We did, but that’s not the problem.” Jazz reads the look I give him, then elaborates, “On missions like this you lose assets. No one likes it, but that’s the way it is. We’ve been lucky so far, but our luck ran out today.”

Now, I’m worried.

“Two of our ER2s didn’t drop from FTL as they approached Masaqine.”

From the look of anguish on Jazz’s face, I know this is bad.

“Normally when this happens, the gravitational shear will trigger an uncontrolled drop from FTL and rip the ship apart.”

I nod. We leveraged this phenomenon against the Lepodred star-killers and their escorts during our encounters in Rufarven space a couple years back.

“The Stadler drives are more resilient.” Jazz lets the words hang.

“What happened, Jazz?” I ask as my imagination starts running away with me.

Jazz’s voice trembles. “They dropped from FTL inside the planet. Five metric tons of metal, including one metric ton of Tay’s miracle metal materialized moving at 0.02% light-speed...” the words catch in his throat. “...inside the planet’s mantle.”

“What happened, Jazz?”

“The impact triggered massive earthquakes and apparently caused a shift in one of the planet’s tectonic plates. Come take a look.”

We walk over to Jazz’s station, where he pops up a live 3D image. The planet nearly fills the pane. And even from this distance the impact is obvious. A jagged gash scars the northern hemisphere, loosely shaped like a quarter circle. In two spots along the gash, volcanoes are erupting. They’re large enough that the glow of lava is visible from space. They apparently started a couple hours ago, because a two-tier trail of smoke and ash stretches maybe thirty degrees across the planet’s face and in orbit above the planet’s thin atmosphere.

“According to the new planetary databases we downloaded from the derelict above Anabourine, this is where the major underground communities are located.”

As shading indicating the population density is superimposed over the planet, I see that several million people live in the affected areas. The image cuts me to the core. The Lepodred are a long-standing enemy, and, from my perspective, their military is a fair target. But untold millions of alien civilians have just been lost as the result of a navigation error. This is a tragedy.

“What’s our status?”

“Most of our carriers have dropped back into normal space without incident. There are still about five hundred ER2s on approach that will arrive over the next three days. We’re double checking their course data, but it will take a while.”

“Drop them all from FTL,” I spit out in frustration.

“Are you sure you want to do that, Jared? We have a narrow window in which to execute Operation Squeeze Play. If we fail, we’ll never get those star-killers. The Lepodred and their stupid conquests have killed over a hundred billion humans. This accident was small as compared to their purposeful attacks. Yeah, we made a mistake. But what they’ve done was done intentionally!”

I look at Jazz and feel his fury. He has a point, but the vast majority of our losses to the Lepodred happened long before any of us on either side were born.

“I want all drones expected to drop from FTL in the next twenty-four hours, to be dropped now. That’s a standing order until we fix the navigation problem. I have no qualms with destroying Lepodred ships, even surface-bound military operations, purposefully in support of a mission. But I will not accept the arbitrary destruction of civilian populations by accident.”

Jazz nods. “Agreed. What happened today is unacceptable. We’ll investigate, get to the bottom of it, and update procedures to prevent a recurrence.”

My anger waning, I nod, then acknowledge the words. “OK. Keep me posted.”

Realizing there’s no more I can do here now, I turn to leave with a heavy heart. Never in a million years did I think I would be the one ultimately responsible for killing millions of aliens because of an accident.

But as the reality of the situation settles in, I realize that we have accidentally discovered another weapon we could use against the Calamite. One of Cal’s booster drones coming in at 0.1c would have the explosive impact of a one-hundred-megaton nuclear weapon. A hand full of those might destabilize a planet’s crust or blow away its atmosphere. And even if it didn’t, the nuclear winter that followed would trigger a new ice age. Best of all, the Calamite, for all their power in the mystery, would never see it coming.

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE

Back in my shipboard office, Summer and I tie into the debrief meeting with Gabi Frank. This time Gabi is alone and dressed casually, no suited experts to be seen, just her. She smiles as we tie in, then starts once greetings are exchanged.

“Jared, your influencers are a force to be reckoned with. The rallies were a huge win as was your interview with Menoen Public News. Congratulations. In truth, I didn’t think you had any influencers on Menoen. It’s impressive that you do. But after the call, I got a very threatening message from the Porti campaign last night. He said it would go poorly for me if I were to join your campaign.” She pauses before asking, “Is there bad blood between you and Commissioner Porti?”

“From his side, yes. He had been trying to recruit my brother Aaron. I inserted myself at the last minute. Aaron thinks I am betraying him. Porti was blindsided and thinks I’m taking a cheap shot at a seat I don’t deserve.”

“I understand both their perspectives. It takes a lot of commitment to put oneself out there as they have. It makes the loss even harder when you’re blindsided by someone you trusted. But the people at those rallies would strongly disagree with Commissioner Porti about whether or not it is deserved. He and his cronies did nothing to protect us from the aliens. We all owe our lives to you, not to him.”

“Thank you,” I reply quietly.

“You’re also very humble for someone running for office. I think we may be able to use that. The humble warrior vs. the blustering bureaucrat. Probably not a good slogan, but I bet we can use it privately to motivate certain press coverage.”

“Does that mean you’re ready to sign on?” I ask.

“Almost. There are a couple of things we need to get aligned on upfront.”

“Which are?” I prod.

“The first is your age. Porti plans to make this a campaign issue. He says he has evidence of a misspent youth and a criminal record. Is there any truth to these claims, and if you say no, I want to know what evidence he might have to justify the misrepresentation?”

“I grew up in an underground city, never saw the surface until I graduated university. I was what most people would call a child prodigy, graduating from the Faraday Institute on New London with a degree in Power Engineering at the age of 16. I wouldn’t exactly call that misspent. The evidence he probably has is my conviction on two felony counts and sentencing to prison camp when I was sixteen. I was framed for those crimes. A year into my sentence, the real criminals were brought to justice and my convictions were vacated.”

“That’s an interesting twist. Anything else?”

“Only two things I can think of. My job as a power engineer required me to work on the surface, in the very dangerous arctic north. Hours on the surface were strictly limited because of the danger, and no one was allowed out on their own. We could only go out in pairs. The last time I went up to the surface, the senior engineer I went out with abandoned me there. We were in the midst of a power shortage, and I was desperately trying to get one of the units up. I lost track of time and didn’t notice I’d been abandoned. When I finished, I almost didn’t get back. I was written up and suspended for that. The felonies were committed during the time I was deskbound, and I never made it to the surface again, until I landed at the prison camp near the equator.”

“It’s curious they took that out on you, not your boss. You said two things?”

“This one is incredibly embarrassing.” The words hang there for a second before I screw up the courage to dive in. “For my sixteenth birthday, my brother Aaron hired a prostitute to seduce me. I was too naïve to realize what was happening. She was part of the frame up for the other crimes. I was arrested while seeing her.”

“That must have been difficult.”

“You have no idea.”

We’re both quiet for a moment, then Gabi presses on. “Porti plans to run a smear campaign against you claiming that the Calamite are a figment of your imagination. What evidence do you have that this is a real threat?”

“I have seen it with my own eyes...”

Summer cuts in, “I have too.”

I smile at her and send a tiny pulse of affection, before turning back to Gabi. “But as of today, I have no tangible evidence I can show you.”

“You realize that’s a showstopper, right?” Gabi says with concern.

“I will have video and still holographic images and other evidence soon.”

“How soon?” Gabi demands.

“Two weeks, maybe more.”

“That’s going to put us in a very difficult position. You’ve already spoken of this in public, so Porti will get to slam you for two weeks, before we can make any kind of defense. He will use that viciously to turn people against you. People you may not be able to win back even when you have the evidence.”

“If I had you on board before I spoke with Sandra Lincoln, we could probably have side stepped this problem. But the truth is the Calamite are the reason I’m running. We have at max two years to tame this problem before we are overrun. Porti simply isn’t up to the task.”

“You can’t say that until you have evidence, and you need to stop your influencers from spreading the idea for you. Which brings me to my last issue.” She locks eyes with me. “I need to be part of your influence team. You can hold them separate from the rest of the campaign, but I need access to them.”

“Sorry. I am the only access. Maybe when we get to know each other well enough. But for all intents and purposes, my influence team are personal assets.”

Gabi throws her hands up. “No one will work with you on those terms, Jared. A campaign is all about acquiring influence. You apparently have it already. If I can’t have access to it, then I can’t help you.”

“I’m disappointed to hear that. It could be yours to wield, but you can only access it through me.”

Gabi stares at me for a second, then starts to reach for the disconnect button, but her hand freezes in place. “People say you have alien technology. Do you have some sort of alien mind control technology?”

I laugh and say, “No.”

But Gabi’s eyes lock on to Summer. “Well, I’ll be damned. He does, doesn’t he?”

A flash probe reveals that Gabi is masterful at reading people and picked up some tell.

Summer remains silent, but I can tell Gabi’s not going to let this go.

“It’s not alien. But that’s all I’ll say on the matter.”

A big smile spreads across Gabi’s face. “Then we’re going to win, aren’t we?”

OFFICE

Gabi promised me a flood of documents would start coming within the hour. Each needed to be signed. If there were ones I could not sign, she needed to know why, so they could be fixed.

She wasn’t kidding. I had a couple urgent matters to deal with when the line disconnected. Now, a half hour later, my message queue has a dozen items in it with more arriving every ten minutes. All have titles like Master Contract, Local Ground Teams, Budget, etc. Almost all come directly from Gabi, but a few don’t. Then an odd one pops up. It’s titled ‘Evidence’ and isn’t from Gabi. I cautiously open it and am shocked by what I see. Image, after image, of the Calamite, their worlds, and their ships flow out. Although it’s obvious where these came from, the only direct evidence of their source is a one-line message printed in standard at the end.

Thought you might need these, Rapsyn.

Looking more carefully, I see that several of these are videos, not stills. One of the videos has the still image of a Calamite cyborg and the title, Mission.

I play the video and get my next shock. It starts with a voice message in Rufarven, the voice clearly that of the Emperor. “This video was recovered from a Lepodred command ship shot down in our space.”

As soon as the emperor’s words are spoken, the video itself starts playing. It’s narrated in the Lepodred spoken language.

“This transmission was intercepted in Calamite space on the third day, of the second week, of the seventh month, of the nine hundred twelfth year, of the seventeenth millennium, of the two hundred forty third age. It contains details of the Calamite advance toward Alliance space, as presented by their leader known by the name Ahpuch.”

Moments later the cyborg on the screen starts speaking. The background audio track sounds like machine noise, but it is modulated in a way that matches the movement of the cyborg’s mouth. In the foreground, the Lepodred translation starts. “Members and servants of the Calamite, the time has come for us to begin expanding out away from the core, towards the wealth of the newly formed...”

...

The speech goes on for nearly an hour. It includes timelines, force strength, targets... Ahpuch apparently thinks that none of his targets has the ability to intercept and interpret his transmissions. Or maybe, he just doesn’t care because he clearly thinks we have no ability to resist.

More messages are flowing in from Gabi, but instead of looking at them I call her and minutes later we are back in the virtual conference room.

“I just received the first tranche of intercepted data on the Calamite. I can play you a clip, if you want to see the kind of evidence we’re collecting with your own eyes.”

“Sure, but how is it that two weeks, turned into two hours?”

“We have a first-class intelligence network that can catch almost anything, but sometimes has difficulty exfiltrating the data.”

“Yeah,” Gabi replies, implying she thinks there’s more going on than I’m willing to admit. “Play your recording.”

“Fair warning. This was intercepted from the Lepodred, so the translation is in their language, which I am fluent in. I’ll translate to standard for you. The timelines presented are translated into their calendar, which I cannot translate into the Confederation calendar in real time.”

“Go,” Gabi says.

I share the image in the virtual conference.

“This is the leader of the Calamite. He goes by the name Ahpuch.”

“Oh my God,” Gabi exclaims when she sees him. “He’s a cyborg, half alien of some sort, half machine.”

“You’ll be able to hear his voice in the background. He sounds like a machine.”

I start the replay, then translate in real time as best I can.

About ten minutes into the clip, Gabi says, “I’ve seen enough,” and I stop the replay.

“I’m convinced and I’m guessing a lot of others will be also. But since you are the source of this information, I’m predicting that Porti’s team will try to sell the idea that you made this up. You are after all, the richest person in the Confederation, so able to put together hours of stuff like this.”

“Are you serious?”

“Jared, I’m a believer. But your opposition believes in little more than themselves. They would attempt to pull off this kind of scam if they had the means. So, they assume that’s what you’re doing, because they believe they should be winning not you.”

I hate things like this, but I suppose that’s the reason I need Gabi.

“OK, what would you like me to do with this data? I’m the only one that can process it. Summer is read/write fluent in the Lepodred language. I’m the only human that’s speak/listen fluent, so I’m the only one that can translate these recordings.”

“A couple clips would be useful. You know, something simpler and shorter, with cleaner images, less noise in the soundtrack. But getting the contractual documents back is higher priority. I can’t do much of anything without them.”

“Got it,” I reply. “I’m not sure when the next tranche of evidence will come through, but we’ll be getting waves of it over the next couple months.”

“Good to know Jared. I believe in you, but proof always makes belief easier. Now, get back to work.”

“Thanks, Gabi.”

Looking back at my messages, I see that five more came in from Gabi’s associates while we were conferencing. I also see one entitled, Contact, that I’m guessing might be from Rapsyn.

I open it and play a short audio clip. It’s in Rufarven, in the emperor’s raspy voice.

“Jared, there is danger for us when speaking in the mystery. The Deceiver can listen in on me without my knowledge and could find you that way, which is something we should avoid. My technical people say that you should be able to respond to me on this address. They say that once we’ve established even primitive bi-directional communications, they can work with you to set up something better. Please respond in spoken Rufarven or in our written language, if you can. Thank you.”

I quickly record a spoken message, then send it back using the same exo-net address. It’s curious to me that the Rufarven have been able to tap into the exo-net. I wonder if this is something I should be worried about.

PORT MESS

I meet Summer in the port-side mess for a late dinner.

“You were busy.”

“I was. Rapsyn and her technical team figured out how to get messages to me over the exo-net and sent me hours of recorded intercepts of Calamite communications. They’re also working to set up a direct line, so we can meet without using the mystery. The emperor says there’s a risk the Calamite leader could find us when we communicate that way.”

“That’s an unexpected development. Did you look at any of the material they sent?”

“I did, then shared it with Gabi. She’s happy that I have tangible evidence now but says the Porti campaign will challenge its authenticity.”

“I suppose that’s to be expected,” Summer says as she pulls our meal out of the heating unit and puts it on the table. “By the way, Cal stopped by earlier. He says the transporter design is nearly done, but he needs your help with the replicator specifications. There are a couple components he can’t figure out how to program, something about throwing simulation errors.”

“Do you know where he is?”

Summer snickers.

“What?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “Are you saying you don’t know?”

“Out with it,” I fire back in frustration.

“Cal’s taken up with one of the pilots. I suspect he’s over in her cabin.”

“Oh.”

“Wait until morning before bothering him, Jared.”

There’s a pause in the chatter as we eat, then Summer looks up and asks, “Are you planning to go into the mystery tonight?”

“No, I’m too tired.”

She wiggles suggestively, “Then maybe you’d like to come over to my cabin.”

I laugh. “Maybe I’ll do that.”


CHAPTER 7: LAUNCH

Day 15

JAREDAAN ORBITAL SHIPYARD

A week has passed since Cal solved the transporter mathematics. But after a day working together on the replicator specifications, we decided to change gears. It was clear we’d be able to make the transporter work. We’d created the most difficult components first and they’d simulated out.

For the last five days, we’ve focused on the booster, doing the customizations required to turn it into a reconnaissance drone. We are planning three versions: the base booster that will be used to give the Lepodred star-killers viable propulsion, the base reconnaissance drone we will use to surveil the Calamite, and a base kinetic weapon. Like our assassin drones, the difference among them will be in the options. When used for star-killer propulsion, the option slot will have a connection rod. When used as a kinetic weapon, it will hold either a lead or spent uranium slug. For reconnaissance, it will hold an equipment bay with upgraded communications.

We will need a lot of these drones, so decided to build the prototypes up at the orbital shipyard, so the team up there would be in on the process from day 1.

Cal and I are on the shipyard’s manufacturing observation deck, watching final assembly on the factory floor below. Dan Marshal, the general manager of the shipyard, and Taylor Beech, the shipyard’s senior science advisor, are here with us.

“I’m impressed at how smoothly this build has gone,” Dan comments. “None of our other first builds went this well.”

“Agreed,” Tay replies. “I think this is the first build we’ve done where the specs were complete and accurate when we got them.”

Down on the production floor, Tay’s husband Moose looks up at us and gives a thumbs up.

“It’s also the first run we’ve done where Moose did the build.”

AUXILIARY CONTROL ROOM, SHIPYARD

In the spirit of moving the process along as quickly as possible, Cal and I run the pre-flight tests from the shipyard. The prototyping and testing systems up here are similar to those at the Southern Station’s assembly room, the big difference being the test launch set up. Here at the shipyard, surrounded by the vacuum of space, the drone being tested is placed in an airlock specially configured for test launches.

The control room up here has more or less the same test and control set up as the one at the southern station, the big difference being that the drone up here is in the airlock, not a cradle in the assembly room.

In the control room’s holoprojection, we can see the image of the reconnaissance booster drone in the airlock. Moose and Tay are at the controls, slowly and systematically stepping through each subsystem, running the diagnostics and confirming the communication links.

“This is the last one,” Tay announces, before touching a few buttons. “The Stadler stealth drive subsystem has just come up.” Tay points to one of the panes in the holoprojection, which displays the self-test checklist. One by one, the lights next to each item turn green. “Main power, check. Field conduits, check. Emitter impedance, check.”

The list goes on and on. Then, a half hour later, Tay confirms, “All system self-checks are complete. We are ready for the first test flight.”

I watch the images in the holographic projection, fixated as the exterior door opens, exposing the drone to the nothingness of space.

“Jazz, you have control,” Tay says, passing control of the test flight to Jazz and his team.

“Shipyard, Southern Station Command accepts control. The test flight will commence as soon as the self-tests confirm flight test worthiness.”

If I hadn’t been briefed on this multiple times, I’d wonder what was going on. The short answer is that manufacturing needs to confirm readiness, before passing control to a ship’s operator. In this case our drone has the standing of a ship, so is subject to pre-flight testing before being handed over.

Similarly, now that the drone is under the control of its owner, Jazz runs the self-tests, before accepting control. Although it seems redundant, the process helps isolate failure modes related to changes in control station.

“Self-test successfully completed,” Jazz announces. “The flight test will commence momentarily.”

For all previous flight tests, I’ve been there in the control room, listening in on the back and forth between the controllers. This time is different, because the backchannel is muted. As the seconds pass by, I’m once again struck by the boredom that is interstellar flight, the interminable wait between transitions, and the slow-motion interplay between a drone and its creators.

“Drone away,” Jaz announces, then it’s game on. We watch the drone move slowly out of its launch tube, propelled by the hydraulic launch system. It floats away from the station at the incredibly slow speed of ten kilometers per hour. Six minutes later, the drone is a kilometer away and it’s safe to light up the ion drive.

This is another safety precaution. Given the power of this ion drive, a malfunction that caused it to light up at any level higher than idle could damage the station if it were too close. We didn’t have this problem with the previous drones that we launched from the ground. They all had grav-drives. The boosters, which will only operate in space, don’t have grav drives, which are mostly useless once outside a system.

A kilometer away, the drone is difficult to see with the naked eye. But that changes as the ion drive comes alive. Even at one percent power, the ions form a fiery tail. In the holoprojection, the power setting is visible as is the speed and acceleration. As the power ticks up so does the acceleration rate. And even though the tail will continue to grow for another fifteen minutes, it soon vanishes from sight.

I shift my attention to the pane in the holoprojection that shows the drone’s course and speed. In a few minutes, we’ll test the Stadler drive by transitioning to FTL. About thirty minutes later, it will drop from FTL to stealth in an uninhabited system where we have pre-positioned a dozen assassins to observe. Assuming that stealth mode works, we will also use the observers to test the drone’s reconnaissance capability. If everything checks out, then we will send our prototype off on its mission into Calamite space. If there are issues, we will bring it back. But unlike previous test flights, we have no good way to recover a drone that cannot reenter the atmosphere. So, in all likelihood, we will end up flying it into a star if it does not check out.

...

We’ve established an audio connection that allows us to listen in on the pilots as we come to the most important part of the mission.

“Dropping from FTL to stealth in five, four, three, two, one..., dropped to stealth.”

In the holoprojection, I see the image coming in from the drone’s nose camera, and a series of new panes open as reconnaissance information comes flooding in.

Squadron 1, Alpha Flight, is working the sensor array. The flight’s team leader, Tyler Miller, call sign Ty, is quick to announce the assassins as they are identified. “Identifications coming in. We have three..., make that seven, now ten... all twelve assassins identified.

Squadron 1, Beta Flight, is piloting the ER2 and assassins, which have been stationed in system to observe the arrival. Its flight leader Abel Preston, call sign Abe, reports, “Even though we know where it is we cannot detect the reconnaissance drone. It’s absolutely invisible, no sensor anomalies, nothing.”

Jazz comes back, “Got it. We’re going to hold in stealth for another fifteen minutes. All eyes on alert. I want to find the drone, if it can be found.”

The minutes tick by in silence, then Ty pipes up. “Jazz, I think we’re detecting something that shouldn’t be here.”

An image pops up in a new pane in the holoprojection. It’s shaped like a long narrow cone that has pierced a sphere. Six ion emitters are visible on the ship’s stern. An energy weapon of some sort protrudes from its bow. Smaller versions of the energy weapon are visible elsewhere on the hull.

“That’s certainly not natural,” Jazz agrees. “Jared, any idea what that thing is?”

I start to cast my mind out, then recoil. It’s Calamite, I saw ships like that in the system I visited with the Emperor and more in the recordings made by the Lepodred.

“It’s Calamite, Jazz. Kill it if you can, but you’ll need stealth. It’s incredibly fast and lethal.”

Jazz responds quickly. “Ty, drop the assassin furthest from the bogie into stealth, then acquire lock. Fire on lock is authorized.”

In the holoprojection I can see Ty, searching through the data on his station. After a few moments, his tension fades, and he calls out. “Tag, you’ve got this one. Assassin 7, fire on lock.”

In the holoprojection I see one of the assassins drop into stealth mode and start moving.

“Attempting to acquire lock,” Tag acknowledges.

Tense seconds pass as the assassin moves into position and the target remains still. Then I hear the telltale sound of target lock.

“Firing,” Tag calls out.

No sooner are the words out of his mouth, than the ion drive lights and a fiery tail forms behind the target.

“Adjusting,” Tag shouts, as the target starts moving. Then, the assassin drops from FTL. It starts rotating toward the target, which has now moved at least a hundred meters from where it was three seconds ago. It’s clear the assassin can’t accelerate fast enough to catch up. But as its space-time disruption spear reaches out, it sweeps through the Calamite ship, causing it to break apart.

Cheering breaks out in the drone control room, but it’s short lived as the damaged alien ship is consumed in a massive explosion that destroys Tag’s assassin, too.

We all watch in shock as the explosion dissipates. Almost nothing is left of either the Calamite ship or the assassin. Then the bigger shocks settle in. How did the Calamite know the assassin went into stealth FTL? And how did they detonate an explosion after a significant portion of their ship was erased from spacetime? And what could have created an explosion that large?

But as mind boggling as those questions are, one thing is clear. The reconnaissance drone was not detected, and its sensor array is good enough for it to proceed on mission.

“Jazz?”

“Yes, Jared.”

“Launch the reconnaissance drone toward Calamite space. When it arrives, have it drop back into stealth. The Calamite just learned too much about our capabilities, but I don’t think they detected the reconnaissance drone and I want to keep it that way. This drone is now on mission, and I never want to see it drop back into normal space. We must hide this ability from their prying eyes.”

“Got it, Jared. This drone will never drop back into normal space. Its secret is far too precious to reveal.”

THE MYSTERY

The trip back down from the orbital shipyard was long, but uneventful, which gave me time to think about the day’s events. The Calamite ship we saw is one the Lepodred classify as a fast attack ship, its design optimized for speed and fire power, not stealth. That said, it evaded detection from our ER2 and its twelve drones. Only our cloaked reconnaissance drone saw it.

What I don’t understand is why it was there. Is the ship part of an advance team mapping out the periphery of the Orion Spur? Or did the Calamite get word that we were running a test today, and this was the only ship they could get there to observe? But what if it wasn’t the only ship, just the most visible one? And how did it know that our assassin had just gone to FTL? Could its sensors, or a companion ship’s sensors see it? Or is their leader so omniscient that he ordered the withdrawal? Or maybe they have FTL propulsion sensors, like our alien detectors?

As I sat and stewed over these questions on the return, one thing became clear. I needed to go into the mystery to learn more about this ship.

...

Now back in my cabin in the Southern Station with Summer asleep beside me, I cast my mind out toward our test system. There’s no sign of any ships, so I step back in time in an attempt to determine when the Calamite ship arrived. I skip back in approximately one-hour steps, stopping only long enough to see if the Calamite ship is there.

Eight steps back, I see the ship, moments before it is blown up. Another thirty-six steps back, I see our ER2 enter the system and deploy its assassins. I suppose that answers one question. The Calamite ship was here before we were. Forty-five more steps back and I see more Calamite ships, two more like the one we found and a much larger one.

So, there were more ships in this system, the question is what happened to them. Fast forwarding at several times real time, I watch the four ships just sitting there. Eventually, the large ship and two of the smaller ones, get underway. They curve off at an angle, then start accelerating at a rate comparable to our reconnaissance drone.

I follow, hoping I can shadow them through FTL. As they transition, I will myself through time and space and land somewhere I’ve never been before. There are a few ships in this area, but no sign of the ones I was trying to follow. I suppose it was a stupid idea coming here. I can snap to things I know and have interacted with before, but that clearly didn’t work with those ships.

Resigned to the idea that I just wasted a couple hours with little to show for it, I turn to go. But something catches my eye. As I try to discern what it is, I’m drawn closer. Then suddenly, I know what I’m seeing, thousands of ships parked in interstellar space. Then, in a second flash of insight, I realize that it’s the Calamite invasion force, massing in the inter-arm void. With all the jumping around I did, I’m not sure where or when I am at the moment. As I look around, I can find nothing to orient myself. As I ponder the problem, I sense a distant presence approaching and know I need to get out of here fast. Not wanting to take a direct route home, I snap to Nillsterdam on the day the Rufarven arrived. From there I snap to New London where precious little has been done to rebuild this world that was lost to DAGS. I linger there for a moment, then snap to the town square in Heroldstown the day I taught Aurora to move through the past. I see her staring at the clock tower, frozen in that second of time.

Now satisfied that my path away from the Calamite staging area was circuitous enough, I return to myself knowing that the Calamite are much closer than Emperor Sanrufar or the Lepodred know.

Day 16

PORT MESS

As Summer and I make our way to the port-side mess for breakfast, she asks, “Where did you go last night? I can sense it weighing on you.”

I smile at her. “I wanted to figure out what the Calamite were doing in the system where we ran our test mission yesterday.”

“Did you find anything?” she prompts.

“A lot, not all of which I understand. A week or so ago, there were more Calamite ships in the system, a large ship and two more of the fast attack ships. I should have, but didn’t, trace them back to where they came from. But I attempted to follow the other ships when they left. I ended up at a Calamite staging area in the inter-arm void, where thousands of their ships are massing.”

“How far away are they,” Summer asks with concern.

“I’m not sure. I moved back through time then forward again, so I don’t really know if this happened a couple weeks ago or will happen a couple weeks from now. I also don’t know the vector or distance I traveled when I attempted to follow them in FTL. But my sense is that they’re only three or four thousand light years away and searching for thulium, which they will eventually find on Taramoot.”

“Hmmm,” Summer starts. “How far away is the test system from Taramoot?”

“It’s a little less than two hundred light years in the opposite direction, so maybe a little over two hundred from Taramoot.”

“That’s close. They could be here any time.”

ASSEMBLY ROOM, SOUTHERN STATION

Enough of the team wants to weigh in on the mission worthiness of our reconnaissance drone that we moved the location to the Assembly Room on the ninth floor of the Southern Station’ visitor building. In principle, I’m the decision maker at meetings like this. It’s been the rule for a while now, and it’s the role I will play today. The staff will make their recommendation, I will say yea or nay. But you don’t really need to be a master of the mystery to know that it’s not how things will play today.

Jazz opens, then Cal and Tay run everyone through the prototype’s performance data. Jazz speaks to the prototype’s feel as he piloted it. Ty speaks to the quality of its stealth, then Abe runs through the performance of its sensor array.

“It’s our collective conclusion that this is the most sensitive reconnaissance drone any of us has ever worked with. It’s fast and quiet. Its stealth is impervious to any known sensor array. And it has the most sensitive sensor suite of any we’ve encountered,” Jazz reports.

“It’s biggest weakness...,” Jazz starts, “....is that once launched, it really cannot be recalled.”

Murmurs ripple around the room, but Jazz reigns it in. “Without grav drive, the booster class drone is space bound. It cannot get too deep in a gravity well, cannot reenter an atmosphere. Without fine control thrusters, it cannot dock with other vessels in space. In short, once launched, these drones will run until they self-destruct, or are captured by a friendly recovery vehicle.”

More murmurs ripple around the room.

“These were the design limitations we accepted at the outset,” Jazz reminds. “But I thought it critical to point out the limitations of this design before we approve it. I open the floor for discussion.”

Funny thing... As a master of the mystery, I flash probe everyone around me. It’s such a habit, that I barely realize that I’m doing it. Nonetheless, the participants this afternoon are deeply worried that the Calamite sabotaged our tests, rendering them worthless.

Jazz seems to read the room the same way. “Jared, do you have anything you’d like to add?”

As I start to stand, Summer squeezes my hand. A quick lock of the eyes and I understand her issue. We need to come clean, before we approve or reject the design.

“I do,” I say, making my way to the front of the room. “Since the test flight yesterday, there’s been a new development.”

Pausing, I’m taken by how quiet the room has become.

“The inbound Calamite force is much closer than we realized. Thousands of their ships have massed in the inter-arm void not that far from here. They are sending scouting teams into our region of space looking for thulium. The ship we encountered was part of a battle group that left the test system about a week ago. It was left behind, possibly just to keep watch, but more likely to guard a find. What’s deeply concerning to me is that their search teams are this close to Taramoot, which contains the Confederation’s largest deposit.” Again, I pause to give the words a second to sink in.

Then with emphasis, I add, “If the Calamite capture Taramoot, then it’s game over. Everything we build is powered by thulium. If we lose Taramoot, then there will be no more carriers, no more assassins.”

Chatter breaks out, which Jazz is quick to bring under control. “What do you need us to do, Jared?”

“First, as regards the reconnaissance version of the new booster drones, I am inclined to commit this design to production because of the pending emergency. But before I do that, I have one question. Did any data surface during the test flight that would suggest this version is not suitable for the mission as defined?”

I see Cal and Tay shake their heads no, then see the flight team leaders that executed the test flight do the same.

Jazz responds for the room. “No. Every piece of objective data collected supports release to manufacturing. If it were not an emergency, I would want to rerun the test, because we did not get to run this one to completion. But in truth I have no reason to expect a different result.”

“Thank you, Jazz. Thank you, team. This design is released to manufacturing. If we find bugs later, then we’ll deal with them as they’re found.”

The room breaks out in applause, despite the special circumstances associated with the teams. I let the celebration run for thirty seconds, then reign it in. “For the technical team, I want the other two versions ready for test ASAP, preferably in the next couple of days.”

I see and feel the technical team groan. But the pilot teams are up on their feet in applause.

“Next, I want cleanup operations to start as soon as possible in every system between Taramoot and yesterday’s test system. Any Calamite ships found must be destroyed.”

Now everyone is cheering.

OFFICE

As I head back to the office, the excitement of committing a new ship to production is replaced by the drudge that’s the presidential campaign. Gabi Frank and her team signed on eight days ago. It’s hard to believe how much we’ve accomplished so quickly. Planetary campaign organizations have been established on eighty-two planets. Most only have one employee at this point, but that number will ramp up quickly. We’ve established a minimal presence on the exo-net, which includes a page to sign up for our newsletter, a membership page, and a donations page. Over a hundred thousand people have already signed on as members. The vast majority of those signed on at the second level of membership, which requires a one-hundred-credit contribution. When I first heard the number, I was shocked. Gabi says I shouldn’t be. The majority of the one-hundred-credit members are lobbyists playing the game.

As much as I love our progress, the truth is that Gabi’s done all this. I’m barely involved in any of it. Instead, I’ve been doing two influence events a day, selected and scripted by Gabi. She’s blown away by the impact of these events. In truth, she’s set them up so well that they’re easy.

She’s held me back from the public, which has largely thwarted attacks from the Porti campaign. Apparently, it’s considered bad form to beat up on a candidate too much before they actually engage the public. So, our numbers step up a little more every day, while Porti’s people stew.

With the campaign under control, it’s given me the time I’ve needed with Cal to complete replicator patterns for his new transporter design. It’s an absolutely brilliant concept, and like the booster drone, elegantly implemented. We haven’t spent this much time together since we turned back the aliens two plus years ago.

In addition to getting replicator patterns that simulated out for both the booster drone and the transporter, I found out that his new romantic interest is a pilot named Amanda Clarke, call sign Ghost. I’ve trained with her and mostly know her as a relatively shy young woman, who’s a true marksman and never misses a shot. She’s on the tall side and lanky like Cal. The two of them look natural together.

But as welcome as the respite Gabi’s given me has been, it ends today.

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM

Once again, we’ve flown Julian and Aurora down to the Southern Station. They’ve joined Summer in the conference room’s scanner exclusion zone. Neither sight, nor sound, will escape to the other side of the transmission. Which is good because Gabi says this real-time broadcast will make or break my campaign.

It seems to me that I should have heard of this as part of my general education program in college, but Gabi is adamant, ‘A campaign’s success or failure is determined early.’ I understand her point to mean that I need to hit this out of the ballpark. If I can’t, then I need to learn how soon, or I’ll be gone. Her companion point is that I may not be able to beat Porti at Porti’s game. But I have to slaughter him at my game. He will never be a better me than I am.

I think I get her point. I am who I am. Porti is who he is. Some people will prefer me if they know who I am. Others will prefer Porti for who they think he is. He will never beat me at my game, so the contest will be won by the candidate who can sell his game and play it the best. Wow, heady stuff. But for the first time in a while, I realize that I need to win this game, not play for a draw, not wait for him to fail. And as the realization sinks in, new power comes over me.

The set up for this event is a rally on Caladon. It will take place in a city called Red Creek, the capital of the mostly agricultural Camrose province. It’s being held in a modest stadium with a capacity of five thousand, which I’m told will be fully packed. The mayor of Red Creek will start the rally, welcoming the guests and touching on the issues most important to the town. He’ll be followed by the provincial governor, then my planetary campaign manager, who will introduce two members of the planetary parliament who have endorsed me. Then the governor will introduce me.

My speech has been scripted, but we’ve modified it slightly to incorporate Edson’s suggestions on pacing and dynamics. We’ve practiced the speech enough that I think I’ll be able to really sell it to the remote audience.

...

I straighten myself as the governor says, “Now, let’s give a big Red Creek welcome to the Confederation’s next president, Jared Daan!”

The applause starts as I materialize on the stage next to the governor. We exchange greetings as the crowd roars. Then he indicates the podium and I step over to it.

I say “Thank you” three or four times before the crowd quiets enough to start. “Good evening, Red Creek. I can’t tell you how happy I am to be with you tonight.”

My words trigger another round of applause, which slowly quiets.

“For nearly two years now, our Confederation has operated without a central government.”

Boos echo through the stadium.

“The Reconstruction Commission has provided us with an executive function that has been surprisingly effective given its size. They’ve kept our decentralized services functioning and have appointed a new Central Command. Both of which are accomplishments to be proud of.” I pause for effect. “But, let’s face it, for millennia, we as a Confederation have been weak and vulnerable, our leaders feckless and self-interested. If not for the determination of our allies, the Confederation would have fallen to the aliens and humanity, as we know it, would have ceased from being.”

More boos pour out from the crowd.

“But what our feckless leaders could not see, I did. I found a cure for DAGS and a way to get it into the hands of people throughout the Confederation, despite the quarantines.”

I’m interrupted by the crowd’s cheering and have to smile at their enthusiasm.

“Anticipating that DAGS might be a precursor to another attack, I established an intelligence network that now encompasses Lepodred and Rufarven space.”

Again, I’m interrupted by applause.

“And as I came to understand the aliens’ intentions, I built a fleet of small warships capable of turning back the Lepodred, then the Rufarven.”

This time, as the applause and cheering well up, I amplify it and let the crowd’s enthusiasm run for three minutes, before starting to dampen it down.

“When it was clear that both the Lepodred and Rufarven were no longer a serious threat, I planned to shift my attention back toward my businesses, serving the Confederation by stabilizing its electrical power grid and keeping Jaredaan’s military vital and well-funded.”

Unexpectedly, the crowd starts chanting, “We want Jared. We want Jared.” A flash probe reveals that this is not a spontaneous demonstration, but one planned by Gabi’s team and incited by their operatives. I smile at the crowd, but a minute into the demonstration, I raise my hands to quiet them.

“But then my intelligence operation captured this...” I point to a large 2D video screen positioned at the right side of the stage. We’d originally planned to use a 3D holoprojection, but ultimately decided it would be too terrifying for those close to it.

A misty background appears on the previously dark screen, then the image of the Calamite leader emerges, shocking the crowd.

“This is the leader of a people that call themselves Calamite. One of our listening stations recently intercepted this broadcast. Listen to what he has to say.”

“Recent conflicts with their neighbors have left the Lepodred in a weakened state. Foolishly, they’ve continued their conquests, even though they barely have the strength to hold their Alliance together. They are our next target.” Behind the Calamite leader a star map appears. “Today, I am dispatching ten thousand ships on the eighteen-month journey into Lepodred space. The Lepodred will fall quickly, leaving the Rufarven Empire and Confederation of Human Worlds for the final clean up. Within three years, the return flow of resources and slaves will begin.” On the star map the three targets are highlighted as the names were called. When human space lights up, the crowd reacts with shock.

When the image on the screen freezes, I point at it. “This is the reason I have decided to run for Confederation President. It will take a concerted effort to prevent this creature from becoming our master and overlord. If we are to prevent that, we will need to form alliances with our neighbors, then begin building a massive military.”

People are already starting to chant my name. So, I hurry to add, “Who do you want leading the effort to save human space?”

Not wanting to use my psychic power to quiet the crowd, I let the cheering and demonstrations of support go on for five minutes before they finally settle.

“Although the Calamite seem like a distant threat, they have already come within striking distance.” I point to the huge screen again. “This ship, a Calamite fast attack ship, showed up in a system several hundred light years from human space, where Jaredaan forces were running some exercises.”

Numerous oohs come from the crowd as they note the ship’s odd shape and the glow of the energy weapon on the ships nose as it’s being powered up.

“This particular encounter is the first between human and Calamite forces.”

The screen begins playing, showing our assassin powering up its weapon, striking the fleeing Calamite ship, then both being consumed by a massive explosion.

“We each lost a ship in this encounter. Unfortunately, those will not be the last. The Calamite crave the Confederation’s resources and will not stop their pursuit unless they are met forcefully and turned away.”

The crowd is quiet at this point, until another one of Gabi’s plants calls out, “What are we going to do about it?”

I point in the direction of the sound and say, “Thank you, sir. You’ve asked the right question. What are we going to do about this? Speaking for myself, the answer is clear. I’m taking the fight to the Calamite. I’ll use all my resources if I have to. But if we are to win this struggle for survival, we need more than that.”

Another of Gabi’s plans shouts, “What do you want us to do?”

I point in the direction of the person that shouted the question. “What can you do? Two things. First, I want you to ask every politician running for office what they are going to do about it. Not just Porti and the other presidential candidates, but every candidate. Second, I want you to vote for me. Because together, we will turn the Calamite away.”

As the cheering and demonstrations start up in earnest, I wave to the crowd, which triggers the chanting, “Daan, Daan, Daan, ...”

Shouting over the sound of the crowd, I say, “Thank you! My name is Jared Daan. I’m running for Confederation President, and I want your vote!”

...

Once the connection is cut, Summer, Aurora and Julian come out from behind the barrier.

“Well done, Jared,” Julian congratulates.

“Thanks,” I start, then see Aurora wiggling an outstretched hand.

“You did well Jared, but Gabi’s crowd manipulation works against you. Her instincts are right, but her timing Is wrong. Is there any way we could get her to come to Jaramor for training with Edson?”

I shake my head no. “As much as she loves what I stand for, she personally wants nothing to do with Jaredaan. We are too remote, too small for her time. She thinks the same for me—Jaredaan is too insignificant to justify the time I give it.”

“Then we need to take the show to her,” Julian asserts.

Again, I shake my head no. “If the elders leave Jaredaan, who will guard the mystery?”

“The mystery transcends Jaredaan,” Aurora adds.

For the third time I shake my head no. “If elected, I will probably need to venture away at some point. But it’s something I will resist because this is where the war will be fought.”

I see Julian’s concerned look but shoot back before his own words are formed. “The Calamite seer has immense power. Our collectiveness gives us some protection against him. But if we were to flock away, then he would take this place in a matter of days, and our mission would be lost.”


CHAPTER 8: TRANSPORTER

Day 22

MANUFACTURING

A week has passed and now it’s official. Jaredaan has become a Confederation member. I’ve become an official Presidential candidate, which comes with a provisional seat on the Reconstruction Commission, pending member approval. And, Gabi has taken so much of my time that I’ve lost track of where we are with our ships. So, my first stop this morning after training with the pilots is with Summer in her office in manufacturing.

As I enter, Summer greets, “You were up and out early this morning.”

“Yeah, Gabi’s been after me to get in better shape. So, on mornings when I haven’t spent the night in the mystery, I’m planning to work out with the pilots.”

I get a concerned look, which morphs into a smile.

“What?” I ask, not getting it.

“As long as you don’t overdo it, I’m good with a more muscular and shapelier husband.”

I can’t help but laugh, but the levity is short lived, as Summer turns the conversation to business. “I’ve run the production numbers and deployment data for you.”

“How are we doing with the Recon drones?”

“We’re in good shape. The short-term production target is twenty units a day, which is forty percent of our total drone capacity. We’ve done that the last two days and expect to do it again today. By the end of the day, we will have ninety of the Recon1s, as we’ve started calling them. And all but the last five should be through testing. By the end of next week, the initial run of two hundred should be done.”

“That’s good news, really good news.”

Once again Summer looks at me with concern. “Cal asked me to ask you when we would be approving the star-killer booster version. He wanted me to remind you that we need a little more than four hundred boosters per star-killer to make the Stadler-stealth drive work. They’re a little easier to build than the Recon1s, but we’re still talking about a week per star-killer at full capacity.”

“Lost track of that,” I mutter, then with more conviction ask, “Where are we with the ER2s?”

“We’ve made fourteen hundred more since we started launching them into Lepodred space. All three thousand of the drones designated for Operation Squeeze Play are now underway, or have arrived at their destination, and all twenty-two hundred designated for patrol in human space are deployed and operating at full capacity. So, all fourteen hundred of the new ones are available for mission. Jazz has requested four hundred of them for Operation Cleanup. He says he’ll probably need more, but this is as many as he can handle at the moment.”

“Great, anything else.”

“Funny you should ask. Charlie wanted to rope you into a celebration the other day. Jaredaan Power Systems recently passed through a shipment milestone: two hundred gigawatts of capacity shipped.”

“They still have backlog?”

Summer smiles. “It grows a little every day. The units are cheap, and the delivery time is less than the construction time for our competitors.”

“Good. Charlie seems to have control over his business.”

“He does. Jazz and Cal are the ones that need your help, not Charlie.”

I stand. “Then I guess it’s time to go check in on Jazz.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

“Jared, you’re back. Was great having you on simulations again this morning.” Jazz greets. “What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to cycle back with you on Operation Cleanup. Didn’t have a chance this morning.”

“Great idea. I’ve given this mission to Squadron 4, Smoke’s the squadron leader. Let me see if I can get her.” Jazz indicates the squadron conference room as he places a call on his communicator. A few seconds later, he says, “She’s on her way.”

As we sit down in the conference room, Jazz says, “Smoke’s been working on the navigation for the prototype with Dylan. She can tell you more about this if you want the detail. But since they’re running through the inter-arm void, they’ve decided to break the first part of the flight into thousand light-year segments. It seems appropriate, given the unknown quality of the star charts. Obviously, we’d never set the way points this far apart with sketchy star charts within one of the spiral arms. The odds of hitting something are too high. But this approach has allowed them to make good time. They drop to stealth every thousand light years, spend some time scanning the stars, then resume. Because of the distances involved, the scans are only so good. But it’s consistent with the data you gave us and lets them adjust course slightly each time.”

The door opens and Smoke comes in. “Good morning, Jared.”

“I was just giving Jared an update on what you’ve been doing,” Jazz says. “Running in FTL in thousand light-year segments and validating the star charts to the degree you can in the inter-arm void. You’re what, eight thousand light years out now?”

“Yes, we’re about halfway through our ninth segment, so a little closer to eighty-five hundred. All the waypoints so far have given us the opportunity to validate and correct the charts. There have been a couple corrections where the stars were clearly far enough from the map position to indicate an error.”

“ETA?” I ask.

“Two more days and we’ll be in the right area. If the star charts are perfect, then three days from now we will be in surveillance range. But we plan to make the final approach slowly and with caution. So, it might be longer than three days.”

I nod my head. “Understood. Thank you and continue as planned.”

I see Smoke nod in acknowledgment, then ask, “Have we started clean-up operations to remove Calamite ships from nearby systems? Summer tells me she’s allocated four hundred ER2 Carriers for this purpose.”

“We have,” Smoke confirms. “We’ve identified over three hundred candidate systems. Ten reconnaissance drones have been committed at this point. One at the fringe of Taramoot’s system, nine more across the next five systems. For the first part of the mission the reconnaissance drones will have the lead. Their scanners are faster and more sensitive. The ER2s are flying in support in case they find something. Once the immediate area is cleared, the ER2s will take over and the reconnaissance drones will head off for Calamite space. As of this morning, no Calamite ships have been found.”

As much as I trust Jazz and Smoke, I’m less than sure Smoke’s conclusion is accurate. “Have we determined why our assassins in the test system did not detect the Calamite?”

“Jared, we weren’t scanning the system. All our assets were focused on a single point to see if any of us could detect the new reconnaissance drone. There should be no expectation that the ER2 or the assassins should have found something deep in the system. It’s not where they were looking. The reconnaissance drone, on the other hand, did find them within seconds. It was tasked with scanning the system.”

“Why wasn’t the system scanned before the test started?”

Smoke puts her hands up. “That’s a question for Squadron One. They had flight control. I was there as an observer and only arrived a few minutes before you did.”

“Jared,” Jazz says with some concern. “What is it that you’re worried about?”

“It still bothers me that we didn’t know about that Calamite ship in the test system. If it was a procedural failure, then so be it. We’ll need to tighten up, but it’s not the end of the world. If it’s because we couldn’t detect them, then we have a real problem.”

“I thought I forwarded you the after-action review. It was a procedural failure. We had a last-minute crew substitution and the hand off wasn’t clean. We’ve updated hand-off procedures, so it won’t happen again.”

“Sorry, missed that.”

Attempting to get things back on track, Jazz adds, “As you’ve said, we need to start at Taramoot and work our way out. We will be diligent every step of the way. If there are any Calamite in the area, we will clear them out. You should ride along tomorrow, Jared, if you want a first-hand feel for the mission.”

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE

Back in my office, I prepare myself for a call I really don’t want to make. I held off for nearly a week, before scheduling it. Now I have to face a reality I really don’t want to face.

I initiate the virtual conference and moments later my friend Festus McCrae, president of the Taramoot Alliance, appears opposite me.

“Jared. So good to see you, my friend. I hope the fates are treating you well.”

“Festus, good to see you. Hope things are well with you, my friend.”

Festus looks at me critically, with piercing perception akin to that of the Jaramor elders. “I see that you come bearing bad news.”

“I can hide nothing from you, can I?”

Festus smiles. “You are one of the few I can count on, Jared. So, share your news, then work with me to find a solution.”

“The Calamite are coming.”

“As I heard you say at your rally.”

I smile. “But you are their first target. They need thulium to power their invasion. They no longer have enough of their own, so are scanning systems along the periphery of the spur in hopes of finding some...”

Festus cuts me off. “And we are on the perimeter and have lots.”

I nod and see Festus frown.

“You have a solution, but it’s not one I’m going to like, is it?”

“No.” I shake my head, but let the words sit for a few moments, before looking up. “We must deny the enemy this asset.”

Festus brightens for a moment, but his expression fades to despair, then anger. “You want to blow it up! Don’t you!”

I see my friend’s anguish, the way he curls into himself.

“Festus, I need your thulium, as much as I can get, everything you can produce as fast as you can produce it. I’ll pay above market and help you evacuate your people when the time comes.”

His blazing eyes lock onto mine, accusingly. “And what do you want in return?”

“To seed Taramoot with enough explosives to destroy the planet, if they gain control over it.”

I see my friend struggle to control his emotions. “But what will we do? Where will we go?”

“We’ll work that out,” I assure. “But trust me, you do not want to let your people be enslaved by the Calamite. Taramoot will be turned into a living hell within a year... I’ve seen it.”

My last words cause him to perk up, “They say you can see the future. Is this what you’ve seen?”

“The most likely scenario, yes.”

“But there are others. Aren’t there?” he demands.

“I believe there are.” I let the words sit a second. “But I haven’t seen one yet.”

I feel his rage and despair grow, then watch as it shrivels into acceptance. “I trust you, Jared. Tell me what I need to do.”

ASSEMBLY ROOM

Entering, I see fewer people gathered than we did for the Recon1 meeting last week, or any of the ER Drone test flights. But the amount of equipment that’s been brought in exceeds the sum of all previous tests.

I see Cal and put my hands out indicating the equipment. “Cal, what is all this stuff? I thought we were testing a mini version.”

“Hi, Jared. We are.” He holds up a stainless-steel cylinder that’s about ten centimeters in diameter and twenty-five long.

“What’s the rest of this stuff?”

He points to a larger box that’s one meter square at the base and two meters tall. “That’s the transporter. The box next to it is the Z-PEG that powers it. The rest is test equipment.” Cal smiles, his pride evident, then adds as if an afterthought, “Testing a transporter is a lot different than testing a drone. Didn’t we discuss that?”

“Yeah, I suppose we did, but I didn’t realize how much different it would be.”

Cal starts to explain again for the nth time, but I put up my hand. “Let’s focus on what we are doing today.”

Moose, who’s been watching, says, “Good idea.”

Cal eyes me, then starts, “We are going to run four tests today. The first is very simple. We are going to pop our little canister up into space, half a million kilometers straight up. Jazz has positioned a gen-one assassin there that we will lock onto. A successful test will deposit the cylinder a meter or two from the assassin. Far enough away that there’s little risk of collision if the relative velocities are different, which they will be.”

“Why will the relative velocities be different,” I ask.

“Well,” Cal starts. “The assassins are in orbit around Jaredaan, so they will be moving at whatever the orbital speed for that orbit is, something like seventy-five hundred kilometers per hour. The cylinder will be traveling at the speed that Jaredaan’s surface is moving, about twenty-five hundred kilometers per hour. Our prototype has the means to target the assassins, despite the speed difference. But it doesn’t have the ability to compensate for the relative velocities.”

“That seems like a real problem.”

“One of many, all of which I think I have solutions for, but none of which are worth pursuing if the basic concept doesn’t work,” Cal replies impatiently.

“Sorry, go on. We transport the cylinder up behind the assassin, then?”

“We check to see whether the assassin can see us. If it does, it will give us a clear metric on how well the targeting system works. Whether the assassin sees us or not, we will open the hatch and turn on a beacon, which should allow the assassin to get a firm lock on our position and speed. When that’s done, Jazz will pilot the assassin in closer so he can take more accurate measurements of our return.”

“Sounds good to me,” I reply, while Moose grunts out an affirmation.

“What’s the next test?”

Cal smiles at me. “We attempt to return the cylinder.”

“Is the building at risk if we can’t?”

“I’m not sure how it could be,” Cal answers. “The return actually happens in another space time, where we will hold it for a couple minutes before returning to normal space inside the transporter.”

“What about the velocity problem?” I ask. “Surely the cylinder will experience a change in velocity while out in space.”

“We refer to this issue as the delta momentum problem. It’s only an issue on the far side of the wormhole. On the near side we have the power and controls to match momentum. On the far side it’s different.”

“Why are we worried about delta velocity on the way out and delta momentum on the return?” I ask without thinking.

Cal looks at me like I’ve just asked the stupidest question he’s ever heard.

Then the answer snaps and I smack the side of my head. “Because a transporter usually either picks up or drops a load on the other end. Delta momentum includes change in mass or velocity, or both.”

Cal nods. “There’s hope for you yet, Jared.”

“What are the third and fourth tests?” I ask, pushing past the embarrassing question.

“Let’s get past the first two tests first,” Moose suggests.

“Good idea,” Cal comes back, then says, “Moose, I’m going to place the beacon in the capsule. Once I’ve snapped it in, will you turn on the beacon and confirm you can read it. Then, when I shut the cover, can you measure the attenuation?”

“Got it.”

Cal places the capsule on the table, next to a metallic sphere the size of a golf ball. He opens the door, snaps the sphere in place, then asks Moose to activate the beacon.

“Strong signal, 105 dB,” Moose reports.

“OK, closing the door,” Cal replies.

“Significant attenuation,” Moose comments. “Signal is at 58 dB. I suppose that’s not so bad considering you’ve put it in a steel container. The door’s not metal compression fit, is it?”

“No,” Cal replies. “The scaled-up unit will be, otherwise we’d risk the passengers. But it’s not needed for this test.”

The engineer in me loves the back and forth. I didn’t know about the ‘under-engineered’ door; nonetheless, I agree with Cal’s assessment. Metal compression is used to stop air from leaking out and radiation from leaking in. Neither of which is needed to protect our little beacon.

Cal opens the door to the huge metal box in the middle of the room. “OK, I’m loading the capsule into the transporter.”

I recognize the objects in the box, the large metal platform that’s four-hundred centimeters high, filling the bottom of the box, the meter-long tube that sits atop it connected to a smaller box to its right, and the lens-like structure that sits atop the tube. I helped build the replicator specs for all of it, but Cal explains anyway. “At the bottom is the worm-hole field generator, above it is the launch tube into which we are placing the transport capsule. To the right of the launch tube is the Stadler field generator that will encapsulate the inside of the chamber in a multiverse, space-time bubble. And at the top is the worm-hole field emitter.”

Cal locks the transport capsule in the launch tube, then closes and cranks shut the transporter chamber.

“OK, Moose. Bring up main power,” Cal orders.

Moments later I feel the low frequency vibration characteristic of the massive high-voltage Z-PEGs like the one sitting next to the transporter chamber.

“Power is steady,” Moose announces.

Cal initiates a connection to the drone control room and Jazz’s image appears in one of the assembly room’s holoprojection panes.

“Hey, Cal. Ready to run the test?” Jazz asks.

“We are.”

“OK, putting through the system map and nose camera views from the two assassins we’ve positioned for the test.”

“Two?” I ask, just as the images pop up. I get it immediately and answer my own question. “Good idea, viewing the target arrival location from two angles.”

“Jazz came up with the idea,” Moose adds.

“We could have done it with one,” Cal complains.

“But you have to admit, this is going to make it a lot easier to understand what we’re seeing,” Moose comes back.

Now at one of the control stations, Cal announces, “Space-time bubble formed and stable.”

I see him working more controls. A minute later, he says, “Opening worm hole.”

A sharp vibration passes through the room, and I’m suddenly worried that I made a grave error allowing Cal to build something like this so close to the ancient alien ship housed within the Southern Station.

“Sorry about that,” Cal says. “Minor calibration issue. Won’t happen again.”

He makes additional setting changes, then another pane opens in the holoprojection, showing a distorted star-field. It’s like we’re looking through a magnifying glass, the stars in the middle magnified and crisply displayed, the ones at the edges compressed and blurry.

“This is the view out through the funnel of the wormhole.”

The stars near the center come flying toward us, but they move out toward the sides of the image as they do, then suddenly everything is still.

“OK, the wormhole’s event horizon is out half a million kilometers. Now we need to find the assassins.”

Nothing seems to happen for several seconds.

“Think I’ve found them. Superimposing the targets on the image.”

A tiny bright dot shows up in the upper left of the image.

“Moving in on it.”

The stars in the image move to the right, as does the bright dot, which eventually moves to the middle. Cal zooms in until the dot fills the screen, then removes the dot superimposed on the image. To my amazement, two assassins appear, one at the top edge of the display, the other at the far right.

“The spot the two are pointed at is our target,” Cal announces. He superimposes another dot at the target point then zooms in until the spot fills half the screen.

“We have target lock,” Cal says. “Expanding wormhole.”

I really don’t see a change in the screen.

“Initiating transport,” Cal announces, then points to two panes showing the nose camera views from both assassins.

Trying to take in all three screens at once I see the transport capsule fill the worm hole view and slowly shrink away. In the nose camera views, the transport capsule simply appears, then flies away.

“Aw...” Cal exclaims. “The relative velocity is really going to screw up our measurements.”

On one of the screens showing the nose camera view, the other assassin is clearly visible, but there’s no sign of the capsule. On the other screen, the auto zoom struggles to keep up with the capsule as it sails away. In the wormhole view, the capsule just sits there as the stars in the background shift imperceptibly.

“Cal, I think I know what’s happening, but would you explain what we’re seeing anyway?”

Cal nods. “As I said earlier, the two assassins are moving much faster than the capsule. They are also on a different course. They are tracking through their orbital path. The capsule exited the wormhole with the velocity it had as it entered the wormhole, which is insufficient to maintain orbit. It’s already starting to fall back toward Jaredaan.”

“Why is the capsule holding steady in the wormhole view?”

“Gravitons. We are emitting enough to lock the wormhole to the capsule, so from the wormhole’s view the capsule isn’t moving, meaning that the focal point of the wormhole is moving along the same vector as the capsule.”

“Cal,” Jazz interrupts. “The capsule is out of visual range of the assassins at this point. We could hear the beacon faintly when the capsule first arrived, but not anymore. What would you like us to do?”

“Give me a second,” Cal says, then triggers the capsule door to open.

“Got it,” Jazz replies. “Want us to track down the capsule?”

“If you can do it quickly,” Cal answers.

In the background, I can hear chatter between Jazz and the pilots operating the assassins.

“We can get close in about five minutes. It will take a half hour to bring delta velocity down to a couple meters per hour.”

“Did you get good readings on the radiation released when the capsule arrived?” Cal asks.

“Yes and no. We got a solid pulse on arrival, but it faded fast because of the delta V. You’ll get a much better read on the exit if you give us the half hour.”

Cal looks at me, and I say, “Deal.”

...

A half hour has passed, and the two assassins are back in the wormhole view. There’s still a little bit of drift, but it’s not much.

“One last adjustment,” Jazz says. “Then I’d suggest that you return.”

“Copy,” Cal replies. “We’re ready. We’ll return on your mark.”

In the worm-hole view, the assassins move slightly then stop.

Jazz counts down, “Three, two, one, mark.”

As we look at the nose camera view, the transport capsule disappears a fraction of a second after the word “mark.” In the wormhole view, the capsule fills the screen, obscuring everything else. A moment later, another large rattle shakes the room.

“Sorry about that,” Cal calls out. “That shouldn’t be happening. There’s a resonance issue in the system that we need to track down.”

Still on the line, Jazz says, “We felt that all the way over here. Felt like a magnitude three earthquake. Is the capsule back?”

“Yes, it’s still being held in a space-time bubble, until the radiation dissipates.”

“The composition of the radiation burst was similar to the Rufarven’s transporter,” Jazz reports. “Primarily positron emissions, but a tenth the magnitude. The biggest difference is profile. The Rufarven’s radiation pattern was full on for four-plus minutes, which made it easy to detect and fingerprint. Yours fades fast, barely detectable after a few seconds. This will make it a lot harder to detect. If the Rufarven’s transporter had been like this, we might not have detected it.”

“And the radiation only escapes at the far end,” Cal adds. “The powered end shunts the radiation off into another layer of space time, so in normal operation, radiation at this end should be undetectable.”

“If that had been true of the Rufarven’s transporter we would never have put the pieces together. We only figured it out because we could detect the radiation escaping their ships.” Jazz says in awe.

In an attempt to bring the conversation back to our test, I ask, “How soon will we know if the capsule came back intact?”

Cal looks down at his controls. “We can do it now.” Cal works his controls, then double checks some readings, and makes an adjustment. “Capsule returning in three, two, one... Arrived.”

In the holoprojection, I notice that the worm-hole window has gone dark.

“No radiation detected,” Moose announces.

“Ready to open the chamber?” I ask Cal.

He looks at me hesitantly. “Suppose there’s no time better than the present.”

“Why the hesitancy, Cal?”

“Radiation. There shouldn’t be any, but it’s hard to know. We’re all prime reproduction age, you more so than me or Moose. And our sensors aren’t exactly the best.”

Cal’s words shock me. “What do you mean our sensors aren’t the best?”

“Jared, everything we have here is production grade, not scientific grade...” Cal lets the words hang there.

“Why aren’t we working with scientific grade equipment, Cal?”

“Because it takes years to get, and we are hell bent on getting everything finished yesterday.”

As Cal walks over to the transporter chamber, I ask, “Are you saying the Confederation has sensor technology superior to the Lepodred equipment we replicate?”

“Who knows? The Lepodred equipment is thousands of years old, and they don’t measure things the same way.” In a quick motion, he opens the replicator chamber, then locks me with a stare. “Who knows? But in ten years, we’ll probably have a better idea.”

“Cal, why is this the first time I’m hearing about this?”

“Does it matter?” Cal replies gruffly, then opens the launch tube and places a hand on the transport capsule. “Hmmm, it’s warm. Makes sense given the power that’s going into the system. But I thought an hour plus in the void might have left it cold.”

Moose who is seemingly oblivious to the charged exchange says, “Not picking up any signs of radiation. Seems safe enough to me.”

Somehow, the big man’s words take the sting from the moment.

“Want to inspect the capsule?” I ask Cal.

CABIN, SOUTHERN STATION

“So, what happened?” Summer asks, as we climb into bed.

“Cal went off on me again today.”

“Off on you?” Summer asks doubtfully.

“That’s what it felt like,” I reply, a bit peeved that Summer is questioning me.

“Come on,” she says while taking my hand. “It’s not like...,” she stops mid-sentence, then sighs. “Men!”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask defensively.

Summer laughs. “Amanda has missed a period.” She laughs a little harder.

It takes a second to place her words. “Cal’s girlfriend, Amanda Clarke, call sign Ghost.”

“I’m glad to know you’ve finally figured out who Cal’s taken up with.”

My vacant stare triggers another outburst. “Oh, come on, Jared. When men become enamored, they assume the woman has taken precautions. When the precautions don’t work, they assume the weight of the world has fallen on their shoulders.” Summer wilts, then sobs, which leaves me totally befuddled.

“What?” I ask. “Tell me.”

“Ghost hasn’t been treated. She still has the DAGS mutation in her uterus, so can’t carry a child to term. She’ll lose it, just like I lost ours.”

“How do you know?”

Summer sighs in disgust. “It’s one of the questions on the job applications that I read for you!”

I avoid probing Summer. It’s been the downfall of many a talented seer over the ages, male and female alike. But the circumstances compel me, and what I find... Suffice it to say, it’s upsetting.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“No need,” Summer squeaks out. “It wasn’t meant to be.”

Summer’s words shake me to the core. She won’t take the treatment, won’t bear children with me, because she doesn’t want me to be weighed down by children who will never experience the mystery.

DAY 23

ASSEMBLY ROOM, SOUTHERN STATION

Yesterday’s tests of the new transporter design went incredibly well. Sure, there’s the relative momentum issue that hasn’t been resolved yet. But still, we sent a miniature capsule half a million kilometers in seconds and its payload still functioned on the other end. Add to that minimal radiation at the destination, none at the source. Suffice it to say, it’s one of the most amazing things I’ve ever seen.

But yesterday, we only got the first two tests done, out and back, within system. Today, we’re going for the truly unbelievable. We are going to transport our capsule into Lepodred space, ten-thousand light years in an instant.

Cal says this cannot work without a beacon, and I get his point. The transporter won’t fire unless there’s target lock, and at this distance, there’s essentially no chance of target lock without a beacon. But I’m framing today’s test differently. If the transport is successful, it proves the range. But that’s not all. It suggests that greater ranges are possible. We’ll need to find a way to establish the beacon, or we’ll need to find new ways to lock on. But if this test succeeds, then there’s every reason to believe that the universe is ours.

“Hey team,” Jazz says as his image appears in the holoprojection. “Sorry I’m a minute late. We ran into some minor issues on this end.”

Although I see Cal stewing over the inconvenience, I reply, “Not a problem, Jazz. Thanks for joining us. You have a beacon set?”

“I do. It took some doing,” Jazz explains. “But we have an assassin camping out in stealth about fifty meters away from one of the star-killers parked near Puca’bad.”

“Perfect,” I reply.

“Are we really going to blow it up?” Jazz asks.

“No. But we are going to attempt to acquire lock on the star-killers emitter array, the one that projects the space-time disruption beam.”

Jazz chuckles. “Blow that up, and the star killer is out of the game.”

“True,” I reply. “We’re not going to blow anything up today, at least not intentionally.”

Jazz chuckles, “Unless there’s a direct order, we don’t blow things up. Period.”

Cal who seems more impatient than Moose today, cuts in, “Are you ready to start the test?”

“We are,” Jazz replies. “Sending coordinates now.”

“I thought we were using a beacon.”

“We are, or at least, we will be,” Cal replies for Jazz. “The assassin’s inertial navigation system tracks its position and more importantly, it tracks how far away it is. Our first step is to extend the wormhole out along the vector to the exact distance. That should put the assassin within a couple light seconds of its focal point. From there, we can search, more or less the same as we did yesterday.”

Cal works the controls some more, then puts the image of the assassin in Lepodred space up on the holoprojection. “There it is. Look at the size of the star-killer.”

“Good targeting system,” Moose grunts.

“Give me another minute and we should be ready to launch,” Cal says.

“Hurry it up, Cal. The Lepodred can hear our beacon and are vectoring some patrol ships in our direction.”

“What about the momentum problem?” I ask. “Is there any chance our capsule might hit the patrol?”

“There’s always a chance, Jared,” Cal starts.

“I’ve upped the graviton emission rate, which should dampen the momentum problem a little,” Cal adds. “OK, I’m ready.”

“Initiate transport,” I order.

“Initiating transport in three, two, one... transport complete.”

In the holoprojection, the capsule appears near the assassin. It immediately starts drifting away. But drift is the operative word.

“Delta V is approximately 1.5 meters per second,” Jazz announces. “Not bad, when compared to yesterday. Dropping the beacon and putting the assassin back into stealth.”

A minute passes as Jazz, Cal, and Moose make various instrument readings. Then Jazz says, “We should bring the capsule home, the Lepodred just pinged us with an active scanner.”

“Did we get what we need?”

“I think so,” Cal replies.

“Me, too,” Moose echoes.

“Then let’s bring it home.”

“Initiating return transport in three, two, one, ...returned.”

As Cal says ‘returned,’ another massive vibration passes through the building.

“Damn,” Cal mutters. “The vibration suppression worked on the outbound.”

“Did you have the gravitons at the same setting?” Moose asks.

Cal starts to respond but stops and pulls up the return settings. “I think you nailed it, Moose. The gravitons were at default.”

Cal suddenly concerned, starts frantically going through various readings and controls.

“What’s the matter, Cal?” I ask.

After a few more taps on the controls, Cal comes back to me, shaking his head. “There was a huge radiation spike on the return.”

“It was shunted off into another layer of space-time, right?”

“Yes. But with this much, I’m worried about residuals in the capsule.” He pops another image up in the holoprojection. “See the readings. Definitely non-zero.”

“Cal, that’s almost nothing,” Moose complains.

“Sorry, I’m not opening the transport chamber until the reading drops to zero.” He stands as if to go. “I need to get to the bottom of the momentum, vibration, and radiation problems. Let’s leave it buttoned up until I have another solution to test.”

With that, Cal walks out of the room.

“Anyone know what that’s about?” Moose asks.

I turn to Moose, certain of the problem, but not sure how to respond. Then I pick up on the thoughts Moose is broadcasting.

“I think you got that right,” I say, then immediately regret the words. We all have relational problems we need to sort out. It’s not for me to endorse this one or that. But Cal needs to straighten out his situation before it’s the end of all of us.

DAY 24

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM

The events of the last couple days have left me feeling undone. We have a transporter that works like magic, but its creator is too afraid of it to press forward. And for the first time since I landed at the prison camp, I feel like my colleagues have turned on me for having guided them to this brief respite from alien attack. OK, Cal is the only one driving me to this place, and that’s mostly due to the fragility of his first true love. I really can’t come down too hard on him for that.

My call this morning is with Gabi. She’s given me the cover I need to advance our defense agenda. We’re almost there, but ‘almost’ is the operative word.

The line connects and Gabi’s evaluative stare locks onto me. “For God’s sake Jared, lift yourself up. You can’t be humanity’s savior looking like that.”

I sit up straighter, then say, “It’s been a tough couple of days.”

“Doesn’t matter. If you are to lead, then you must pick yourself up after every fall and rise above the morass that entraps everyone else.”

A flash probe reveals that my mood today isn’t that much different than other high-profile figures that Gabi has worked for. It also reveals that she thinks it’s part of her job to keep the candidate charged up.

“You’re right of course,” I say as I straighten up some more and put a smile on my face.

“That’s better.” She nods, then gets on with business. “Your numbers continue to improve. The aggregate of yesterday’s polls has Porti down to 49%, you up to 44%. The issue polls show defense rising to second place, with 33% of voters ranking it as the most important issue. And on the defense issue, you lead 84% to 12%.”

“I’m surprised that defense is in second place at only 33%. We need to pound the issue a lot harder. Don’t we?” I ask.

Gabi nods her head in agreement. “To the Porti campaign’s credit, they’ve done an excellent job with their messaging on that issue, downplaying it without calling you a fraud. It’s still what they think, but they’ve been careful not to let that slip into their messaging.”

“Do you have a plan for how we’re going to drive this issue?” I ask.

“I do. For the next seven days, you will be giving morning speeches, then doing afternoon influence sessions. The speeches will incorporate the seven Calamite clips that have scored best in our focus group sessions. We’ve run the clips through image enhancement to clean them up a bit and the narration is being done by a well-known actor whose voice is similar to yours. Once used in a live event, the clips will go out to the media.”

“Understood.”

“Jared, our campaign is doing well. But there’s something I think you need to do in the next couple weeks, if we are to have a shot.”

“What is it?”

“You need to arrange for a Confederation warship to have an encounter with the Calamite.”

“There’s no way I’m going to put a Confederation ship in harm’s way as a campaign stunt.”

Once again, Gabi looks at me evaluatively. “You know where the Calamite are right? You have footage, don’t you?”

“I do.”

“Then let us use it.” Gabi pleads.

“I don’t know, it’s premature to stir the pot with the Calamite. We aren’t ready for them yet.”

Gabi sighs in frustration. “Jared, you have turned this campaign into a referendum on the existence of the Calamite. If you lose, then the people will have spoken, and the Confederation will ignore the Calamite threat until it can no longer be ignored. If you think this threat is real, then you... must... prove... it.” Gabi pounds her fist on the table with each of the last four words.

I’m taken back by Gabi’s passion on this point. But the more I think about it the more I’m convinced she’s right. If I cannot convince people that the Calamite threat is real, then I will get no help from the Confederation in mounting a defense.

I look up and see Gabi staring at me.

“You’re right,” I confess. “I have scouting missions out looking for their advance ships, ones like the one we encountered last week. I also know where their fleet was staging a week ago. It’s undoubtedly moved, but probably hasn’t moved that far. I have long-range, ultra-stealth reconnaissance ships closing in on the Calamite core worlds. All the early intel builds my belief that we are in for the fight of our lives next year.”

I nod my head, then lock eyes with Gabi. “But the public doesn’t know what I know, so it’s my job to educate them. And the best way to do that will be as you say, to arrange an encounter between Confederation forces and the Calamite. I hope the Confederation ships survive the encounter. But no matter what happens, the Confederation will lose ships. Better that they lose one early, so they’re more prepared when the real fight begins.”

With that issue settled, Gabi goes on to brief me on tomorrow’s details, but in truth, most of it just goes past me as I worry about how I’m going to make this encounter happen.


CHAPTER 9: CRISIS

Day 31

PORT MESS

The morning workouts have been changing me. I’m more fit and muscular than I’ve ever been before. I’ve also learned to use the mystery while running. It’s not the immersive experience I’ve known in the past. It’s more a flash probe, where things come in glimpses, kind of like seeing a picture instead of a video. Nonetheless, I’ve learned a lot about the Calamite and to the best of my knowledge, have not been detected.

Summer immediately greets me when I enter the mess. “There you are.” The happiness in her voice matches the spark in her eyes. “I was worried that the frittata would get done before you got here.”

We exchange a hug, then she points to the counter. “Go ahead and set the table. I’ll bring the frittata over in a second.”

I go about my assigned duty, and immediately see that Summer has laid out settings for four. “Who’s going to be joining us?”

“Cal and Moose. They stopped by earlier hoping to catch you. I suggested that they join us for breakfast.”

“Any idea what they want?”

“The obvious, I suspect.”

Summer’s statement puzzles me. “You mean the drones and transporter?”

“That would be the obvious,” Summer teases.

Table set, I walk back into the kitchen to see if there’s anything else Summer needs. As I get to the kitchen entrance, I hear Cal and Moose come in.

“Smells good in here,” Moose bellows.

“Breakfast will be out in a second,” Summer calls out from the kitchen. “Jared, take the coffee out, please.”

Grabbing the two thermoses Summer set out, I reenter the dining room and see Cal and Moose both looking happier than I’ve seen them in a while.

“You two look like you have some good news to share.”

“Something like that.” Moose replies cryptically.

Summer following close behind me, puts the frittata on the table, then gives our guests big hugs.

Once seated, Summer gives the meal a blessing, something she seems to have picked up from Aurora. As she serves the food she asks, “So, what’s on your mind this morning?”

Moose smiles at Summer, then turns to me. “Jared, you’ve been totally absorbed in the campaign for the last week. Tay and I watched one of your rallies and we were both impressed. You seem to read the crowd and give them exactly what they want to hear. A poll we saw last night has you in the lead.”

I nod, acknowledging Moose. “The polls are starting to lean in my direction, but the race is far from being won.”

“We’ve also seen some of the footage about the Calamite. A lot of it seems to come from the Lepodred. You’ve edited it well enough that most people wouldn’t know, but Cal and I have spent enough time interacting with the Lepodred that we recognize the written language and can read some of it.”

Although Moose doesn’t ask how I got it, Cal and Moose clearly think I have been collaborating with the Lepodred.

“I’ll tell you how we got it if you promise not to repeat what I tell you.” I see both men nod, so start in. “This was channeled to us by the Rufarven. They’ve had diplomatic relations with the Lepodred for millennia, long enough to have spies embedded deeply in the Lepodred central government and intelligence agencies.”

“The Rufarven? Would never have guessed.” Cal blurts out, but the shock quickly turns to worry. “You’ve established communications with the Rufarven?”

“I have, but please don’t repeat that. I don’t want to draw too much attention to it until the campaign is over. But it’s my intention to formalize a treaty with them if I win the election.”

“As I’ve heard you say,” Moose replies. “It makes some of the more out-there things you’ve said on the campaign trail more understandable.”

“Is this what you wanted to talk with Jared about?” Summer intervenes.

“Not really,” Cal replies. “We’ve made a ton of progress over the last week on our initiatives, and are at decision points on just about everything, so needed some time with you. Are you going to be tied up fourteen hours a day with the campaign until the election?”

I chuckle. “If Gabi had her way it would be eighteen hours a day. But no, Gabi is giving me two days mostly off. I’d planned to come check in with you after breakfast. Can you give me the high-level update?”

Moose nods to Cal, who starts in. “I’ve solved the open transporter problems. They were easy once I framed the problem properly.”

Cal pauses, so I say, “I’m listening.”

“The momentum problem was trivial.”

“Really? Last week is sounded intractable.”

“All I needed to do was hold the capsule inside the wormhole at the far end a little longer, then push it out slower.”

“That’s incredible news. Have you tested this yet?”

“Let me hold off on that a second. There were three other problems that needed to be solved before I was willing to run another test: the vibration on return, the radiation spike on return, and the vibration on the outbound.”

“Have you been able to progress any of those?” I ask.

“The radiation spike and most of the vibration on the return were caused because I brought things back too fast, then pushed them straight into the space-time bubble created by the Stadler drive. The solution was trivial. All I needed to do was run the process slower, pausing at the near end long enough to arrest the delta momentum, then draw it slowly out of the wormhole into the Stadler space-time bubble. The process takes longer, almost a minute. But the vibration and radiation are inconsequential.”

“So that leaves us with the outbound vibration?” I ask hopefully.

“As expected, the outbound vibration was caused by a resonance imbalance, as was a small portion of the return vibration. Moose tracked this one down.”

I look at Moose curiously.

“We made a poor component choice,” Moose says. “The wormhole generator was powered by a vertical-configuration Z-PEG. It’s the one that had the right form factor. The Stadler field generator was powered by a horizontal-configuration unit as we usually do.”

“So, you fixed it and ran a test?” I ask, extremely excited.

“Patched it would be a better description.” Moose comes back.

“And it worked?” I ask, thinking I know where this is going.

“It worked,” Cal says. “But it over heated on the return.”

“How bad?” Summer asks.

“Total scrap job, which brings us to the decision point. We can either: a) spend a week rebuilding the small-scale unit then run through all the tests again, or b) spend nine or ten days building the full-scale unit.” Cal answers.

“Why so long for the small unit?”

“The form factor problem. The main chamber will need to be resized to accommodate the horizontal-configuration Z-PEG. Changing the size of the box will require a resized Stadler field generator, with a different number of field emitters and different conduit routing, etc. It’s basically a new design. Now that we know the underlying principle works, it’s no less work building a scale model than building the full-size model.”

“Then why the extra days?”

Moose answers for Cal. “The design won’t take any longer, but the replication and assembly will. Bigger parts just take more time.”

“Where would we put it,” I ask. “It won’t fit in the assembly room, will it?”

“No, it won’t,” Moose agrees. “I can only think of two places, well maybe three: the aft shuttle bay, the space station, or possibly the new building Charlie is bringing up in Heroldstown.”

“Is the aft shuttle bay stable?”

Moose laughs. “We stabilized it years ago but had to patch over the exterior door, rendering it useless as a shuttle bay, just about perfect for this. It’s the largest and most defensible place on the ship. It’s available and adjacent to manufacturing so easier to get the large parts back and forth.”

“Sounds like a deal: scaled up unit, aft cargo bay.”

Moose nods.  “Thanks, Jared. It’s mind blowing what Cal’s done. Now it’s time to make it real.”

Turning my attention to Cal, I ask, “What else do you have?”

“Designs for the kinetic-energy weapon version of the booster drone are done and parts for the first prototype have been fabricated. Same with the base booster, which we will need a lot of before long.”

“Have you built them?”

“Not yet, haven’t had the time, which brings us to our last question, priorities.”

I think for a second, but the answer is obvious to me. “Transporter first, booster second, kinetic weapon third.”

“Told you,” Moose whispers to Cal.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

With the engineering agenda set, my next stop is to see Jazz. Twice last week he pinged me to let me know they were seeing increased Calamite insurgence into the Orion Spur, our arm of the Milky Way galaxy. Although there hadn’t been another direct encounter, Jazz speculated that one would occur soon.

Entering the room, I’m surprised by the amount of activity. Since the Rufarven withdrawal, things have been mostly quiet with one or two flight teams running surveillance in the Confederation, one or two more working on the two operations we’ve been running. But today, eight flight teams are active, some really hopping.

Jazz sees me and comes over to greet. “Hi Jared, thanks for coming down. We have a lot going on today.” He points to the squadron conference room. “We should talk in a quieter place.”

As soon as the door is closed, Jazz starts. “The Calamite threat is getting very real. We are now tracking twelve of their survey teams. They are probing much deeper into the spur than we thought. They obviously think something important is in there.”

“How close to human space?”

Jazz pops up a star chart showing the locations of the survey team and the nearest human worlds. “The closest survey team is a little less than a hundred light years from the nearest human world. They must have good survey equipment. They spend a day in a system then move on. Depending on the distance, they take a couple hours to a day to get to the next system, then repeat.” Jazz works some controls, then a series of lines are displayed in the holoprojection. “This is the path the twelve teams we know about have taken. They’re going to bump into one or more of these six human-occupied systems in the next four or five days.”

“Do we have enough assets in the area to intervene?”

Jazz shrugs his shoulders as he zooms out the holoprojection again. Dots show up all over the place, reminding me of the images of Brownian motion in my high school textbooks.

“Here’s the most concise display of our forces that I have. We’re scattered all over the place, one or two ER2s here or there.” Jazz snorts. “This really shows the extent of our monitoring activities and the problem with getting a significant number of ships to this area in time.” He points to a small, shaded spot.

Pointing to another spot, he says, “This is us, about one hundred light years away. I have twenty ER2s I could deploy. The problem is logistics. With the two operations running plus Confederation security, the flight teams are carrying an unsustainable load. Everyone here is willing and able to take double shifts, but there’s a limit. Too bad we don’t have the Husong or one of the other Confederation ships we refit. She could run twenty or more fully loaded ER2s out there and drop them in the right systems in a day.”

Jazz’s words hit me like a lightning bolt. I hate doing this to Captain Hawley and the crew of the Husong, but this would be the proof I need to win the election and get the Confederation on board for the coming fight with the Calamite.

“Great idea. Let me see if we can get one of the converted ships assigned.”

“What an incredible help that would be. Do you think the Confederation will approve it?”

I smile. “I think I can twist their arm.”

Jazz looks at me suspiciously, then asks, “Want me to put some back up in place in case they dilly-dally too long?”

I nod. “Let’s put one person on it.”

“Two or three shifts?”

“Two, I’ll get back to you with an answer before the second shift is done.”

“Got it. Do you have time to talk about the other missions?”

“Give me an hour or two. Can you give me the chart with the tracks you showed earlier and the names of the six systems?”

“One second,” Jazz replies, as he works the controls on his system. He hits the last key with finality and looks up at me. “You’ve got it.”

A moment later my communicator sounds confirming receipt.

“I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

OFFICE

The six systems Jazz identified as the first human targets are all independents. Thankfully, I have access to the Confederation’s database of human worlds. As I work my way through the list, I see that communication with these worlds is infrequent and some are a bit hostile toward the Confederation. Most are small and run similarly to Jaredaan. The two largest have over a million inhabitants and representative governments of one sort or another. They are all self-sufficient with economies stuck in the second age. It’s almost depressing reading through the planetary profiles.

As I’m starting to think that this may be a harder sell to the Reconstruction Commission than I originally thought, I see something that strikes fear in my heart. A planet called New Lima has thulium deposits totaling about 7% of Taramoot’s, enough to fuel the Confederation for twenty years. The deposits are undeveloped, because the New Liman economy hasn’t developed to the point where it uses thulium. But that won’t be a problem for the Calamite. Developing those deposits with Calamite technology and seven hundred thousand slaves will yield everything they need to take over all of humanity, the Rufarven, and the Lepodred.

Over the next hour, I compile the data I need to make my case, then request an emergency meeting of the Reconstruction Committee. I know Porti will drag his feet, but he’s obligated to call the meeting and a good enough person that he will fulfill his duty. That done, I put in a call to Aaron.

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM

My relationship with Aaron has cooled a bit since I announced my candidacy, but he’s taken it in stride. I ping him to see if he has time to talk and get a virtual conference request almost immediately.

Moments later, Aaron materializes on the other side of my table, smiling. “I watched your campaign event the other night. You did a really good job. I’m proud of you Jared. And you know what?”

I lift my eyebrows.

“I’m glad it’s you out there, not me. I actually thought I could do it, but at this point realize I would just have been a puppet standing behind Porti, completely out of my depth.”

“Aaron, you wouldn’t have been that bad.”

“Kind words, but not true. I am where I belong, and now that I’m totally at peace with it, I’m much happier. I have a great job, and I get to preside over the most productive world in the Confederation.”

“I’m glad.” We sit in silence for a few seconds, both a little bit choked up now that we’re reconciled again.

“So, what’s on your mind?” Aaron asks.

“We have big trouble developing on the outskirts of human space. The Calamite are days away from capturing a human world about one hundred light years in closer to the core. I’ve called an emergency meeting of the Reconstruction Commission to ask for help.”

“Oh, that’s going to go over well,” Aaron replies, then after a moment’s hesitation, he asks, “Does that mean you don’t have the means to turn them back?”

“We’re going to try, but it’s not a foregone conclusion we will prevail, even with the Confederation’s help. But it will be a catastrophe if the Calamite succeed because that world has seven hundred thousand inhabitants and enough thulium to power the Calamite war machine into our space.”

Aaron cocks his head a bit, then asks, “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“I’m going to ask the Reconstruction Commission to assign at least one of the ships we refit for them to help us. We are short pilots, and our ships are out of place. We have enough ER2s here to possibly hold off the Calamite, but it would take an extraordinary effort to get enough of them there in time. If they could pick up the ER2s at the shipyard tomorrow, they could deliver them in time for us to lay a trap, giving the people on New Lima a chance.”

“New Lima? That’s an independent, isn’t it?”

“It is,” I confirm.

“Oh, Porti’s going to love that.”

“Anyway, time is of the essence, and I don’t want to give Porti an excuse to say no, so could you preemptively grant docking rights at the shipyard, waiving inspection at the station.”

“I don’t like the precedent that would set, but yes. I have emergency powers to do it.”

“Thanks, Aaron.”

Aaron looks at me some more, not moving to cut the call. Finally, he says, “There’s at least a part of this that’s election motivated, right?”

“Gabi has tasked me with arranging an engagement between a Confederation ship and the Calamite. But Jazz came up with this idea as a way of getting more ER2s into the area in time, and the refit ships are a lot faster than ours for a short run like this because of the power of their ion drives.”

“And if Porti says no?”

“I’ll threaten to live stream the decimation of a human world. The election is still a month away. He can choose to let a Confederation ship see the Calamite, or let the people see what the Calamite do as they enslave then slaughter seven hundred thousand humans. One or the other will happen before the election.”

“Remind me never to play poker with you, Jared. I’ll get you your docking authorization in the next hour or two.”

“Thanks, Aaron.”

As the line drops, another virtual conference request comes in. Porti has scheduled the meeting for 7:00 AM tomorrow morning. My first thought is that this is some sort of passive aggressive resistance, but I know Porti’s schedule and it’s very believable that this is the first opening he has. The invite includes a request for a briefing package to be sent as soon as possible.

I have enough data that this is an easy job. A half hour later, the packet is out. Time to check in with Jazz on our other operations.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

For the second time today, I enter and see a buzz of activity. When I left two hours ago, thirty-two of the pilot stations were in use, now fifty or more are. I see Jazz in his piloting cradle and head that way.

“Ah, Jared. You’re back. I was about to call you. We could use your help.” He points to one of the insets in the holoprojection. “We’ve run into a confrontation between the Calamite and the Lepodred out near Sarabaka, where the Lepodred had their largest military-base before we set the bugs on it.”

I look at the inset Jazz is indicating and know immediately what the Lepodred are doing. One of the specially equipped teams is there stripping the last of the bugs off the station. People and crawler vehicles are out on the hull removing bugs and patching the hull breaches that occur when one blows up. The special ships they’re using look like refitted star-killer escorts, powerful ships with minimal weaponry.

Six Calamite ships have taken geo-stationary orbits near the space station. At the moment they appear to be more interested in the planet than the repair operations on the station. Each ship faces down toward the main entrance to the underground facility. I suspect each has target lock on the bulkheads sealing the entrance.

“What assets do we have in the area?” I ask.

“Not good,” Jazz answers. “We’ve had three ER2s sitting here for months. But they were equipped with assassins carrying bugs, not weapons. The first replenishment drone will arrive in a few days. The only weapons we have at the moment are the space time-disruption spears on the three ER2s. Of their thirty-six assassins, thirteen have bugs, the rest are weaponless.”

“Can we use them as kinetic weapons? Or use their self-destruct mechanism in some way?”

“Possibly,” Jazz replies with little conviction.

“Well, this planet has one of the Lepodred’s largest thulium deposits. If the Calamite haven’t figured that out yet, they will before long.”

“Any chance you can help us figure out what the Lepodred are planning to do? Jazz asks.

“Let me see,” I say and head over to the mystery couch.

I settle in, then cast my mind out and in moments confirm one of the things I expected. A small team of specialists have set up shop in the space station, but it is still non-operable and mostly uninhabitable. And no one inside has any idea about what’s going on outside.

My next stop is down on the planet. There are no signs of life on its hostile surface, underground it’s different and the mood is somber. At this point all their kesba have been euthanized, and their servant-less masters fear starvation. It takes longer than I would have liked, but I find the minimal defense force stationed underground. Amazingly they have rigged up a communication system and are in contact with the Calamite, who have demanded their surrender. The Lepodred have asked for help with air, water, and food as a condition of surrender. At the moment they are stalemated. I’m not going to risk probing the Calamite ships, but the Lepodred seem confident they’ll get some sort of assistance and will not be attacked on the ground, because they think the Calamite are actually human.

I come back to myself, then go over to see Jazz and give him a quick summary. “Sounds like a stand-off,” Jazz comments.

“I doubt it will last long. I can’t probe the Calamite, but my guess is that they will attempt to take over the station, then enslave the population underground. They are hungry for thulium.”

“What do you want to do?” Jazz asks.

“It’s in our interest for Sarabaka to be restored, not for it to become a Calamite base. I want to take down those ships if we can.”

“Let me show you something,” Jazz says, then starts manipulating the controls on his station. In his station’s small local holoprojection one of the Calamite ships appears. He enlarges and rotates the image until we have a clear view of the back of the ship. “Check out the ion drive.” Jazz highlights a spot he wants me to look at. What I see surprises me. Six tubes protrude from the back of the ship.

“Interesting,” I whisper. “Their engines are shaped differently than ours, longer and narrower.”

“The Confederation was playing with a configuration like this some years ago,” Jazz asserts. “It can give the ship more maneuverability. The Confederation could never get it to be as efficient as side thruster-based steering. I’m betting the Calamite have solved that problem.”

“The relevance?” I ask.

“I bet we could wedge an assassin up into each of those. Once in place, we could have the assassins set their ion drives to full power for five seconds, then self-destruct. If the ships are as well designed as they appear to be, that probably wouldn’t be enough to destroy the ship. But it would be enough to destabilize their orbit and set them adrift.”

“Do it.”

...

It takes an hour to set the plan in motion. I’ve probed the Lepodred command center every fifteen minutes in the interim. The Lepodred are patiently pressing their case. The Calamite seem to be negotiating in good faith, but I struggle to believe they are.

Amazingly, Jazz has called most of the pilots in for this. He says it needs to be a coordinated attack or it will fail. Thirty-six assassins are positioned behind thirty-six ion drive vents, approaching slowly. Each is being piloted separately, coming in under the ship, so as not to be in the path of the engines if they should be turned on. All are working against the same countdown timer. At the one-minute point, all will pause until I give the command to proceed.

“Pausing in three, two, one... Pause.”

It’s an amazing thing to see thirty-six assassins sitting right at the edge of their respective target, drifting along in the same orbit.

“Jared, you’re up.” Jazz says.

I cast my mind back into the Lepodred control center and notice more worry than I did earlier. Their negotiator seems shaken. One of his lieutenants says, life support continues to be erratic. I hear but cannot understand the words that come in over the comm system from the Calamite negotiator, but the Lepodred understands them to mean, You said you need help. We understand how to solve this problem. Surrender now and we will land crews to fix your systems within a half hour.

In an instant, I know what’s happened. The Calamite AIs are in the process of sabotaging the life support systems on the planet. Taking them offline as fast as the Lepodred are bringing them back online.

I come back to myself so fast that I’m stricken with vertigo.

“Go! Go now! The Calamite are about to attack.”

“Fire!” Jazz shouts.

In unison, the assassins pop-up and rotate, then enter the exhaust pipes. As they enter, they drop stealth and engage their ion drives.

At the five second point, the automatic countdown timer starts. “Auto-destruct in five, four, three, two, one...”

In unison, all six of the Calamite ships shudder, then the tail pipes detach and float away. Seconds later power seems to fail as external lights on the ships blink out.

“I’ve got delta V,” one of the pilots announces then pops an image up in the holoprojection.

“They’re venting atmosphere,” another pilot calls out.

“Confirming destabilized orbit,” the first announces.

Minutes pass as others make additional observations.

“The ships are cooling, which confirms power loss,” one voice observes.

“One of the ships still has a functioning nose thruster. They fired it which gave the ship some angular momentum that they’ve not arrested. The opposing thruster must not have power,” another voice says.

Then Dylan, our master navigator announces, “The atmosphere leak has affected each of the ships a little differently, but it’s contributing to the decaying orbit. The ship that’s rotating is in the most trouble. Firing that thruster seems to have done them in. They will hit the surface in about fourteen days unless they can restore power. The least affected ship will take about forty-five days before it hits. I wonder if they got word out.”

“Any chance we could help them land a little sooner,” I ask Jazz.

“We could use the ER2s to nudge them or slice them open. But I recommend against. Those are AI ships. Who knows what they could do to an ER2 if they knew it was there? I say leave it to the Lepodred.”

No sooner are the words out of Jazz’s mouth than a Lepodred shuttle exits the station and moves toward the first of the ships. It extends its small space time disruption weapon and approaches its target. As the weapon makes contact, the Calamite ships explode destroying themselves and their attacker.

DAY 32

RECONSTRUCTION COMMISSION

I tie into the virtual conference exactly on time.

“Ah, Jared.” Porti starts. “Only three others are able to join us: Björn Söllner, Isaiah MacKensie, and Renée Boudine.”

Curiously, none of the three are on the line yet, which is unusual.

“I’m not sure what to make of your emergency. I don’t find your data compelling and am struggling to determine what angle you’re playing. Are you expecting us to call your bluff, so you can complain we’re not doing anything? Or are you expecting us to fall for your bluff, so you can claim we take you seriously? Either way the messaging seems confused. Are you sure you want to push forward with this nonsense?”

Porti’s demeanor is as polite as his words are offensive.

“I’m simply trying to save seven hundred thousand human lives and deprive our enemy of the final resource they need to launch their attack.”

Porti laughs. “Right, the almighty Jaredaan military needs one of our ships in order to do something it can’t do on its own. Hmmm, I might be able to play that angle—one of our ships is needed to save an independent world that Jaredaan cannot save on its own.”

“We actually refit your ships with propulsion better suited to this mission than any of our own. Maybe that was too generous of us, but I would do it again. Actually, we’ve done it a dozen times at this point.” I pause, then ask, “Are the others actually going to join us?”

“In a minute...” Porti seems to hesitate, then says, “If this is just some campaign stunt and something happens to that ship, it will come down hard on you. And assuming I win, I will push for prosecution against you.”

“And if you withhold that ship from us, I will live-stream the slaughter that will happen because we could not stage forces there in time. While you fiddle, the Calamite are massing. It’s all we can do to track them all. But they won’t attack us at this point because they don’t have the thulium. They made a play against a Lepodred mining world called Sarabaka yesterday. Thankfully, it was turned back. They will make their play against New Lima later this week. And in a month or so, they will make their play against Taramoot. Any one of those worlds will fuel their war machine if they can capture it. I am dead serious about the emergency request I’ve put in. If it is held back as a campaign stunt, then I will come after yours with everything I have.”

I see Porti reach out to push a button and assume he’s about to disconnect. Instead, he pushes it, and the other three members appear. Björn Söllner is the first to speak. “Amal asked us to allow him to mask our presence, so we could watch as he confronted you. I’m voting in favor of your request.”

“Me too, Isaiah MacKensie adds.”

All eyes turn to Renée Boudine. “How much risk will we be putting the ship under, Jared?”

“It will be at risk. We expect the Calamite to arrive in five days. If we get the ship tonight or early tomorrow morning, then it will be out of harm’s way in three days. The later the ship comes and the earlier the Calamite come, the more risk of getting caught in the middle. The good news is that the Calamite have not moved against any of our ships when they are in stealth. Your refit ships have the same stealth mechanism which should allow them to escape if they are seen and go to stealth quickly enough.”

“I assume that you would like the ship to linger in the area once its delivery mission is complete, so that you have Confederation-sourced proof that the Calamite exist and are a threat.” Renée says, her question posed as a statement.

“I would. But I will not order the captain to do so. He would need to volunteer.”

“Then I will ask her to volunteer.”

At first the commissioner’s words don’t make sense to me. Then I remember that one of the ships we refit had a woman captain.

“Danielle Beauregard?”

“My daughter. Make sure she comes back home.”

“I will.”

“Well, Jared. It looks like you’re getting what you asked for. Admiral Napier will confirm the arrangements with you as soon as we are done. Are there any other matters we need to discuss?”

When all heads shake no, Porti says, “Then I adjourn this emergency session. Good luck to you, Jared.”

“And to you, sir.”

WAR COUNCIL

The fact that I’ve been given what I’ve asked for and am confident about my war plan, gives me pause to worry. I just intervened in a relatively simple interaction with the Calamite without having probed it in a serious way. I’m about to repeat in a more consequential one. Worried that I’m grossly underestimating my opponent, I request a meeting with Emperor Sanrufar and Rapsyn. They agree to meet in an hour once his last audience for the day is done.

The minutes tick by as I prepare my thoughts. But fifteen or so minutes in, I realize that just thinking about Rapsyn is muddling my thoughts and I need Summer’s help. She joins me in my office.

“So, Porti is giving you a ship and it’s captained by Commissioner Boudine’s daughter.”

I nod. “I’ve been given exactly what I wanted and am suddenly worried that I’m overlooking something.”

“So, you contacted Emperor Sanrufar and he’s giving you an audience in the middle of the afternoon?”

“Their days are shorter than ours. They’re now running a little over four hours ahead of us.”

“Why the Rufarven?”

“My instincts tell me that Rapsyn will have a better plan than I do.”

“And you want me to join in, why?”

I take Summer’s hand, then lock eyes.

“Oh.” She laughs.

...

The Conference line connects, and the emperor and his niece appear in 2D, their images projected on the wall opposite us.

“Clever idea this,” the emperor comments. “We really don’t have anything like it. Thank you for sending us the specifications.”

“In the Confederation, we do this in 3D using holoprojections.”

“It may take some time, but please, send me the specs. I’m sure our engineers will be able to build something like it.”

“If nothing else, we can lean on the Lepodred for one of theirs,” Rapsyn adds. “They’ve always been cleverer about things like this.”

The irony of her comment is not lost on me.

“We encountered the Calamite in Lepodred space yesterday, disabling six of their ships. Several more will arrive at a human world with significant thulium reserves in five days.”

“My sense has been that it is about to begin,” the emperor muses. “Seems that it is.”

I quickly update my counterparts on the plan we’ve put in place.

Rapsyn purrs in delight at the way I’ve twisted the circumstances to my advantage. “Clever, human.”

“Thank you, but I fear my plan is not complete.”

“Plan?” she asks. “Yours is a clever framing for an interaction. But it’s certainly not a plan. How are you going to divide their forces? How are you going to cut off the next wave? They have what? Ten thousand ships staged nearby? Killing the five or ten that wander into that system will be like setting off a beacon saying, ‘Here we are.’”

“What should I be doing?”

She looks at me like I’m a child. “Deceive, deflect, and divert.”

Her words momentarily stun me into silence. “Can you explain?”

She opens her mouth to speak, but the emperor takes her hand, silencing her. Nonetheless, the mystery delivers her words despite the fact they were never spoken.

“Interesting thought,” I reply. “You’ve obviously received better tactical training than I have.”

My words reopen the conversation and over the next hour I’m given lesson after lesson on how to deceive the Calamite about where the thulium is located, then lead them on a wild goose chase, while staging a nuisance attack on their superiors, triggering a recall of their forces. The strategy is genius, the tactics so simple that they’re obvious in retrospect.

“It will buy you a month before they have regrouped enough to mount a new attack. And if your stealth ship stays quiet and records the whole encounter, you will have everything your campaign has asked for,” she concludes.

I’m astounded and don’t know what to say. Then I see the emperor’s smile. “I told you we could help you.” Turning to Rapsyn, he says, “You are truly magnificent, my sweet.”

DAY 33

ARRIVAL

As promised by Admiral Napier last night, the CSS Trompeur arrived at the shipyards around 5:00 AM this morning. I vaguely remember this ship being upgraded, and remember that its name means something, but I can’t remember what. So, as we make our way to my office for the 7:00 AM conference call with the ship, I ask Summer.

“The Trompeur,” she says in surprise. “Great name.”

“You know what it means?” I ask.

She looks at me and shakes her head. “It’s French. It means misleading. Great name for a stealthy war ship.”

Once in the squadron conference room, we tie into the virtual conference line. The line connects and three people appear opposite us.

“Jared, good to see you,” Dan Marshal, the general manager of Jaredaan Orbital Shipyard, greets. “You know Danielle Beauregard, captain of the CSS Trompeur.

“Captain Beauregard, it’s a pleasure to see you again, ma’am.”

“Minister Daan, it’s a pleasure to see you as well. Please meet my first officer, Commander Arnaud Coquelin.”

Three things have always struck me about the Confederation Officers I’ve met: their courteousness, formality, and discipline. These two are possibly the most courteous that I’ve met.

Introductions and greetings go back and forth, then Captain Beauregard turns the conversation to business. “Minister Daan, my orders regarding this mission are as follows. The CSS Trompeur is a member of an allied force, collaborating in a mission led by Rear Admiral Baker.”

Although Jazz is sitting next to me out of my line of sight, I can feel his discomfort with use of his formal name, Rear Admiral Jaxson Baker, rather than his call sign.

Capt. Beauregard continues, “As collaborating partners, decisions regarding our portion of the mission will be made jointly. And I will only accept orders I agree to accept.”

I nod. “That is my understanding as well.”

She continues, “I have additional orders to linger in the area once the deliveries are complete, to record what transpires. I have been given a great deal of discretion in this matter and plan to linger as long as mutually agreeable.”

“Thank you,” I reply. “Your presence, in stealth at a safe distance, will be a tremendous service to the Confederation, whose knowledge of the Calamite threat is so limited.”

She nods. “Then we are agreed.”

“So we are,” I reply.

Turning to look directly at Jazz, she says, “Admiral, would you please lay out the assignment you have for us, along with any relevant briefing material.”

“Let me start with the situational briefing,” Jazz begins.

Over the next hour, Jazz shares his data and plans. Both have evolved a bit over the last day.

“I hadn’t realized that our ship could make journeys of this length faster than yours. I also hadn’t realized the extent of your drone capabilities. Now this request makes more tactical sense to me.” She muses for a second, then snaps back into the moment. “To confirm, a team from the shipyard will board our ship and construct storage racks in our cargo bay. They will also load some additional autonomous equipment. When that is done, we will open the cargo bay to space, and you will fly forty of your drones into their racks. We will button up, then travel to the deployment area, where you will fly your drones out of the cargo bay. We have thirty hours from departure to make the four deployments and drop the decoy material and associated equipment on the fourth planet in the last system.”

“That’s correct,” Jazz replies.

“And when it’s done, we will navigate to the agreed coordinates to observe. There we will remain in stealth, and you will share your system map, so we can see where all your ships and drones are, despite the fact we will not be able to see them with our sensors.”

“Correct, and we will also share all our sensor readings on the Calamite forces.”

Capt. Beauregard smiles as she turns to me. “Minister Daan, thank you for including us in this mission. It is a pleasure to serve with you, sir.”

“The pleasure is ours, Captain. If there is nothing else, then let’s begin.”

As the line drops, Jazz says, “She’s good. I can see why she was selected.”

“You’re really going to be able to load the ER2s that fast?”

Jazz chuckles. “Quite a bit faster actually. I think the challenge is going to be building the racks.”

“Funny,” I reply. “Dan said exactly the opposite. I hope you’re both right.”

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM

Sadly, my two-day respite is up. Gabi has me doing two speeches and two influence events a day for the next five days. Thankfully, the mission to New Lima is now with Jazz and Capt. Beauregard, and the technical work is with Cal and Moose, so I can give my full attention to Gabi and the campaign.

The virtual conference line connects, and Gabi appears opposite me, accompanied by her minions. This obviously isn’t going to be the one-on-one-style meeting we went with last week.

“Morning, Jared. Did Operation Rescue launch successfully this morning?”

I look at Gabi perplexed. “I didn’t realize that the operation had been named.”

Gabi laughs. “Jared, did you think Porti was going to give you those ships and not claim credit for the operation?”

“Un-freaking-believable,” I mutter.

Gabi laughs some more, then shaking her head, she says, “Don’t worry, we’re handling the messaging for you. Porti is playing it as though he is leading it, which will backfire. We are playing it as Porti finally admitting the obvious and partnering with you.”

I look at Gabi stunned. I had no idea any of this was going on.

“Jared, I think you’re one of the best candidates I’ve ever worked with. You set the agenda. You get things done instead of spitting out platitudes. You give us more material to leverage than I’ve ever had before. It’s usually my team doing all the work and the feckless candidate bumbling through the lines we’ve given them.”

“OK.” I say, “But you have the agenda today, right?”

She smiles at me, “Yeah, I’ve got the agenda and it’s a little different than what we were planning last week.”

“How so?” I ask.

“The material you sent me on the Calamite incursion into independent space, their attack in Lepodred space that you thwarted, and the launch of Operation Rescue has changed the nature of the race. Our unofficial, small sample polls suggest that the Calamite will move up a slot to the top issue over the next couple days. As a result, you will surge ahead in the polls. So, our challenge is to get ahead of the polls, shifting the campaign’s focus to you as the only viable leader in the fight against them.”

“OK,” I say, following the argument, but not understanding the implications.

“We need to position you as the unchallenged expert on the Calamite. The best medium for that is news interviews, not campaign speeches. Therefore, we are going to shift the rallies, have them run by surrogates, and backed by clips of you talking. We have A-list personalities that have signed on as surrogates. We’ve written excellent speeches for them, lined up the best venues, and set up interviews for you with the major news shows.”

“Can you give me an example?”

Gabi nods to ‘my’ publicist, Tara Helms. “Want to run Jared through the first one?”

She nods, then looks at me. “Hi Jared, do you know of the actor Robin Attenborough.”

“The guy who played the prime minister in the movie about the last days of the Great Alien War?”

“One and the same,” Tara says. “He’s a big supporter of yours. He’s donated something like a million credits to your campaign.”

I’m so stunned that I don’t know what to say.

“His speech starts like this,” she says, then shows a video clip.

It opens with a caption: This recording was made by a spy drone in Calamite space.

As the caption fades out, the still image of a Calamite cyborg fades in, then pans out showing the cyborg towering above two slaves on the ground. The still image suddenly comes to life, the cyborg unclipping its stun stick from its side then striking each of the slaves, who scream in agony. As the image fades to black and the lights come up, the great Robin Attenborough begins.

“A time of great need is about to befall us. A time in which everything will hang in the balance: the lives of men, the wealth of entire worlds... In short, life as we know it.

“Throughout history, when times like these have come, great leaders have stepped forward: men, women, doctors, orators, even...”

There’s a pause for effect. “Even a welder...”

The crowd explodes in applause that runs for a full minute before Robin quiets them down.

“Yes, a welder named John Whitestone, stepped forward to lead the final battles at the close of the Great Alien War. A man I know a great deal about.”

More applause.

Tara stops the clip. “You recognized the references, right.”

“The first line is right from the movie, isn’t it?”

“Yes. This is not well-known, but Attenborough owns the rights to the movie, the best-selling movie of all time. He also technically owns this clip. The campaign has unlimited rights to use, but... Sorry, that’s lawyer stuff,” Tara mumbles, then brightens. “He’s agreed to headline twelve campaign events for us over the next four weeks. He’d like you to join him in person on election eve, but understands we are unlikely to be able to arrange that.”

Gabi cuts in. “Every night until election night, we will have five rallies, each led by an A-list personality like Robin. They will be backed by three other B-list personalities, one or two local officials, video clips of the Calamite, video clips of you talking about various things, etc. We will work you in live as we can, with customized recordings of you when we can’t.”

“So, what will I be doing?”

Gabi smiles, obviously enjoying her presentation. “We will be putting out press releases each day that will include some new information you will reveal. You will be doing interviews with the news media, who for the most part will be asking you about the most recent press releases. We will totally control the news cycle.”

For the first time in the campaign, I feel like I’m a side show, not the main event. Gabi apparently senses my concern.

“Don’t worry, Jared. You will be live with interviewers, three or four hours a day, leaving you time to manage our defense. But the public will perceive you as being continuously present, everywhere. The processes and technologies that Celine, Arun and Hope have put in place are revolutionary. Porti truly has no chance at this point.”

It takes a second to place the names: Celine Dubois, my media strategist; Arun Patel, my events manager; and Hope Mitchell, my press secretary.

“How much is this costing me?” I ask, suddenly worried that I’m going to be bankrupted by my success.

“Nothing to worry about Jared,” my campaign finance manager Walt Philips says. “Contributions have been steadily increasing. We’re now about break-even on an operating basis, and we have 2.3 billion credits on hand. I doubt you’ll need to put in anything else.”

“How did this happen?” I ask.

“Like I said earlier. The data you’ve fed us is incredible. You have news that the news agencies don’t. The campaign has been doling it out, which has put the media in our pocket. With the talent of these three,” she points to Celine, Arun and Hope. “...and your data, it was just a matter of reaching critical mass, which we did last week.”

“And that’s why the focus of the campaign is shifting,” I echo Gabi’s words from earlier. “Makes sense.”


CHAPTER 10: OPERATION RESCUE

Day 35

PORT MESS

The last two days have been crazy. The way Gabi presented the schedule to me, I thought I’d be working half days on the campaign. The truth is almost exactly the opposite. Back when I was doing speeches, I spent most of my time just sitting around waiting to give the next speech, two speeches and two influence sessions a day. I had to practice the speeches, but they were all similar to each other. And I had to pay attention during the influence sessions. But it was all more boring than busy.

Now each day, I have to prep, then give, four or five interviews, record the narration for two new set pieces, and customize five prerecorded speeches to be used the next day.

It’s all done in the broadcast quality presence projector on the ship, and I have people pampering me between the recordings. But it’s exhausting. Gabi’s arranged most of the interviews with hard hitting, but fair, journalists that actually ask good questions. That makes it interesting, but wow... I hope I can survive twenty-three more days of this.

Thankfully Gabi pushed the first interview out an hour today, so I can watch the drone deployments and decoy plant in New Lima’s system.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

I arrive and find Jazz waiting for me. “Hi, Jared. We’ll be working out of the squadron conference room.”

As we walk toward it, Jazz points to a new display on the wall at the front of the room. “It’s getting harder to keep track of which teams are on and which are off, so we now have the officer on duty and active teams, including their members, posted on the wall. “As you can see, we have ten flight teams active, Mel has command of the room, and Squadron 4, Alpha team is down one pilot. Hammer is sick.”

I notice that Hammer’s name is grayed out in the team’s listing.

Once settled, we tie into the virtual conference. “Capt. Beauregard, good morning. I understand the first three drops went smoothly.”

“Minister Daan, Admiral Baker, good morning to you both. The mission has run like clockwork so far and according to the latest intelligence you’ve provided, the first part of our mission will be completed more than twenty-four hours before the Calamite arrive at the system perimeter.”

“Excellent news,” I reply.

Turning her attention to Jazz, she says, “Sharing our sensor readings now.”

In the small holoprojection at the end of the table, the system map appears, as does a pair of flight paths, one in green, the other in red.

“As you can see, we will be entering the system on a vector that will take us close to the target world.” She points to the green flight path. “The Calamite will be coming in from the opposite direction, entering here,” she points to the red line. “Then, assuming they follow the search path you’ve observed in other systems, will proceed in system as shown.”

She pauses to look at Jazz. “Our team has studied the data you provided and concur that this path, the one you’ve predicted, is the most likely. But they also believe there is a much different path the Calamite might take, based on their search rules.”

A second path appears on the map.

“Yes, we considered this possibility and agree that it’s less likely,” Jazz replies.

The captain highlights one of the planets along the other path. “Have you considered splitting the decoy material, only planting three quarters of it as planned and the other quarter on this world? It avoids the possibility of the Calamite getting to the populated world before having passed a decoy.”

A flash probe reveals that Jazz did consider this option but thought the odds of the enemy going that way were so low that it wasn’t worth the effort.

“How likely do you think it is that the Calamite will take the alternate path?” I ask.

“We have a civilian scientist from the Defense Intelligence Agency aboard, who holds a PhD in Probability Theory with a specialty in logistics. He puts the odds at 28%.”

Jazz leans toward me and whispers, “I was thinking it was more like five or ten percent.”

“Can you, or your specialist, give us the five-minute version of the reasoning behind your numbers?”

“Yes, we’d be happy to,” Capt. Beauregard replies, then presses a button on her chair. “Dr. Roberts, report to the captain’s conference room.”

As soon as she’s down, an announcement sounds through the Trompeur’s comm system. “Captain, we are entering high orbit around the target world.”

The captain turns back to us. “Admiral Baker, we will be ready to deploy the six drones designated for New Lima in ten minutes.”

“Good, have your cargo master contact our officer on duty, Melinda Gesner, call sign Mel, on this number.” Jazz messages the comm routing ID to the captain.

As the captain forwards the information, there’s a knock on the door, then a man enters, whom I assume is her expert.

The captain turns and greets the man. “Dr. Roberts. Thank you for coming so quickly.”

He smiles, “My pleasure ma’am.”

Introductions are made, then the question is turned over to Dr. Roberts, who pops up a stick diagram of some sort in the holoprojection. “This is a probability tree. Each of the little circles represents one of the factors that will go into the enemy’s decision-making process. An analysis of the data you sent us shows that those factors clump into four buckets and for each of these we can look through their historic actions to determine the likelihood of which one they will choose.”

“Can you explain that a little more?” I ask.

“My pleasure, sir.” He positions his pointing device over one of the little circles and a stack of images pop up, all of which show a change of course. He quickly scrolls through them. Some of the images show a Calamite ship going one way, others show it going the other. “This list of images, all correspond to the criteria for the system entry decision. They were drawn from your database of observations for systems with seven planets, two gas giants, and the outermost planet in the same hemisphere where their ship was entering.”

He pops up another image, positioning it close to the stack, then starts scrolling through them a second time. “This is what that decision will look like in this system. See how this one goes the way we expect?” He scrolls to the next. “This one too.” Then the next. “See how this one goes the other way?”

I’m astonished at the display of logic we are being shown.

“This is one of the methods we use to train AIs how to make decisions,” Dr. Roberts comments. “Anyway, there are twenty-nine samples in your observed data. For this uncertainty, nineteen go opposite the system rotation, as you are expecting, nine go the other way. There are three downstream decision points the enemy will face. Each has its own supporting data. Of the sixteen paths the enemy might take before getting to the populated world, there’s a 72% chance they will pass the planet where we are planning to plant the decoy before reaching the populated world. Conversely, there’s a 28% chance they pass the alternate world the captain has pointed out. If the captain of the flight group assigned to do this survey follows a different decision process than their colleagues, or if they should enter the system at a different place than you’ve predicted, then we might calculate a different result. But given the available data, we don’t see a path that would get the enemy to the populated world without passing one of the two proposed decoy planets.”

He pauses, then looks at me. “This analysis is based solely on the data you have observed and shared with us. Different data would probably yield a different answer. But with the data we have, this is the best listing of the possibilities and their likely outcomes that can be made.”

“Thank you, Dr. Roberts. Your analysis is quite convincing.”

I look at Jazz. “What do you think, Admiral?”

“We have the time to do a split deployment, so I’m inclined to go with Capt. Beauregard’s suggestion. We will have thirty of our ships and drones in the system, so can spare six of them to pre-position at the alternate decoy site.”

“Agreed.” I reply.

Jazz smiles in acknowledgment, then turns to our Confederation partners.

“Capt. Beauregard, I concur with your proposal to plant decoys on two worlds.”

She nods. “Thank you, Admiral.”

OFFICE

Unfortunately, my schedule only allowed time to view the first decoy operation. One of the Trompeur’s shuttles dropped five hundred kilograms of unrefined thulium onto the planet from an altitude of a hundred meters. This was high enough to sink the thulium deep into the planet’s powdered regolith surface, thereby making it easy to detect, but impossible to see in the visual spectrum.

It then landed and deployed a ground vehicle and suited-up robots, both remote-controlled, that look as though they are working the site. On its return, the shuttle dropped one kilogram of thulium oxide, high in the thin atmosphere, then irradiated it using their ion drive, making the presence of thulium easy to detect from millions of kilometers away.

The radiation will attract the Calamite to this planet. The sensor scans and minimal development will probably be enough to draw them down to the surface, making our robots targets, and leaving their ships vulnerable to our invisible fleet.

The Confederation’s partnership in this effort has been truly impressive. And Rapsyn’s plan to ensnare our common enemy gives me hope that we may prevail despite the power of the opponent we face. Now, it’s time for the first of today’s interviews.

INTERVIEW

As I wait for the broadcast-quality connection to complete, I steel myself, sitting straight and donning a professional smile, as I’ve been taught to do. Checking the monitor that shows what the audience will see, I’m satisfied with my posture and the image I project.

Today’s interview is with the senior political correspondent at GNN, a fellow named Ryan Mann. He’s a strong Porti advocate, who’s been openly skeptical about the Calamite, and unlike Porti, has gone as far as accusing me of being a fraud.

The line finally connects, and the image of Ryan Mann appears opposite me. “Apologies for the delay, Minister Daan. There was a technical issue at our end that was slow getting resolved, but your inbound signal is excellent.”

“Not a problem, Ryan. Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today.”

“Thank you, sir. You’ve become the most visible person in the Confederation. It’s really a privilege to get one-on-one time with you.”

There’s a pause in the conversation as Ryan straightens himself and assumes the familiar position he’s taken in all the videos I’ve seen him in. The change is so thorough, he comes across like a chameleon.

“Ready to begin,” he asks in his formal broadcast voice. What an actor this guy is.

“Ready,” I answer as I flash probe and sense the question he is about to ask. I plant the idea that he should proceed cautiously and note a tiny change in his expression.

“Minister Daan,” he starts, stretching out my name. “Commissioner Porti announced that he was committing Confederation military forces to assist you on a mission, called Operation Rescue, in non-aligned human space. What can you tell us about that mission, sir? And how is it that you need Confederation assistance?”

I nod before responding. “Yes, the Confederation has committed one of its fast attack ships, one that Jaredaan upgraded for them, to assist in an emergency deployment of forces in non-aligned human space where the Calamite have become active. One of those worlds contains a rare material that the Calamite need to fuel their war machine. We intend to stop them from enslaving the humans on that world and to deny them access to that resource.”

“And how is the ship we assigned assisting?”

“By transporting forty of our weapon systems to the relevant deployment points in time.”

“You could not do this on your own?”

A flash probed reveals that Ryan thinks he can pin me on this, use it to assert that Jaredaan’s military is not all it’s cracked up to be.

I smile, “Of course we could have. But this is one of those things where the Confederation was better positioned for a non-combat transport operation than Jaredaan’s forces were.”

“So, the sole purpose of the Confederation’s effort is to provide the ship that carries the goods?”

“The primary purpose, yes. The sole purpose, no. There is tremendous benefit to our forces, and all Confederation aligned people, anytime we can work together toward a common end. I am exceedingly pleased that the Reconstruction Commission and High Command agreed to work with us on this one.”

Ryan nods, then moves on. “In another interview, yet to be aired, Commissioner Boudine told me that she had another purpose for this mission beyond the one you’ve mentioned.” He lets the statement hang there, but I don’t take the bait. “She told me that she wanted observers at hand to confirm that the Calamite are what you represent them to be. What do you have to say about that?”

“We discussed this at the last Commission meeting. I completely agree with her. Everything we know about the Calamite has been sourced through channels that, in principle, I control. It will be a benefit to the Confederation as a whole if information on this issue is collected and disseminated by others. But let me be clear on one thing. I would never put a Confederation ship in harm’s way as a campaign stunt. If the events of the next several days play out as I expect, a significant battle will be fought, one in which all the other combatants will materially out-class Confederation ships. So, my request of the ship’s captain, and of the High Command, is that they observe from a safe distance and withdraw if, or when, things get too close to them.”

Ryan nods. “Commissioner Boudine did not put it that way but implied the same thing.”

He pauses, as if trying to decide where to go next. “We’re almost out of time, so a quick follow up question. You said that you controlled the information sources in principle. What exactly did you mean by that?”

“At this time, the Jaredaan Defense Forces have several hundred ships monitoring the edges of human space or running reconnaissance missions in Calamite space. The last time I was briefed on these activities, over fifty-four hundred observations had been recorded. As the commander of these forces, I set the high-level priorities and resource allocations. I don’t fly the ships, set individual targets, or review the recordings. I’m told most of the observations are boring, following a Calamite ship for hours to determine where it is going and things like that. I’m briefed on the standout observations, ones our intelligence team considers to be significant. My campaign chooses the ones that best illustrate the points we are trying to make. I don’t think there are any observations that would make a different point. But nothing is held back unless it reveals too much about how we are gathering the information.”

“Thanks for the detail,” Ryan says with at least the appearance of sincerity. “But the fact remains, it is your campaign team that controls the information flow.”

“So it is,” I confess.

“Sadly, we are out of time. Minister Daan, it’s been a pleasure speaking with you today and I wish you and your campaign the best in the closing days of this election season.”

“Thank you, Ryan.”

Day 36

SHIPBOARD CABIN

I’m awakened by the emergency alarm on my comm device. Looking at it, I see that it’s 5:17 AM. The message is from Jazz. It reads, “The Calamite have entered the New Lima system.”

As I pop out of bed, Summer asks, “They’ve arrived, haven’t they?”

I nod. “Earlier than expected.”

“Remember, you have a meeting with Gabi at 10:00, and she sent materials you haven’t read yet.”

I smile, “Thanks for the reminder.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

I arrive and see that twelve flight teams have been called up, about the same number of people we had in this room when we took down the aliens. Today’s work doesn’t carry the same risk or urgency, but the scope of what we’re doing is remarkable: protective surveillance for the Confederation, Operation Squeeze Play, Operation Clean-Up, and now Operation Rescue.

Jazz sees me as I approach his station. “Morning Jared. We have a lot going on today.”

“I see that,” I reply. “Are the Calamite following their script?”

“So far, yes. They’re following Dr. Roberts’ high-probability path exactly, but they’re doing it differently than we’ve seen them do it before. See?” He points at the system map.

I stare at the map for a second, then see the difference. “Only one of their six ships is surveying the outermost planet. The others are heading toward the next planet on the path.”

“It’s like they all went there as a show of force and once they’d cleared any competitors, one was left to complete the planetary survey while the others moved on to the next target.” Jazz speculates.

“What do you make of it?” I ask.

“This is the first populated system we’ve seen them enter. Maybe they know it’s populated, and this is the way they behave in populated systems. There aren’t that many people there, but the radio waves are easily heard from the outermost planet.”

“Could be,” I agree. “Wish I could safely probe them. But I can’t, so speculation is what we’re stuck with.”

Jazz locks me with the gravest stare I’ve ever received. “Jared, is that to say, you won’t be here in our hour of need?”

“I’ll be here Jazz, but it may be the last thing I do.”

We stare at each other, locked in the gravity of the moment, then Mel’s voice rings out. “Jazz, we’ve got a situation.”

“Report,” he orders.

“The five ships heading to the second planet have split ranks. Two have just changed course, headed straight for the primary decoy. Two others are headed for the secondary. The fifth remains on track for the second planet on the high-priority list.”

Jazz acknowledges Mel’s report, then turns to me. “Thoughts?”

“They’ve picked up the two decoys. Their thulium sensors far exceed ours. But that works to our benefit, right? Taking down ships spread so far apart is a lot easier than taking down an intact flight wing.”

Jazz eyes me. “Is that to say we’re going to shoot first, without warning them off?”

My friend’s words strike me. Jazz has been the one that’s wanted to shoot first, ask questions later. I’ve been the counterbalance. How is it that our roles have switched? A moment passes, then I know the answer. In our first solo encounter with the Calamite, the one that led to us discovering their staging area, an immensely powerful, malign presence stalked me until I disengaged. There was, and is, no doubt that it was the Calamite’s leader Ahpuch, a cyborg and level twelve seer. Eyes refocusing on Jazz, I say, “Yes. I want all six ships killed simultaneously. No warning; no questions; just instant death.”

Jazz all but recoils. “You sure, boss?”

“Dead sure. I don’t know the people on those ships, but I do know their master. Everyone who serves him is just a puppet. Some serve willingly, others not. But either way, the puppet master must go down. A lot of puppets will be lost in the process, but we cannot allow our sympathy for them to prevent us from destroying him.”

Jazz nods. “As you say, boss.”

I sit and watch as the assassins we launched yesterday track their targets. A synchronized hit will not be possible until the ships all drop from FTL. Given the distance, the last to drop will be the two ships heading toward the secondary decoy. The two going for the primary decoy will drop two full minutes earlier.

Given their speed and the odd angles, it’s hard to synchronize the lock. But I trust the colleagues I’ve trained with. I allow Jazz a fire on simultaneous lock authorization.

Target lock sounds almost immediately on the first ship, which has started its scans of the outermost planet. Minutes tick by then the ship targeting the next planet on Dr. Roberts’ high-probability course drops from FTL and enters orbit. Moments later target lock sounds.

Two more minutes pass, then the two ships targeting the primary decoy drop from FTL. Again, target lock sounds almost immediately.

I sense Jazz squirming. “This is happening too easily,” he mutters.

His prophetic words are fulfilled seconds later, as one of the ships orbiting the primary decoy dives for the surface and the lock drop alarm sounds.

Jazz reaches for the comm button, but I intervene. “Let him go, maintain lock on the others.”

Jazz points to the holoprojection pane showing the secondary decoy on the other side of the system. “They’ll arrive momentarily. Think they’ll dive for the surface too?”

“That is their protocol, right?” I reply. “Hit the surface with a projectile, sample the ejecta.”

“There you go,” Jazz says, pointing back to the primary decoy.

In the close-up view of the site, a projectile hits, destroying our ground vehicle and robotic miners, and throwing up a massive cloud of debris. Moments later, the ship skims across the top of the dust cloud, trailing a tiny sample container that scoops up some of the dust, before climbing back out.

“This is going to be close,” Jazz says. “These guys aren’t going to linger. The two that are targeting the secondary decoy are about to drop from FTL. We need them all above the atmosphere if we’re going to get a simultaneous hit.”

Seconds tick by then the two ships targeting the secondary decoy drop from FTL. Target lock sounds almost immediately.

“I need fifteen more seconds,” Sapphire, the pilot targeting the ship climbing up out of the atmosphere, calls out.

“Come on, climb faster,” Jazz coaxes, then says, “Confirming fire on simultaneous lock.”

As the seconds tick by, I feel my adrenalin levels surge and force myself to take a calming breath.

“Got ‘em,” Sapphire shouts, as she attains lock.

Six assassins simultaneously enter FTL. The Calamite react immediately, further evidence that they have sensors that can detect us. But truth be told, there’s not that much you can do in three seconds.

In the adrenaline rush of the last minutes, I missed an inbound from Gabi, then from Summer, who comes bursting into drone control just as all six of the Calamite ships go down.

“Jared, you’re late!” Summer’s anxiety seems over the top. “Your first debate with Porti starts in less than two hours. Gabi is beside herself. Have you even read the briefing material yet?”

As I shake my head no, Jazz says, “Jared, we have it from here. Go do what you need to do. Everything else that will happen today is clean up.”

I nod my appreciation to Jazz, then turn to Summer, who waves and sprints out of drone control.

DEBATE

This is the first of three debates I’ll be doing with Porti. All will be available live on the exo-net. Then once the debate is over, the recordings will be available on demand until the election.

But given the vast differences in time zones between the major population centers, each of the debates will take place at different times of day. This one is at Noon on Jaredaan, which is 8:00 AM in Caladon’s capital city, Victoria, and 6:00 PM in New Perth’s capital city, Albany. The next one will be at 4:00 AM my time, which I’m not that happy about, and the last at 8:00 PM.

The topics today favor me. They’re about the current health and welfare of the Confederation and the readiness of its military. Gabi fears I’m under-prepared. I’m sure she’s right, but Aurora and Summer are here with me to give real-time support and input, so hopefully I’ll be able to hold my own.

...

The broadcast quality conference line connects and my virtual desk morphs into a three-sided one, Porti on my right, the moderator on my left and a fake virtual audience directly ahead. Today’s moderator is Finn Mathews, one of the political reporters from Confederation Central News network (CCN).

“Commissioner Porti, Commissioner Daan. Welcome. A few quick reminders before we go live. The debate will play out in five rounds: opening remarks, three questions, then closing remarks. In each section one of you will go first, then the other. You’ll each have three minutes. Then, you will each have the opportunity to give a ninety second rebuttal. During your time to talk, your opponent’s audio feed will be muted. Your audio feed will be cut at the end of your time slot. During your slot, you can yield your time. Any time yielded will be available in subsequent slots. Any questions?”

A flash probe reveals that Porti understands the rules in a way that only a bureaucrat could. Gabi drilled me hard enough that I know to talk when asked to, be quiet otherwise.

“Excellent,” Finn says when neither of us respond. “I will put you both on stand-by, then bring you back in when we start in three minutes. Thank you, gentlemen.”

With those words, Finn and Porti disappear from around my table.

...

“Our next candidate is Jaredaan Defense Minister and Reconstruction Commission member, Jared Daan.”

As the mock crowd applauds, I see our moderator and Porti on opposite sides from me, then realize that Porti was introduced before me, and I was barred from seeing it.

I smile and wave, but it’s a cover for the brutally deep probe I do on our host Finn. And, as expected, I learn that Finn is another Porti sycophant posing as a news reporter.

“Thank you, Finn. It’s a pleasure to be here.”

Finn explains the rules to the virtual audience, then yields the floor to Porti to make his opening statement.

“We’re running a timer,” Summer sends.

Porti finishes his opening statement just as his time runs out. The string of mealy-mouthed words that Porti emits confuse me.

“That’s the point,” Aurora sends. “Spit platitudes, say things that sound good. It’s the game he plays.”

When Porti finishes, Finn turns to me. “Commissioner Daan, your opening statement?”

I turn to the virtual audience, “My friends...” I pause, simply letting the words hang.

“Well done, Jared,” Aurora sends.

Then I repeat, “My friends, today has been a turning point for our future. Six ships, members of the Calamite advance survey team, entered human space today. To be clear, they entered human space, not Confederation space. But the system they entered is only one hundred light years from the nearest Confederation world. Less than one day’s journey if they knew where the nearest human world was located.”

I pause for effect, conscious of the time allocation.

“Fortunately, we learned of their task force in time to launch a joint operation with the Central Command to pre-position assets in the area. The collaboration was immensely successful. All six Calamite ships that attempted to invade human space were destroyed.” Again, I pause for effect.

“You might wonder why I used my opening statement to deliver that news report. The answer is simple. The fight of our lives started today. In a matter of days, this will be the only issue of importance.  Because if we don’t win this fight, the upcoming election will be the last human election ever held.”

Finn eyes me, but he says nothing. He also fails to stop the timer. Finally, he asks, “Is that the entirety of your opening statement, Minister Daan?”

“It is.”

“Very well,” he replies, then stops the timer. “One minute, ten seconds will be added to your next slot.

I feel a spike of anger come from Summer, directed toward Finn. “He just stole twenty seconds from you,” she sends.

Finn turns his attention back to my opponent. “Commissioner Porti, you have ninety seconds in which to offer a rebuttal.”

Porti nods. “Thank you, Finn. Two quick points. Minister Daan requested an emergency meeting of the Reconstruction Commission four days ago to explain the situation and propose that we divert a ship from domestic patrol to confront this threat. The Commission unanimously approved the request in support of our common defense, even though the invasion was into the space of an independent world. I am pleased to hear that the mission was successful. But I need to point out that this is the way it is supposed to work, a duly elected civilian government allocating resources to the military branch to accomplish approved missions.”

Porti pauses and turns to me, “Thank you for reporting our joint success.”

Then looking back toward the virtual audience, he says, “My second point is that I disagree with Minister Daan about this being the only issue. There is much to be done domestically to restore our economy, and bring much needed central services back up to their previous levels. As your president, I will do what is necessary to assure the war with the Calamite is fully prosecuted, assuming there really will be a war. And I will also rebuild the portions of our government lost during the last alien invasion. I’d like to yield the rest of my time.”

To my surprise, the virtual audience applauds after Porti’s rebuttal, and I feel Summer’s anger spike again. He stopped the timer prematurely giving Porti an extra ten seconds, then triggered the applause track.

“Minister Daan, you have ninety seconds to offer a rebuttal.”

“Thank you, Finn.”

Not sure what to say, I flash probe Porti to see where he thinks he’s vulnerable. Three things come back: his opposition to the mission, his denial that the Calamite existed, and his questioning whether there would be a war or not

“It concerns me that Commissioner Porti treats the possibility of a war so lightly. As previously reported, the Calamite are in the process of massing ten thousand warships in the inter-arm void that separates us from the Lepodred. They have one thousand survey ships, mapping this region of space and looking for thulium on our side of the void. The first six of those thousand have already entered a human occupied system. All this has been reported. Documentary evidence of the staging area and survey missions have been presented. A significant portion of Confederation citizens have seen the evidence I’ve reported. In a matter of hours, the Confederation ship observing today’s action will release its recordings to the High Command.” I pause for effect.

“In the days ahead, the Calamite will send more ships into human space. If we don’t stop them, they will enslave the people, exploit their resources, then turn their attention toward us. With a President Porti at the helm, does anyone believe we will be prepared?”

I notice that Finn is not stopping the timer again, so quickly say, “I yield the remainder of my time.” But the words aren’t all out before the timer’s bell goes off.

“It’s time to move on to the first of two questions related to the health and welfare of the Confederation. It will be directed first to Commissioner Daan.” Finn looks up at me. “Are you ready, sir.”

“I am.”

“Minister Daan, what is your assessment of the state of the Confederation’s economy, and what would you do to improve it? You have three minutes to answer with a minute and ten second grace period, starting now. Good luck to you, sir.”

As Finn started advising me of the time limits, I flash probed Porti to see what he was worried about.

“Thank you, Finn. The economy took a big hit after the last alien invasion, the GDP dipping on essentially every member world. To the Reconstruction Commission’s credit, the economic situation reversed on most worlds in less than a year. It took less time on Jaredaan, but then again, we are a smaller economy that was transitioning back to being a net exporter. By the end of last year, all but three of the Confederation’s worlds had reached new economic highs. So, for the vast majority of citizens, the state of the Confederation’s economy is quite good.”

Curiously, the virtual audience applauds. Seeing Finn’s surprised look, I’m guessing he hit the applause track accidentally.

“I encouraged him,” Aurora sends.

“There are three worlds where the economy has not fully recovered: New Beijing, New Berlin, and Transbaru. I expect both New Berlin and Transbaru to be fully recovered next year, even if we as a central government do nothing. But I would certainly work with those worlds to move the process along faster.”

I see Porti smile then nod in appreciation. But a flash probe reveals how deeply he resents me pointing out that Transbaru, where he serves as Prime Minister, is one of only three worlds in the Confederation that is not yet fully recovered.

“That leaves us with only one world that really needs assistance from the central government, New Beijing. I have proposed several initiatives to accelerate their recovery. Details about these are available on my campaign site. Against my recommendation, the Reconstruction Commission has deferred discussion of these programs until after the election. Needless to say, if I were elected President, these initiatives would be set in motion immediately.”

“Well said, Jared. Drawing Porti in like this has really knocked him off his game.” Aurora sends.

“In summary, the Confederation’s economy as a whole is in excellent condition. My plan to improve it is three-fold. One, continue with the current policies the Reconstruction Commission has put in place, allowing the preponderance of Confederation worlds to continue improving unfettered by distracting changes. Two, offer each of the worlds that has not yet recovered from the alien invasion stimulus tailored specifically for their need. And three, direct a significant fraction of our war time funding toward rebuilding the shipyards around New Beijing that were lost in the attack and upgrade those shipyards to use new technologies pioneered on Jaredaan. I yield the remainder of my time.”

“Thank you, Minister Daan. Fifteen more seconds will be added to your grace period.”

Finn turns to my opponent. “Commissioner Porti, same question. What is your assessment of the state of the Confederation’s economy, and what would you do to improve it? You have three minutes to answer with a ten second grace period, starting now. Good luck to you, sir.”

“Thank you, Finn.” Porti starts. “My assessment of the state of the Confederation’s economy is not as rosy as Commissioner Daan’s. A lot of people are still suffering from losses incurred during, or as a result of, the alien invasion. Many still suffer from the lingering effects of DAGS, and from the resultant inability to have children. When there’s suffering at the levels I see every day on the campaign trail, you can’t call the economy good just because the economic metrics are up a few points.”

Porti pauses, no doubt giving people a moment to digest his words.

“What I see is a Confederation gripped by stagnation, the GNP only eight percent higher than it was nine years ago, before the DAGS outbreak. An excellent economy would be one that’s twenty to twenty-five percent higher, as it would have been without those two crises.” Porti pauses, and I know the punchline is about to come.

“Gives you pause to think, doesn’t it? The Confederation’s richest man lecturing us on how good it is to live in a universe where sub one-percent growth is a good thing.” He pauses for several seconds, then says. “I yield the remainder of my time.”

Finn surprised that Porti only used a little over a minute of his time is slow replying. “Thank you, sir. Yielding most of your time increases your grace period in future rounds to two full minutes.”

Probing Porti, I learn several things. He does not realize that he didn’t answer the question. He also doesn’t realize how badly he has represented his source data.

Finn turns to me, “Minister Daan, you have ninety seconds to offer a rebuttal. You also have a grace period of a minute, ten seconds.”

“Thank you, Finn.” I turn to look directly at the virtual audience. “My mother once told me, ‘Numbers don’t lie, people do.’ We have just witnessed that phenomenon. The numbers Commissioner Porti quoted are not what he represented them to be. I know because I got the same answers the first time I looked at the data, and I was shocked at the result because it clearly doesn’t represent the state of the Confederation’s economy or the things I’ve seen on the campaign trail. Why do Minister Porti’s numbers say what they do? Because of the time frame selected, starting ‘before DAGS.’ The reference number for those years include the GDP of three planets that are no longer part of the Confederation. Before DAGS, New London was 1.8 percent of the Confederation’s GDP, New Syracuse was 1.2, and Nuevachile was 0.6. So, his analysis was off by 3.6% before he even started. Then there’s the issue of deaths caused by DAGS. Approximately 4.8 percent of Confederation citizens died from DAGS before therapeutics became available to arrest the disease. In an article published last month, Dr. Martin Smith of the Cambridge School of Economics on New Cambridge reports that economic growth on 80% of Confederation worlds, as measured by per capita GNP, has risen to the highest levels seen in a generation. The losers? New Beijing, because of the alien attack. New Berlin, because of its dependence on exports to New Beijing. And Transbaru, because of its ineffectual government, headed by one Amal Porti.”

Shockingly, the virtual audience groans startling Finn enough that he nearly jumps out of his seat.

“Me again,” Aurora sends. “Remember your pacing, Jared.” Her words center me a bit.

“But back to the question posed. What would you do to improve the Confederation’s economic welfare? I’ve talked about my plan and told you where to go to see it in its entirety. Commissioner Porti didn’t even bother to answer the question.”

I turn to look straight at the virtual audience and push a sense of urgency. “People of the Confederation, who do you want as your next President? A bureaucrat who uses statistics to mislead you? An ineffectual leader who presides over the poorest economy in the Confederation, among planets not directly impacted by the alien invasion? If you do, then Amal Porti is your man. But if you’d rather have a leader who has protected you from the aliens, discovered the therapeutics that arrested DAGS, found a cure for the infertility that has robbed us of our children, and is building the military that will ultimately free us from the Calamite threat..., then vote for Jared Daan.”

In the private audio line that connects Finn, Porti and me, I hear Porti complaining that I went over time and was not cut off.

“Jared,” Aurora sends. “You ran fifteen seconds over. I stopped Finn from cutting you off. Offer to give the seconds back.”

“Finn,” I cut in. “My staff here tells me I ran over by fifteen seconds. Apologies, I wasn’t watching my timer. You are welcome to dock me fifteen seconds or give Commissioner Porti fifteen more.”

Finn nods, then turns to look at the virtual audience. “To you at home, I need to offer an apology. Our equipment here has been malfunctioning tonight. We have audience response tracks, which were supposed to have been disabled, but have arbitrarily sounded twice now. We also had a timer malfunction that allowed Minister Daan to go fifteen seconds past his grace period. To compensate, I am going to add an extra minute to Commissioner Porti’s time.”

Finn turns toward Porti. “Sir, you have ninety seconds to give a rebuttal, and a three-minute grace period, starting now.”

After saying thank you to Finn, Porti turns to me, “Jared, thank you for pointing out that I forgot to answer the question and for giving me the time I need to do it.”

I can tell Porti is off his game. He’s the master of charm and graciousness, well able to have delivered that message with well-practiced sincerity. But as kind as his words were, no one that heard them will believe they were sincere. Turning to the virtual audience, Porti smiles, then starts, “I too have a well thought out economic stimulus plan. It and all its details are available on my site. They are well tested plans that will help every Confederation world, not just a select few.” Porti pauses and nods, as if he is approving of his plans.

“This is probably the biggest difference between the two of us. He likes plans that help a few. I prefer plans that help everyone, especially in cases like this where stimulus given to one world gives that one an advantage over the others. My plan has been used on Transbaru to great effect over the last couple years, which by the way is not in the dire condition Commissioner Daan asserts. It’s one of the most productive worlds in the Confederation.”

I roll my eyes at the last statement. Yes, Transbaru has high productivity. It has to because the labor participation rate is so low. But very few families have two working parents, so median family income is among the lowest in the Confederation.

“Pay attention, Jared. You’re letting your mind wander,” Aurora chides.

Snapping my attention back to the moment, I see that Porti has used three of his four and a half minutes.

“...and that is why I proposed to add a new half a percent sales tax on all transactions between Confederation-affiliated worlds.”

I shake my head. So, Porti wants to tax my thulium imports from Taramoot.

His next words lead me to believe he noticed my head shaking. “Wealthy industrialists won’t like this, because until now they haven’t paid a cent for the piracy protection the Confederation fleet provides their freighters as they ply the space lanes.”

As Porti finishes, Finn triggers a long applause track. With one question and closing statements remaining, I rue the day I agreed to participate in a debate with a fool.


CHAPTER 11: LEPODRED

DAY 40

PORT MESS

Today, the first of the drones for the star-killer portion of Operation Squeeze play will start arriving. It’s my plan to sit in with Jazz and Axe to view some of it.

Begrudgingly, Gabi has given me a reduced campaign schedule today. She’s adamant that we are reaching the most vulnerable part of the campaign now that we have a five-point lead. Her words from yesterday still resonate in my mind. People are now thinking of you as the front runner. That means they will be looking at you with a more critical eye.

It’s been four days since the debate. The press corps’ immediate response was that Porti won, citing his decisive personal attacks as the reason.

Porti lifted up a half point over the twelve hours immediately following the debate. But as analyst after analyst started dissecting the economic numbers, the story changed. Yesterday, Gabi showed me two headlines: Daan Calls It Right and Bureaucrat Misleads Using Bad Data.

This afternoon, I’ll be doing a campaign event with Dr. Martin Smith, the economist from New Cambridge. It will be interesting to see how that goes. But now that breakfast is done, it’s time to check in with Jazz and Axe.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

We’re trying something new today that we haven’t tried before. I’m going to be sitting in a training version of one of the piloting stations. It has comms that allow me to talk with people in the team to which I’ve been assigned, basically just Jazz and Ice, and it has controls that allow me to adjust my local holoprojector. Beyond that, I’m just along for the ride.

“The first carrier will drop from FTL to stealth in three, two, one... Arrived.” The words come from the automatic sequencer. The carrier dropping back into stealth is under the control of Squadron Six, Alpha Flight leader Autumn Currie, call sign X-ray, who is patched into my comm group. “Putting the forward camera view and system map in the holoprojection.”

At first nothing shows up other than the star field on the forward camera view. But after about a minute, the system map starts populating.

“Right on target,” X-ray reports. “The Lepodred ships are obviously not running in silent mode. They’re really noisy. I’m picking up radiation in dozens of bands. It makes them easy to spot.”

I watch as dot after dot appears on the system map. Minutes go by, then X-Ray comes back over the comm. “Updating the system map to show the star-killers with a hollow red circle, the escorts as a solid red square.”

The automated count down timer sounds again. “Dropping from FTL in three, two, one... Arrived.”

A second green dot appears in the system map.

“Java, reposition to location B, as shown in the system map,” X-ray orders the pilot of the carrier that just landed, Harlow Jackson, call sign Java.

X-Ray’s order is acknowledged with a click.

Two more carriers, piloted by Huxley Stewart, call sign Hux, and Stefano Ibanez, call sign Strum, arrive and are directed to different locations.

Jazz connects to me privately. “X-Ray is a smart operator. She’s repositioning her assets to speed up the map building process. See where she’s placing them? We will have a complete map of this system in half or less the time.”

I watch as more and more ships show up in the system chart, which is now getting hard to read. The tally, shown as a number at the top of the screen, shows four ER2 Carriers, two-hundred-one star-killers, and one-thousand-twenty-six escort ships.

Again, Jazz connects privately. “Jared, the next wave of carriers will arrive in about a half hour. Subsequent waves will come every hour for the next several days. This is the tedious part. We should have a final count of the Lepodred ships later this afternoon, at which point we’ll start designating targets. You’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like, but the big question has been answered. The preponderance of the Lepodred star-killer and escort fleet are located where we expected them to be. By sometime late tomorrow afternoon, not a single one of those ships will ever leave this system unless it is under our control.”

OFFICE

This session should be interesting. Porti has doubled down on the benefits of his economic plan, despite the fact that dozens of the most respected economists in the Confederation have come out against it. So, Gabi has changed things up a bit. Today we are doing an extended recording session. Dr. Martin Smith, the economist from New Cambridge, and I will be interviewed by actor Robin Attenborough. I’ve seen Attenborough play the role of a reporter before and he was very convincing. He will be working from a script written for him by Gabi’s team. My answers have also been scripted, but we all know that I’m not a particularly good actor. So, my responses will be spontaneous and hopefully in line with the script, which I have read several times.

The broadcast quality connection is made and the table morphs into the same triangle shape used during the debate. Robin introduces himself and gushes over both Martin and me. But even when working offline, this guy is so smooth. Finally, the questions start.

“Dr. Smith,” Robin begins. “Your analysis of the Confederation’s economic situation is quite different than the Porti campaign’s. What do you think of their analysis?”

“They would probably be better off if they employed real economists who understand how economies work, not political operators who know enough about economics to use the language properly.”

“That’s a searing indictment,” Robin says, eyebrow curled in worry.

“I suppose it is. And the skepticism comes from my perspective as a computational economist who’s spent his career collecting and analyzing econometric data to understand how economies work. Porti’s economists are theoretical economists. They come up with theories about what might happen if they made structural changes to the economy. The best of the theoretical economists are quite good, even visionary. But Porti’s economists are more on the fringe. People who want to do big experiments that break all the models and could result in anything, including the very unlikely things they predict. But it’s not economic science, it’s wishful thinking. And given the results on Transbaru, it’s not something we should be doing, given the other issues on the table.”

Robin nods sagely. “Good explanation. I never really understood that difference.” He turns to me. “Commissioner Daan, you came under serious personal attack by your opponent the other night. He cited your wealth as a sign that you didn’t understand or care about the needs of normal people and that you used the system to your own gain. How do you respond to that?”

“It’s one of the things I hate about politics and politicians. They divide. Draw a line, one that people care about, then declare themselves to be on the right side of the line, and their opponents on the wrong. It doesn’t matter the issue, doesn’t matter what either party’s position is. Simply make the accusation frequently and loudly enough that you can trick people to vote for you.”

“Do you do that?”

“I hope not. I make decisions based on the risks and the facts, on truth, not obfuscation.”

“But those are mostly intangible, aren’t they?”

“The ten thousand Calamite ships massing in the inter-arm void are a compelling fact. So is the recent attempted raid on New Lima. So is the failure of Porti’s economic policies on Transbaru. But what do you do when the facts are stacked against you? You obfuscate, using real, verifiable numbers incorrectly to make a point they don’t prove. By withholding video evidence that the government has gathered, which supports your opponent’s claim. By accusing your opponent of manufacturing evidence that supports his fantasies. Everything we’ve seen from the Porti campaign is fear mongering, based on supposition, not things that are real.”

The questions ping-pong back and forth and I’m as impressed as can be with Robin Attenborough and Dr. Smith. But as the interview wears on, I feel the mystery beckoning. Something is happening somewhere that’s about to dramatically shift the timeline.

THE MYSTERY

Summer apparently feels it too. Maybe she’s just picking up my emanations, but as soon as I got back home, she asked to go into the mystery with me tonight.

Now in bed, I take her hand, then cast my mind out. First stop, the Emperor’s court. We arrive and I see Rapsyn sitting on the Emperor’s throne. She sees us immediately and jumps up.

“You must leave. Ahpuch has taken him. He knows something is going on in the spur and assumed we were behind it. Go! He may still be lingering.”

I feel a hostile presence approaching fast, but from far away.

“Hide,” I say, then we’re gone.

Summer and I come back to ourselves. She blurts out, “You should have killed her. She knows who you are. Ahpuch will steal her mind and come for us.”

I cast my mind out toward Julian and get a sleepy reply. “Jared?”

“Ahpuch is coming, the leader of the Calamite.”

In the background, I hear Sophia startle, “Oh, no.” It’s impressive how tightly their minds must be bound to one another.

“We may have a defense,” Julian sends. “Hold tight. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

With that, Julian’s presence disappears, and I can no longer sense him.

“What happened to Julian?” Summer asks, panic rising.

“They’ve found a way to hide themselves,” I speculate.

Seconds later, I get a burst of Edson’s presence. “Go to your virtual conference room. Now!” Then he disappears.

In a flash, Summer and I are running down the corridor, headed for my office.

OFFICE

The line connects and the elders appear opposite us.

“We have little time,” Julian starts. “He can track us telepathically. We’ve developed a shield of sorts, enough to block us from you anyway, hopefully enough to block you from him.”

Aurora speaks up. “Do you have Ethel and Norah’s components?”

“We do.”

“Good, here’s the formula.” My communicator dings. “Make it and take it, now. Then get some place pitch dark and call me on your communicator. You only have a few minutes.” Aurora’s urgency now pulses through my veins.

CABIN

Thankfully the port mess is between my office and our cabin. I stop in the port mess to pick up my box of Ethel and Norah’s tinctures, while Summer sprints to our cabin to get her supply of profecia aumentar. Box in hand, a spoon, some sugar, and two glasses in the other, I run as if our lives depend on it, which they undoubtedly do.

I enter and lock the door, then plop the glasses down on the side table. Summer drops a cube of profecia aumentar in each as I pull out the bottle labeled Calm.

“Get the Clear.” I ask Summer.

I put five drops in the first glass then pass it to Summer. “Add four drops of yours.” She hesitates and I can hear the question forming in her mind. “Is this safe?” But the question is never asked. I give Summer the other glass, then sort through the box for the blood thinner. A drop goes into the first glass, then into the second.

“We’re going to need some water.” Summer points to the glasses. “The sugar isn’t melting.”

I grab my water bottle, splash some in my cup, some in Summers, then swirl. “Down it!” I bark out.

The foulness of our poorly refined ingredients is almost enough to make me retch. But another splash of water clears it a little, then as my senses expand, a calmness settles over me, and my racing heart slows a little.

“Call Aurora on your communicator,” Summer reminds.

The line connects immediately. “You’ve taken it?”

“We have.”

“And you’re someplace dark?”

“Turning the light off now. We’re in our cabin aboard the ship. It’s pitch black in here.”

“OK. Lay down and try to keep your eyes open.”

I echo the words to Summer.

“Done,” I reply to Aurora, who lets out a held breath.

“Jared, that was close.”

“How so?”

“Edson found this the other day. It was something one of the junior masters found millennia ago to hide himself from his master. Mind open, soul quieted, seeing nothing but darkness, the junior master couldn’t be seen by his superior. But he could see his master. All the Calm you took prevents you from reacting when he sees you.” She pauses to take a calming breath.

“Ahpuch passed over us a minute ago. He’ll be there shortly, so hang up. Watch him carefully, then call me when he’s gone.”

I take Summer’s hand. “Quiet. Wait until he’s gone.”

We lay there in silence for what seems like forever. Thankfully, the Clear keeps our senses open, while the Calm does what the name implies. Then a massive malevolent presence passes over us. It lingers for a bit. I’m amazed how clearly I can see it, far more so than in any of the recordings we intercepted. It’s repulsive with scaled skin, snout-like face, short arms and legs, and gadgets of every sort protruding from it. It’s like a cross between a mechanical man and an upright alligator.

It moves past us, then away from Jaredaan. Curiously, I can extend my mind out passively following him from a distance. As I continue to watch, Ahpuch leaves our system, then turns toward Taramoot. If I didn’t have this much Calm in me, I’d be roiling in panic. I have to stop him but have no idea how.

Summer whispers, “Is he gone?”

I shush her, which is apparently enough to attract Ahpuch’s attention. He stares right at me, but in my calm, open, dark place, he can’t see me. He moves in my direction, then suddenly darts away toward home. When he’s far enough away, I relax and say, “He’s gone.”

“You followed him, didn’t you?”

I can tell Summer’s angry with me.

“I did. He sensed me when I shushed you. But he didn’t get a lock on me, then eventually flashed home.”

“That was terrifying.”

“Agreed. The mixture did the trick. Clever prankster, the guy that came up with this. Make yourself wide open but hidden in the dark. Who would have ever thought?”

“You promised to call Aurora,” Summer reminds. “She’s probably worried sick.”

DAY 42

OFFICE

Yesterday was completely consumed by the campaign. It amazes me how so many players in the political domain thrive as the election approaches. I find it completely soul crushing. Every word gets twisted to some odd meaning. Every little issue is a reason to promise dramatic action. Reality seems to come completely decoupled from the discourse.

I guess the good news is that Gabi can read me well enough now that she can sense when I’m coming up on a breaking point. With our lead up by eight points, and the video recordings made by the CSS Trompeur finally released last night, she’s only scheduled me for a half day today. I’m using the time to catch up with the Jaramor Elders, which we are doing by virtual conference to minimize our visibility to Ahpuch.

The line connects and the six elders appear opposite Summer and me. Aurora offers a blessing, which still touches me despite the fact I now know what she’s doing. Then Julian opens the meeting.

“We had a very close call the other day. It’s terrifying to see a level twelve seer who is pure evil.”

“I think the issue is that he’s more machine than organic, at this point. And he’s lost whatever empathy he may have had toward other organics,” Aurora posits.

“Were you able to probe him at all?” I ask.

I get blanks stares back from everyone except Aurora. But Julian is the first to reply. “No. Didn’t dare. He was mostly opaque to me, radiating malice, but otherwise just dark.”

“I could sense quite a bit, was even able to follow him. What about you, Aurora?” I ask.

“Similar,” she responds. “I could feel more emotional emanations than just malice and hear some of his thoughts. He’s very angry with Emperor Sanrufar for not having turned you over sooner. Doubly mad that he didn’t find you where the emperor told him you would be. That said, he’s not sure what to do about it. He wants to kill Sanrufar, but still thinks he could be useful. He doesn’t think the emperor was capable of deceiving him, so assumes you’ve misled Sanrufar.”

“What I got was different, more about his physical being than his thoughts. His next stop was planned to be Taramoot. I accidentally stopped him from going there and almost got myself caught.”

“Curious,” Julian remarks. “Both of you could sense him, but he could not sense you.”

“He could sense something,” I correct. “Just didn’t realize it was me.”

“Which is trouble,” Julian replies. “If he got nothing, there would be no reason for him to return. If he got something, anything at all, it would give him reason to try again.”

“Agreed,” I confirm.

“Which is a problem,” Julian asserts. “This time we got advance warning that he was coming, so we could use Edson’s potion. Next time, we’re unlikely to get a warning. We need a way to protect ourselves.”

Edson taps his hand on the table and all eyes turn his way. There’s silence for a moment than Julian says, “Our mischievous apprentice also developed a technique for projecting his presence someplace other than where he was. He also found another to completely hide himself. Neither are particularly savory.”

“How so?” I ask.

“They involve using decoys, which puts the decoy at some risk.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

The conversation with the Elders was eye opening. Edson, who has become quite enamored with the writings of the long dead mischievous apprentice, thinks he’s close to a solution. He’s also working with Aurora to create a more optimized prepackaged version of the hiding potion, which they’ll send down to us in a day or two.

Now it’s time for the check-in with Jazz and Axe. Summer, who’s back in protective mode again, is at my side as we enter the Squadron Conference room. Jazz is the first to greet. “Jared, Summer, come in. We have lots of exciting news to share.”

We take our seats as we greet Axe, then Jazz pops up a series of images in the room’s holoprojection system.

“We still have more ER2s inbound, but at this point we’ve identified two-hundred-fifty-two star-killers and believe that’s all that are here.”

I nod.

“We’ve also identified one-thousand-one-hundred-thirty escort ships, enough to transport all the star-killers, but with no room for error.”

“Our status? Do we have enough to take them all down?”

Jazz nods to Axe.

“We have lock on all the escorts. Give us the word and every single one will be gone in less than a minute.”

I nod. “Thank you. We hold a cruel bludgeon. Maintain lock. I want to extract more than the death of one-thousand-one-hundred-thirty escorts in the negotiations that are about to begin.”

Axe eye’s me cautiously, but Jazz says, “As you say, Jared.”

THE MYSTERY

My goal tonight is to open negotiations with the Lepodred. As we enter our cabin, Summer says, “You’re planning to go into the mystery tonight. Aren’t you?”

“I need to.”

“Isn’t that dangerous? What if the Calamite leader comes looking for us while you are away?”

“I don’t think that’s very likely. He’s clearly looking for me. But he spent a great deal of time searching Jaredaan last night. It’s my sense that he will look elsewhere before coming back. What I’m going to do needs to be done. Tonight is the safest opportunity I’m going to get.”

“Then let me come with you.”

“I’m sorry, but this is something I need to do on my own.”

Summer wilts at my words.

I take Summer in my arms and whisper, “It’s better this way. If Ahpuch comes back, you’ll be able to wake me.”

My words don’t sway Summer’s disappointment in the least. Nonetheless, she says, “OK.”

We get in bed, and she takes my hand. “OK if I listen in?”

“Sure.”

With that settled, I cast my mind out toward the Lepodred home world and immediately focus in on the Central Council’s meeting room, which I find empty. It takes a second to find the Speaker’s office. Probing the room, I see that she’s in conference with the other sacred on the council, Ba’sol’la. Probing a little deeper, I see that the Speaker’s name is Ta’pan’ka.

I take a deep virtual breath to calm and center myself, then enter the room fully exposing myself instead of hiding as I have done before.

The conversation stops immediately and two pair of eyes stare at me in shock. A flash probe reveals the nature of their concerns.

“Who are you? How did you get in here?” the Speaker demands.

“Speaker Ta’pan’ka, Vice Speaker Ba’sol’la, pardon the interruption, but we have important matters to discuss. My name is Jared Daan. I head the human military forces that turned back your most recent invasion and destroyed your domestic fleet. I have come to negotiate your surrender.”

I notice the Speaker press a button under her desk. I can’t actually see it, but in the distress of the moment, she broadcasts her intentions loudly.

“Please cancel the alarm you just triggered. It will go poorly for whomever answers it.”

The Speaker just stares at me, radiating hate.

I sense security approaching and prepare to take control of them.

“Last chance,” I warn.

Knowing that the object lesson must be taught before we can talk, I enter the mind of the first guard as he’s approaching the door. He’s nowhere near as slippery as the cane vipers, not as ornery either. It’s almost effortless to take control of him. I have him turn to his colleagues and say, “Stop, I have this.”

They stop, then I have him come into the office and point his weapon at the speaker. Holding the guard tightly under my control, I say to the Speaker, “Tell the guard to exit the office and cancel the alarm.”

“What have you done to him?” she demands.

“I’ve taken control of his mind. If you command him to cancel the alarm, he will go cancel it. Then we can talk.”

She shakes her head. “I will not give in to your demands.”

I smile, then say to the guard, “The alarm has been canceled. Take your men and return to your station.”

He lowers his weapon, and salutes the Speaker, “Thank you, ma’am.” Then he spins on a heel and exits.

As soon as the door clicks shut, I say, “When you have him tested, you will find that he believes you issued the order. Now, can we talk?”

Once again, she goes for the button.

“No,” I shout with enough force that her hand flies away from the desk. “I’m losing patience with you. We can discuss your surrender now, or we can do it after the remainder of your fleet is destroyed or a few of your planets are killed.”

“You’ve already killed most of my fleet and wreaked havoc on several of our mining worlds.”

“Far, far fewer than you have of ours. But now you are weak, and I have no reason not to hunt you to extinction, other than the fact I don’t want to do so. I’d much rather have you as an ally, working with me to defeat the Calamite.”

“So, you know of them?”

“I do. I recently intervened to prevent the Calamite from taking control of your mines on Sarabaka.”

“You have ships out there?”

“I do. I have over five thousand ultra-stealth ships in Lepodred space.”

“What are your demands?” the Speaker asks.

“Point one, the Lepodred Alliance will become an independently controlled client state of the Human Confederation. Point two, all of your warships, including your conquest ships, star-killers, and escort vessels, will be put under human command. Point three, you will assist us in upgrading your star-killers. Point four, all of your subject worlds will be released into our care and all future harvests will be suspended.”

The Speaker, who started shaking her head no on point two, says, “I can’t do that!”

“You’ve already lost your ships and your subject worlds. You just don’t know it yet. That only leaves point one, becoming a client state. If you are not, then you will face the Calamite alone, without your military. What they will do to you is far worse than what you do to your subject worlds.”

The Speaker, who is now getting angry with me, pushes her alarm button. “You’ve made your demands, now go. And don’t come back again.”

“You have a week to decide.”

We glare at each other for a moment then the doors to the office burst open.

“Kill him,” the speaker shouts, pointing at me.

Numerous bullets pass through me to no effect.

“One week,” I repeat, then withdraw.

...

As I come back to myself, Summer squeezes my hand.

“Was that wise, giving them notice like that?”

“I don’t know. But I hate the idea of killing all those ships. Their numbers alone could swing the outcome. And just think of what we could do if we have those star killers.”

“They’re not going to surrender just because you threaten them. They need to be compelled. If you don’t want to kill the ships, then do something else, maybe orbital bombardment targeting key infrastructure. Maybe ask the captain.”

“Good idea.”

I put my head back and direct my focus inward. Surprisingly, the Lepodred translator comes out to greet me. “You’re thinking about this wrong,” he says without greeting.

“Care to explain?”

“Have you ever wondered how the sacred came to be?”

“I’ve assumed it was not natural,” I reply.

“No, it wasn’t.”

“The relevance?” I ask.

“They require a synthetic hormone. How and where it’s made are deeply held state secrets. The Rufarven figured out how to disrupt the supply.”

“How?”

“I don’t know, but Rapsyn does. Get control of that supply and you will control the sacred.”

DAY 44

OFFICE

I lost the entire day to the campaign yesterday, but I was able to get a message out to Rapsyn, asking about the sacred’s supply of synthetic hormone. She got back to me with a virtual conference request for this morning and affirmation that she knew what needed to be done. Her time slot interfered with a previously scheduled campaign commitment. Gabi was livid when I called and told her I needed to reschedule it.

Be that as it may, I tie into the line and see Rapsyn materialize across the table from me.

“You're late,” she snaps in crisp Rufarven.

Ignoring the complaint, I ask, “How’s the Emperor?”

I see sadness creep into the edges of her eyes. “He’s in a coma. The doctors can do nothing for him other than wait.”

“I’m sorry to hear. I had my first encounter with Ahpuch later that same day.”

“And you survived?” she asks in astonishment.

“I did, but the less you know about that the better.”

Rapsyn’s eyes flare, then calm. “Good point.”

“What do you know about the synthetic hormone that the Lepodred sacred take?”

“It is produced on a well-protected moon that orbits the fourth planet in their home system. We were never able to get close to it. They have, or at least had, stockpiles aboard the space stations at the three corners of their space: Sarabaka, Puca’bad, and Masaqine. They also have stockpiles on their home world and the three regional capitals. If you can seize the production facility and destroy their stockpiles, then you will own them.”

“Do you have the locations?”

She smiles, “I do. How would you seize the facility?”

“I wouldn’t. I’d simply station a hundred ships in orbit and shoot down anything that approached without permission.”

“How long will it take you to get ships there?” she asks.

“I already have thousands there, completely undetectable.”

She starts in with the Rufarven’s strange laugh, then suddenly sobers. “I wish my uncle were awake to see this. Sending the coordinates now.”

“One more thing?” I ask.

She nods.

“Given that Ahpuch has visited us both, he could try to use us against each other.”

“He has tried, and the emperor has resisted. Are you worried that you might not?”

“I am confident neither of us has seen his whole power yet.”

“Then your point?”

“I think we should limit contact like this or in the mystery.”

Rapsyn thinks on this for a moment then says, “Agreed. The lower the profile we keep, the less likely he uses us against each other. Nonetheless, I will answer if you initiate.”

“Likewise.”

“Then, we agree. Be safe human, and good luck.”

My next interview is in fifteen minutes, but I exit my office and sprint toward the drone control room. I’ll be late for my interview and Gabi will be apoplectic. But that’s OK. We may finally win the war with the Lepodred today.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

I run in, but don’t see Jazz. So, call out, “Anyone know where Jazz is?”

One of the pilots who’s name I don’t remember points, and I see Jazz over next to Axe’s station. Jazz looks up, but I’m already on my way over there.

“Jared, what’s happened?”

“I need a blockade immediately.”

“Where?”

“First moon of the fourth planet in the Lepodred home system. Nothing within a hundred thousand kilometers. Kill anything within the zone without warning, then ring the planet with Lepodred warning beacons.” Handing him a data chip, I add, “I need simultaneously hits on four locations in Lepodred space. There is a stockpile of biologic supplies at each. We need to destroy the stockpiles. Get it set up but wait for my signal.”

“What’s this about Jared?”

“The Lepodred ruling class is dependent on a drug made on that planet. The stockpiles are the only supply they have. We unintentionally destroyed the other ones. If we destroy the supplies and control the production, then we control the Lepodred.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Jazz asks.

“Positive. I have to run. I’ll try to contact you in an hour to get a progress update.”

With that I’m back in the corridors, late for my next interview.

PORT MESS

I’m exhausted. Gabi reshuffled all the interviews, packing them closer together and cutting the breaks, to get all five done by the 4:00 deadline for today’s news cycle. She was so mad at me for showing up fifteen minutes late and looking disheveled that she threatened to quit if it ever happened again.

Thankfully, she thought my performance was quite good today and wanted to know what happened that made me so upbeat. I told her we could save that for tomorrow’s news.

“You look worn,” Summer observes as I come into the mess.

“Feel that way, too.” I reply.

“Jazz and Axe will be joining us shortly. How did the interviews go?”

“Good, especially considering that I was late.”

“You were what?” Summer teases.

...

“Wonderful meal, Summer. Thank you. You are by far the best cook aboard,” Axe complements.

“Thanks. It’s been a hobby for a while now. How much progress did you make on the emergency mission?” Summer asks, implicitly allowing the work discussion to begin.

“Good,” Axe says. “Mind, if I connect into the holoprojector?”

“Sure,” she replies. “I’ll clean up, then bring out some peach pie.”

“You’re in for a treat,” Jazz says to Axe, just before the first image pops up.

“This is the moon on which the product is made.” Axe says, then stands and points to a small, developed area. “The facility is more or less the only thing on it and as you can see the defense embankments are far larger than the plant itself. Landing something down there for a ground invasion would be quite the adventure. I’m glad we’re not doing it.”

Axe zooms the image out. “The space defenses are pretty good too. They have a series of interlocking orbital defense platforms with a mean orbital altitude of a thousand kilometers, and a set of interlocking orbital mine fields way out there about fifty thousand kilometers out.”

“Can you explain what it means to be interlocking?” I ask.

“Sure,” Axe answers. “You usually think of an orbit as being at a constant altitude around the equator, at a constant radius from the planet’s center. Most orbits are actually elliptical, but same idea. In contrast you can’t have an orbit that tracks around the fortieth parallel. You could fly something there, but an unpowered orbit, no.”

“Yep, I’ve got that part,” I reply. “What makes it interlocking?”

“Suppose you had a second satellite in orbit, but this one is a polar orbit. You know, the satellite still runs in a circle around the planet, but instead of going around the equator, it runs up over the north pole then down to the south pole and back.”

“Got it,” I reply, “They need to be at different altitudes to prevent a possible collision, right.”

“Kind of right but let me come back to that. Now suppose you run another satellite at an angle halfway in between, from forty-five degrees northwest to forty-five degrees southeast.”

“Got it.”

“Well, they have them every five degrees, thirty-six different orbital paths.”

“Clever,” I reply. “Is that what interlocking means?”

“No, it’s the other solution to the different altitudes question you asked. If the orbits are elliptical, they can have approximately the same mean radius, but different eccentricities, so the orbital paths never intersect.”

“Interesting, they have elliptical orbits with different eccentricities in thirty-six different orbital planes. The advantage?” I ask.

“When the orbits interlock like that there are very few safe entry and exit channels, and the channels are in constant motion, never in the same place.”

“Now I get it,” I reply. “They do this with both the platforms and mine field?”

“Yep, and the mines are cloaked. The sensors on our drones can see them, but none of the Confederation ships could.”

“I love it,” I reply.

Axe seems confused by my statement. “How so?”

“It constrains their ships. We will sit above it. Our targets will be ships on very constrained courses, which can’t take evasive maneuvers.”

Jazz finally enters the conversation. “So, we leave all that intact and only worry about ships entering and exiting. This just got a lot easier.” Then after a moment’s thought, Jazz adds, “We can do something similar up at one hundred thousand kilometers. With a dozen assassins, the active channel will always be in view of several of them.”

“OK, I’m good with the plan to block access to the production facility. Get it set up, then go weapons hot when we make the storage depot hits. What have you come up with for those?”

Taking control of the holoprojection, Jazz pops up an image showing target one. “This is an easy one. The cross hairs mark the coordinates you gave us. I’m guessing the stockpile is either in this building or that tank. They are within five hundred meters of each other, so a single five-hundred-meter diameter spacetime disruption bomb detonated at ground level should do the trick.”

“Axe, assuming that recommendation fails, what could have gone wrong?”

Axe glances at Jazz, who nods. “Jared, Jazz and I agree. This is our best bet.”

I smile. “I’m glad you agree, and I trust Jazz, so I’m sure it is our best bet. But that wasn’t the question.” I pause, then make the next statement slowly. “No plan is perfect; even the best plans can fail. What could make this one fail?”

“If the coordinates are wrong.” Jazz offers.

“If the storage facility is too far underground, or if the materials were recently moved,” Axe adds. “But that’s kind of the same as bad coordinates.”

Jazz starts to say something, then hesitates.

“What is it, Jazz?”

“Cal is dead set on not detonating these devices too close to the planet. He says, it would make a mess of things if it turned on but failed to blow up. We also don’t know the characteristic of the bombs in an atmosphere. The radius of the explosion could be smaller. The implosion at the end could cause a lot of collateral damage. Ah, maybe this isn’t a good idea. Prescient of you to ask, Jared.”

“We could just fly a drone down into the atmosphere and take out the structures directly, using its spacetime disruption spear.” Axe offers.

“We’ve only done one atmospheric operation like that before. We did it under the cover of night and it worked like a charm. We never got caught either,” Jazz reminds.

“The hole in the basement window, cutting the gas line,” I whisper, remembering the hit we did on Luiz Pires Álves.

Pointing to the site still being displayed on the screen, I ask Jazz. “I like that idea. It should work on this site, right?”

“There’s still the question of which structure, but it would be easy enough to clear the area.”

“OK, next set of coordinates.”

Each of the next two are also straight forward, then we come to the problem. I groan. “I knew this site served the capital. I didn’t realize it was in the capital building.”

“We’re not going to blow it up, are we?” Jazz asks.

“I don’t want to, no. If that’s what it comes to, I’ll need to look for a different solution. But we don’t have time for that.”

Summer comes back into the dining room. “Pie’s ready.”

The distraction breaks the tension, and the sight of my sweet wife brings the answer.

“The drawings for the capital building are in the old alien database. I remember the captain going through them at one point to settle a bet.”

“The captain?” Axe asks.

“Long story,” I reply curtly.

Standing, I say, “I think I know where it is. If I can validate it, we can still go tonight. I’ll be back in a little while.”

As I exit the room, I hear Summer ask, “What about your pie?”

ENGINEERING

In the old days, if I came into engineering at eight o’clock, it was a sure thing Cal would be here. Not tonight. He undoubtedly has better things to do now.

I quickly light up the secure database, enter the captain’s credentials and start searching. I feel him rising up and let him come to the surface. “Clever idea. Let me.”

It’s been a long time since I’ve let him take control of my body. But given the urgency, I let him. I watch as he moves through the data quickly, feel his fingers tapping the controls, share his frustration at not being able to use the telepathic interface. But I’m somewhat detached, and in my exhaustion, have a hard time staying in the present. As I start to drift away, I hear him shout, “Found it!”

It’s enough to startle me awake and I quickly reassert control over my body. Three years ago, this would have been a fight that would have landed me in the hospital. But, tonight it’s as if he doesn’t want control anymore.

“Never even occurred to me to try blocking you out.” The captain says ruefully. “Guess I missed my chance. Anyway, I found the floor plans you were looking for and printed them for you. I also drew in the recommended path from the nearest entrance. Good luck finding what you’re looking for.”

As the captain withdraws, I’m stunned by what just happened. How stupid it was to give him control three weeks from the election. How easily he did what I needed to get done, then just walked away from it.

“I brought your pie down. Thought you might want it while it’s still warm.” Summer puts the plate down next to me, then sits.

I smile at her. “Thanks, but I found what I needed and printed it out. Let me grab it, then we can go back up.”

Minutes later, I’m eating my pie as Jazz and Axe are studying the drawings.

“If this is right, then the easiest bet will be to come in from the outside, through the wall, taking out everything in between,” Jazz says. “The path in through the door is too convoluted, and we’ll encounter too much security.”

“Is there a nearby window we can come in through? A window getting broken is much easier to cover up than a hole in the wall. The people we’re dealing with will be more cooperative if we give them a way to bury the story.”

After more back and forth, Jazz says, “I think we have the path, but how likely is it that this floor plan is accurate.”

“That’s what I’m about to find out. I’ll try to message you later tonight.”

THE MYSTERY

I cast my mind out and moments later am outside the capital building. I’ve come in, keeping myself hidden to the extent that I can. I was just here the other day, but now that I’m taking the time to look at the building critically, I realize it has changed a lot since the time of our database. The front facade is almost identical. It’s obviously been meticulously maintained. But the building itself has been expanded, as if a whole new building had been built in back of it.

Moving around to the side of the building, where the target window is located in the drawings, I’m surprised to see that a whole new building has in fact been added. The target window looks exactly like the one in the drawings and is in the same location.

Passing through the window, I run into my first problem. A corridor used to be here, now it’s a lavishly appointed room that has been sectioned off. Opposite me there’s a sectioning wall. In the hope of finding the former corridor I move into the room and around the sectioning wall, where I get my next surprise. Two queens are sitting at a reception desk in front of a sign that reads Sacred Health and Refreshment Center. I hear them greeting an elder sacred, who’s apparently just arrived.

“Your booth is ready, ma’am. If you follow Jesbim, he will show you to your booth.”

It takes a second to recognize what kind of creature Jesbim is. It’s a kesba. But not like the warrior-drones I met aboard the alien ship all those years ago. Jesbim is short, its scales thin and polished, and they have the gossamer sheen of a pearl. Its uniform is difficult to understand. Thin bits of deep blue fabric here, other bits of deep red fabric there, organized in a symmetric pattern, but covering little of its genderless, scaled body. But when Jesbim moves, I get it. The fabric gives its scales color that flows in waves as he moves.

I float there in shock. The only kesba I’ve ever known were huge beasts, covered in thick cracked scales. They had minimal vocabulary and never engaged in conversation. They simply took orders from their master and slogged through life as beasts of burden. Jesbim is nothing like them.

Mesmerized, I float along behind the old sacred and the polite little kesba leading the way. They pass through two more sections before reaching a set of double doors labeled SPA. They enter, walk a few more meters down a narrow hallway, then Jesbim indicates a door. “Your booth, ma’am. An attendant is waiting for you inside.”

The sacred opens the door and enters. As soon as the door clicks shut, Jesbim turns and heads back to his post. I really do not want to enter that booth, but sensing that what I’m looking for will be in there, I pass through the door and get another shock. The booth contains something akin to a hot tub. Liquid inside the tub bubbles, giving off a medicinal scent. The attendant, a kesba dressed in a white coat, has already helped the sacred shed her clothes and is now helping her into the hot tub, giving me a clear view of the sacred anatomy, which isn’t what I expected for someone I’ve thought of as a she.

Once the sacred settles, the attendant says, “Senator, I’ll be back in a minute with the serum. Would you like me to bring your favorite drink as well?”

“Please.”

I follow the attendant, hoping I’m about to find what I’ve been looking for and thankful to be leaving the booth. Once out of the booth, the attendant approaches a window. He knocks, and curtly says, “Two vials for the senator.” The sweet, cajoling attendant of a minute ago, seems unhappy with this assignment.

The person in the dispensary confirms my theory. “So, you’re the one that gets the duty this time. I hope she leaves you a big tip. Glad I don’t have that job.”

The banter makes me wonder what’s involved in administering the serum. In truth, I don’t want to know. What I need to know is where the serum is stored. So I pass through the wall into the pharmacy, where I see the pharmacist pull a box off the shelf that only has one vial in it.

Closing and locking the window, he walks down a short corridor, then taps the blank wall. A keypad illuminates on the wall, into which he enters a long combination. This reminds me of the secure hatches on our ship, which is a very good sign. The door swings open and we enter a huge vault. An armed security person inside the vault greets the attendant. “You need another box? Must be a busy day.”

“You have no idea. The Speaker was in this morning. The third senator is in there now.”

“Nasty, that one.”

There’s an exchange of paperwork, then the guard goes to the first in a long line of safes. He keys in the combination, then swings the door open. Inside, I see what must be a thousand boxes of serum.

Confident I’m in the right place, I probe the guard to find out what else he knows. Surprisingly, he knows a lot. This is the distribution center for the capital world and twenty nearby worlds. The distribution center was moved into the capital building twelve thousand years ago after a Rufarven attack blew up the production facility and the sole bulk storage facility on the moon where it was produced. For three months, there was no serum, anywhere. All the older sacred died, including the Speaker, who history records as being the greatest seer of all time. No wonder Rapsyn knew where this facility was.

...

I come back to myself, confident that our mission will succeed. I’m also encouraged. The Rufarven defeated the most powerful seer of their day. They did it using a strike on a soft target, peripheral to the broader war. It gives me hope that there may be a way to defeat the Calamite quickly and indirectly. In head-to-head conflict, Ahpuch would shut me down in an instant. I won’t be able to hide for all that much longer. So I need to find what he’s not protecting, then distract him long enough to make the kill.


CHAPTER 12: CONFRONTATION

Day 45

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

Despite the late hour last night, I joined the pilots for PE this morning. Having missed so many sessions, my performance is pathetic, tied for last because Cal’s romantic interest Amanda Clarke, call sign Ghost, hangs back and joins me on the last lap.

“He’s worried about you,” she says as she comes along side after waiting a while for me to finally start the last lap.

“In what way?” I ask, wondering why she is giving up her rank on the leader board for someone who is always in last place.

“He says the two of you did everything together in the run up to the last Lepodred invasion. Now, he rarely sees you and progress on all the technical advances we’ve made seem to be grinding to a halt.”

Of the many things I’ve learned, since starting to work out with the pilots, is how much I hate running. These days, I’m no longer over-weight and I’m still one of the youngest. But I don’t have a runner’s body or mind. I’m just another sloth trying to make my way to the finish line.

“And this is my fault because...?”

“Don’t be like that,” Ghost replies. “Cal’s a genius. We’d be lost without him. But you’re the only one he’s ever met that can cut through all the shades of gray and focus him on the issues that matter.”

I want to protest, but I can’t. Ghost has just spoken the truth we all can see, but not comprehend. “Do you know what he wants?”

Ghost gives an exasperated exhalation and shakes her head. “The same thing all of us want! More time with you. Yeah, most of us don’t measure up. But Cal does. Jared, you need to talk with him. He thinks he’s found the solution. I don’t even understand the problem. But he needs you.”

I’m thunder struck by Ghost’s words. She’s our deadliest pilot, and, as a flash probe reveals, has totally fallen for Cal, a genius that can solve any problem. But his weakness is that he jumps from problem to problem, never certain which one needs to be solved.

As we cross the finish line, and her ranking on the leader board drops three points, I say, “Amanda, thanks for running with me. I’ll check in with Cal and ask Jazz to disqualify you this round—state’s business.

She smiles sheepishly, then flows away from me without a word. As I watch her recede, Jazz sidles up next to me. “What was that about?”

“State business,” I reply. “Strike today’s performance from her record.”

“You know I can’t do that, Jared.”

“But you will anyway. Her performance today had nothing to do with the competition. It regarded another matter of state security.”

Jazz eyes me, then says, “As you say, Jared.”

“I came down this morning to talk with you. I know where the depot on the Lepodred capital world is located. And I know why it’s there. We have three days to get this done, the sooner the better. You’ve found the right window, but the interior layout has changed. When you’re ready to attack the other sites call me. This one needs to be hit first.”

“We’re ready, Jared.”

“OK. We strike at five AM tomorrow morning. Have the drone minutes away. Early arrivers come into the building starting around six our time. The job needs to be done before they get there.”

Jazz smiles. “See you at five AM.”

PORT MESS

“You were up late and out early,” Summer says as I enter. “Good workout?”

“I found the stockpile last night. Also learned why it’s in the capital building. We’ll be going in tomorrow morning at five AM.”

“You’re burning it on both ends again,” Summer replies. “You need to learn to take care of yourself.”

“We don’t exactly have the luxury of time,” I snap back rudely.

I see Summer’s eyes roll. “Sorry.” My head sinks and I just want to cry. “The odds are so stacked against us...” My words run out.

“I know,” Summer replies. “I hear your thoughts, see your dreams. Just remember, I’m on your side, so is Cal, so is Amanda, so is Jazz. Lean on us, don’t reprimand us for caring.”

After a few moments and a tight embrace, Summer asks, “What’s on your agenda today.”

I snort. “Gabi. I promised her news I don’t have.”

“Jared, you have lots of news you’ve not shared with her. Just pick one. You can give her your ‘new’ news tomorrow.”

I brighten. “You’re such a genius.”

Day 46

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

I enter five minutes early and see fourteen flight teams engaged and a number of pilots apparently skipping morning workout.

“Ah, Jared. You’re here early. The betting pool put you four minutes late, so we’re a bit out of position. Sorry about that.”

The revelation that there is a betting pool on my promptness takes me off guard. The fact Jazz bases decisions on it is mind blowing.

Jazz chuckles. “The look on your face.” More chuckling. “They’re surprisingly accurate, and it’s not like we can linger on this mission. Even shielded, the assassins are visible in the atmosphere. So, they need to arrive exactly on time. While we wait, tell me where we are going.”

...

We’re ten minutes late getting to the spa doors, but we haven’t encountered anyone yet.

“Straight through, then down four doors on the left.” I order.

A minute later, Jazz comes back. “This one?”

“That’s the one,” I reply. “In through the front door, out through the back, then turn left and enter through the first window on the right.”

Jazz has the controls on the lead drone and is apparently feeling the pressure of all the eyes on him.

“Steady as she goes,” he mutters.

The space time disruption spear on his assassin has been dialed back to one meter. I hadn’t realized it could be dialed back that far and hadn’t thought through how difficult it would be to navigate a two-meter-long assassin through rooms and the narrower passageways.

“OK, is this the door?” Jazz asks.

“It is,” I reply.

“OK, entering.”

I watch as Jazz, rotates the assassin around until it is perpendicular to the door. “Extending the space time disruption spear one meter.”

Jazz extends the spear, which immediately penetrates the door, then slowly moves the assassin up, across, down, and back until the door falls inward.

“OK, out the back door and turn left.”

Jazz cuts the hinges on the back door, causing the door to drop and fall in, bumping the assassin. It takes a moment to wiggle out of the way, then the door drops loudly to the floor. As Jazz approaches the door, he says, “There’s not enough room to make the turn. I’ll need to cut out some of the wall.”

“Do what you need to do.”

Jazz cuts away at the wall, expanding the opening another meter, then sliding through.

I point. “See the window? Through there.”

“Oh, this just keeps getting better,” Jazz mutters.

Once aligned, he extends the spear then starts carving out the window.

“Jared, this window is narrower than the assassin. I’m going to need to cut out some of the wall if we’re going to get through.”

“To the left,” I say, knowing that there are cabinets to the right on the other side that might make a lot of noise if they are cut loose.

“That will cut through some electrical distribution lines,” Jazz says, pointing to the light switch to the left.

“There’s stuff to the right on the other side that might come loose and block our path.” I say, for the first time understanding the difficulty of operating a two-meter-long, one-meter-wide drone inside a building.

He cuts away and apparently hits an alarm sensor line, because the sirens in the building go off.

“Enough!” Jazz shouts. “Where is the stockpile?”

“Once through, it’s down the corridor on the right, maybe ten meters.”

Instantly, the spear widens making a hole big enough for the assassin to get through. At first, I’m ecstatic that we’re nearly through the maze, then I realize that the spear widened because it had been extended out a kilometer, skewering the vaults, the new addition, and dozens of buildings beyond.

Shortening his spear, Jazz enters the vault, but is grazed by an energy weapon apparently fired by Lepodred forces responding to the alarm.

“Damnation!” Jazz shouts in frustration. “They got the grav drive.”

In the holoprojection, I see the assassin belly flop onto the vault’s floor.

“Come on, baby. Give me a few more meters,” Jazz mutters, coaxing the grav-drive to give him a little more. But the assassin grinds to a stop.

As more of the security team flows in and starts firing on the assassin, Jazz shouts, “Detonating the rear space time disruption bomb.”

I’m stunned by Jazz’s words. The whole reason for doing the mission this way was for stealth, limited destruction, and to avoid detonating a space-time disruption bomb within the atmosphere.

“Guys, you’ve got to see this.” Mel, who has had command of the room, calls out.

The nose camera views from two different assassins hovering a kilometer away, are popped up into the holoprojection. I watch, as the historic capital building disappears, completely consumed by the bomb, and the newer building behind loses enough of its center that it starts to collapse. What a disaster!

I’m so lost in the grief of the moment that I lose track of what’s going on around me. Then I hear Jazz calling out like a score keeper. “Site one is down. Site two is down. Site three is damaged, detonate the bombs!”

Four sites, eight views in the holoprojection, complete devastation. What have I done?

As I watch the profligate destruction, the captain rises up. “Don’t mourn the sacred. We need them to continue our existence. But they’ve gained too much power and led us in the wrong direction. More than enough survived. Work with them to carve out a new path.”

As quickly as he came, the captain is gone, and I worry I will never see him again.

“Jazz, I need to finish this. I’m going into the mystery to demand the Lepodred’s unconditional surrender. I need a way for them to send me a document. We added the Lepodred communications package into some of the ER2s for this mission. Find one and get it positioned above the capital city, but don’t connect until I come back.”

“Got it, boss. Good luck.”

...

Once relaxed on the Mystery couch, I cast my mind out to the Lepodred capital world in search of the Central Committee’s Speaker. I can sense her presence in the capital city, but with all the chaos, I’m finding it hard to lock onto her. Then I sense a wave of shock and words that mean, ‘they got them all.’ Focusing in on that spot, I find Speaker Ta'pan'ka in a large underground room with dozens of people. A quick probe reveals that these are the heads of the government’s major departments. A king-queen pair stands at one end of the long table separated by a holoprojection in which four panes show the remnants of the four sites we just destroyed. A fifth pane shows the untouched manufacturing plant.

“How long will it take, before distribution of the serum can be restarted?”

“We have several day’s supply at the factory. Ships will be arriving within the next six hours to deliver additional supplies. They will be bringing the entire inventory with them on the return.”

Sensing that this is the right moment, I show myself, right in front of the holoprojection. Several cry out in shock. The Speaker, on the other hand shouts, “You!”

“Yes, I am responsible for the destruction of your stockpiles. I’ve also put a blockade around your production facility. The ships you’ve sent in will be destroyed if they approach without my clearance. Not a single drop of your serum will be delivered until I have received your surrender.”

The king that had been presenting attempts to tackle me but passes right through landing hard on the floor near my feet.

“I will not surrender to you, human!” the Speaker screams.

“I will be back in one hour to accept your surrender.” With those words, I withdraw.

...

Back in the drone control room, I return to Jazz’s station. “Not giving in?” he asks.

“Not yet. Let’s start taking out the orbital defense platforms.”

“Risky,” Jazz replies. “Any debris will deorbit. The moon’s atmosphere isn’t thick enough to protect the production facilities.”

“The platforms are small compared to the disruption radius of our bombs,” I counter.

“So, you’re willing to bet that every single hit we make on the cloaked platforms is going to be a bullseye?” Jazz replies sarcastically. “We’re good, but we’re not perfect.”

“Understood, let’s start with two. One ASAP, the second thirty minutes later. Then I’ll check in with them again. From there, one an hour until the last platform goes down, or the plant is destroyed.”

Jazz nods, then connects privately with Mel, who will coordinate the strike. As he does, I flash probe him and find what I thought I would. Jazz has grave reservations about what we are doing here as it could accidentally result in genocide.

Minutes tick by, then I hear the familiar sound of target lock. Three seconds later, the platform highlighted in the holoprojection simply disintegrates. Moments after that, a new countdown timer, set for thirty minutes appears in the holoprojection.

Knowing that I don’t have the patience to just sit here for a half hour, I get up and start pacing. But as each minute passes, the fear that I may be committing genocide increases another notch. I’m tempted to pop back into the speaker’s conference room but know that will work against me. Sadly, Speaker Ta’pan’ka won’t fold until she’s absolutely convinced that I’m willing to drive the Lepodred to extinction, and there’s nothing she can do to stop me.

...

Five minutes have passed since the second platform went down. Convinced that’s enough time, I stop my pacing and go over to tell Jazz I’m heading back into the mystery.

“Jared, we’re picking up a distress signal, two of them actually. One from the capital city, the other from the production moon. According to the Lepodred database, this is a surrender signal.”

Hoping this means what I think it does, I run to the mystery couch.

“Going back in,” I call out as I plop down on it. Moments later, I’m away.

...

The Conference Room that was packed forty-five minutes ago, now has only seven people in it. I recognize five of them: Speaker Ta'pan'ka, Vice Speaker Ba’sol’la, and progenitors Bana’sha, Dauna’sol, and Kesla’ba. The other two, I’ve not seen before, but from their insignias and bodily characteristics I can tell that they are senior government officials, one a sacred, the other a progenitor. Interestingly, they are lined up on one side of the very long table.

I allow myself to be seen on the other.

“You are a devilish creature, human,” the Speaker spits out my species designation with disgust. “Willing to commit genocide by ending our ability to reproduce, unless we submit ourselves to you.”

The irony of this statement—made by a people whose written policy is to kill the star of, or hunt to extinction, people that won’t submit—almost triggers me to respond, which was undoubtedly her intent. Instead, I get directly to the purpose of this meeting. “Are you prepared to surrender?”

“What assurances do you give us?” she asks.

“None.”

The people on the other side of the table recoil at my words.

“That’s not what you said before,” the Speaker replies sharply.

“You did not surrender before.”

There’s silence for a few seconds, then the new, unintroduced person sitting to the speaker’s right, whispers something I cannot hear. A flash probe reveals that this is what I was hoping for.

“You said you wanted our cooperation in the fight with the Calamite.”

I don’t respond.

“You’re a lot like us. We don’t kill people for whom we have a use. The fact that you’ve suspended the bombing of our moon indicates you still have use for us.” She stares, turning her head this way and that, as if examining me. “You want our weapons, but don’t have the people to operate them. I’m willing to negotiate toward that end.” She smiles at me as if she still has the upper hand.

“I’ll be back in another hour.” I reply, then start to withdraw.

“We surrender,” she blurts out. “But how can we help you, if you don’t tell us what you want?”

This isn’t the surrender I wanted, but a flash probe reveals it’s the best I’m going to get. I’d have to kill too many to get a more complete surrender, and worse, it would take too long.

“I require four things.”

When I don’t say anything else, the Speaker nods.

“One, your star-killers and their crews. Two, your conquest ships and crews. Three, your escort ships and crews. Four, your subject worlds. In exchange, our blockade will allow any ship with a valid one-time access code to pass.”

The seven people on the opposite side of the table glare at me, flooding my senses with anger and indignation.

The Speaker is the first to break the silence. “How are we to protect ourselves?”

“My forces will protect you. They will also protect my new citizens on your former subject worlds.”

“When will the serum become available to us again?”

“As soon as I have formal surrender documents. For me to receive them, we will need to establish a communication channel, which will also be used for the issuance of access codes. After the first access code is issued, we will start the transition plan, which will include the milestones that need to be accomplished for additional codes to be delivered.”

The unintroduced progenitor sitting to the speaker’s right whispers something to her. Although I cannot hear what he whispered, a flash probe reveals the progenitor’s role and his question.

“Admiral Paco'la, we plan to upgrade your star-killers to give them better sub-light performance, better stealth, and independent FTL capability. They will be a key weapon in our war with the Calamite. Approximately four hundred booster devices need to be mounted on the exterior hull.”

“Time frame?” the speaker asks.

“I want the first one upgraded in thirty of your days. As soon as we complete the surrender treaty, the plans will be sent to you.”

More questions start flowing. As a people the Lepodred are persistent. But I refuse to be drawn into further discussion before the communication method is agreed and the connection established.

...

I come back to myself and immediately run to Jazz’s station, where we tie in Cal. “The Lepodred are going to send a series of signals on the emergency beacon they used to signal their surrender. Those signals will contain the information we need to establish a quantum entangled comm connection.”

I quickly give Cal the protocol identifier and list of equipment I need replicated, then take off for my office. I need to fine tune the surrender agreement I prepared a while back.

SURRENDER

Once in the office, I mute every device that might disturb me. An hour later the modified agreement is done and loaded on a Lepodred data chip. That done, I head down to engineering, where Cal immediately greets. “Jared, I was just buttoning this up. Clever device. Is your message on a data chip?”

I smile and hold out the chip. “Right here. Do you know how to send it?”

“Is that to say, you think I don’t?” Cal teases.

“Touché.” I laugh back. “But you get the stakes, right?”

Cal sobers. “In theory... probably. But no, I suppose not. Professor Vincent is the closest thing I’ve had to a real opponent.”

“Trust me, he was. But he wasn’t the only one.” The talk of opponents brings me back to the moment. “I have the Lepodred in an extremely vulnerable position.”

“Tell me,” Cal replies.

Not having the time to tell the whole story, I say, “I’ve put the Lepodred in a bind, one so urgent, they’ve surrendered. This document, if signed, gives us their ships and their subject worlds. This device...” I point to the one he just made. “It will allow us to exchange documents that will result in their total surrender.”

“You think they’ll agree?” Cal asks skeptically.

“Yes,” I come back rhetorically. “The question is how compliant they’ll be. I think the terms in this document are sufficient.”

“Then let’s send it,” Cal responds with a smile.

Less than a minute later, receipt is acknowledged.

“Now the wait begins,” Cal replies.

Looking at my chronometer, I realize I’ve blown my first two interviews of the morning, and Gabi is going to be livid.

Fifteen minutes tick by and there’s no response.

Cal, seeing me pacing, says “Jared. You have the power. Send a message that wakes them up, then demand a response.”

I pull out my communicator and ping Jazz. “What options do we have that move them along without actually hurting anyone?”

Frustratingly, minutes pass, then I get a virtual comm request. Connecting, the first thing I get is a holoprojection download. I’m puzzled by this. It appears to be an image of the Lepodred serum production facility. But this one is not quite complete. Zooming the image out, I see a gas giant in the background. The facility is obviously on one of its moons. As I study the image, Jazz connects.

“Hi, Jared. We ran the profile of the serum production facility through the database of everything we’ve picked up in the last two years. We have it under surveillance. It’s exactly what it appears to be—another serum production facility. This one is on a moon in the system of their second most populated world. Sensors show three conquest ships inbound.”

“Destroy it, Jazz. Is the moon populated?”

“Only the facility,” Jazz replies.

“Jump an assassin into its core.”

“The moon might break in half,” Jazz whines.

“Everything on that moon, and preferably the moon itself...” I pause, then say with emphasis. “Must... Be... Destroyed.”

“Understood.” Jazz says curtly.

Minutes pass by, and I worry my orders have been countermanded. Then, in the holoprojection, the moon is struck, the vibration so severe that it’s impossible to make out anything. Minutes later, the moon cleaves into three identifiable pieces floating in a cloud of dust and gravel.

Minutes tick by, then Cal says, “Document inbound. Picture format.”

“Print it,” I order. “And dump its image and the video of the encounter to a data chip, then message the lot to me.”

“You’ve got it, Jared.” Cal replies, then sensing my anxiety, says, “Go. It will be there before you are.”

I run, taking the steps three at a time, knowing Gabi will be furious with me.

OFFICE

I connect in with Gabi, who is furious. I disconnect, then reconnect two more times before the fury stops and I can get a word in.

“We decapitated the Lepodred today. Within a week all their assets will be ours. Thousands of huge ships. Two hundred fifty star-killers. Our enemies will not stop just because I’m running for president.”

There’s silence on the line for a second, then Gabi demands, “Evidence.”

I send her the video recordings of the last several hours and the concession statement sent by the Speaker of the Lepodred Alliance Central Council.

I wait as she watches, then exclaims, “The Great Alien War is finally over!”

“It’s over Gabi. We’ve won. Their assets are ours. Sorry, I’m late.”

Gabi looks at me with more humility than I’ve ever sensed from her. “This is gold, Jared. With less than three weeks left, Porti has no chance. I’ll handle the clean up on this end. Deal with the things you need to. Then let’s go wipe up the Porti campaign tomorrow.”

Gabi cuts the line as decisively as she does everything else, and I sense a new chapter beginning.

ENGINEERING

“Cal, it’s done, for now anyway. The Lepodred have surrendered. They live day-to-day by my whim, and they finally understand that.”

My friend and colleague looks at me conflicted.

“Amanda told me about her conversation with you,” he blurts out. “Sorry about that. I was going through a lot.”

“No worries,” I reply.

“Sorry anyway.” He comes back meekly.

I smile and put my hand out. “Friends?”

Cal laughs and shakes my hand.

“Gabi has given me the rest of the day off and we,” I used my finger to indicate the two of us. “...have a ton of work to get done. Where are we with the replicator build?”

“It’s up. Moose and I finished it. I messaged you but didn’t get a reply, so we went ahead and tested it with Dylan’s help.”

“Good. We may need another one somewhere else, but I’ll get to that in a minute. The Lepodred are giving us their star-killers and crews. They will be doing the refits.”

“You’re going to give them the design?” Cal asks in shock.

“No. We are going to transport the boosters to them. Our pilots there will move the boosters into place, where the Lepodred will attach them. Do you have the placements and mounting instructions?”

“Kind of. I have the locations. I was assuming we would use beams made of miracle metal that we would preinstall. I’ve thought of a couple ways to attach them, but I assumed we would get some help on the attachment itself. No real ship is made exactly to spec. They all have variances.”

“OK, task one is to get the instructions documented and translated. Then we can send them and set up a virtual meeting with the chief engineer on the first ship to be converted.”

I see Cal tap a note in his data pad.

“Next, we need to booby trap the boosters. If there’s any tampering, they need to blow.”

“Good precaution,” Cal replies, as he makes another note.

“Where are we with the control system to actually fly the star-killer?”

“I have a partial prototype. Each booster will have a quantum entangled communications system that connects to a control board here. We’ll have another control board that needs to be integrated into their systems. It will also be connected back into our master board. All flight will be done from here.”

“How much is done?”

“The prototype supports a dozen connections, uses the swarm flight software connected to a dozen booster simulators. The system simulates out. I need to build the real board to support the four hundred twenty boosters. And I don’t know how to handle integrating the star-killers internal ion-drive. In principle it’s just adding sixteen additional elements to the board, but I don’t know the comm protocol.”

“Understood. We have some research to do before we can move this forward. Right?”

Cal nods.

“Let’s put research on the list.”

Cal taps another note into his data pad.

“Lastly, I need a computer that generates a random code and logs it.”

“For what?” Cal asks.

“We put a blockade up around one of the Lepodred moons. It’s the only facility that makes a certain drug that the Lepodred ruling class needs to survive. When they complete a task I give them, we give them a one-time code that will let them get past the blockade. Whoever is running the blockade needs to know the current code, so they can let the ship pass.”

“Got it,” Cal replies. “We have software that does that already. I just need to make it available to the officer on duty.”

Day 52

PORT MESS

Summer and I enter the port-side mess to the smell of cinnamon.

“I think Chef Gérard is making Pain Perdu, the original French toast, this morning,” Summer says in delight.

It’s only been a week since the Lepodred surrender, but a lot has changed in that week. The night of the surrender, Summer and I had one of those very rare fights. Managing the integration was going to double the workload on our tiny staff, which is mostly Summer, Cal, and me with occasional help from Moose, Tay, Vera, and Brock Newton. It wasn’t much of a fight, after a rant about being worked to death, she advised me of all the people I was about to hire, and I agreed. Still, I got yelled at for not having already done something about it.

The first hire was Chef Gérard and his team of four assistants, Sous Chef Jenelle, pastry chef Anton Beck, prep cook Hanna Bailey, and waiter Edward Dawson. They are full time and have been given cabins on this floor.

Stepping out of the kitchen, Edward is the first to greet us. “Good morning. You called it right Summer, Pain Perdue.” He points to a table set for four. “The table is set as you asked.” Then, looking at me, he adds, “Morning, Jared. Your coffee will be right out.”

As we sit, our new assistants, Olivia Matos and Sophie Morel, come in. Olivia, whose family was part of the second wave of immigration from New Brazil five generations ago, is my new assistant. She came from my company, Jaredaan Natural Supplements, where she was President Naomie Moore’s assistant. Olivia is older, late forties, tougher than nails, and the perfect interface to work with Gabi on the administrative front. Sophie, Summer’s new assistant, was a special project coordinator at Jaredaan Power Systems. She’s early thirties, task focused, and extremely well organized.

The newcomers sit opposite us. “Olivia, you’re first,” Summer says.

“Jared, you have a meeting with Brooke at 8:00 to go over integration status. If I understand correctly, she has updates on ship transfer, subject world transition, and the star-killer upgrade. Cal will join you for that part. At 10:00 you have a meeting with Gabi to discuss campaign status, tomorrow’s event, and changes for today’s speech. At 1:00, you’ll do customizations for the new release that will go out today. Then at 4:00, you’re scheduled for a meeting with Jazz and the commander of the returning Lepodred conquest fleet in the Squadron conference room. I’ll be spending much of the day working through the correspondence you’ve been ignoring.”

“Thank you, Olivia. Good job, extremely helpful.”

She smiles and nods.

“Sophie?” Summer asks.

“Your first meeting will be with Ben. He has updates on all our production issues. I think the biggest one is the switchover to booster production. When that’s done, we get to have some fun. The new clothing Gabi has selected for you has arrived. We’ll be popping up to Heroldstown for fitting, then hair, makeup, and photoshoot. Fair warning, they are not going to hide your age, but they are going to try making you look more mature.”

I laugh, then say, “No age lines I hope.” Then laugh some more when Summer smacks me on the shoulder.

As we laugh, I pick up a thought from Olivia, “Oh Lord, save us from the children.”

It’s the fourth day of our breakfast briefing routine and I’m thankful for the help we’re getting. All the new hires were warned it would be seven days a week until the election, which is only nine days away.

TRANSITION

Transition Manager Brooke Reeves greets me as I enter her office. “Good morning, Jared. A lot of updates came in last night. I’m going to start with the good news, because it will make the bad news make more sense.”

I chuckle. “That’s an auspicious opening.”

“The Lepodred updated their list of subject worlds around noon yesterday. I used the translator to make a guess at the name in Standard and to translate the coordinates. Then I sent the new additions to Jazz, who dispatched an ER2 to each. If you pop open your data pad, the database will sync.”

I open my data pad and navigate to the subject world database and get an alert that four more worlds have been added. I read them off, “Piramar, Briebay, Mulomba, Dalanor. Any idea why these were added?”

“There was a message included with the list that they had already translated to Standard. It said, “These subject worlds have been in good standing for centuries. Their listing was dropped during a recent systems update. The error was discovered yesterday when a request for harvest celebration came in. The request was denied, as required by our treaty.”

“Let me guess, the harvest celebration happened anyway.”

Brooke nods. “About an hour after an ER2 got to a world called Briebay, a cruise ship showed up. The ER2 operator shot down three shuttles before the cruise ship stopped. They have apparently reported the incident, because long range sensors show three conquest ships changing course toward Briebay.”

“Have you filed a Notice of Breach demand?”

“No, just found out about this a half hour ago.”

“How far out are the conquest ships?”

“They are expected to arrive this evening sometime.”

“OK. We’ll deal with it when we’re done. What’s next?”

“None of the subject worlds have been contacted to advise them of their change of status. The Lepodred compliance officer says this was not spelled out in the treaty. As such, with the turnover complete, it’s our problem. Do we have any data on these worlds beyond the name, coordinates, and other gibberish shown in the database?”

I pop the database back open. “Yes, we have the unique identifier and a two-year-old copy of the Lepodred master database. Contact information and translator code should be there. I’ll show you how when we’re done. What’s next?”

“Cal’s going to join us for the star-killer upgrade update.”

“What’s the one sentence version?”

“We need to either build an industrial scale transporter up on the space station or attach the supporting rod in the transporter room down here. The booster with support rod is too big for the shuttle.”

“Other than that?” I ask.

“The booster build-out is on schedule, although the master board hasn’t been started, and we don’t have the specs for the ship controls.”

“You’re in contact with the chief engineer?”

“I am,” Brooke replies.

“Ask for the specs, see what progress you can make via document exchange. If that doesn’t work, then I’ll have to talk with him. Anything else?”

“That’s it,” she answers, smiling as if she just passed an exam.

“Then let me show you how to get into the full worlds database. Maybe with a half hour, I can get you into communication with one of the subject worlds.”

...

Amazingly, over the last half hour I managed to get Brooke set up with translator and contact information for the Briemen, the people that live on Briebay. Maybe tomorrow Summer can get her the next step.

When Cal joined us, he confirmed most of what Brooke told me about the star-killer upgrade. We’re going to have ten boosters sent down to us with support rods unattached. Cal and the new technician we hired, Carlos Braga, will handle the attachment in the aft shuttle bay. Moose and the new engineer we hired, Madelyn Miller, will handle transporter construction on the space station. Cal will also work with Brooke to prepare an information request for the star-killers chief engineer. Hopefully, they will succeed because I’ve got too much on my plate. Gabi made it very clear she wanted at least eight hours a day from me for the eight days starting tomorrow. The election is shaping up to be a landslide and she doesn’t want to lose it in the final days.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

As I approach drone control, I remember that the virtual conference room connection will only be 2D. We haven’t been able to get 3D connections to work with the Lepodred yet. The meeting will be held in spoken Lepodred. Jazz will hear the conversation in standard, using an automated translator that lags several seconds behind. Less than ideal, but that’s all we have at the moment.

“Jared,” Jazz greets as I enter. “We may have a mess on our hands. The commander of the returning conquest mission is leading the response against the Briemen. He’s acknowledged his orders to speak with us and accepted the meeting invite. But he’s leading a group of a dozen conquest ships on a straight-line to Briebay. I have two ER2s tailing them, and one ER2 in orbit above the planet. That should be enough to put down all twelve conquest ships, but there are dozens of scenarios in which they could land a shot.”

“Understood.”

We enter the squadron conference room and take our seats. Looking out through the glass walls, I see the extent of the activity, and every station seems filled. Looking at the staffing board, I see that all twenty-four flight teams are on duty, ninety-six pilots, twenty-four team leaders, six squadron leaders. Jazz is the only one not at his station.

“I have all-hands on-deck,” Jazz says, confirming my unasked question. “If this turns into a shooting fight, I want all thirty-six assassins individually piloted and all three ER2s in the game.”

Walking into the room, I was confident we could handle this. Now, Jazz has me worried.

The seconds tick down, then the conference line connects and the flattened image of a huge Lepodred commander fills the screen.

“Admiral Barnasal, I am Jared Daan, your new commanding officer.” I open.

“A child claims to be my commanding officer. I don’t think so.”

“Admiral, you are an old fool, unable to even comprehend your peril. Please call your second to join us.”

“No.” As the word echoes, I do something I’ve never done to a living creature before. I compel him to stop breathing. It takes a couple seconds, then the panic sets in.

“Jared, what’s happening,” Jazz asks.

“I am not allowing him to breathe.”

“You’re doing what?”

“The Lepodred mind is surprisingly easy to penetrate.”

As I sense the admiral on the verge of passing out, I release the compulsion. There’s a huge intake of breath on the other end of the line, followed by coughing and the sucking in of more air.

As the noise dies down, I say, “Admiral, you are dismissed from duty. Please call in your second and prepare yourself for arrest.”

With my senses stretched out as far as they need to be for this level of compulsion, I feel the anger and defiance he radiates. Then smile. “Not convinced? I can solve that problem.”

I watch as the admiral considers what’s just happened.

“The Calamite leader is much stronger than I am, crueler as well. Help me in our fight against him and maybe you will experience freedom again. Or fight me and die. Either is an acceptable option. But choose now. I have little time to dally.”

I set a countdown timer for thirty seconds, then add it to the meeting, so it’s visible on both sides of the connection.

“What do you require of me, sir.”

“I need you to stop your pursuit of the Briemen. They are no longer your subjects. Proceed to the closest Lepodred world, then shut down your ship. It belongs to me now, so we will be installing new revokable command codes that I control. Once that is done you will receive your new mission.”

“I need to confirm those orders with my existing chain of command.”

“Move quickly then.” I reset the timer for thirty minutes. “If my orders are not acknowledged before this timer has finished counting down, then I will destroy you and your task force.”

The admiral glares at me for a moment, then walks away.

I mute our line, then ask Jazz, “What options do we have to shoot them down while they are in FTL?”

Jazz shakes his head. “It’s difficult. We would need to knock them out of their space time bubbles. A hundred of our little spacetime bombs detonated in their path might do it. A nuclear weapon big enough to rupture space time might also.”

“How did Admiral Tang’s military do it during the second alien invasion?”

Jazz chuckles. “I actually knew a guy in that squadron. They jury-rigged the biggest EMP ever built, powering it with an antimatter explosion. Four of them actually. All in the megaton range. It’s amazing they didn’t blow themselves up. Needless to say, we don’t have any of them aboard our assassins.”

“How did we get so many during the last alien invasion?” I ask.

“The star-killers were different, their hokey FTL system is what made it possible. We got pretty good at popping their spacetime bubbles. But the only conquest ships we got were ones in normal space that got hit by the debris.”

“So, we need to do this the old-fashioned way. Wait for them to drop from FTL, assign targets and take them down.” I assert.

“Afraid so,” Jazz replies.

“Think he’s going to comply?”

“If the orders he gets from command are strong enough, maybe. Otherwise, no way. You don’t come home from war and surrender to someone who’s light years away from you with no apparent forces in the area. And you never let your perceived enemy change your command codes before you physically surrender your ship.”

“Then I hope the orders are strong enough.” I reply.

When the timer reaches twenty minutes remaining, Jazz stands. “Mind if I check in with Mel?”

I smile. “Go.”

Another minute ticks by and I start getting angry. I have too much on my plate to sit around waiting for a Lepodred admiral to do what he has been ordered to do. So, I cast my mind out to the lead ship and find the admiral in his office arguing with Fleet Admiral Paco'la, to whom he shows little respect. The scene irritates me so much that I reach out and once again compel him not to breathe. The impact is immediate. His objection stops mid-sentence, because he can no longer exhale and his complaining morphs into fear, then panic.

He stands and moves toward the door but doesn’t make it. Admiral Paco’la calls out and when he gets no response, he turns to someone off-camera and asks them to contact the ship. From my time with the Lepodred years ago, I know that their physiology allows them to hold their breath for a long time, five to ten minutes before brain damage or death. Another minute ticks by, then there’s a knock on the admiral’s door. The door cracks open and someone calls. “Admiral Barnasal?”

When there’s no answer, a head peeks in and the door is flung open. An instant later, a medic appears, and I release my compulsion, feeling guilty about what I’ve done. But that leaves me with the question, what now?

Coming back to myself, I see that there are still ten minutes on the timer. Not wanting to waste any more time on this, but not wanting to drop the connection before the time limit, I imposed has expired, I pull out my data pad and start reading through the transition data I was given earlier.

“Hello?” The question is asked in spoken Lepodred. “I am Captain Dashona, the ship’s executive officer. Admiral Barnasal has been taken ill. Until his return, I am in command of this taskforce. Fleet Admiral Paco’la has ordered me to surrender the taskforce to you.”

“Captain Dashona, please extend my condolences to the Admiral.”

He nods. “I will, sir. Your orders?”

“Captain, your task force is ordered to divert immediately to the planet Sarabaka with all possible haste. There you will assume a high orbit and await further orders. You are forbidden from approaching the space station but are required to assist in its defense if it is requested of you.”

“Sir, if I may ask. What about replenishment?”

“We will deal with replenishment once you have arrived.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Also, please send me your ship’s comm ID. I don’t think it has been given to me yet.”

“One moment, sir.”

A minute later, he’s back and I have his comm ID.

“Thank you, Captain. Please change course immediately. You are dismissed.”

‘Thank you, sir.”

When the line disconnects, I get up and exit the room.

“What happened, Jared?” Jazz says as I approach.

“They have been redirected to Sarabaka, where they will assist in its defense until new orders are received.”

“I didn’t think the Admiral would cave.”

“He didn’t. He fell ill. His replacement was more cooperative.”

Mel, whose station we are standing by, interrupts, “It looks like the task force is changing course. It’s too soon to confirm they’re heading to Sarabaka, but they are no longer moving toward Briebay.”


CHAPTER 13: ELECTION

Day 59

MORNING BRIEFING

Another brutal week has passed, and, to Summer’s credit, the new staff has made it possible. Morning briefings, all day campaign events, evening transition activities have become the norm. With the election two days away, I’ve pulled this morning’s briefing forward to 6:00.

As has become the norm at this point, Brooke Reeves, our transition director, kicks things off. “First this morning is the star-killer upgrade program. We have now transported twenty boosters up to JSK-001.”

We’ve started referring to the star-killers with an ID and a name, though we generally refer to them by ID. JSK is the ship type, Jaredaan Star Killer. 001 is the first ship’s number. Its name is the Calvin in honor of Cal. So, JSK-001 is also JSK Calvin.

Brooke continues, “The operation is running smooth enough at this point that we are ramping up to five booster transports a day, starting today. And plan to step up to a hundred a day in ten days. Attachment to the ship is going well. The kesba that do that job are quite skilled.”

Pointing to an item she’s just popped up into the holoprojection, Brooke says, “We’ve finally received the specs for the ion drive controls and found the appropriate software in the database. Madelyn will start the final controller board layout today.”

Madelyn Miller, our new engineer, has been a life saver. She’s smart, fast, and always spot on, which is probably an overstatement, given that she’s only been with us ten days. Still, the fact that the control board, which has sat idle for over a month, is now getting built out, says it all.

“Any questions?” Brooke asks.

“What’s the target date for the first test flight?”

“Twenty-one days from today.”

“So, you think you’re going to get the first one done in the thirty-day timeframe I asked for up front?”

“A lot could still go wrong, but that is the working target, yes.”

“How soon before the next one?”

“Our target is to shave five days off the build time for JSK-002, so twenty-five days from a successful test flight. When that one succeeds, we will go to parallel construction at a rate of ten new starts a day, finishing all two-hundred-two upgrades, ninety-four days from now.”

The new team is so incredible. In a little over three months, I’ll have enough star-killers to take down half of Calamite space. A week after that, I’ll have enough kinetic weapons to take down their remaining worlds. The question is whether or not I’ll have that much time and at what point do I give up on the possibility of peace and go for genocide instead.

“The next topic is serum deliveries,” Brooke says, snapping me out of my momentary reverie. “We’ve allowed two serum pickups a day since the Lepodred started cooperating with us. They would like to add a third run starting tomorrow. No instances of breach have been reported since the incident with the Briemen, so the plan is to allow. Am I cleared to do that?” Brooke asks.

“Yes, subject to the ‘one ship inside the defense perimeter at a time’ policy.”

“Understood,” Brooke replies. “Next topic: ship transfer. We still do not have all the ship comm IDs. They continue producing them but are struggling to find them all. They say this portion of the central database was corrupted during the recent upgrade. And they are having to search for them manually. My question is, when do we file a breach complaint? It is not spelled out clearly in the treaty.”

“This upgrade seems to be causing a lot of problems. Do you know what it’s about?”

Brooke laughs. “Well, we blew up a big chunk of their central database infrastructure leading up to the surrender. They say we even got some of their primary back up. So, they are working with new systems, a partial back up, and manually picking through secondary backups.”

“Do you believe them? How likely do you think it is that they are not acting in good faith?”

“Good question,” Brooke replies. “Twenty percent chance, maybe.”

“Then let’s revisit in a couple days.”

“One other thing. I was advised today that Admiral Barnasal died yesterday from a stroke he suffered last week. They recommend Captain Dashona to replace him and offer to handle paperwork like that until we have established our own systems.”

“I accept that recommendation. Please ask them to handle the paperwork for this promotion and continue with other administration for the time being. Our principal involvement in the short-term will be deployment of forces and mission assignment.”

Brooke smiles. “Will do. That’s all from me today.”

“Well done, thank you.”

OFFICE

I hate campaigning. Lots of time spent talking about nothing and fielding questions. With two days left, Porti is all about personal attacks. I’m too rich to understand what regular people need. How can you trust someone convicted of multiple felonies? We’ve seen very little of any alien species in a couple years, so why focus on defense?

I faced more questions today on my convictions and time in prison than any other issue. My answer is always the same. Falsely accused. Told to accept a plea deal. Later acquitted. Grew up at the camp where I learned what hard physical work was, and how intelligent management makes everyone’s lives better. But that doesn’t matter, everyone has some dark angle.

The good news is that we are polling at 73%. Porti’s rumor mongering has allowed him to capture some and keep others on the fence. But it’s a sad thing to watch. The man becomes more disconnected from reality every day. It’s getting bad enough that I may not be able to keep him as vice president.

But enough of that. It’s time to put the campaign aside. A crisis is brewing in Independent space that may demand our intervention.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

Entering, I’m hit with a wall of noise, activity at every station, and more active panes in the holoprojection than I knew it could display. Stepping toward Jazz’s station, I get a glimpse of one pane that freezes me in my tracks. Calamite cyborg storm troopers have landed on one of the independent worlds. Looking closer, I see the name, Diamond.

Arriving at Jazz’s station, I ask, “What’s going on?”

“The Calamite have made several simultaneous strikes, one on Sarabaka in Lepodred space, one on the independent world Diamond, another on a planet we don’t have on our list. But there are clearly humans there.”

“What have we done so far?” I ask.

“R2P: Reconnoiter, Reposition, and Prepare.”

“Is that really an acronym?”

“Is now.” Jazz laughs.

“What’s your take on it?”

“I’m not sure, it feels like a trap to me. It’s as if he wants to find out who’s been tracking him. If these were real hits, they’d be moving faster. Check this out.”

Jazz enlarges one of the screens in the holoprojection.

“Four shuttles landed on Sarabaka; all were damaged by surface electrical activity.” Jazz zooms in on the scene. “Their cyborg stormtroopers attempted to sabotage one of the surface ports to the underground city. Four were killed in the process, the others made it back to the shuttle, where they’ve apparently signaled for help. This makes no sense. They could have hit that hatch from space.”

“So, you think they’ve done this to draw a rescue team, maybe get inside to contaminate it somehow?”

“Lots of maybes,” Jazz replies, “none of which involve manually blowing those hatches.”

“Any recommendations?” I ask.

“Watch and be ready to pounce, which we are. But the next move is theirs.”

“What about the others?”

“Similar to a degree on Diamond. It’s a massive mining operation. They supply a huge fraction of the Confederation’s diamonds, including specialty-cut large diamonds for power switching. It’s believable that the Calamite may be after those. They’ve rounded up the people and are harassing them, but they’ve not flooded troops in the way I’d expect if this is just a heist. They also haven’t flooded any equipment down. Mostly they seem to just be waiting for something.”

“And the third world?”

“This one is the most active. The people are fighting back. The Calamite are in the process of exterminating them.”

“Ships?”

“Six in orbit. Four shuttles on the ground.”

“Why not take out the ships?”

“We have lock on them, so could do it now. I’m not sure how that would help the people on the ground, but it would extract a price. But it still feels like a trap. They’re doing something very visible that they should expect will draw a response. But they’re taking no precautions, acting with little urgency.”

“Then, let’s spring the trap in absolute stealth and see what happens.”

Jazz taps some controls and speaks into his microphone. “Any developments.”

I hear no reply.

“OK, then. Simultaneously strike all six ships. Absolute stealth.”

Seconds tick by, then there’s a flash, and huge chunks of six large ships disappear.

“That was a bit melodramatic,” I say. Then the holoprojection pane we were watching totally whites out, then goes blank, replaced by the message “Connection lost.”

Jazz jots out a quick message. A moment later the answer comes back. “All our assets in that system were destroyed. We got a recording from a ER2 that was one light second out. Putting it in the holoprojection one-tenth speed.”

A blindingly bright sphere of light erupts about a thousand meters above the surface, hitting the surface first, then our closest assassin. The circle of light continues expanding around the planet, then out engulfing both our other assassins in orbit, at which point everything else transitions to FTL.

“We need to know if the planet is still there.” I assert.

“Let’s wait,” Jazz replies. “Absolute stealth doesn’t include returning to the scene of the crime anytime soon.”

We sit in silence a second, then Jazz says. “I was right. It was a trap, an object lesson, warning us that we’ll be hit, possibly with a planet killing weapon, if we interfere in their affairs.”

“Then it’s time for an object lesson of our own. Do we have kinetic weapon lock on any of their worlds?”

“You’re not going to kill one of their worlds, are you, Jared?”

“Suppose we blow apart a moon. If we do it quickly, then they’ll know we have weapons pre-positioned in their space that can exact the same price they just did. If we can get to mutually assured destruction, it will slow down the aggression.”

“Or speed it up,” Jazz shoots back. “Suppose they have star-killers. Striking one of their worlds could cause them to up the ante, something we won’t be able to respond to for months. Please don’t do this.”

The vehemence of Jazz’s appeal gives me pause to think. Is this event worth risking an out-and-out war before we are ready? No. Jazz is right.

“OK, we’ll stand down for now. But this may be the last event that we can let go unanswered.”

DAY 60

ELECTION EVE

For weeks now, I’ve been dreading this day. Not because I’ve been afraid that I might lose, but because Gabi has me scheduled to deliver ten, forty-five-minute speeches. I know my platform, know my issues, so giving any one of these speeches would be a no-brainer. But ten in a row, forty-five minutes on, fifteen minutes off, starting each with modest energy, ending it with every ounce of energy I can muster, changing them up enough that many people will want to watch more than one. It’s impossible, but I’ll do it. And I pray that today is not the day the Calamite choose to escalate, because without me, the right decisions will not be made, plain and simple. No one knows the ‘mystery mind’ the way I do, and if I were Ahpuch, today would be the day I strike.

So today, I’m going to go off script, and I hope Gabi forgives me.

...

It’s 8:00 AM on Jaredaan, 2:00 PM in New Perth’s capital city, Albany, where this rally is taking place. Since the beginning, New Perth has been a Porti stronghold. Recent polls here are dead even. It’s one of the very few worlds where I’m not in the lead, so a good place to make my case, not pander.

The speech ‘began’ fifteen minutes ago with an unscheduled Q&A, led by a Porti-leaning local politician, Jason Montage. Gabi is beside herself, the chatter in her private channel into my headset has become so fierce it’s distracting.

“Commissioner Daan, a lot of people here still struggle to believe the things you’ve said, about the Rufarven, the Lepodred, and the Calamite. You’ve put a lot of stuff out there, but little is corroborated. On this last day of the campaign, what final argument would you like to present to the people of New Perth.”

I smile while doing a flash probe, then plant two images so deeply into Jason’s memory that he doesn’t know they’re there. One is of the Calamite invasion of Diamond, the other the planet killing bomb on the unnamed human world.

“My fellow humans, a great tragedy struck the Independent Human Worlds yesterday. The Calamite invaded a human world called Diamond. Its settlers named it the way they did because diamonds drew them there. They have the largest deposits in human space. If you check the documentation that came with them, many of you that have diamond rings will find that your stones were sourced there. What more of you are unlikely to know is that it’s the only human world that sources the diamond-based lenses used in the Confederation Fleets energy weapons. Jason, that information is readily available on the exo-net, and my campaign will send you links. It’s also the only world that sources the huge specialty-cut diamonds used for planetary-level power switching. What I’m about to show you was recorded yesterday.”

I start the playback, which fills the outbound feed, then provide the narration. “This being...” I freeze the frame showing a Calamite stormtrooper, “...is about to assault a series of humans as their force rounds up the residents and takes over the mine.”

I remain quiet for fifteen seconds as the scene plays out.

“My opponent goes on-and-on about my concern for the independent human worlds. He has a point. They have fled the Confederation and want no part of it, explicitly accepting the risk they are taking. Still, seeing humans abused this way by aliens upsets me. But that’s not the point. In one fell swoop, the Calamite have just cut off the flow of a critical single-source component in the Confederation military’s most potent weapon.”

I release my compulsion preventing Jason from speaking and he says, “Oh, my God, I’ve seen that recording.”

Reasserting my compulsion, I continue. “But that wasn’t the only world that came under attack. Another world, not settled at the time of the Independents’ break away, had this happen to them. Fair warning, what you are about to see is shocking.”

I start the playback. “For reasons unknown, the Calamite were rounding up these people, summarily executing some, beating others. A local group started fighting back and damaged some Calamite equipment, then this happened. This is being played back at one-tenth speed.”

On the screen the spherical explosion starts, killing the people on the surface, then one of my ships, then enveloping the entire world and killing another of my ships, before the screen goes blank.

Releasing my compulsion over Jason, he screams, “I’ve seen that one too. Just didn’t know what it was.”

“Where did you see these, Jason?” I ask, planting the answer I want.

“Must have come from the Porti campaign,” Jason says in shock, then with shame, “Oh, my God.”

“This is all available on the exo-net, some from Jaredaan Defense Force, some from the government and local news stations on Diamond. This is what’s being hidden from you. And as I said in the first debate, this is the only issue that matters, the choice simple. If you want the same fecklessness that served New Beijing in the last alien attack, then vote for Porti, because that is exactly what he will give you. If you want your children to grow to maturity, to meet the grandchildren they will bear, then vote for me. My name is Jared Daan, and I’m asking for your vote.”

...

Well, speech one ended up being more of a Q&A run amok than a speech. But did it light the crowd on fire. It also ran over, even though I only spoke for fifteen minutes.

I tie into the debrief line and Gabi’s well practiced snarl only lasts a second, “Well you blew the lid off that one. But it would have been nice to know about it ahead of time. The package I sent to the press had none of that.”

“Don’t worry, Jason’s little stunt and his subsequent confessions give you a lot of latitude.”

Gabi laughs. “And here I was worried that you were another doomed businessman with no idea how to play the masses. Thanks for the lesson. But the next speech starts in five. How are we playing it? Are you going to run all the video? You need to tell me if you’re going off script and still expecting us to play the right clip.”

“You’ll find out when I do,” I joke.

...

The other nine speeches ended up being a mix of what was planned and new material. Gabi and her team handled it well, they played four of the planned seven clips. I played two from my end. The big advantage I have over Gabi, despite her superior knowledge and organization, is that I can read the crowd in a way she can’t, then tailor the message to suit. If I ever run again, we will be untouchable.

DAY 61

ELECTION DAY

As much as I’ve come to fear leaving the ship, my first job this morning is to travel up to the polling place that’s been set up in Jaramor, so I can be recorded casting my vote. Gabi has given me a script and arranged for a network affiliated film crew to record the event.

Once that’s done, I’m off for the day as regards the public portion of the job. But Gabi, who I’m retaining as my transition manager, has set up several meetings this afternoon on key issues related to her new role.

Then sometime tonight, I have a victory speech to give. It’s all scripted and I’m getting better at the teleprompter game, so don’t anticipate any problems. But if the election is the least bit close, which no one is expecting, then I could be up well past midnight.

JARAMOR

The shuttle lands at our estate a little before 7:00 AM and we are immediately greeted by housekeeper Kaitlin and dear friends Ethel and Norah. As the hugs are released, I notice that we have a lot more guests waiting. Moose and Tay along with Tay’s daughter, Dai, and mother Savanah are the next to greet. It’s hard to believe over two months have passed since I’ve seen some of them. Next are Elders Aurora Simpson Lake and Jack Lake.

“We will be heading the procession taking you to the polling place, but that’s not the real reason we’re here,” Aurora whispers as the hug lingers. “We have the potion that can hide you from Ahpuch and some other news that is best shared in private.”

As she releases me, she glances toward the shuttle, where I see two of the rangers approaching it. They’re carrying unmarked cases that they hand to Dylan one-by-one.

Jack who has reached out his hand to shake, whispers, “Dylan was cued in on the plan earlier.” He motions toward the residence. “Shall we? Breakfast awaits.”

As everyone else moves toward the dining room, Aurora motions toward my office. “This will only take a minute.”

As soon as the door closes, Aurora starts, “Edson has been successful. One of us has been trailing Ahpuch hours a day for the last week. He’s extremely frustrated that he hasn’t been able to find you. Nonetheless, he’s about to make his first big move into both human and Lepodred space anyway. We don’t know where or when, only that it will be soon. Edson has also been able to hide the Southern Station. Sorry we didn’t tell you, but we took the liberty to do it ourselves, so you have deniability and no idea how it works, which it obviously does, because he came by again the night before last. I know Summer wants to stay here tonight, but don’t do it. It’s not safe.”

There’s a knock on the door, which then cracks open.

“What are you doing in here. Everyone is waiting on you,” Summer says angrily.

“Not to worry, dear,” Aurora replies. “We’re done here and ready to begin.”

The two turn to leave, but I know what just happened. Aurora absorbed Summer’s anger, sent encouragement, and suppressed her memory of seeing us here. I sometimes forget Aurora’s power to manipulate. But I’m shocked how little effort it took her to completely subvert Summer, and equally shocked that she did it right in front of me.

I feel a hand on my shoulder, then hear Jack’s whisper. “Don’t be angry with her, Jared. She would never do that to you. But the two of you are in grave danger. Summer will be better prepared to deal with it, once she’s been with Aurora for a couple minutes.”

As my anger boils up, Jack says, “Don’t go there Jared. You have important work to do, and we can protect Summer from Ahpuch better than you can.”

Taking his hand from my shoulder, then stepping out of the office, all smiles, he says lightly, “Come on, time to join the party, Mr. Soon-to-be-President-Elect.”

POLLING PLACE

Summer and I ride into town in one of the luxury horse-drawn carriages. Jason, the head ranger, drives it with Aurora and Jack in the seat behind, and Summer and I in the elevated third row. The carriage is surrounded by two dozen rangers in dress uniforms on their freshly groomed horses.

Starting a kilometer before town, the Jaramor residents line the road, then join the crowd following along behind as we pass. At first, I’m amazed by it all, then I sense more than see Aurora’s intense concentration and am shocked. She is pumping the townspeople with joy, while simultaneously shutting down any misbehavior. The scope of her power is so much greater than what I previously understood that it’s frightening.

As we enter town, the rangers in front of us spread out so the people can see us and we can see the other four elders, who are waiting for us.

Summer takes my hand, then sends, “In the moment, Jared. Smile and wave to the crowd, and periodically lock eyes with the video cameras. This video will be played on every news program in the Confederation later today. You’re being presented like a king, play the role.”

...

When the carriage stops, we all get out. Julian welcomes, then Aurora gives a blessing. I hear how she’s modulating the delivery and know this blessing will resonate in almost everyone who hears it. I’d been thinking I was getting good at this. But by comparison, I’m a neophyte.

Inside the polling place, we are escorted to separate little booths, where we enter our vote, then leave. Everything is so staged I feel like the court jester playing his role in an election day farce. Then it’s done and we’re back aboard the shuttle on our way to the Southern Station.

“You’re quiet,” Summer says. “Penny for your thoughts.”

“It was too staged, not real. Felt wrong to me.”

“Aurora said you’d say that,” Summer teases. “But you get it, right? People need to see you doing the things they do, yet still see you as someone to look up to and admire. Anyone who sees that before they go vote will vote for you, because Aurora told them to.”

When I don’t respond, Summer changes her approach. “You did well back there, looked credible and determined, acted as though you believe in yourself. A lot of women out there fell in love with you this morning, so remember who you belong to.”

Summer’s words are so over the top, I can’t help but laugh.

“That’s better,” she says, then leans over to kiss me, and once again, I’m reminded that I’m the luckiest guy in the world.

ORGANIZATIONAL MEETING

Back in my shipboard office, I tie into Gabi’s transition team meeting. She has four people with her, two of whom I know fairly well: Walt Philips, who’s been our Finance Manager, and Hope Mitchel, who’s been my press secretary.

“Congratulations on this morning’s event.” Gabi greets. “Your local team is good. I presume that Aurora heads your influence team.”

“She is our most capable practitioner. They’ve been helping me develop my skills. But this morning I was reminded how big the gap is.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Gabi comes back. “You are one of the best among the Confederation leaders. But having her more visible on your team would be a tremendous boost to your presidency.”

“Not yet, she needs to remain in the shadows for now. In fact, I wish she hadn’t done it this morning.”

“For what possible reason?” Gabi complains.

“Please, take my word on it for now.”

Gabi broods for a moment, then jumps in.

“Jared, you know Walt and Hope. Joining us today for your consideration are Landon Bear, political strategist, and June Fletcher, media strategist.”

Pleasantries are exchanged, then Gabi turns to the agenda. “There are three critical items I’d like to discuss today: the choice of Vice President, your executive priorities in the first sixty days, and the media events we’d like to engage in between the election and your installation as president.”

I nod my acknowledgment, curious that vice president is a topic.

“Tradition is that the vice presidency goes to the second-place vote getter. There have been exceptions when the race was close and extremely bitter, there have also been exceptions when the public has lost trust in the second-place candidate. We are obviously in the latter condition. Porti has said publicly that he does not want the vice presidency, and public support for him as vice president is well less than half.”

“Then what happens?”

“You can nominate a vice president then if Porti does not challenge the nomination, and the Members council approves it, that person is installed. I would recommend Commissioner Björn Söllner. He was the next highest vote getter, though he spent his time campaigning for you, not himself. As a member of the Reconstruction Commission, he has name recognition and high positives. He’s also the Prime Minister of New Berlin, so one of the best able to help you with your economic plan.”

“Have you talked to him?”

“Only to ask if he would be interested if Porti drops out. He’s very interested. He’s termed out on New Berlin and looking for a new challenge.”

“Termed out?” I ask.

“New Berlin limits the prime minister to ten years. He’s just started his tenth year.”

I look to the other advisors, “I assume you all agree?”

Four heads nod and mutter, “I do.”

“Landon?” I ask, about to test my new political advisor. “Who would you suggest if Söllner says no?”

“Omar Leon, Commissioner and Prime Minister of Nuevaperu. He also campaigned for you, has high positives, and is an excellent administrator.”

“Agreed,” Gabi adds.

“OK, then Söllner it is, Leon if Söllner declines.”

“Excellent choices,” Gabi says as a smile spreads. A flash probe reveals that she’s pleased that her two favorites are on the short list, and I’m testing her favorite candidate for political strategist.

“Which brings us to our executive priorities. In the campaign your promises were defending against the Calamite, rebuilding New Beijing, and restoring trade between New Berlin and New Beijing. During the transition, we’ll have a short grace period to clarify if there’s anything we want to change or add. Your thoughts, Jared?”

I turn to my trusted finance manager. “Walt, when will funds be released to us that I can use to rebuild the shipyards on New Beijing?”

He smiles. “There are two answers to the question, Jared. What’s legal and what’s practical. Legally speaking, funding remains as it was before the aliens took down the central government. None of the appropriations made at the time had sunset provisions. The reconstruction commission made no changes and spent little of the allocated funds. So, in principle, you can tap into a lot of money. The practical side of the story is that much of the revenue those applications were based on has not been collected, and anything you do will be challenged by Porti, who has siphoned off a lot for his failed programs on Transbaru. My guess is that you may have five to six trillion credits you can apply before the well runs dry. But beware, New Beijing was so badly damaged that it could be ten to twenty years before we could redirect funds away from the reconstruction.”

Walt’s words astound me. Why wasn’t I told this during the campaign?

“That’s why I called this meeting, Jared,” Gabi says. “The quagmire that is the Confederation’s budget is shockingly self-interested. We’ll need to dismantle it before we can redirect significant funding to your list of projects.”

Walt’s statement and Gabi’s corroboration shock me, and as the anger wells up, I say, “Then Porti cannot be allowed the Vice Presidency. If he resists, then we will expose him and push for prosecution. Then once I am president, we will begin redirecting funds immediately. And if Porti pushes back, we will push back harder, leveraging all the power of the presidency to land him in jail.”

“What are the specific things you want, Jared?”

“Two large shipyards of the same type as I have in orbit around Jaredaan, fully stocked with raw materials, and three shifts of ten assembly crews within six months. The war with the Calamite might be over by then, but if it’s not, this could turn the tide in our favor.”

Discussion on this point goes on for an hour before Gabi brings it to a stop. “Jared, I hadn’t realized that you had this part of the plan so well thought through. Please share the appropriate documents with us and we can start softening the ground, so it can move fast once you’re in office. Given the few minutes we have left, I’d like to move on to talk about media events. Can we do one with you at your shipyard?”

I smile, “Would love to. The Confederation should have a dozen of these. Mine’s well built out for our purpose at this point and we did it for less than one trillion credits. If the public saw what we could do with that little, we’d have more support.”

Gabi nods. “Perfect. Maybe we can do that next week. We’d like you to keep a low profile this week. Maybe an hour of your time a day. It will be more than enough to keep constant media attention as we prepare the list of executive actions to be taken starting Day One.”

“Thank you, all of you for the work you’ve done and for the work you will do in the weeks and months ahead,” I reply.

Gabi nods. “OK team, the first polls close in an hour. We need constant presence in every news outlet. Let’s do this. Jared, we think we will be able to claim victory by 9:00 PM in the capital city. So go get some rest.”

ACCEPTANCE SPEECH

As expected, the election was a landslide. I almost feel bad for Porti. He was the professionally polite face of everything corrupt in the Confederation, a theme my campaign unequivocally drove home using the data I provided and the influence the Jaramor Elders and I wielded through the mystery. Although we could have claimed victory three hours before the last polls closed, we waited as did the Porti campaign, and yielded the floor to Porti, so he could make his concession speech first.

Unlike his speeches during the campaign, this one was complimentary toward me, despite the fact he droned on for nearly an hour before refusing the Vice Presidency and endorsing Björn Söllner to take his place.

Now it’s my turn and by some technical miracle I don’t understand, Summer and I appear on the stage at my campaign headquarters together, despite the fact Summer is in one virtual conference room and I’m in another. She’s the first to speak tonight and neither Gabi, nor Summer, would tell me what she was going to say. As she steps up to the podium and everyone’s attention focuses on her, my heart swells with pride.

“Thank you for the kind welcome,” she starts. “The last several months have gone by so fast, and as you can imagine, they’ve had their ups and downs. I’ve met so many people among the campaign staff, both here and out in the field, gotten to know your stories, and learned the reasons so many of you have come to love Jared.”

The mention of my name rouses the crowd enough that Summer is forced to pause, which she graciously does.

“Most of you have heard Jared’s story. I’ve lived much of it. Jared was born to a well-connected family, one about whom many prophecies were made. It was said that he would rise to great power, bring peace, and bring people together. Big promises for a boy born in the arctic north on a desert world. He got off to a great start, a young genius graduating from university with an engineering degree at age sixteen and making what seemed like a fortune in the months that followed.” Summer pauses to take a breath.

“But the prophecies brought him great grief. He was thrown down an elevator shaft and nearly killed. He was framed for crimes he did not commit and sentenced to five years in a slave-labor penal colony when he was sixteen years old. Can you imagine that? A skinny, sixteen-year-old young genius, ripped out of his sequestered little home, and sent to live and work with felons at a prison camp infested with poisonous insects and snakes. It makes your skin crawl, doesn’t it?”

Again, the crowd interrupts, expressing their outrage at my treatment.

“But did that break him? No. After being beaten nearly to death on his first day, he slowly regained his health over the next year. And during that year, he figured out how to make the camp work more efficiently. The kid everyone picked on, slowly became everyone’s friend. How? Because he found ways to make all their lives better. In one incident, he was nearly killed saving someone who had been bitten by a snake, getting her field care, then to the hospital in time, seriously injuring himself in the process.” There’s a short pause as Summer wipes a tear from her eye.

“Jared spent more time in the hospital for his injuries than did the young woman that he saved. Then, shortly after he was released back to work in the camp, his convictions were overturned, the culprits convicted, and Jared freed. How do I know this? My father was the warden of the prison camp. I lived there. I helped nurse him back to life after the injuries he incurred saving the inmate. And I fell in love with the most generous, caring, brilliant man I’ve ever met.”

As the crowd cheers, I suddenly realize that Summer has been undergoing influence training also and I sense Aurora’s influence over her. But this time it’s different. It’s much more supportive, Aurora helping Summer through something she was afraid to do on her own.

When the crowd finally starts to quiet, Summer continues. “During the campaign, many shameful things were said about Jared, most insinuating that he had a privileged upbringing and was a rich man obsessed with getting richer. How many Confederation officials have had the privilege of spending their late teens in a slave-labor, prison camp! And how many Confederation officials spent their own money to build a war machine sufficient to take down the aliens!” Summer spits these words out with more anger than I’ve ever heard from her.

Then a change comes over her and she smiles. “The answer, of course, is that none of them did. Because none of them are even half the person that Jared Daan has become. Please welcome my friend, and the love of my life, Jared Daan!”

As Summer steps back, and the virtual camera swings my way, it catches me wiping a tear from my eyes, and in my earpiece, I hear Gabi say, “Pull it together, Jared. You’re on.”

I step forward toward the lectern in my office and see it displayed as me stepping up to the one on the stage. As the crowd roars their approval, I settle myself. Then when things quiet enough, I start. “It’s said that behind everyone that rises to prominence there’s a strong partner. Well, you just heard from mine. Thank you, Summer, for reminding me of the road that brought us here. Also, a huge thank you to Gabi Frank, her inner circle, and to everyone that was part of the campaign.”

...

“Lastly, I want to say thank you to Commissioner Amal Porti for his gracious concession speech earlier. I’d also like to thank him for declining to serve as Vice President. At the outset of the campaign, I was open about wanting him as my second. But as the campaign dragged on and it became increasingly clear that we were on the opposite side of essentially every issue, I decided that I needed someone else in that role. Amal, thank you for making that possible.”

“Jared,” Gabi’s voice comes through into my ear. “Söllner has accepted, you can announce it if you want to.

“So tonight, I would like to announce that I am nominating Björn Söllner for the position of Confederation Vice President. Over the days ahead you’ll hear more about that. Thank you, everyone. Enjoy the celebration tonight, then get ready to go to work for real tomorrow.”

As I step back from the stage and wave, the room explodes with applause and cheering, then the virtual conference connection fades to black.

PORT MESS

Summer and I connect in the port-side mess. “You were amazing,” I say.

“You weren’t so bad yourself,” she says as she wraps her arms around me. “Now it really begins.”

I sense the dread she feels but deflect. “Aurora was helping you tonight, wasn’t she?”

“Yes, I asked her to. I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”

“Aurora has more power than I understood before. Now that I’m attuned to it, I can feel it when she uses it. That’s how I knew. But that performance was completely you. She just liberated you from things that might otherwise have weighed you down.”

“Thanks,” Summer whispers, then releases me. “I’m surprised this place is so empty. I would have thought some of the off-duty pilots would be here to congratulate you.”

“I hadn’t thought about it, but you’re right. Where is everybody?”

“Want a snack before we go back in?”

“Sure,” I reply, then my communicator sounds, indicating an urgent message from Jazz.

“What is it?” Summer asks.

“We’ve got a problem. I need to get to drone control. Take the after-party call with Gabi, I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

With those words, I exit the mess and run, dread rising from within.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

As I enter, I see the taskforce led by Admiral Dashona in the holoprojection, starting an attack run on the Calamite forces that landed on Sarabaka.

“Jared, over here,” Jazz calls out. I see him point to the squadron conference room.

I run through drone control to the small all-glass conference room, watching as the attack shuttles dropped down through Sarabaka’s thin atmosphere.

After closing the door, I ask, “Did you approve this operation?”

“No,” Jazz replies. “Your orders were to assist in the defense of Sarabaka, I suspect he believes this action is within that authority.”

“I meant new attacks from space, not the shuttles on the surface. But I suppose that I didn’t say that. Did I?”

Jazz shakes his head. “No, no you didn’t. This is something we have to work on. I’ve been with you long enough to know what you mean. The new forces we’re adding don’t have that benefit.”

We watch as the Lepodred shuttles strike the surface with surgical precision, taking out all four Calamite shuttles without damaging any of the facilities or equipment on the surface. Then the unthinkable happens, a planet killing weapon detonates, killing the taskforce, space station, our close in carriers and assassins, and blowing the thin atmosphere off the planet, which is now charred, though it’s obvious the damage is only to the surface.

Then the realization sets in. It’s started. The war with the Calamite has started. Aurora warned me it would start soon, but I didn’t think it would be today. Then a second realization hits. I’m still one hundred days from having the assets I need to establish detente. What am I going to do?


CHAPTER 14: RETALIATION

Day 62

OFFICE

I join Summer in the virtual conference space inside my office a little after midnight. She has a bottle of champagne open and two glasses on the table. Gabi and several others are opposite, laughing about something and looking a little tipsy.

When Gabi sees me the cheer of a moment ago vanishes, and she turns to those with us. “Could you give me a minute with Jared, then I’ll introduce you.”

She deftly puts an ear bud in her ear, then switches to private mode. “What happened, Jared?”

“I had stationed a Lepodred task force near one of their major mining worlds, a planet called Sarabaka. The Calamite just attacked using a planet killing weapon. A dozen Lepodred conquest ships and the planet’s space station were destroyed, as were all our assets in orbit. The explosion blew the planet’s atmosphere off and charred the surface. The war with the Calamite has begun.”

“OK, Jared. Listen closely. You will not be able to prosecute this war to the extent you want without the Confederation’s support. The people I’ve gathered here to meet you are tonight’s priority. Let your people do the military things they need to do. You don’t have to be the guy firing the rifle, you need to be the one securing the Confederation resources. These are the people you need on your side. So, smile and shower a lot of love on them. Or smile and let Summer do it if you can’t. Either way, put on a smile, because I’m about to let everyone else back in.”

“Understood,” I say reluctantly.

“Smile!” she snaps, then an instant later, the conference room morphs back from private mode to normal and a half dozen people morph around us.

“Jared, you know Robin Attenborough. “He would like to offer a toast.”

Robin smiles and says, “Pleasure to see you tonight, Jared.” Then he raises his glass, and Summer hands me one to raise as well. “To the man who defeated the aliens twice and married the most beautiful woman in the universe in between. Congratulations to you, President-Elect Jared Daan.”

“Hear, hear,” the others around the table say, and I repeat slightly out of sync.

I take the obligatory sip, thinking Robin may be as vacuous as I originally thought. But even then, he is remarkably charming.

Sip done, I say, “Thank you Robin. I truly enjoyed working with you during the campaign. I’m sure Gabi will find a way to make that happen again.”

“That’s my man,” he rejoins, using the old British accent from one of his war movies, something that gets everyone else laughing.

This is truly the definition of torture.

“Jared, this is Robin’s wife, Heather,” Gabi says, pointing at the woman next to Robin.

I instinctively reach out my hand to shake, which brings laughter from all. But one look and I know who this woman is, Heather Waters, the third largest shareholder in Jungle, the giant exo-net retailer, and the creator of the Confederation’s most impressive AI, who she gifted with her name and voice.

“Jared, a pleasure to finally meet you. I remember when you first brought your DAGS supplement to us. I was insistent that they sign you.”

“Heather, a pleasure to meet the real you, ma’am. Thank you for being here tonight, and for all you’ve done for me and the Confederation.”

The introductions go on, a dozen of the Confederations wealthiest and most influential people assembling virtually to congratulate me. I’m astounded by Gabi’s reach. I also understand it a little more now. All of these people hope to get something from me. Gabi is their pathway.

MORNING

Summer and I didn’t escape the parties until almost 3:00 AM. How quickly the night goes by when surrounded by people with well-practiced stories and a little too much alcohol.

Now at 9:05 AM, a short night’s sleep behind me, the full weight of our situation rests on my shoulders. Sarabaka, which holds the Lepodred’s second largest thulium deposit, is now in Calamite hands, and, if I cannot wrest it loose, it will fuel their war machine without a long, vulnerable supply line, for us to pick away at.

The question is what to do. Step one will be to move a dozen or so ER2s into distant orbits around Sarabaka’s star, where they will be out of range of the Calamite weapons, then pick away at whatever forces they bring into the area. If that fails, then I guess it will have to be the long-range kinetic weapons. For that to work, I’ll need to start charging them now. Each hit will stop work for a while unless they have means to stop the weapons. But the planet can only take so many hits before it will break apart, which could make the mining easier. In twenty-seven days, I’ll have my first star-killer. If we can wait that long, the star-killer could wipe the planet away in minutes. But it is extremely vulnerable to attack while firing. The weapons we’ve seen so far could take down the star-killer with a single shot, robbing me of my single most strategic weapon and prematurely exposing my biggest secret.

Given the limited downside of charging a kinetic weapon, I message Jazz and ask him to start charging three of our booster-based kinetic weapons to the highest fraction of light-speed we can get in ten days, then target Sarabaka.

As I sit pondering the dilemma, my communicator sounds. It’s a virtual conference request with the Jaramor Elders. Straightening myself, I initiate the connection and moments later six of my dearest friends appear opposite me.

JARAMOR ELDERS

“Jared, thanks for tying in. There’s a lot you need to know, and we have little time.”

“Julian, thank you. What do you have for me?”

My question seems to stump Julian, and I feel Aurora’s outpour of sympathy.

“Sorry,” Julian replies. “I was supposed to open with well-deserved congratulations, but...” His words trail off, something that deeply disturbs me.

“Let me take the lead, Julian,” Aurora interjects. “Ahpuch is enraged at your ability to hide from him. What he doesn’t understand, is that he’s not up against one, he’s up against the seven of us. That’s his weakness. He’s killed all his peers in the mystery, the pool of them from whom he was begot. Now he has no peers. No one to fear, but himself.”

There are times when the elders are so obtuse, even I cannot follow without deep probing, which to this day I refuse to do.

“Sorry, Jared,” Aurora continues. “I wasn’t trying to confuse. My point is that Ahpuch has no peers, no allies. That’s his weakness. He can’t comprehend that you do. He’s severely abused Emperor Sanrufar, whom no one has come to rescue. So, he doesn’t suspect you to have any either.”

“That’s why you said, I needed deniability. Isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Aurora says, a smile spreading, then suddenly disappearing.

“What happened?”

“You remember Victoria Police Chief Landry on Caladon, right?”

“The last remaining Confederation seer of consequence?”

“That’s the one,” Aurora replies, then pauses. “Ahpuch found him last night. Julian was the one tracking him at the time.”

Aurora’s words fill me with dread.

“When Ahpuch struck, Landry called out, and twenty or so others came to his rescue.” Aurora skews the word rescue in a way that suggests little rescue was achieved. “That’s when Julian deftly asserted himself, joining Landry and friends in the sequence of touching.”

From the way Aurora pauses, I fear what comes next.

“Ahpuch struck out,” Aurora continues. “He killed Landry and the others but was sufficiently impaired at that point to only graze Julian.”

“Is there any good news in this?” I ask, puzzled that Aurora seems so upbeat.

“Jared, all our rangers are at a level equal or higher than Landry. We have twenty plus acolytes that are as well.” Aurora lets the words hang there.

“And we have the seven of us.”

Aurora nods. “It would be the solution of last resort, but the seven of us, plus the rangers, and the acolytes should be able to wrestle him to the ground.”

“Understood. Good news. But there’s something else, isn’t there?”

“Yes,” Aurora diverts her eyes down. “Julian’s actions may have cast suspicion back on Jaredaan. In the coming days, we will be quiet, forsaking the mystery and everything that comes with it. You must do the same. Edson’s protections are unexpectedly strong and he’s working on ways to weaponize them. But for now, you need to be as silent as we will be. No access to the mystery, not even flash probes. We all must abide by this discipline. I’ve loaded Summer with the best protections I can, but the two of you are now on your own.”

I stare at the elders on the other side of the table as Aurora reaches out to disconnect, then Edson winks just as Aurora cuts the line. I’m admittedly dumbfounded by the cross messaging I’ve just received, despite my belief that the individual messages are true. Then I wonder what Edson’s wink was about. As I stare into the silent, blank canvas that the holoprojection presents when there are no connections, it comes to me, the book Edson gave me. It’s the key to what he calls his six-word private cipher system.

SQUADRON CONFERENCE ROOM

Earlier, I sent Jazz a request for an update on Operation Clean Up, our effort to track all Calamite penetration into the Orion Spur. I’ve been following the action on New Lima, Diamond, and the previously unknown human world in the spur. But I’ve lost track of the big picture.

As I make my way toward drone control, where the conference room is located, I run into Squadron Four’s Alpha Flight: Ice, Hammer, Sapphire, Ghost, and Slice, all of whom I know and have flown simulations with. I smile and wave, and am about to say hi, when they all snap to attention and salute. “Good Morning, Mr. President Elect, sir.”

Their reaction shocks me, even though I know it shouldn’t. I return the salute and say, “At ease,” then walk over and shake each hand, greeting them by their given names. I get a particularly warm smile from Amanda Clarke, Ghost, Cal’s love interest.

She whispers, “Sir, consider using the back entrance. It’s closer to the Conference Room.”

I whisper back, “Thanks,” then follow Ghost’s advice, taking one of the ancillary corridors to one of the rarely used back entrances. Once inside drone control, it’s only ten steps to the conference room entrance, which I get to without being discovered.

On entering, I see Jazz seated with the head of Operation Clean Up, Smoke, Squadron Four’s leader. Also present is Dylan, my long-time friend, shuttle pilot, and master astrogator, who’s sitting next to Odin Castle, call sign Spear, Squadron Four’s Beta Flight leader.

We exchange greetings, then the debrief begins.

“As a reminder,” Smoke starts, “there are three aspects to this operation: clearing and establishing a presence in the systems bordering the void, validating and updating the regional star charts, and tracking the main Calamite fleet massing in the void.”

I nod, acknowledging the three-prong nature of the operation’s charter.

“Let me start with the scope of what we’ve accomplished so far. Two flight teams, ten people, have been at this round the clock for forty days. They’ve had the use of four hundred ER2s. About 85% of the effort has gone into the clearing portion of the mission. At this point, we’ve cleared just over four thousand systems and had nearly a hundred contacts with Calamite ships.”

Interrupting, I ask, “That many?”

Smoke taps her data pad several times, then nods and shows me the display. “Ninety-seven encounters logged.”

“What have you learned?”

I see her smile at me and presume that’s what she planned to cover next.

Smoke pops up an image labeled Scout Teams, showing two long sleek ships with large ion drives. “Their search seems to be two-tiered. They have what we deduce to be two-ship scouting teams that move fast, rarely dropping below 1% light-speed. Once into a system, they do a quick scan to find the two closest planets, then split up, each acquiring its respective vector, then going to FTL. They drop from FTL far enough out to get a quick scan of the planet while still inbound. Then they use the planet to get a grav assist toward the next target. Their scanners must be good, because they only complete orbit around the gas giants. The scout team technique is quite remarkable. They’re in and out of most systems in less than twelve hours.”

She pops up another image labeled, Survey Teams, showing a different class of ship and several types of shuttles. “We’ve also encountered what we call Survey Teams that do a more careful study. I think you’ve seen the way these teams come into a system, then split up as they did at New Lima.”

“I have.”

Smoke continues. “They seem to be looking for two things: habitation and raw materials.”

“Why do you suspect that?” I ask.

Smoke pops an image up on the screen, showing a ship firing an energy beam at the surface, and smaller shuttles capturing samples from the airborne ejecta.

“On uninhabited planets, they take low orbits, which they’ll hold for hours or days. As you can see here, they will blast the surface on some of those. On populated worlds, they take distant orbits. And on some of those, they eventually come down to the surface and harass the people. We’ve seen two instances of this so far, and it’s this pattern of behavior that has led us to believe their system is two-tiered. In essentially all the systems that have had this type of ship, we find them studying a planet in depth.”

“What do you do when you encounter the Calamite?”

“We drop stealth for a hundred milliseconds. That’s not enough time for the field to dissipate, but it is enough to create sensor ghosts. Do it a couple times and they pack up and go.”

“You said that the operation has scanned four thousand systems. How much territory is that?”

“We’ve gone along the fringe of the inter-arm void, starting at Taramoot and moving in toward the core two hundred light years, every system five light years in from the edge. Uh, one note on that. The Calamite don’t seem to have an interest in the red and brown dwarfs. At this point, we just sample twenty percent of them.”

“Hmmm,” I mutter. “Four thousand systems, one hundred encounters, three altercations... How many times have you warned them away?”

“Seven.”

“When they’re parked in orbit, is it just one ship, or is it all of them?”

“The survey ships orbit every planet. Sometimes, we’ll see all four ships orbiting separate planets. It’s when they’re all clustered around one or two that we think they’re on to something.”

I look at Jazz. “I think it’s time to escalate. When you’re more than one hundred light years from human space and encounter survey teams clustered together in a way that you can get them all at once, let’s take them down. I want entire survey teams to disappear here and there without a trace of evidence about who did it. The Calamite have become too comfortable poking their nose into other people’s business. It’s time to poke back.”

“I’ll update the rules of engagement,” Jazz replies. “Would you like an update on the ships staging in the inner-arm void?”

“Please."

“The count is up to about sixty-three hundred,” Jazz starts. “With that many, it’s hard to get an exact count. They’ve started hop-scotching their way in our direction.”

“Hop-scotching?”

“One group will go to FTL and drop back to normal space fifty light years further down the void. Then the next group will go, then the next, until all the ships have moved ahead. Then the process repeats.”

“How far away are they and how fast are they moving?

“They run along the Perseus side of the void, out about a thousand light years into the void. The bulk of them are about three thousand light years in closer to the core, traveling at a rate of thirty-three light years a day. We know that some ships are peeling away to enter into the Perseus arm. More and more will do that, as they’re already past the point for an optimal approach to Sarabaka. In about sixty days, the last of their ships heading into Lepodred space will enter.”

“Their straight-line distance from us?”

“Sixty-two hundred light years,” Jazz snaps back.

“So even if they set course for Jaredaan today, they’d still be a hundred eighty-six days away?”

Jazz chuckles, “I suppose. But if they pivot on a dime like that, they’ll send fewer ships and stop the hopscotching. At flank speed, I calculate them to be one hundred twelve days out.”

“Good point.” My words hang there for a second, then I ask, “How is the survey of Calamite space progressing?”

Jazz looks at me askance. “It’s all in the Calamite survey database. I sent you a link. You’ve not been tracking it?”

“Must have missed that,” I reply. “The quick summary?”

I get one of the few angry looks from Jazz that I’ve received in the two-plus years we’ve worked together, but it quickly morphs.

“Sorry. It was hard to reach you during the campaign, so we set up databases you could check when you had the time. From what you’ve said, I thought you were monitoring them. My bad for not having walked you through.”

The pathetic look Jazz gives me is enough to make me laugh. “Want to show me?”

Jazz smiles. “Would love to.”

...

“Truly impressed,” I say as the tour of the database finishes. “The Rufarven told us that Calamite had less than five hundred systems. Your count is six hundred thirty. Do we know which ones have producing thulium mines?”

The darkness in Jazz’s eyes return. “I sent you that a month or so ago.”

“Did you copy my assistant, Olivia?”

Jazz shakes his head. “I sent it before Olivia started.”

“OK, water over the dam. Do we know which ones have producing thulium mines?”

“There are dozens. Most don’t produce much. They’re largely depleted. The big one is CAL-129.”

“CAL-129?” I ask.

My question is met with wilting eyes and down-turned lips. “You know nothing about our exploration of Calamite space. Do you?”

“I know seventy-plus percent of what I’ve been briefed about.” I reply innocently.

Jazz looks down and shakes his head. “Sorry. I thought you were up to date on all of this. ‘CAL’ stands for Calamite space. ‘129’ stands for the one hundred twenty ninth system cataloged. If there is more than one inhabited world, we designate them a, b, c, etc. If there’s a moon of note, then there’s a dash and a number designating the orbit, one inner, N outer.”

I smile. “Thank you. We’ve needed corroboration of the Rufarven data for some time, but back to the question... CAL-129?”

“The Calamite’s highest production thulium mine.”

“Then charge a kinetic weapon to take it offline.”

Jazz smiles. “Now we’re talking.”

ENGINEERING

The meeting with Jazz and his team was information packed and enlightening, but in the end dissatisfying. I need breakthrough options and wasn’t getting any, so head down to engineering where I find Cal shutting down and Amanda waiting expectantly. My first instinct is to just disappear, not let my presence be noticed. But that’s not what the situation demands. I need options and, since the day I met him, Cal has been the one who’s delivered. So, I walk in. “Ah, Cal. A minute?”

Cal’s eyes pop to Amanda, who is now standing at attention, then back to mine. The smile is slow in coming, then I get the casual greeting that I treasure.

“Sure, Jared. What’s up?”

I notice Amanda’s cringe, but in truth, she’s not my focus at the moment. I need Cal and would love her input. But I need Cal.

I point to the engineering conference table, then walk that way. Cal does too, but I see Amanda, call sign Ghost, frozen with indecision unseen in battle.

“Ghost, would you join us?” I ask and get the immediate snap to attention and ‘Yes-sir-Mister-President-sir’ reply. It’s something I’m going to need to deal with, but not just now. Everyone in the military needs to yield to the Commander-in-Chief. But every Commander-in-Chief needs people that can help solve problems. Right now, Cal’s that person, Ghost is the one that can help me weigh the options.

Finally settled around the conference table, I say to Cal, “I need a big space time disruption bomb. How big can one be made?”

“Depends,” Cal replies, then sees my look. “The bomb itself, or the annihilation radius?”

“The annihilation radius. How big an annihilation radius can we create?”

Cal hems and haws, then says. “I’m sure there’s a theoretical limit, but it would take a while to derive and I’m sure it’s bigger than anything we could build in the short term. Can you tell me what you want it for?”

“The Calamite have planet-killing weapons that can scorch the surface of a planet the size of Jaredaan and blow the atmosphere off, while leaving the planet’s mineral resources in place. They’ve already killed two planets, one in human space, the other in Lepodred space. I want something big enough to inflict comparable damage if they do it again.”

“So, an annihilation radius in the seven-to-eight-thousand-kilometer range?”

“That would be a good starting point.”

“Let me see if I can get a quick estimate.” Cal grabs a nearby computer and pounds away on its input device. I’m completely taken by Cal’s intensity. A quick glance at Amanda reveals that she is too, but her admiration is different than mine.

Cal starts shaking his head. “I don’t think this is going to be practical. It would be on the order of five hundred meters in diameter and weigh nearly ninety million metric tons. That’s like five percent of a star-killer. How would we ever get it there?”

“Why so disproportionate?” I ask.

“Time,” Cal answers. “The bomb blows up and is done in seconds. The star-killers blast away for an hour.” Cal pauses and looks at his computer. “Mind if I try something else? It’ll only take a second.”

“Go ahead.”

Once again, Cal pounds on his computer, a couple minutes later, he comes back smiling. “This isn’t a planet killer, but on a world with a significant ocean, it would really mess things up. Here’s the idea. A bomb five meters in diameter that has a twenty-five-kilometer annihilation radius. We could transport these anywhere. Imagine the tsunami you could generate detonating one of those in an ocean, or damage you could do inside a mine shaft. It would weigh eight thousand kilograms, which would be awkward, but doable. Or for that matter, make smaller units fifty centimeters in diameter that are under-powered so don’t blow up. Place that on the surface and turn it on and bam, a kilometer wide hole that goes straight down until it overheats.”

Seeing that Cal is getting a bit carried away, I ask, “How close are those estimates?”

“I’d be surprised if the estimated yield is less than half or more than double what a final design would be.”

“OK, anything big is impractical. So, I can’t get a planet killer this way. But I like the idea of a weapon that could be delivered via the transporter. Let’s proceed on the half meter version.”

DAY 63

PORT MESS

I’ve come down for breakfast early this morning. The mystery has been nagging at me to the point of distraction and enough to disturb my sleep. But I’m not giving in to it, because I suspect it’s a trap Ahpuch has set. Nonetheless, I’m certain that something is about to happen that will have a significant impact on the timeline.

I enter and am immediately struck by the smell of cinnamon muffins, one of pastry chef Anton’s specialties. It’s early and Anton is the only one here, so I head into the kitchen.

“Good morning, Jared. I had a feeling you’d be in early today. The coffee is fresh, and the muffins will be ready in ten minutes. I can make you something else if you’re hungry.”

“Thanks, muffins will be fine,” I say as I pour myself a cup of coffee.

“Congratulations,” Anton adds. “I was off the last two days but stayed up to watch the results. What does that mean for us and this place?”

“Hopefully nothing. While the Calamite threat persists, this is one of the safest places in human space.”

“Happy to hear that, sir.”

I make my way out into the dining area and settle into one of the sofas, sipping coffee and working through the message queue on my data pad. Since my new assistant, Olivia, started, I’ve been counting on her to bring important items to my attention. Now that I’ve got the time to sort through them myself, I see how I got so disconnected with Jazz over our exploration of Calamite space. The database sends an alert message every time a new record is added. The message title is “New Record Added, Calamite Planetary Database.” The message content is a link to the record. Olivia has reported none of these to me because no action has been requested of me.

Since I have time, I dive into the database and am amazed by what I find. So far, six hundred thirty populated worlds have been cataloged. I do a quick search for ‘thulium’ and an ordered list appears with CAL-129 at the top. Based on our sensor readings, which in truth are only so good, the planet contains 2.8 trillion metric tons of thulium, the production rate is four hundred seventy billion, which gives it an estimated remaining life of six years. The next one on the list, CAL-214, has reserves of 1.5 trillion, production of one hundred forty billion, and remaining life of eleven years.

Scanning down the list, I suddenly understand Ahpuch’s motivation. CAL-129 has just less than half the Calamite’s total thulium reserves and it currently provides more than half their total production. But it only has five full years of production left, and it can take years to bring a new mine up to full capacity. Ahpuch needs to steal a mine from someone else, or his economy will collapse.

Anton comes into the dining area with a plate in one hand, the coffee pot in the other. He smiles when I look up. “The muffins are ready, and I brought the pot in case you need a warmup.”

But the moment is crushed as the alarm on my communicator goes off.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

“Jared,” Jazz calls as I enter. “The Calamite are up to something on Diamond. Their shuttles have taken off. Reviewing the recordings, it appears they’ve abducted some people, but I don’t think that’s the issue. Three of their four ships are breaking orbit, the other one transitioning to a lower orbit, presumably to collect the shuttles sooner.”

“What do you think they’re doing?” I ask.

“Given the haste, I’d say one of two things. Either they’ve been called away for some emergency, or they’re about to detonate one of those giant bombs.”

Without even venturing into the mystery, I know the answer. They’re about to blow up the planet.

“Move all our assets to a safe distance.”

“I’ll need to drop stealth to do that.”

I hesitate and hear someone say, “The first ship just transitioned to FTL.”

“Wait until the other two ships transition and prepare to kill the fourth one. Better our drones to be destroyed than seen, and better for the abductees to be hit by a disruption field, than experimented on by the Calamite.”

We watch as the two shuttles approach the waiting ship, see the shuttle bay doors open, and the first shuttle enter.

Jazz, who’s sitting at his station, jumps as if startled. “Fire,” he replies, then points to the holoprojection.

As the last shuttle comes into the shuttle bay, I notice a blur and hear Jazz whisper, “Yes.” Then the ship simply disappears, and the room breaks out in a cheer.

“That’s what you call an assassin up the tail pipe,” Jazz says.

Minutes tick by and I’m worried that I may have called this one wrong, then suddenly, there’s an explosion and Jazz seems to jump again. “Send me the recording ID.”

Looking over to me, he says. “We captured the explosion in a recording.” He works some controls, then the holoprojection adjacent to his station lights up, showing a still of the planet. “Slow motion play, one tenth speed,” he whispers, then hits pause as the explosion starts. He works the controls for a few seconds, zooming in on the spot where the explosion initiated. Then rewinds several minutes.

“OK, see the blurry spot. I’m betting the explosion came from a cloaked bomb placed in orbit. If I’m right, the cloak isn’t very good, but this thing is small.”

As Jazz steps, the little blur inches across the holoprojection. It takes a while, then suddenly a white arc appears.

“Called it right,” Jazz exclaims. “Elliptical orbit. Eccentricity 0.8. More than I would have expected, but makes sense given the quality of the cloak. It’s closest approach... eight hundred kilometers, where it detonates just above the thermosphere. Perfect if your intent is to blow the atmosphere off the planet.”

“What was below it when it exploded?” I ask.

“The capital city,” Jazz replies, “Figures.”

At first, I find the detail interesting, then the terrible realization strikes. The Calamite planted this bomb in orbit early in their visit, placing the closest point of approach, the optimal detonation spot for atmospheric impact, directly above the capital city. As I ponder the horror of it, the shadow of the Lepodred captain that lives within me rises up. “This is just like the scheme my first officer conceived. Have the bomb programmed to blow every day at a specific time, unless it has been canceled since the last time.” With those words, he retreats back down into my subconscious.

“Jazz,” I say with urgency. “Do you think they plant these around every planet they approach?”

“Every planet? Probably not. That would be a lot of bombs. But inhabited ones with resources they want? It would make sense, I suppose.”

“We need to find out. They’ve already started flooding into Lepodred space. We’ve promised to protect them.”

“I’ll ask Smoke to get someone on it. We’ve seen them approach several populated worlds. It would be simple enough to return and, now that we know what to look for, It should be easy to find.”

“Good, let’s get that going. We also need to hit them back. How soon can we strike CAL-129?”

“Let me check with Dylan,” Jazz replies.

I watch as Jazz connects with Dylan, then a star map comes up in the local holoprojection next to his station. Three lines appear, all of which terminate at CAL-129. “Thanks, Dylan.” Jazz says then disconnects. “We have three weapons in the area in various stages of charging. We have one with energy equivalent to a five-megaton nuclear weapon. It could strike tomorrow afternoon within a thousand kilometers of the mine. We have another charged to twelve megatons. It could strike tomorrow about twelve hundred kilometers from the mine. The third one is charged to fifty megatons and will strike in the wrong hemisphere.”

“Do we have any scouting ships in the area to observe?”

“Yes, I’ve held one in the system assuming we’d eventually need it.”

“Good, lets redirect all three weapons. Hopefully, the first one will do the trick.”

Day 64

OFFICE

Gabi has given all of us a week off, but no one is completely off. My message traffic is maybe a third of what it was. Gabi has scheduled the vote to confirm Björn Söllner as Vice President and the two of us have exchanged messages. This morning, I’m sending an update on the incident at Diamond, along with a recording that includes the abductions, exits, and explosions. Unexpectedly, my virtual conference room line signals an inbound request from Aaron. It’s been weeks since we’ve talked, something I’m feeling incredibly guilty about. So, I connect and moments later Aaron appears across the table from me.

He smiles sheepishly, then laughs. “Sorry, I’ve only got a minute. But now that I see you, I’m reminded that you’re about to be sworn in as Confederation president.”

“Right back at you, Mr. Prime Minister.”

“Not exactly the same,” Aaron says, then looks at his chronometer. “Anyway, as I said, I only have a minute. I got the strangest message today. I almost deleted it, then thought I check with you first. It’s from the Sea View Café in Jaramor. The message title is For the President. But look at it. Is this for you?”

Aaron puts the image in the shared holoprojection, and my mouth drops open. There’s a picture I recognize from the first page in Edson’s favorite book, then a long string of numbers.

“It goes on for several pages,” Aaron explains. “No text, just this stupid picture and pages of numbers.”

“Yes, that’s for me.”

“Seriously?” Aaron asks.

“Seriously, but please don’t ask.”

Aaron laughs. “I learned a long time ago not to ask. Every question leads to another. Anyway,” He makes a big show of pushing his send button. “I’ve got to go.”

“Best to Kinsley,” I say, then the line drops.

Now the fun begins. I pull Edson’s book from my top drawer and start the arduous job of decoding the message. An hour later I’m done and deeply distressed by what I’ve learned.

Enemy discovered he was being followed.

The incident with Guild has convinced him that his opponent is on Caladon.

It scared him but did not hurt him.

Beware! He has begun setting traps, creating disturbances in the mystery to lure weak minds.

He has caught a few more Guild members since.

Julian is in a bad way. He cannot control himself, accidently reaching out toward Enemy’s traps.

Aurora has sedated him.

I have been able to improve the southern station’s protections, but you must still avoid the mystery. My effort to create a weapon has produced nothing.

By the way, your activities are enraging enemy.

He cannot see them coming and cannot find you. I worry that he will resort to extreme measures soon.

Post a return message on xo.timeboard.public.ncam between 4:01 and 4:59. tomorrow afternoon. All messages delete after one hour. Include picture on page seven.

I jot out a quick message of my own.

Enemy has planet killing weapons.

Has killed three planets thus far.

Retaliatory strike pending.

With luck, will seriously hurt enemy.

I can’t send this until tomorrow. Hopefully by then, there will be more to report.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

“Jared, I was afraid you would be late.” Jazz points to the squadron conference room. “I’ve got us set up in there. The strike will happen in about five minutes.”

As we enter, I see that Cal and Tay are here.

Tay obviously senses my surprise. “We’re here to monitor the instruments on the scouting drone. The two most critical sensors today are atmospheric density and seismic, which haven’t been used before. We’ve spent the last couple hours setting up local recording of every measurement in case the drone is lost or compromised.”

Cal chimes in. “We’ve positioned the scout so that it is looking straight down on the mining complex. That will give us a better feel for the damage at our target, not the impact site.”

When the countdown timer starts its thirty second count down, the room becomes absolutely silent. I’m the only one without instruments to watch, so I keep my eyes glued to the screen.

Out in drone control, the five second audio count down begins. It’s muted in here, but enough sound penetrates for me to hear it faintly.

“Three, two, one... Impact.”

There’s a fraction of a second pause, then all the sensors go wild. In contrast, nothing seems to happen in the holoprojection. I think I see the planet shudder but suspect that’s just wishful thinking. Then a second or two later, the texture and color of the planet’s vegetation changes. As no one else is looking at the holoprojection, I zoom the image in and am shocked to see the number of trees that have fallen over. Hundreds of square miles of trees have been broken like matchsticks.

Jazz is the first to react, “Impact depth, twenty-five kilometers. More than five hundred kilometers off target, closer to the mine than expected.”

In the holoprojection, the surface of the planet in the region where the trees went down seems to get fuzzy.

“Soil liquefaction,” Jazz says.

“The shock wave has hit the mine complex. The wave amplitude at the mine is magnitude 7.2. Probably enough to collapse some of it, but not all.”

...

An hour has passed since the kinetic energy weapon dropped from FTL inside the planet. Shock waves continue to echo in the planet’s mantle and will continue to do so for days as every fault line in this hemisphere shifts. At the impact site, we estimate that a cone of rock, ten or more kilometers long, liquefied twenty-five kilometers below the surface. Some of it probably vaporized as well. About fifteen minutes after the soil liquefication set in, an ellipsoidal depression formed as the ground collapsed, and a huge cloud of gas and particle debris lifted up through the atmosphere.

“The depression seems to be settling. In round numbers, it’s ten kilometers long, three wide, and two hundred meters deep,” Cal reports. “This is consistent with a magnitude nine earthquake at the impact site.”

“I think the most compelling evidence that we’ve succeeded is the smoke coming out of the various mine shafts, and the collapsed buildings in the area.” Tay offers.

Jazz, always conservative in his damage assessments, cautions, “Not all the buildings collapsed, just some of the smaller ones. For all we know, they were not in use. And as encouraging as it is to see smoke coming up out of the mine shafts, it could be rafter dust disturbed by the shaking, not shaft collapse. We’ll find out more in the next couple days, as we watch the Calamite reaction.”

I’d love to use the mystery to probe the mine, but unfortunately cannot.

THE MYSTERY

It’s late. I’m in bed, Summer next to me. Her regular breathing evidence that she’s in sleep’s hands. Me? Wide awake, and hyper alert. Something’s going on and I know it. And it’s all I can do to resist the siren’s call.

...

I wake. An hour has passed, a long night still ahead.

...

Again, I awake. But this time I’m screaming, my feet on fire. A grotesque cyborg hovers above me, but no smoke comes from my feet.

“So, you are the one that thwarts me,” Ahpuch says. “Makes sense. You are elected president, despite your lack of experience or interest.” He looks at me with clinical interest. “Yet even now you evade me. I can feel your mind, know who and what you are. But where are you? Not on Caladon where I sense your presence to be. Yet not on Jaramor where your people believe you to be.”

Piercing pain wracks me. “Such a deceiver you are.”

There’s a period of silence. I know Ahpuch is attempting to probe me. But his efforts are frustrated. Finally, he relents and I can breathe again.

“No matter. You gravely damaged me today. Caladon has nothing I need. Neither does Jaredaan. But in the days to come, both will burn. I may not be able to take you in a way that honors who you are. But I can reduce you to cinders. Now relax... and burn.”

My feet once again feel as though they are ablaze, but the evil presence recedes, so does the pain. And sleep takes me.


CHAPTER 15: COLLABORATION

Day 79

PORT MESS

It’s been a little over two weeks since we hit CAL-129 and Ahpuch visited me in a dream. True to his word, several hundred ships peeled off from those targeting Lepodred space. Half are on a straight-line course to Caladon. The other half are on their way to Jaredaan. But Ahpuch’s ships are so slow that they’re still forty-plus days out from here, forty-five from Caladon. ER2s carrying fifty percent more assassins are trailing them, so there’s little concern for our safety, at least as regards those ships.

But on the political front, it’s the nightmare quagmire I feared it could be. Björn Söllner has turned out to be less than an ideal partner. I’ve tried to give him a relatively free hand, within bounds, on domestic matters. But with the now constant press coverage of external affairs, he doesn’t seem to care about the domestic agenda. Now he opines day and night about external affairs, things he knows absolutely nothing about, while completely ignoring the business he was appointed to deal with.

Most discouragingly, Summer drifts further from me each day. Without the ability to share our thoughts, it’s more work than either of us has time for to keep the balance we needed to be who we were.

“Jared, you still there?” Olivia asks.

“Sorry, a lot on my mind. You were saying?” It’s the morning debrief, sucking yet more blood out of me on this important day.

“Jared,” Olivia reprimands. “Söllner is saying you don’t even care about what’s going on inside the Confederation. He says your focus is solely outward.”

“That was the deal, wasn’t it?”

Olivia looks at me with big teary eyes. “I didn’t say that. Söllner did. Aren’t you even going to try to defend yourself?”

As I said, a nightmare.

“Thank you, Olivia. For the update, and for calling me out. There’s more going on than one person can handle. That’s why we hired Söllner. I can’t fight the Calamite and Söllner. Please pass that word to Gabi.”

Meekly, Olivia says, “Jared, you haven’t talked to Gabi in a week. She’s at wit’s end.”

“I’ll talk to Gabi. Is there anything else?”

Olivia puts her hands out and starts to say something, but words don’t come out. Finally, with a sob, she says, “You’re not even sworn in yet, and Söllner is already saying that the members should hold a vote of no confidence on day one.”

The words go off like a bomb in my mind. “Thank you, Olivia. That will be all for now.” More tears flow as she packs up her materials, then she’s gone. That didn’t go well.

As I sip the last of my coffee, mind filled with numbing anger, Edward, the mess’s host/waiter comes bearing a pot of coffee. “Warm up boss.”

My eyes lift to his, then drop again.

“That’s what I thought. Here.” He refills my cup, then sits and fills the other one. “I bartended for years. You’ve got the look. I’ve got the ears. Want to talk about it?”

At first, I want to lash out, then I get the humor of it. In my early life, I was always the victim. Then the mystery came, and I was always the hero. Now, ten years on, I’ve been stripped of the mystery and I’m the same stupid kid that got sent to prison camp.

I reach my hand out. “Thank you, Edward.”

“For?” he asks puzzled.

“Reminding me who I am.”

OFFICE

The line connects and Aurora and Edson appear on the other side of the table. “Sorry,” Aurora starts. “This was the best we could do. Julian is near the end. Sofia and Clarissa are with him. Jack is up north. Why this violation of protocol?”

“I can’t win without the mystery. Ahpuch may be stronger. But on my own, we will lose. I need to reengage. Any suggestions how I can do that safely?”

Aurora frowns and starts to say something, but Edson puts his hand on hers and smiles.

“Many things,” he sends. “But we had to start this way so you could understand the stakes and steel yourself first. I think we’ve reached that point. Are you ready to start the next round of training?”

“Please,” I reply.

Aurora clearly disapproves, but instead of fighting, she says, “Then I want to train alongside you.”

Edson smiles, then starts, “There are five core techniques we can use to block, or mitigate, Ahpuch’s attack. We all know the first one, filling your mind with irrelevant information.”

Aurora starts to protest, but Edson puts up a hand. “Let me continue.”

“What you fill your mind with is up to you, but it has to be something you are passionate about, and it has to be something Ahpuch cannot understand. For example, Ahpuch is half machine. His type reproduces by machine. They do not engage in sex. Jared, if you fill your mind with the passion of love making, he will not be able to touch you. Another example would be a silly tune, one of those songs that sticks in your mind, and you can’t get it out. Get that going in your mind, even if he has your feet on fire, and let the song play as passionately as you can, and he cannot get through.”

“How do you know?” Aurora demands.

Edson looks shy for a moment, then sends, “I read this in one of my books, a level seven that could block a level nine master by doing math puzzles. A few days later, Ahpuch caught me and set my feet on fire, which is apparently his favorite form of torture. I remembered that old camping song we used to sing on the school trips up to the orchards You know the one... Put another stick in the fire, put another stick...”

Aurora bursts out laughing. “You sang that to Ahpuch?”

“In my mind,” Edson sends and starts laughing, then quickly sobers. “He got even angrier, but he went away. His probe must have failed because we’re all still here.”

“Interesting,” I comment. “If he’s looking for information, this technique might block the query, and possibly the torture as well. But, if he’s simply coming to strike you, the damage will be done before you have a chance to respond.”

“True,” Edson concedes. “Shall we practice?”

...

As our lesson winds down, I ask, “Mind if I raise another question before we close?”

Edson nods, as Aurora says, “Please.”

“I nominated Björn Söllner for Vice President because he was interested in working the domestic agenda.”

At the mention of Söllner’s name, Aurora frowns. “He’s been saying terrible things about you, Jared.”

“I know, I know. That needs to stop. I need him focused on the domestic agenda or removed from office. Is there an easy way for me to spur his passion for domestic affairs and be terrified of military matters?”

“Let me, Jared,” Aurora replies, “I’m very practiced at this. Tonight, he will have a dream in which he is running the military and the enemy decides he is the target. Planting dreams is a standard technique we use to help cure people of addictions and various mental health issues. Tomorrow night, I’ll plant a dream in which he gets everything he wants, if the economy is good when peace breaks out again.”

“Thank you, Aurora.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

Today is the day I’ve been dreaming of since I first learned of the Lepodred star-killers. We will be running a test flight of our first star-killer with upgraded propulsion and cloaking systems.

As I reflect back on the events that got us here, I remember the early days following the Lepodred surrender, where every interaction was a fight. The same was true for the star-killer upgrade program.

Fleet Admiral Paco’la was the first to come over to my side as he learned of the technology that would be flowing indirectly into his hands.

Captain Vichiya, commander of the newly renamed JSK-001, was the next. When he learned that his ship would be remote piloted by humans, he attempted to resign, but Admiral Paco’la would not accept his resignation. Then, as the conversion started and he saw what we were doing, he finally realized that no humans would actually be aboard his ship. He would still have operational control of the weapon, local maneuvering, maintenance, and his crew. The only real difference would be that instead of depending on four other ships to carry him slowly through FTL, he would have high-performance FTL and stealth built in, though still piloted by others.

Cal and Tay are with me here in the squadron conference room. Jazz is at his station out on the floor in drone control. We have an audio/video system connecting us with Captain Vichiya on JSK-001, another open with Admiral Paco’la. I have direct real-time communication with all. All other human-Lepodred communication is slightly delayed by the automatic translation, which I will be monitoring.

Jazz and the captain are currently syncing navigation systems, giving each other thumbs up as they proceed down through the check list.

In the holoprojection, the last of the items synchronizes, then the proposed course is displayed in the star map. Using only local thrusters, the star-killer will put itself on a vector out of the ship holding area. Once clear, the joint ion drive will be brought up to quarter power, under Jazz’s control. Under joint control they will acquire the vector to way point one and Jazz will take the ship to FTL. With their old system, this transit, both legs took seven and a third days. Under the new, it will take fourteen hours. Jazz and Cal are planning to stay on watch the entire time. I’ll be cutting out once the ship is in FTL.

...

We are an hour into the test and have been slowly stepping up the power on the ion drive when Captain Vichiya contacts me privately. “President Daan. We are only at half throttle, but this ship has never applied as much thrust as it is at this moment. And now, we approach transition velocity after an hour, not days. Thank you, sir.”

I nod my thanks as the private audio channel closes. Moments later the transition count down begins. “Transitioning to FTL in five, four, three, two, one... transitioned.”

In the video display, I see the captain’s perplexed look, then the private audio line connects again. “We barely felt that transition. Before everything would shake and we feared for our lives. What a miracle maker your Calvin is. I am proud to captain the ship that bears his name.”

As the private line closes., I turning to Cal. “How was the transition?”

Cal shakes his head. “Well within bounds, but twice what it should have been. Some of the field emitters are imperfectly aligned. I’m pulling up the diagnostics now.”

Given that there’s a problem, I decide to stick around a little longer. Five minutes later the diagnostic run completes and an image of the Stadler space time bubble surrounding the ship pops up in the holoprojection. Even though I don’t know what the problem is several areas in the image are red, indicating where it is.

Cal points at the image. “See the bulges here, here, and over there?”

“Yes.”

“They’re going to cause us to drift up and to starboard. The bubbles are being caused by issues with these four boosters.”

As I watch, one of the red boosters flips from light red to deep red.

Cal hits the emergency button and yells to Jazz, “Drop from FTL! Bubble collapse imminent.”

Moments later, the image of the bubble in the holoprojection shrinks down as if being absorbed back into the ship, then is gone.

“Thank God,” Cal says, obviously relieved. “Jazz is a master. That was close.”

“What happened?”

I ask the question at about the same time as it comes in from Jazz and Captain Vichiya. I open a private channel to the captain and Admiral Paco’la, then translate Cal’s words as exactly as possible.

“Four of the boosters were misaligned enough to cause significant drift. And one of those four was not installed properly. We’ll need repair technicians to suit up and fix these before continuing. I can coach you through it.”

I see an alert pop up in the holoprojection and look up at Jazz whose pointing at me and making motions. I open a private connection. “What’s up?” I ask.

“Jared, this is minor. If it were a drone, we wouldn’t have dropped from FTL. Given the value of the asset and the people aboard, Cal and I agreed to proceed with extreme caution. It would be a one-hour fix at the repair yard. It’ll take longer out here. Make your excuses to the Lepodred brass, then cut out. You have too much on your plate to spend time on this.”

“Thanks,” I say, then close the channel.

A very short and reassuring conversation later, I exit drone control.

Day 81

PORT MESS

“Your coffee, Jared.” Edward says, as he sets it on the end table, next to the sofa where I’ve been starting my days recently. “Also brought you one of these, if you’re in the mood.”

I look up and see one of the cinnamon muffins I love so much. My smile is apparently sufficient answer.

“Thought so,” Edward chuckles as he puts it down next to the coffee. “Mind if I?” He points to the chair opposite.

“Sure.”

“The swearing in is ten days from today. We, the mess staff, are wondering how you are planning to celebrate. I’ve been elected to ask you. Ms. Summer has not been forthcoming.”

“Hmmm, that’s strange. She has point on this. I’ll ask.”

“OK,” Edward says disappointedly, then moves as if he’s going to stand, but settles back into his seat instead. “I heard your test flight had a glitch of some sort but completed successfully.”

“It did. They got everything repaired in interstellar space, which I’m told is stressful, then completed the test yesterday.”

“I also heard that Söllner had a real change of heart.” Edward says.

“Indeed. Some of the people on my team met with him. I think the real issue was that he was expecting more time with me.” I reply, giving the truth a good stretching. “I think that’s settled at this point and we are going to see good things from him over the coming week.”

“Don’t become too much like them, Jared,” Edward says as he stands. “And remember who your primary interest is.”

As Edward walks away, I suddenly get it, and a flash probe confirms. Edward is a level seven latent with some training. He knows I was stretching the truth and is worried that I am not staying close enough to Summer. No wonder he was a successful bartender.

Returning to my report, I take a sip of coffee, then hear Summer come in. She signals Edward, who nods, then comes and plops down next to me.

“You’re spending a lot of time in that seat.”

“Until people get here, it’s a comfortable place to sit while I go through my morning reports.”

“I talked with Aurora yesterday,” Summer starts. “She told me about your conversation with them and the new training the two of you are taking. It’s good to have you back. We need to make some time to practice your positive thoughts that Ahpuch won’t understand.”

“She told you about that?”

Summer laughs. “Of course, she did. She knew you wouldn’t.”

I’m momentarily struck speechless, which makes Summer laugh even more.

“You two seem happy this morning,” Edward says as he sets a tray with Summer’s breakfast on the coffee table in front of us.

“Thank you, Edward,” Summer replies in the sweet sing-song voice she sometimes uses to dismiss people.

When Edward is a few steps away, Summer turns back to me. “She also told me about the epiphanies your Vice President is having.”

“I have no secrets,” I lament.

“Never did,” Summer teases, then takes a sip of her juice. “What’s on your agenda today?”

“I need to spend some time with Gabi, but the important thing is a meeting with the Lepodred Central Committee. The first star-killer is up. Upgrade of the second one should start today. With the Calamite pouring into Lepodred space, our new allies want the star-killers deployed for their defense. I understand their desire, but it’s the wrong thing to do. Against the Calamite, these are one shot weapons. So, all two-hundred-fifty-two of them should be positioned in Calamite space in deep stealth aimed at the two-hundred-fifty-two largest planets. A surrender demand, then one planet gone. A second surrender demand, then a second planet gone, and they will fold.”

“It won’t be that easy,” Summer replies. “He’ll go for you first.”

“Once those star-killers are in place, he’ll lose half his empire if he hits me.”

As the words come out, I realize I should not have told Summer this. If my plans are going to work, I need to keep them secret, hidden somewhere where Ahpuch cannot find them.

“What about you? What’s on your schedule today?”

“I’ll be spending most of the day today with Gabi, recording promotional messaging, being the face of some of the domestic work Gabi thinks you’ll need to keep your job. The biggest of those items is the inauguration celebration. Edward has been pestering me about it, but until I’ve settled with Gabi, I can’t give him anything.”

I chuckle. “He asked me about that this morning.”

“Let me guess... You didn’t know there would be one.”

We both laugh. It’s so good to have Summer back again.

OFFICE

The 2D conference line connects with the Lepodred Central Council and Admiral Paco’la. We exchange greetings, then Speaker Ta’pan’ka begins.

“Congratulations on completing the conversion of the first star-killer. When you first told us of this, we didn’t believe it was possible. Now I realize how completely foolish it was for us to have targeted your people in the first place. You have my apologies for that, but now the situation has changed. Our deal is that you will protect us, yet the Calamite flood into our space and what they’ve done to Sarabaka is devastating.”

“Agreed. The devastation done on Sarabaka has already been avenged. We destroyed the Calamite’s largest thulium mine, and we’re establishing pickets around most of your worlds. That process will be finished in a few days, long before the Calamite arrive.”

“Then how is it that the Calamite destroyed so much on Sarabaka?”

“That was days after our treaty, while I was still battling Admiral Barnasal over the subject worlds. We now have assets in place and with appropriate rules of engagement.”

“So, you say,” the Speaker comes back angrily.

“Indeed, it is as I say.”

Turning to Admiral Paco’la, I ask, “You have viewed the explosion on Sarabaka, yes?”

“Yes, I have viewed it.”

“How would one of your star-killers stand up to an explosion like that?”

The admiral shakes his head. “No chance of survival.”

“When you fire the weapon, how long is it before you can light up the ion drive?”

“Nearly a minute, as the residual disruption field must fully collapse before it is safe to move.”

“And if a Calamite ship drops from FTL nearby while you are firing the weapon.”

Again, the admiral shakes his head. “We would have no chance, but it’s worse than that. If they hit in the wrong place, it could trigger a space time rupture.”

I pause for a second, then ask, “Admiral, the star-killer is a monument of achievement as a strategic weapon, is it not?”

“It is the paramount strategic weapon.”

“How would you describe it as a tactical weapon?”

I see the admiral cast a glance at the Speaker.

“I’m sorry to say, it is not a tactical weapon. It’s too big to miss, too slow to evade. And worse, if hit with weapons as powerful as the Calamite’s, it could fail in a way that would wipe out everything within a parsec.”

“Speaker Ta’pan’ka,” I start. “These weapons were designed to be placed in enemy space to compel your enemy to do as you command. And that is how they will be used. They are functionally fire-once weapons. We will park all two-hundred-fifty-two of your star-killers in stealth in Calamite space, targeting their two-hundred-fifty-two most populous planets. If they do not comply with our demands, then we will destroy a planet. If they continue fighting, we will destroy them all. Your protection will be provided by the most potent tactical weapons ever made. Five thousand of those weapons have already been deployed. Another five thousand are moving into position. Your people have never been this well protected before.”

The silence stretches out for an uncomfortably long time, then the Speaker says, “Then make it be as you say. Thank you for your time, President Daan.”

RULES OF ENGAGEMENT

I’ll be the first to admit, it’s draining working with the Lepodred. As a human without their telepathy, I’m mostly immune to the constant psychic attack that comes with their communications. As a seer, I understand their intent, so their spoken words carry more poignancy than others would experience. But my point stands. It’s tiring to work with the senior Lepodred, who seem to get the maximum impact out of every thought.

Not having the will to go over to drone control, I call Jazz on my communicator. He picks up on the second ring.

“Hi, Jared. Having dinner with friends. Is this quick?”

“Yes. Just finished meeting with the Lepodred Central Committee. We are free to deploy star-killers to Calamite space. In exchange, all Calamite in Lepodred space are targets, weapons hot. Update the rules of engagement: shoot to kill all unescorted Calamite ships in Lepodred space.”

Oddly, I can feel Jazz shake his head. It’s enough to make me shudder. Nonetheless, he says, “Calamite. Shoot to kill on sight,” then disconnects. I wonder who Jazz is having dinner with.

THE MYSTERY

True to her words this morning, as soon as we hit the sack, the tantalization begins. “If you want to touch me... Sing the song.”

My rational mind knows that Summer is not in this for the passion, instead she is using the passion to increase the effectiveness of our training. If only I had the strength and discipline to do what she is doing.

...

Once again, my dreams are interrupted by a rude presence.

“You fool no one, human. You have no...”

In my mind, the stupid sticks in the fire song starts playing, the rhythm of the song intertwined with the rhythm of love making.

It’s hard, no it’s impossible, to stop myself from flowing with it, but as Ahpuch recedes, so does the need.

Day 82

CABIN, SOUTHERN STATION

I’m startled awake by the alarm on my communicator. I hit it to turn it off, but the blasted thing keeps going. Finally awake enough to think, I realize it’s the sound my communicator makes when Jazz is sending an alarm. I catapult out of bed and hit the bathroom, where I read the message sent. Now with dread flowing through my veins, I dress, then run. The Calamite are attempting a hit on a Lepodred world.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

I enter and see numerous stations occupied. But more pilots flow in behind me. Then I get it, Ahpuch must have known I was down for the count and that we have limited resources.

“Jared, we need help,” Jazz shouts, as two more Calamite ships blow up in the holographic projection in front of me. “Where are they coming from? How many of them are there? What’s their actual target?”

Realizing the Jazz is spitting out the questions we’ve trained against, I sense Ahpuch laughing. “So, your military command is in the same place you live. Stupid human, you evade me, but none of these people can.”

Minutes later, he comes back enraged. “You’ve hidden them, how!”

I’m a couple seconds late in realizing that I’m being probed. Then the stupid sticks-song comes back, drawing the memory of desire... And somehow, I pop above it, and see exactly where he is. What a pathetic creature. He’s immersed in a tank of some sort, wires and hoses attached everywhere.

Realizing, I’ve found him, Ahpuch fills himself with hate then brings the hammer down. I dodge him, falling back into myself. But whatever Ahpuch threw at me hits the southern station. The ship shudders around me, several piloting stations reset, and the image of Ahpuch recedes, screaming one word, “Deceiver!”

Jazz, startled by the incident, regains his senses. Taking in the situation, he shouts, “Jared, I need answers.”

I move toward the mystery couch, only to find myself on the floor unable to get up. That’s when I realize that I cannot feel my right leg. Two of the pilots that just came in stop. “Can we help you sir?”

“Please drag me over to the couch, my right leg isn’t cooperating.”

The two stare at me. A flash probe reveals they think they’re required to get me medical attention.

“Now!” I shout. A moment later I’m on the couch, casting my mind out and expecting to be intercepted by Ahpuch.

I flash to one of the planets on the screen, which I’ve previously visited. Three ships remain in this system. One is hanging back. Fast forwarding, I see that ship dropping a bomb, presumably into an elliptical orbit, then accelerate in toward the planet.

Coming back to myself, I shout, “Jazz” and point to the system. “The ship hanging back is the priority, it’s inserting a bomb into orbit. The others are a decoy. Assume it’s the same in the other systems.”

I lock my eyes on another of the planets that I recognize, then cast my mind out. A dozen Calamite ships have dropped from FTL further out than I would have expected. Nine of them race in and I can tell what’s about to happen. Fast forwarding, I watch as the dozen ships break into four flights of three. They run together for several minutes, presumably acquiring the vector for an elliptical drop, then two run ahead screening the bomber, while it does its work.

Again, I come back to myself and hear Summer reporting what I just saw, then realize she’s holding my hand. Knowing she’ll report accurately, I choose another planet and repeat.

...

A total of ten systems came under simultaneous attack from a total of one hundred twenty Calamite ships. Fighting is still going on in three systems and the remaining Calamite ships don’t have a chance. But the focus now is the bombs. We think eight bombs still remain, and we think we know which systems they’re in.

I cast my mind into the next system on the list and fast forward nearly a day before I see the bomb explode, severely damaging the planet. Knowing this one is not an immediate problem, I move onto the next planet and repeat. This one will detonate in an hour, so I come back enough to hear Summer reporting the system and approximate location.

Over the next hour, I find the remaining bombs and one-by-one, Jazz and the team take them down. When I finally return fully to myself, I feel the somber mood in the room before I even open my eyes. One look at Summer and I know something went desperately wrong.

“What happened?”

She points but doesn’t say anything. One glance and I know. One of the bombs detonated prematurely, too far out to kill the planet, but close enough to damage some of it.

“They tried to kill ten planets,” Summer whispers. “Why? How does that help them? And the people on that one...,” her words fade away.

“Do we know how badly it’s damaged?” I ask, as I attempt to get up, only to find that I still have no feeling in my right leg.

Summer, sensing something is wrong, asks, “What’s the matter?”

“Ahpuch attacked, hit my right leg. I have no feeling in it. Two of the pilots dragged me over here from where I fell.”

“We need to get you to a doctor,” Summer says standing.

“No, we cannot leave this building. Let’s start with the medic, then bring a doctor down, if necessary.”

SICKBAY

Over the last two hours, I’ve been poked, probed, scanned, and subjected to increasingly invasive examinations. As has been true for several years now, Dr. Simpson in Jaramor has the lead, backed by Dr. Avery from the prison camp. Both are working remotely to direct our medic, Kaylee Roth, our first permanent medical staff member.

Apparently, Dr. Avery has been elected to deliver the bad news.

“Jared, you are suffering from a condition known as Femoral Neuropathy, caused by internal bleeding into your retroperitoneal space, which is located behind the abdomen. This is putting pressure on the femoral nerve. The scans and physical exam are conclusive, which leaves us with a couple of problems that I’ll just list out so we can discuss. Problem one is that it’s not clear where the blood is coming from. Problem two is that this condition can become permanent if the pressure is not relieved. Problem three is that the surgery to drain the retroperitoneal space is not something that can be done at the Southern Station. Of the three, my biggest concern is the source of the blood. You said that you were knocked down and discovered the problem when you tried to get up. It’s not clear to me how that could have triggered that much blood loss. Is there anything else that happened in that time frame? Any spike of pain in the previous hour?”

For a second, I’m frozen. Dr. Simpson understands what the mystery is. Dr. Avery doesn’t. How do I explain being attacked by an alien over ten-thousand light years away?

“What did he do to you, Jared?” Summer asks.

“The leader of the Calamite fired some sort of weapon at me. I dodged and it hit the building with enough force to knock me down. But yes, at the time I felt a very sharp pain pass through my groin that seemed to precede the building being hit. But that doesn’t make sense, how could I feel the pain of falling before I fell?”

Summer looks at me, then asks, “Were you singing the song?”

I nod yes.

Summer looks at Dr. Avery. “Could I talk with Dr. Simpson?”

“Of course, but there’s nothing you could tell her that you can’t tell me.”

...

I’ve been sitting by myself for the last half hour. Dr. Avery is back in the camp clinic, working his patient load. Summer is in another room presumably telling Dr. Simpson about our exercise last night. What are they going to ask medic Kaylee to do to me next?

A second later, the virtual connection lights up and I see Dr. Simpson. “Summer told me about the defense you put together to protect yourself against Ahpuch and the way you used the song to amplify the effect. Clever. Did Ahpuch attack you, and did you use that defense?”

“I did, and it worked. I was falling out of the mystery when he released his psychic weapon, but he didn’t know where I was.”

“I spoke briefly with Edson. He confirms that there are psychic weapons that can cause physical damage. And the attacker doesn’t need to know where you are physically. He only needs to have a lock on the mind and what it is thinking about to hit the target. In this case your prostate. That’s where the blood is probably coming from. We can confirm by running a special catheter up into your prostate, something well within Kaylee’s skills. If there is excess bleeding there, she can pump in a drug that will stop the bleeding. The principal side effect will be infertility and some pain during sex for the next month or so.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Kaylee is gathering the equipment now.”


CHAPTER 16: THE HUNT

DAY 89

OFFICE

A week has passed since I was injured. Feeling has returned in my right leg, but it’s still not strong enough to walk on, so once again, I’m grav-chair bound. None of us understand how enough energy can be powered through the mystery to have pierced me and damaged the ship. Nonetheless, I was injured, the ship was damaged, and several of the piloting stations were knocked offline.

Although Ahpuch has not presented himself again, he has ramped up the attacks. Two days after the first, he launched a second attack of comparable magnitude, four hundred light years closer to the far fringe of Lepodred space. Everyone here agrees that he’s testing the depth of our defenses. Two days later, he attacked ten systems closer to the inner-arm void, this time with a larger force. We took down all one-hundred-fifty ships with no damage to the target worlds. But this one was close, near the limit of our capability.

In retaliation, we hit a world, comparable in size to the one he damaged, with a fifty-megaton kinetic weapon, triggering a magnitude 9.5 earthquake that severely damaged the planet. One of its tectonic plates rotated ten meters, enabling massive volcanic eruptions. I feel guilty for lives needlessly wasted, but are cyborgs and AIs actually alive? I guess that’s a question for philosophers. They seem alive to me, and I feel guilt for what I’ve done. But whatever the morality of my actions might be, Ahpuch has not launched another attack since.

Speaker Ta’pan’ka, who should be praising us, isn’t. She’s as angry as a spitting cobra. But I think it stems more from her vulnerability and dependence than it does from our performance. Admiral Paco’la is fully aware that at the peak of Lepodred strength, they would not have saved even one of the thirty planets that have been attacked.

Gabi’s not exactly happy with me. I’m probably the first invisible president-elect in history. But the battle recordings she’s getting, which include one or two clips of me shouting orders, have enabled her to build a whole new mystique around me. Meanwhile, Söllner has become a new man, pressing the domestic agenda, and bragging about how well the two of us work together.

But with the inauguration three days away, my focus is on Ahpuch. I now know his condition, and think I know where he is. But it will take months to get sufficient forces there to take him. He now thinks I’m on New Berlin with Söllner and has redirected his forces in the Orion Spur to that area. At this point, the war in real space is on, and I think he’s starting to realize he won’t win, if that’s where the war is fought. But he still has the advantage in the war being conducted in the mystery. The outcome of that war is still weighted in his favor. Now the hunt is on. Can he find me in the mystery? Or will I catch him in real space first? Either way, the final countdown has started and the fate of mankind, the Lepodred, and the Rufarven are in my hands.

JARAMOR ELDERS

Aurora contacted me earlier, asking for a chance to meet. These days our meetings are by virtual conference and the bellyaching over connecting this way is a thing of the past.

When the line connects, all six elders appear opposite me. It’s the first time I’ve seen Julian in what seems like ages. He’s gaunt and gray, but the old sparkle has returned to his eyes. Nonetheless, his wife and bonded partner, Sophia, still bears the weight of Julian’s infirmity.

“Jared,” Aurora starts. “Thank you for making time for us. We have news.”

She nods to Julian, and I hear Sophia whimper.

“Jared.” As he speaks my name, I feel the sparkle, the irrational joy, that has defined this man who rescued me from one life and welcomed me into another.

“My time is nearly done. The wounds Ahpuch gave me will not heal.”

Again, Sophia whimpers, and I feel the emotion and tears welling up.

“Aurora has found medications that give me moments of clarity. This is one of those moments. Edson has found weapons that can be delivered through the mystery. I’ve heard that Ahpuch delivered one like that to you recently.”

Julian pauses to catch his breath. “I will not live out the year. Don’t argue with me, I know it. We all know it. So rather than waste that time forgetting who I am and what I represent, I’d rather use the weapon to deliver an equally fatal blow to he who destroys life.”

Again, Julian pauses to catch his breath. “But I’ll need your help. I’ll need you to be my bait.”

Day 90

OFFICE

Despite Summer’s objection, I’ve tentatively agreed to help Julian. I understand his position. Well, that’s obviously not true. I comprehend Julian’s position. He’s one hundred fifty-nine years old, his life span stretched by the mystery, in the same way his parent’s and grandparent’s lives had been. But now, with death at his doorstep and any remaining treatment unlikely to give him even another year, he wants to spend the time left plotting and executing a mission that might swing the tide, that might give the rest of us a full life.

Summer is dead set against. She doesn’t believe that Julian has what it would take to defeat Ahpuch. So, she’d rather wait until our fleet of fast, invisible star-killers is in Calamite space and we can launch the most devastating blow ever doled out in war, putting an end to the cyborgs.

I understand her point, and the relative risks. Tomorrow, maybe later today, I’ll call Julian back and we can start hammering out the details. But today, I’m going to do something that only I can do. Find the planet where Ahpuch and all the machinery that preserves him is located.

During our encounter last week, I saw him in his tank. When he attacked, I dodged using a technique Edson taught me that uses body movement to withdraw from the mystery much faster than the usual return. As my consciousness retreated, I saw the building he was in, its curious green-stone facade, set between two huge cylindrical towers. Those three buildings were set in a double-walled square several kilometers wide. Outside the walls, tightly packed industrial facilities stretched on far enough in every direction to be visible from space. The area was bounded by snow-capped mountains in the west, an ocean in the east, and dense forest in the north and south. It was the last thing I saw, before I was back in my body, and the image is seared in my memory.

I gave Jazz a poor sketch. He’s had a flight team reviewing the scans we’ve made of the six-hundred-plus worlds we’ve documented. They’ve identified fifty-some candidates for my review.

Grabbing my data pad, I make my way down to the squadron conference room in drone control, hoping to nail down our enemy’s exact location.

SQUADRON CONFERENCE ROOM

“Fair warning, Jared. There are a lot of locations that look like the one you described. These are our top fifty, but there are a lot more like them. We hope we’ve found what you’re looking for but thought some feedback could narrow our search if we’re off track.”

“Thank you, Smoke.”

She smiles. “Here we go. Image one. This is the close up of the square. This is the view from space.”

Two images appear side by side in the holoprojection. Both meet the criteria I gave, neither are all that close.

“For the close up, the square looks about right, although the gap between the two walls of the square is too large, implying that this square isn’t big enough. And there are other buildings inside the square. From the space view, the buildings are not tightly enough packed, there’s not enough snow on the mountain and the forest isn’t dense enough.”

“Image two,” Smoke says, putting up the next one.

“Nope,” I reply instantly. “The proportions in the space view aren’t right and there’s too much open space outside the walls.”

“Image three,” Smoke says, putting up the next one.

I shake my head, “No. In the close up the towers are too narrow. In the one we want, the towers are maybe 25% wider than the building and the face of the building is tiled with polished green stone. Sorry, I forgot to mention that.”

About ten images in, I start to worry. “This is a standard Calamite building construct, isn’t it? A square with a rectangular building and with two circular towers on either side, isolated by a double wall from tightly packed industrial buildings that completely fill the buildable area. How common is it?”

“Very common,” Smoke replies. “There are dozens of these on every planet. The mountain, ocean, and forests are the big differentiation. The polished green stone might help, but not all our images have the angle and lighting we’d need to confirm it’s green.”

“Tell me about how you’re scanning?”

“We’ve programmed an automated search that looks for the squares. All the squares are then auto scanned for ocean and mountain. From what you’ve given us so far, we can update the auto scan to eliminate squares with too many buildings in them and for the relative proportions of the buildings and towers and the gap between the square’s walls. If you’ve got the time, we can show you more and maybe determine additional rules.”

An hour later, another forty images viewed, we reach the point of diminishing returns. “Let’s stop here,” Smoke says. “I don’t want to over specify until we’ve vetted the new rules. If I have fifty more tomorrow, would you have time to look at them?”

I almost say yes, then remember that tomorrow is Inauguration day.

“No. Tomorrow’s the Inauguration. Day after?”

“Deal.”

Day 91

INAUGURATION DAY

Half awake, a thought tugs at my consciousness. Could today be the day? The thought is enough to plunge me back into slumber. But sleep doesn’t hold me for long. I wake wondering how many leaders in the past were as ambivalent as I am about the day they were being sworn into office. An answer comes unbidden from a class I took long ago. An ancient society, referred to as the Greeks, had leaders chosen more-or-less by random, normal people compelled to serve because it was their duty.

From everything I’ve read, humans don’t seem to have changed much. We live and bleed like all those that came before, share the same needs and desires as those who lived before there was indoor plumbing. It’s hard to imagine actually.

Nonetheless, ancient accounts, from as far back as the first age, tell of people that lived under extraordinarily different circumstances, but had more or less the same reaction to them.

Today, as I’m about to be given the same duties and obligations the ancient Greeks gave their leaders, I don’t want the job any more than those conscripted long ago. But unlike them I sought it, not for the power, not for the fame, but to save those I love from the fate that would otherwise devour them. Hmmm. Maybe I’m not that different from the ancient Greek. Yeah, right.

INAUGURATION

Gabi and Summer have put together a spectacular event. The speeches that have been written for me and for Söllner are really remarkable, things I believe in, words I wish I was loquacious enough to say on my own. The costumes and backgrounds, 3D enhancements, and surround sound will make it seem as though I’m there. But this is one place I’d rather not be.

Summer has had a series of cabins below my office completely refit into a huge space where fifty or a hundred people could gather, and all be captured in broadcast quality 3D. I’m surprised that anything this large could happen on my ship without me knowing it.

Summer sidles up next to me and laughs. “Jared, you know so little about what happens on your ship. But how could you? Your body might be here, but your mind is always somewhere else.”

I look at her, unable to refute the accusation.

She kisses me. “It’s not an accusation, just the way it is. But quiet now.” She leads me to a place where the floor is labeled ‘off stage.’

“The show began some time ago. You’re up next.”

She points to a timer counting down on the far wall. “When the timer hits ten seconds, the room will fill with people and sound, and we will be called up. A blue path will appear on the floor. We will walk to the virtual podium. You’ll raise your hand and do whatever you are asked to do. Then you will walk up to the podium and give your speech. The text will be on the far wall. Lock your eyes on it. Then read it or ad lib. Reading would be better, but if you do, read it as if you were saying it. Otherwise, ad lib. We’ll show you where to reenter when you are ready.”

It’s my turn to kiss Summer. “Thank you,” I say as the emotions well up.

Summer uses a finger to wipe away the tear that’s formed. “Man up, Jared. Go make me proud.” A few seconds tick by, then Summer says, “Three seconds,” and an automatic timer counts down the last two.

Suddenly, hundreds of strikingly real virtual people fill the room and the person at the podium says, “...our new President, Jared Daan!”

I recognize the voice before seeing the face. It’s Robin Attenborough, the actor, in the flesh, but portraying the leader who prevailed over the aliens at the end of the second age.

“Now!” Summer says with emphasis, leading me out. We follow the blue path. As we step out, person after person reaches out. Some touch me and I feel it.

“New technology. Go with it, Jared, shake hands.” The thought clearly came from Aurora. I look around and see her in the hidden area the holographic scanners can’t see.

The other Reconstruction Commission members are lined up in front of us, Porti closest, Söllner and his wife at the far end.

“Congratulations, Jared,” Porti says, hand outstretched.

I take the virtual hand, and it squeezes mine. “You’ve called everything right my friend.” He glances at the podium. “Better you than me.”

One-by-one they greet me, Renée Boudine, Omar Leon, Helena Doukas, and Isaiah MacKensie. All seem relieved that the Reconstruction Commissions’ duties are finally completed.

At the end of the line is my Vice President Elect, Björn Söllner. As he embraces me, he whispers, “Sorry about the days following the election. I didn’t know. Include me when you can. It will help me represent you better.”

His words are so sincere that I take them at face value, despite the fact he is a career politician.

Summer holds a copy of the Confederation’s Constitution as the head of our highest court swears me in, then the podium is mine and silence descends.

“Start by following the script, Jared. It’s good,” Aurora sends.

“Citizens of the Confederation...”

After ten pages of feel-good stuff, I can’t take it anymore, so go off script. “All those words are true, as are the one’s I’d planned to say next. But we are in a time of great peril and great change. We’ve taken the Rufarven as allies and the Lepodred as our subjects. But despite our differences, and the acts of violence committed against each other, we share a common enemy. And now that our joint resources have been consolidated, we have a chance of prevailing.”

“Jared, meter,” Aurora reminds.

“We face a monster, one far worse than any before. He... it... fights with, and for, machines—AIs and cyborgs that have no heart, no compassion, no soul. My first duty to you and to the Confederation will be to prevent them from enslaving us. I will personally lead our defense, making the decisions that will keep you safe. My friend, Björn Söllner, with whom I am completely aligned, will lead our domestic affairs, assuring that your lives are minimally disrupted, while we take the battle to our enemy.”

I chuckle. “Don’t worry. You will see me. Probably more than you want. And my team will keep you informed of everything happening inside and outside human space.”

Looking up at the speech text superimposed on the crowd in front of me, the next words are, “In conclusion...” I read what’s there, giving it my best. Ah, probably more than my best given the support I feel coming from Aurora. And suddenly the closing words are there. “Thank you for placing your trust in me. I will not forget my promises, will not disappoint. Thank you.”

As the huge virtual crowd applauds, I am surrounded by dozens of well-wishers. At first, I feel and cherish their good will. Then suddenly feel the presence of darkness.

“You thought you could evade me here? Think again...”

But the rest of Ahpuch’s thoughts and words are lost as the line drops and lights within the room momentarily dim.

“What happened?” Summer cries out.

A moment later, my communicator buzzes. I see it’s from Jazz, so pick up. “What’s happened Jazz?”

“A huge gravitational wave pulse bomb was just released over New Berlin. It took down all our close-in assassins and has done serious damage to the capital.”

“Where did it come from?”

Jazz replies. “Our scanners first detected it centered above the platform where you were speaking, a hundred meters up. Most of the people in that area are down. The platform has collapsed, as have several of the nearby buildings. We are on high alert, but no threats are registering.”

“It’s Ahpuch,” Aurora says. “Edson discovered that gravitational waves can be sent through the mystery with enough intensity to kill. Ahpuch was there, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, he said I couldn’t hide from him there.”

Jazz who hears the exchange asks, “Jared, was this an attempted assassination on you?”

“Might have been. Did Söllner survive?”

I can’t see Jazz, but my senses perceive him shaking his head. “50g pulse, I don’t think any of them survived, not Söllner, not the Reconstruction Committee, not the Chief Justice, not the others that flooded the stage. But there’s too much dust and smoke in the air to confirm from space, and everything we had down close is offline.”

“We need to make a retaliatory strike, Jazz. What assets do we have available?”

“We have lock on about one hundred worlds, with charges from one megaton to sixty-something, I’d need to look it up. Is there a specific target you want to hit?”

A part of me is tempted to say all of them, but that would not be proportional.

“You see the damage on New Berlin, what would be proportional?” I ask.

“Twelve meg,” Jazz snaps back. “Searching for it now.” There’s silence for a few seconds, then Jazz says. “Found one. It’s the fifth planet Smoke showed you yesterday.”

“Let’s hit it.”

“Are you sure, Jared? What evidence do we have that they were involved?”

After a moment’s thought, I reply, “I have something I need to do first. Wait until I come down.”

“Understood.”

Going back to my seat in the virtual meeting system, I send an invite to Gabi. The response is almost immediate.

When the line connects, Gabi and several others appear, but my attention is on Gabi.

“Oh, thank God you are alive, Jared.” She blurts out. “GNN is reporting an explosion. But that’s it, we’re completely blind, no one has a feed, it’s as if New Berlin has been wiped off the map.”

“The explosion was a gravitational wave pulse. It was set off a hundred meters above the platform. Everything underneath it was crushed.”

“What are you saying, Jared?”

Gabi’s question stops me in my tracks. “We think everyone beneath, on or near that platform is dead.”

“The entire Reconstruction Commission?”

“And the Chief Justice,” I reply. “We need to declare a state of emergency and mobilize the fleet for the rescue. Do you know how to do that?”

“Who did it, Jared?”

“Gabi does your team know how to issue a state of emergency order?”

“We do. We can also get you on GNN within a half hour. But no matter what you want to say, they will ask who did it.”

“I believe it was the Calamite. They have a weapon delivery system my people had just learned about but had not had a chance to confirm. The circumstances surrounding this explosion make the previously unconfirmed system the prime suspect.”

“What are you going to do about it?” She demands.

I suddenly understand what Gabi is doing. These are the questions the media will want answered. She wants to make sure I have answers before putting anything in motion.

“A retaliatory strike on a Calamite world of comparable size, population, and economy. But it will be hit by a much more powerful weapon.”

“When?”

“About five minutes after I get downstairs to verify the target. Ah, strike that. The order will be given. It could take longer, maybe an hour before the strike.”

Gabi smiles. “You’re learning Jared. Go deal with the strike. My team will get everything else set up within an hour. Then we’ll go to a live press conference.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

“Jared,” Jazz calls as I enter, then points to the squadron conference room. “Smoke is set up with some options. I’ll be over in a minute.”

As I enter the Conference Room, Smoke looks up. “Was sorry to hear about what happened today. Are you OK?”

“I’d just finished when the gravity bomb went off.”

She looks at me askance. “Jared, are you... OK.”

“Yes.”

“Thank God,” Smoke blurts out. “We would be lost without you.”

At first, Smoke’s words shock me, but slowly, I get it. All other vestiges of Confederation leadership have just been wiped out; at least it seems that they’ve been. I’m the sworn president, and the only member of the Reconstruction Commission left. For the first time, the magnitude of my responsibility lands solely on my shoulders.

“Jared,” Smoke asks. “Are you OK?”

“Rock solid. What do you have for me?”

“The new short list, based on yesterday’s updated rules. There are only twenty-seven of them.”

“Let me see, just flip through them.”

“Got it. Here’s system one.”

We work our way through the list, none of them are the one.

“Did you add any other criteria?”

Smoke looks at me, head cocked, as if the question is an insult.

“Not what I meant. Have any other criteria been imposed other than the new rules I added yesterday?”

“No,” Smoke says emphatically, then after a few seconds thought adds, “Well, these are the planets we have lock on. That’s what you asked, right.”

“Right. How long would it take to scan the entire database?”

“A couple hours.”

“OK, do that after we’re done here. Are there any among these twenty-seven that strike you as being proportionate retaliation for New Berlin?”

Smoke looks at me as though the question scares her.

“Above my pay grade, sir.”

“Sorry, that was unfair. Let’s step through them again.”

Six images in, I say, “This is the one.”

“May I ask why?”

“Density, and intuition. See the relation between industrial space and open land? It has the same feel as New Berlin. I’m sure your computers could make a better assessment of that. But in one of the Calamite transmissions we intercepted, Ahpuch talked about a world with depth of capability critical to the effort. I sense that in this image. Do you see it?”

“No, what says that to you?” Smoke asks.

Circling an area near the square, I answer, “These buildings, see the shape? Compare it with these? And then these?”

“They’re different. They obviously make different things,” Smoke says, then flips to the next image. “These all seem the same.” She flips back, then says, “Wow, I never would have found that.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But don’t count yourself short. What’s the charge on the weapon locked onto this world?”

“Fourteen megatons.”

“OK, send this one to Jazz for immediate strike.”

“Yes, sir.”

As I exit, I pass Jazz’s station. “I asked Smoke to rerun the new rules against the entire database. She said it would take two hours.”

“Got it. The kinetic weapon just went to FTL. It will hit in about two minutes.” Jazz points to the timer in one of the holoprojection windows. “Want to watch?”

“Too much to do. Send me the recording. I’ll get down to see Smoke’s results as soon as I can.”

OFFICE

As I should have expected, Gabi’s team has multiple Executive Orders drafted by the time I get back to my office. The one ordering the Confederation Fleet to offer all assistance possible to New Berlin reads beautifully. The others appointing my cabinet officials are unexpected.

“All these positions need to be approved by a majority of the members. Given the emergency, we don’t have time for that. These emergency orders allow us to put these people in as placeholders until the members meet to vote. The most important ones right now are me, Hope, and Napier. As Acting Chief of Staff, I can take actions on your behalf. As Acting Press Secretary, Hope can release official government statements on your behalf and officially request time with the various news outlets for you to speak. Napier is the Acting Commander of the Confederation Military, but this order makes him your acting commander.”

“Got it.” I reply.

“The Identification order may not hold up in court but given the emergency it probably won’t be challenged. It allows you to sign these orders using your personal encrypted ID instead of the Presidential one, which was issued earlier, but presumably destroyed along with the Chief Justice, who was supposed to hand it to you after your speech.”

“Thank you, Gabi.”

“Next, you’re on with GNN in forty-five minutes. Sandra Lincoln will be your host. You get to make a statement. She gets three questions. Who did it? What are we going to do about it? And how are you planning to proceed from here?”

“I’m going to answer two of those in my statement, aren’t I?”

“You are. Expect her to ask two others instead. I’m guessing one of those will be, why didn’t you see this coming? Which she might phrase as, why didn’t you know more about this delivery mechanism? She might also ask if we have anything comparable, to which you should say, we do but you can’t talk about that. Or she might ask, how are you going to remain safe?”

I laugh.

“What?” Gabi demands.

“Sandra agrees to tell you the questions in advance, then poses three that she expects me to answer in my statement.”

Gabi puts her hands out. “This all went down pretty damn fast Jared.”

“Sorry, not criticizing you, just complementing Sandra’s trickiness.”

Gabi gives me a wry look and shakes her head. “But the good thing about Sandra is that she knows this is news, not gossip, and that it’s important. So, she will play this straight, other than trying to get more out of you than you want to give. Let’s use the time we have to drill.”

INTERVIEW

I connect into the line and Sandra appears opposite me.

“Good afternoon, President Daan. The production team is running the video optimization as we speak. Gabi sent me the draft of your statement. I should have realized ahead of time that you would have answered my questions in the statement. So, I will ask you if you believe this was an assassination attempt, and if so, what measures you’re taking to protect yourself. I’ll also ask how you got caught off guard like this, and maybe a clarifying question if I think our viewers might not understand something. Gabi also sent a video clip of the retaliatory strike. We have it queued up. Ask for it and it will play.”

“Thank you, Sandra. I appreciate your making time for me to address the people today and your collaboration in getting the news out.”

In my ear, I hear the producer say, “We will be going live in fifteen seconds. I’ll count it down for you. When the green light you see behind Sandra turns red, you will be on until it turns green again.”

I straighten myself as the seconds tick by, then the countdown begins. “Going live in five, four, three, two, one.”

...

“Thank you, President Daan, for your statement. Word came in while you were speaking that the six other Reconstruction Commissioners, including Chairman Amal Porti and Vice President Elect Björn Söllner were killed in today’s attack, as was Chief Justice Brian Talbert.”

Sandra pauses and looks at me with her investigative reporter’s stare. “Do you believe this was an assassination attempt on your life?”

“I do. In fact, I know that it was.”

“How do you know?”

“Unfortunately, I’m not at liberty to disclose how I know. But I’ve taken the actions that I have, because I know it was a deliberate attempt by the Calamite leader to take me out of the battle.”

“How do you plan to protect yourself? Won’t they just try again?”

“As I think everyone knows, the Jaredaan Military has excellent stealth. It allows me to move place-to-place, planet-to-planet and to work without being seen wherever I am. All my appearances are virtual, the connection made by untraceable quantum-entangled communication systems.”

“So, you could be anywhere?”

“I could.”

“And no one knows where you are?”

“Only the people that are with me, who have a strong incentive to keep the secret.”

“Do you know where the Calamite leader is?”

“No. We are searching diligently. But we do not know his location at this time.”

“Lastly,” Sandra starts. “The executive orders today. You have promised a number of them and gave us even more. But none of the ones you gave today were the ones promised. Is there anything you’d like to say about that?”

Sandra’s question irks me a bit, but I don’t let it show. “You make a fair point, and the answers are equally fair. The executive orders we promised have been written. The promise was to release them tomorrow, my first full day in office. The executive orders released today allowed me to start our response to the crisis on New Berlin.”

“Thank you for that correction,” Sandra says with acceptable sincerity. “Does that mean we will see more tomorrow?”

“Uncertain. It seems inappropriate to issue orders before we’ve had a chance to mourn the people we lost today, especially given that some of those orders would go to the offices of those we just lost.”

Sandra nods her head. “Thank you, President Daan for your time today, your first partial day in office. And good luck to you sir, in your efforts to deal with this terrible tragedy.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

“We’ve run our entire database through the updated rule set and identified seventy-two candidates, fifty-four of which are new. Would you like to step through them?” Smoke asks.

Over the next two hours we step through them. Two are really close, but I’m becoming increasingly certain we don’t have his planet in our database yet.

Finally, I ask, “You’ve been through a lot of images. Have you found anything that really stands out? Any anomalies that are inconsistent? Any activities that seem suspicious? And do you have any idea what those circular towers are?”

Smoke thinks for a second, then says, “The most suspicious thing I’ve seen is the lack of activity. On any human world, you’d see people and vehicles on the streets, shuttles in the air, ships in the oceans and spaceships in orbit. I’ve seen very little of that here. It’s almost as if this is all a façade, painted on to distract.”

“How could we disprove the façade theory with the equipment we have out there?”

“Good question. Ah, should have thought of this earlier. Infrared. If the heat is evenly distributed, then something weird is going on.”

Smoke adjusts some controls then the image changes.

“Unlikely to be a façade,” she says. The buildings that are mostly blue are cold, red hot, white very hot. There are obviously differences in what’s going on inside the buildings.”

“How quickly are we adding planets to the database?”

“Several a day.” Smoke answers.

“Any that appear cloaked or partially cloaked, any oddities?”

“One, let me find it for you.”

Several minutes later, an image pops up, then zooms in revealing a perfectly round black spot on it.

“We estimate that it’s about five kilometers in diameter. As you can see there’s a rim around the edge. If I flip to infrared, you’ll see that it’s uniformly cold. The first theory was that it’s water, like a reservoir or something. But look at the temperature, minus five Celsius. Ice doesn’t show up like this on scans.”

“Curious, but I didn’t see anything on Ahpuch’s world that looked like this and it’s not big enough to be an opaque shield covering his square.”


CHAPTER 17: BUILD UP

Day 98

OFFICE

A week has passed since the inauguration. Gabi’s team has grown, and they are functionally becoming the executive branch of our new government. But with the war continuing to intensify, I have less and less time to give Gabi, so she has restructured the way we work together. We have a one-hour briefing every morning at 7:00 AM Confederation Standard Time (CST), 11:00 AM Jaredaan time. And a press/media event at Noon CST. The one-hour briefings run every day and usually run over. The media events are hit or miss.

I take a final sip of coffee as the connection for this morning’s briefing initiates.

“Good Morning, Jared. A lot on the agenda today. OK, if I just dive straight in?”

“Go.”

“As I’m sure you’ve heard in the news, the legislature is finally back in session for the first time since the alien attack on New Beijing two years ago. Their first act was to approve the appointments you made by executive order. So, we are now finally official. But they are demanding a new nominee for Vice President. I’ve drawn up a list of candidates for you. I think you know most of these names. I’ve ranked them in the order I would expect you to want to review them. So now you have your homework for tonight.”

“Thanks, Gabi.”

“Next, Admiral Napier has submitted his final report on the attack on New Berlin. A total of four-hundred-twenty-seven people were killed. Twelve-hundred-ten more were treated for injuries. They concur that it was a gravity bomb transported by unknown means to a position above the platform. So, this is behind us.”

“Good.”

“One additional note on that. Robin Attenborough and his wife Heather Waters were called away just as your speech was starting. They were about two hundred meters out from the crush zone, but still in the blast radius. A Good Samaritan collected them and took them to a private hospital about a hundred kilometers away. They resurfaced today.”

“I heard that they were missing. Really happy to hear they’re OK.” I reply.

“Next, the People’s House budget committee is not happy with the budget you submitted.”

“Have they made a counter proposal?”

“No, they want to meet with you to discuss.”

I shake my head no. “I’ve learned the hard way that meetings like this give them cover for having no ideas of their own. So, no counter proposal, no meeting.”

Gabi smiles. “I told them you would say that. Now, I’ll tell them that you have said it.”

I hear her chortle and realize that she relishes the political game as much as I hate it.

“Public opinion is starting to shift. Your positives remain high, your negatives low. But the gap is narrowing, which is to be expected. The driving issue is that the war seems to be heating up with increasing aggression on the enemy’s side. There’s a lot of worry that this is going to go on for a long time. The companion issue is that they don’t see any movement on your economic plan.”

“Suggestions?”

“Most of what we’ve presented to the public is defensive, beating back enemy attacks, making retaliatory strikes. My sense of it is that the public wants more proactivity: more aggression, more offensive action.”

“I understand that desire. We’re close to having the ability to destroy every single Calamite world. But is that something we really want to do? I’d prefer a path to detente, not to genocide. The Calamite seek to enslave all of us. When it becomes clear that they might do it, then I’ll start taking down their planets. At present, we can hold them at bay. But when the day comes that we cannot, then the Calamite will feel the wrath of the Confederation.”

Gabi jots down some notes, then looks up. “People will buy what you just said, so let me work that angle with the team. I’ll get back to you with a proposal.”

SQUADRON CONFERENCE ROOM

Jazz messaged me while I was on with Gabi, asked me to come talk as soon as possible. Now I’m comfortably ensconced, and stepping through new images with Smoke, while we wait for Jazz to free up.

“This one is really close. My gut says this isn’t the one, but I can’t pinpoint what’s wrong with it.”

“We’ll keep it on the list then?” Smoke asks.

I nod, then say, “Next?”

We flip through a few more, then one comes up, that sets my mystery senses wild.

“Is this the one?” Smoke asks.

But I can’t focus on her words. Sensing extreme danger, I close my eyes, then fumble around for the portable protection kit I carry in my pocket.

“Jared, are you OK?”

I hold out the sealed plastic bag holding the mask and tiny tube of Aurora’s tincture. “Can you open this? Hand me the mask first.”

I hear the bag tear open, then feel the mask in my hand.

“Jared, what’s the matter?”

“Wait,” I say as I secure the mask and open my eyes. Perfect black out. Putting my hand back out, I ask, “Now, I need you to gently open the tube and hand it to me. Be careful not to spill any or get any on yourself.”

I hear a small pop. “Touch it to my finger so I can grab it and take it from you.”

A moment later, I feel the tube against my index finger. A second after, I have the tube securely between my thumb and index finger. “OK, you can let go. I’ve got it.”

With eyes firmly clenched shut, I lift the mask enough to take in the contents of the tube. It takes a second, then I feel the effect.

“Jared, what’s happening? What are you doing?”

“Were you here the day I got injured?”

“Yes, you went down then all hell broke loose. But no one ever told us what it was.”

“It was a different version of the weapon the Calamite launched against the Inauguration. The weapon is keyed to find me. We don’t fully understand how its targeting works. It’s somehow tied to my physical state and my optical stimulation. The mask cuts all optical stimulation as long as I keep my eyes open. The drug makes me unnaturally calm, while amping up my clarity.”

“Why do you...”

“Shush.” I hold up a finger.

In the distance, I hear Ahpuch bellowing. “Show yourself, human.”

I feel him as he moves past, a minute later he’s gone.

“That was close. I need to stay like this for a while. Bring up the picture we saved then the one we were just looking at, then describe the differences.”

I hear Smoke working the controls, then, “Oh, the green facade is clear in the second image.”

I hear the door open, then, “Jared, what the hell?”

“A gravity weapon just passed by. It was targeting me. It’s keyed to my biology somehow. The Jaramor Elders figured out how to defeat the system, using protective gear and a prophylactic drug.”

“Were we in danger, Jared?” Jazz asks.

“Are we at war? If so, then the answer is obvious. That said, I think we may have found Ahpuch.”

“How?”

I point to the holoprojection, and Smoke says, “It started when we found this.”

“Hard to tell the two apart,” Jazz replies.

“Yes and no. Show him,” I order Smoke.

“Difference one.” Smoke sticks her finger into the holoprojection. “Green facade.”

“OK,” Jazz replies tentatively.

“Difference two, the spacing between the building and the circular towers.”

“See that,” Jazz replies. “But in the one on the right, the towers are glowing.”

“Charged to project the gravity bombs,” I reply.

Jazz, suddenly sobered, says, “But they have dozens of these on hundreds of planets.”

“So, they do. But this is the only one that matters. The building with the green facade is the one Ahpuch lives in.”

“But he could have decoys,” Jazz asserts.

“I expect that he does. But so what? This is the one that fired on me. I’m sure that others could have. But I’m more than willing to bet that he has fewer of these than we have assassins that could take this one down.”

“Where is it?” Jazz asks Smoke.

“Let me pop up the star map.”

I hear Smoke work the controls, then hear Jazz groan.

“It’s at the far edge of Calamite space, over twenty thousand light years from here.”

“Twenty-one point two,” Smoke adds.

“The only things we have that deep in Calamite space are the scout ships. It will be a month or more before we can get an ER2 that far in.”

“What about the star killer, JSK-001?”

“Good idea,” Jazz replies. “It’s in the inter-arm void, about four thousand light years into Calamite space. Smoke, how long would it take to get it there?”

Again, I hear her work the controls. “This is the path the scout took. As you can see, it’s for scouting, not direct transit. But this course, without the stop would take a JSK ten days. With optimization we might be able to get it down to seven or eight. If there is a kinetic weapon on a close enough vector, we might be able to do it quicker.”

“OK, Jazz I want a hit on that planet ASAP, preferably by JSK-001. Second, we need a plan to take down all the gravity bomb launchers at more-or-less the same time. They’ll start firing them indiscriminately, once they realize we’re targeting that weapon system.”

“Understood, but that brings me to the reason I wanted to talk with you. By the way, when are you going to be able to take off the blinders?”

“Give me a second.” I extend my senses out and find no trace of Ahpuch. “The image of his planet is off, right?”

“It’s off, Jared,” Smoke assures.

“Then I can take it off now.”

“Could we do this up in your office?” Jazz asks.

OFFICE

As soon as the door is closed, I ask, “What’s up, Jazz.”

“We’re in trouble, Jared. The Calamite are about to overrun us. We have more, better ships. But we don’t have enough people, and I think they’ve finally figured that out.”

“The evidence?”

“More than sixty percent of their forces are still in transit on courses into Lepodred space. If you’re on offense, you wait until you have your forces in place before making your play. The exception to that is small probing forces to test your opponent’s defenses. It’s all about figuring out where there are holes in the defense.”

“Understood,” I reply, though I don’t see where Jazz is going with this yet.

“What we’ve been seeing is different. Each time they’ve hit us, they’ve hit harder and harder, seeing what it’s going to take to break through.”

“But they haven’t broken through.”

“That’s what we thought. Turns out we were wrong. In the last battle, the one that stretched us so thin, four ships got through.”

“What did they do?”

“Dove for the ground, skimmed the atmosphere, and shot right back out, going to FTL while surprisingly deep in the gravity well. My guess is that they needed an atmosphere sample to prove they’d broken through.”

“So now they know how many they need to throw at us in order to overwhelm our forces.” I say, making Jazz’s point for him.

Jazz nods. “They hit us with fifteen ships per planet last time. Confederation protocol would be to make the next attack a real target and to hit it with twice as much. Their ship movements are consistent with that strategy.”

“Options?”

“I have four, maybe five, depending on how you want to count them. The first is to take the fight to their staging areas within Lepodred space. The second is to redeploy, bringing more ships in from elsewhere. The third is to start hitting ships in the void to delay reinforcement arrivals. And last, but not least, start hitting targets in Calamite space, hopefully reducing the total number sent.”

“And the fifth?” I ask.

“Make sure every planet hit in Lepodred space is answered with a big kinetic weapon strike in Calamite space, possibly prioritizing the thulium worlds. It won’t stop the first overrun, but it might stop the second.”

“I agree with option five. Let’s make sure we have some big ones. But back to the pending overrun, how much time do you think you have?”

“A week, maybe ten days. We’ve spotted some buildups, but they are less than half the strength I’d expect.”

“Any chance they do simultaneous hits on distant worlds?”

“I’m sure there is. In fact, that’s what I would do.”

“And you still think seven to ten?” I ask.

“It could be tomorrow,” Jazz speculates. “But I'd still stick with seven to ten.”

“Then what could you do in that time to identify the target and disrupt the enemy’s preparations?”

“Good question. I'll need to work the issue before I can propose a specific mission. I’ll take that as a to-do. But the real problem is that we need more pilots and more piloting stations. We need twice what we’ve got here.”

“We’re actively recruiting, and the number of applicants has increase fifty percent since the election. But the people you have are the ones you’re going to have come next week. How can we leverage them?”

“What are you thinking, Jared?”

“The Confederation has a lot of people that can do what Smoke is doing right now, so do the Lepodred. They also have people that could do the math and plot the courses to charge the kinetic weapons and reposition assets.”

“How much of that data do you want out there?”

“The Lepodred already have it. The crew of JSK-001 isn’t stupid. All their astrogation equipment still works. They may not have numbers to as many significant digits as we do. But they will soon. We can have them assist in plotting their own course.”

“Not practical during battle. But for routine activities, like charging weapons or plotting long transits, this would take a significant load off of our team.” Jazz confirms.

“I could order Napier to assign us fifty of his best. They could be here in three days. Could you use them?”

“Would you trust them, Jared? It didn’t work out so well the last time.”

“No, it didn’t. But we did solve the problem. I’m going to do this unless you say no.”

As Jazz shakes his head no, a smile forms. “Jared, you are truly the craziest person I’ve ever worked for. I’ll send you the designations for the people we want. If you get them here, we’ll train them.”

JARAMOR ELDERS

“Aurora, Edson. Thank you for meeting with me on short notice. The Calamite are about to launch a major attack in Lepodred space. At present, we don't have enough pilots to turn back this attack. So, I am about to order two squadrons of Confederation drone pilots to report to Jaredaan.”

“Jared, are you sure? They almost killed you the last time you tried conscripting Confederation pilots.”

“Despite the risk, I am sure. A lot of people will get killed if we don’t.”

“And you want us to vet them for you?”

“I do.”

“You know that Julian isn’t up to this task, right?”

“I know. But together, could the two of you do it?”

I see Aurora look at Edson and know the two of them are arguing about something.

Finally, Aurora turns back toward me. “Not the way Julian and I did last time, Edson and I don’t have the complementary skills required. Although I don’t like the tactic, Edson suggests that I perform veracity tests on the candidates without their consent. Someone from your team will ask three questions. I will test their answers. We’ll have to meet with them one at a time. But this is something I can do remotely. The question is who will ask the questions?”

Again, Aurora looks at Edson, then breaks out laughing. “Edson suggests Moose.”

CONFEDERATION HIGH COMMAND  

“Good afternoon, Mr. President, sir. How can I help you?”

“Admiral Napier, we have a problem developing. The Calamite are in the process of staging assets for an attack that could overwhelm our forces. We have more than enough remote piloted weapons to turn them back, but we are short on pilots. I need two squadrons of remote piloted vehicle operators seconded to the Jaredaan Space Command immediately. Each pilot will need to pass a short interview before they will be cleared to come.”

“Understood,” the Admiral replies.

“I would like to start interviews tomorrow morning. The qualification list and interview schedule will be sent to you momentarily. Expect about a third of the pilots to be rejected. Those that pass must be here in five days. I would prefer that they were here in three.”

“Sir, it’ll be difficult to get this done in that time frame.”

“We are at war, Admiral. Difficult is OK. Failure is not. Do we understand each other?”

“We do, sir. It will be all-hands on-deck until this mission is complete.”

“Thank you.”

LEPODRED HIGH COMMAND

“President Daan, sir. How can I help you?”

“Admiral Paco’la, I would like to offer the Lepodred Alliance an opportunity.”

“Which I am sure we will accept, sir.”

“Your star-killers have astrogation teams and equipment, do they not?”

“They do, sir, and, as we’ve discussed, they are feeling underutilized.”

“I would like to solve that problem.”

“You are going to give flight control back to the captains?”

“No. In an ideal world, we will eventually become close allies, and many of your people will voluntarily join our military and earn those privileges. But it’s too early in our relationship for that to happen now. Nonetheless, in the hope of building toward that day, I would like to engage your astrogation teams in plotting courses for other ships and remote piloted weapons.” I purposefully stop here to see if Admiral Paco’la will take the bait.

“You will give us your star charts and your ship specifications?”

“Charts and propulsion system specifications, yes. Although there is a catch.”

“Which is?” the admiral asks.

“Remote access. Your team will get access to our charts and specs, not copies of them.”

“Still a generous offer. What do you want in exchange?”

“Time. I want your people’s time. The Calamite are militarily inferior, but they vastly outnumber us.”

“Then let’s begin immediately.”

“My people will be in touch shortly.”

CABIN, SOUTHERN STATION

Work ran long today, dinner longer because Aurora, Moose, and family came down for the interviews which will start in the morning. But despite the late hour, Summer and I go to our cabin, each with data pad in hand, and another hour of paperwork to do before lights out.

“It was fun seeing Moose, Tay, Dai, and Savanah. I miss the days when we would see them every week.”

“Those days will be back, once we’ve put Ahpuch behind us.”

Summer nods toward my data pad. “What do you have left to do?”

“Vice Presidential Candidates. You?”

“Asset inventory and deployment. What a romantic evening.”

We both laugh.

As promised, Gabi has put together a list. But a line separates the four at the top from the rest. Those will be my targets tonight.

Candidate one, Henry Bain, the new Prime Minister of Caladon, elected after Rose Bonder was killed in the incident with the Rufarven. During the change of government in which Bonder became Prime Minister, Bain led the Freedom Party, the largest of those not aligned with the Guild. With the Guild destroyed by the Rufarven, Bain won by a landslide. To Gabi’s credit, Bain’s agenda is very close to mine. At this point he has total control over Caladon, the Confederation’s fourth most populated planet. He would probably do well in the role I need to fill. But at the end of the day, I just don’t like the guy.

Candidate two, Meredith Russell, termed out as Prime Minister of New Cambridge four years ago. Her writings since retirement have made her rich, but more importantly, have made her a household name throughout the Confederation. She worked with my campaign to help me win New Cambridge. I’ve spoken with Meredith several times and like her.

Candidate three is Céleste Bouchard, Prime Minister of New Lyon. I know that Gabi likes Prime Minister Bouchard, but I’ve always found her to be strident and unpleasant. But Gabi knows that and put her on the list anyway. Reading through the notes, I understand Gabi’s reasoning. Our skills are complementary, Céleste’s idealism will balance my pragmatism, which will boost my chances of reelection. But I’m not going to run for reelection and don’t want Céleste as my number two, so this one is off the table.

Candidate four is Ganesh Punja, the Prime Minister of Mahara’navin. I know Ganesh and like him. He won with the slogan, ‘Power to Mahara’navin.’ He was against my planned investment in New Beijing and New Berlin, but with me on every other issue. If I could get him onboard with that issue, we could probably make the partnership work out.

Reflecting on everything I’ve read and all Gabi’s comments, Meredith Russell is my choice among these four.

I snap my data pad closed, then take a deep breath and exhale slowly, letting the tension fade.

“Who’s it going to be?” Summer asks.

“Too early to know, but at the moment Meredith Russell is in the lead.”

Summer laughs, then starts flipping through her pad. Showing me her data pad, Summer says, “This came out a week ago. I saved it but forgot to show it to you. It was on the editorial page of the New Cambridge Times.”

My jaw drops open. It’s a cartoon entitled, Is Meredith Russell Jared Daan’s mother?

“Her office asked the Times to remove the cartoon. When word got out, the cartoon went viral.”

Day 99

INTERVIEWS

Aurora flew down last night, as did Moose, Tay, and her family. I’ve spent precious little time with these dear friends since the Calamite came to my attention. We drilled Moose last night and the back and forth was refreshing. Now the hard part begins. A new candidate every ten minutes for a little over eight hours.

I decide to sit in on the first couple, to get a feel. The virtual conference line connected ten minutes ago, at which time Admiral Napier presented the candidates’ qualifications and schedule. All the slots today and tomorrow are filled, most meet my requirements, others were added at his discretion.

My first reaction is anger. But Aurora soothes, “Remember, Jared. He is as invested in this as you are. He’s taken a risk presenting people he thinks you will want, despite their lack of qualification. Respect the risk he has taken and treat all the applicants equally. Moose and I will give you our recommendations, isolating you from the anger of the rejected.”

I bow my head to Aurora and hold the position longer than most would expect.

“You’re welcome,” she replies.

...

Finally, the first candidate comes in.

“Welcome.” As Aurora pours goodwill all over our first candidate, I get the tactic. She has lulled the young woman sitting opposite into her trust. “We have a few questions for you. Answer honestly if you want in on this mission.” Then turning to the giant next to her, she says, “Begin the questioning, Moose.”

“Name, designation, qualification,” Moose demands.

I feel sorry for our first candidate. She’s twenty-five-years old, shy, but brilliant.

“Stephany Grant, Thunder, RPW (remote piloted weapon) Specialist First Class.”

“Thunder,” Moose rolls the syllables slowly, dragging out the ‘un’ in her call sign. “Do you consider yourself qualified for this mission?”

“I have the credentials,” she says defensively.

“Wasn’t the question. Do you consider yourself qualified for this mission?” Moose aggressively pounds the word ‘do.’

“Of course, I do.”

“Do you pledge your allegiance to Jared Daan?”

“What?” she asks. “Is this a trick question? I pledge my allegiance to the Confederation, which includes President Daan’s authority as commander-in-chief.”

I see Aurora signal that Thunder is in.

“Thank you. You will be notified of our decision shortly. You are dismissed.”

Part of me is offended by what I just saw.

“Don’t think that way Jared. You want this one and can have absolute faith in her loyalty, as long as you remain loyal to your mission.”

Aurora’s words hit me like a hammer, then I get them. Thunder will serve, follow my orders, and give her life if required to, but she’ll also confront me when she thinks I’m making a mistake.

“Jared,” Aurora sends. “You have more blind spots than you know. Count on this one to help you avert disaster.”

I put a check next to Thunder’s name, then direct my attention to the next one on the list, Caliper. What an odd call sign.

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE, JSK-001

“President Daan, how may I help you, sir.”

“I need your advice on a tactical matter. I trust that you know the full range of your weapon.”

“Of course, I do, sir.”

“I understand the strategic power of your weapon. That is why I assigned you to the mission I did, not a tactical one to protect your home world.”

“Yet, every member of my crew would have volunteered for that mission, sir.”

“As I am sure they would have.” I let my words hang there for a minute. “The Calamite are massing in the inter-arm void. I would like to strike a massive blow. If you were there, how would you handle it?”

“It would depend on how the enemy were positioned,” the captain responds with little commitment.

“Can you describe what it would depend on?”

“Sir, I’m not sure I understand the nature of your request. Our protocols are clear. I would follow them exactly.”

“Captain...” Embarrassingly, I’ve forgotten the captain’s name. “I am more than fluent with your protocols. Your weapon is not designed for the situation described. But, if you found yourself in this situation, what would you like me to know that is not in your protocols, before I issued your orders.”

I see the captain shudder, despite the 2D connection, and the mystery sends the sensation despite the fact I did not probe. Almost pleadingly, he bursts out, “Defocus the beam.”

“Explain.”

“Much of the cost of this weapon is creating a narrow beam that can dissipate a star from a hundred-million kilometers away. With that focus, the weapon is tactically useless.”

“Agreed. Go on.”

“My predecessors taught me how to defocus the weapon. Used that way, the efficiency is terrible, but the impact is astounding. In tests, clearing asteroid fields, we could dissipate everything in a cone ten million kilometers long, and five million kilometers in diameter. But it was suicide to use it that way, given our poor speed in sub-light, lack of stealth, and fragile FTL.”

“Given your new propulsion, how risky would it be?”

“Less risky than using our old FTL,” the captain snaps back, then turns ghostly white. “Apologies, sir.”

“Thank you, Captain. It’s been my experience that officers like you know how to use every trick that their command has forbidden. Maybe that’s reasonable in peace time, but not so much when in extremis, as we find ourselves now.” I pause, evaluating the person opposite.

“Carry on, Captain. There is a planet, deep within Calamite space that needs killing. Your orders will be released shortly. Trust the coordinates. Beyond that, use your weapon to maximum effect.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

Day 100

CONFEDERATION HIGH COMMAND

Two full days of interviews are done. Admiral Napier presented a total of eighty-two candidates that had the full set of qualifications requested. He also presented seven more that did not have the requested qualifications. We ended up accepting sixty-three of the full set. It’s time to share our selections with the admiral.

The line connects and greetings are exchanged.

“Have you made your selections?” he asks.

“We have. You sent us candidates rich with talent and dedication. For that, I thank you. I also want to thank you for sending the seven that did not meet the full list of qualifications we requested. I agree with what you said yesterday, the seven were quite extraordinary. We ended up accepting four of them, fifty-nine of the others. Enough for us to form three new squadrons. Sending you the list now.”

Moments later, the Admiral opens the list.

“Curious. There are several people here that you did not accept, who I thought were top choices. What criteria did you use?”

“Our teams here work extraordinarily well together. Our technology makes us strong; our collaboration makes us even stronger. We have psychologists that can measure the fit with just a couple questions. Only a few of the people you sent scored poorly. We took the sixty-three that scored the best.”

The admiral nods his head, and studies the list a little longer, then looks up. “The candidates were drawn from three bases closer to Jaredaan than Caladon is. I have executive fast packet ships waiting at all three of these bases. They should all depart before 9 PM Confederation Standard Time this evening. Assuming clearance is given immediately on your end, the first will arrive at your shipyard twenty-seven hours after departure, about midnight tomorrow night. The next will arrive eight hours later, the last about twenty-four hours after that.”

“Thank you, Admiral,”

“Thank you, Mr. President.”


CHAPTER 18: COUNTERATTACK

DAY 105

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

Over the last three days, all sixty-three new recruits have arrived. I joined them for morning PE earlier, something that shocked the newbies. Then I ran the second simulation with one of the new flight teams. For the most part, they don’t know what to make of me. I’m in decent physical condition, but all of them are better. I don’t fly a drone, an RPW as they would call it, but the teams that fly with me always win, which completely impresses this eclectic group of warriors.

Now back for a meeting with Jazz, I’m impressed with all the hubbub created by the training, the construction of new piloting stations, and the installation of additional holographic projectors.

As I enter the squadron conference room, I note that the same is true here. Three very eager people sit at the table with Jazz, while in the background, the critical test flight of JSK-002 plays live in the holoprojector.

Then I hear the order.

“Attention,” Jazz calls out, as all four of the room’s occupants snap to attention and salute.

I snap a quick salute and reply, “As you were.” Then take my seat and start. “It is my privilege today to promote three of our people, whose side I’ve fought by and leadership ability I’ve seen grow. Tyler Miller, you are hereby promoted to Squadron Leader of the newly formed Squadron 7. Congratulations, Ty.”

Jazz handles the ceremonial aspects of awarding the appropriate ribbons, stripes, medals, additional applause, and congratulations. Then the process repeats for Sapphire, then for X-Ray.

As they return to duty, Jazz points to the holoprojection. “So, you want to send JSK-002 into the void?”

“I do.”

“That’s suicide.”

“I don’t think it needs to be. Detuned, the beam spreads. With maximum detuning, the beam has range to ten million kilometers, its cone having a five-million-kilometer diameter at range. You cruise in under cloak, drop it when you are at range, then light up the beam. Cruise for thirty seconds, then cut the beam, rotate so you don’t pass through the decaying field, then enter FTL.”

“It’ll take a lot of practice to make that work, and it may only work once.”

“That may be true, but at this point, failure is only a theory. Work with the captain to determine what’s possible. Go burn up some asteroids and, if you get fast enough, build a mission around it. If we can knock out a thousand ships with a single punch, it will further shift the balance of power.”

“Are you going to order the captain to make this attack?” Jazz asks, as if challenging me.

“I’m going to order him to work up a mission plan and drill the various elements of it. We’ll see where it goes from there. But no, I do not plan to order him to accept a suicide mission.”

“And if he determines the odds of success are only twenty percent but still wants to try?”

“We’ll cross that bridge if we ever come to it.”

Jazz points at the holoprojection. “They just transitioned to FTL. My money says that JSK-002 will pass its flight test.”

“Mine too,” I reply.

Jazz looks at me, then back at the holoprojection. “You’ve built one hell of a dangerous weapon Jared. Make sure you have control over it, because many an empire has fallen, when the emperor became too confident of his subjects’ loyalty.”

OFFICE

The next meeting should be interesting. I will be talking with former Prime Minister Meredith Russell. In some sense it is a job interview, but I suspect that it’s going to feel more like I’m the one being interviewed. Gabi and her team have developed a profile on her to help me prepare, but they are conducting their own deep investigation into her background, looking for trouble.

As far as I’m concerned, this talk is all about assuring we are aligned and can work comfortably together.

The line connects and moments later she appears across the table from me.

“Prime Minister Russell, a pleasure to see you today ma’am.”

“My pleasure as well. Very few people get to talk with you Mr. President. And please, call me Meredith.”

“As you’ll soon learn, Meredith, everyone here is on a first name basis, me included. I’m told we only have an hour, so OK if I just jump in?”

“Please.”

“As you heard me say on the campaign trail, I decided to run for president in order to minimize Confederation interference in the war with the Calamite. It’s my number one priority. That means I need a Vice President who is basically a co-president, willing to run the domestic agenda and be the face of the administration on a day-to-day basis. I’d support you by doing short interviews and daily remote or recorded events. Is this a job you would be interested in?”

“Very much so. Having spent two full terms as Prime Minister, I have a good sense of the interaction between the Confederation’s central government and the member worlds. And having served one term in the Members’ House, I know what the Legislature expects from the president. We would play the game a little differently than anyone before us, but I’m confident that together we could play it well.”

“Thank you, Meredith.” I pause to look at her, then resume, “It’s important to me that the Confederation remain a confederation—the glue that ties the planets together, not a central government that rules the planets. Over the years, particularly in the ten before the alien attack, it had drifted far too much toward the latter.”

“I am completely aligned with you on that, Jared. The Confederation’s primary responsibilities are providing for the common defense and facilitating fair trade.”

“I suspect the one area where we differ regards support for New Beijing following the alien attack.”

“Not as much as you might think,” Meredith comes back. “I agree that the shipyards need to be rebuilt. Even though most people think of them as having been part of New Beijing, they were Confederation assets, so the Confederation must fund their reconstruction. New Beijing and New Berlin will be the biggest beneficiaries, but every Confederation member will benefit. The issue I have is, where do you draw the line? It’s a slippery slope. I don’t think the other worlds should be called upon to subsidize the economic disaster Porti precipitated on Transbaru.”

“Then how would you handle the current situation?”

“One of the reasons I backed you is because your plan was practical. My biggest concern was that you wouldn’t be able to get it past the budget committee in the People’s House.”

“We are getting push back, yes.”

“I think I know how to break the logjam. As it is, you’ll never get there. You need someone more than a chief of staff to move the committees.”

“How?”

“Everyone knows my position on this, Jared. If I go in having moved all the way to your position, everyone who wants more will know that I am negotiating for you, that I am a player in the game, not a mouthpiece.”

“What questions do you have for me?”

“Are we going to win this war?”

“Things are moving our direction, but it is too early to tell.”

“That’s bad,” Meredith muses. “You won’t get reelected if we haven’t.”

“The war will be over by the next election. The Calamite have two advantages, numbers and one very powerful weapon, which is targeting me. Our ships are superior, our weapons are superior, our strategies and tactics are superior. But if they swarm us, as they’re attempting to do, they will overwhelm us.”

“How soon before we know?”

“A month or two, maybe three.”

“So, I’m really just a short-term diversion to distract the Confederation, so you can finish the war?”

“No. If we win, there will be a lot of clean up to do. I have an agenda a kilometer long. So, I’ll need someone to run the Confederation for at least one full term, maybe two.”

Meredith starts to say something then hesitates as if weighing her words. Finally, she says, “I’m in, Jared, if you’ll have me. Together, we’ll go into the history books.”

I recognize the words, then place them. Robin Attenborough’s movie. They were the words the defense minister said to the Confederation’s president just before the final battle began. Together, we’ll go into the history books.

“Maybe Robin will make a movie about us.”

DAY 107

CABIN, SOUTHERN STATION

I’m awakened by the emergency alarm on my communicator. I look at it, verifying what I already know, the Calamite are striking. I leap out of bed, then hear the all-hands alarm ringing in the hallway. Summer hears it too, and slowly gets out of bed.

I’m dressed and at the door as she enters the bathroom. “Come down to drone control ASAP. I’ll need you.”

“Go. I’ll be there in a minute.”

As I pass over to the starboard side, where drone control and most of the pilot cabins are, I’m met by the mad rush of bodies racing for their stations.

Merging in, I get bumped, then “Sorry sir,” from Cal’s girlfriend Amanda, call sign Ghost.

“Not a problem.”

Seeing a traffic jam ahead, I branch off to use a back entrance.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

As I approach Jazz’s station, I see Ghost coming in and the look of confusion when she sees I’m already here.

“Jared, big trouble. We’ve got thirty ships coming into each of twenty systems.” As he points out the systems in the holoprojection, I hear the unmistakable sounds of target lock and unlock. “If they take these systems, it gives the main armada a straight line shot at the Lepodred home world.”

“I see that, but it’s not the concern. We’ll have eliminated them all by then. The issue is saving those planets.”

Jazz nods to the mystery couch. “Then get to it.”

As I settle, I see Summer enter, so put my hand out for her to take. But I don’t wait for her. Locking my eyes on the first world in the list, I cast my mind out into the battle.

It’s organized similarly to previous battles, but different. Instead of there being four groups of three ships, now they have four groups of five. And instead of all the ships being the same type, there are two types: the small fast ships we saw before, which I’ve thought of as fighters, and a larger ship that I presume is a bomber.

Each bomber is accompanied by four fighters, one ahead, one behind, and one on either side. The advantage becomes immediately obvious when an assassin decloaks and hits the port-side fighter, and the remaining fighters reorganize. When another assassin decloaks, the fighter manages to intercept it and both machines go spinning out of control. Now with three ships left a larger bomb is dropped and the three ships veer off.

I start to come back to myself, but hear Summer send, “I’ve got this.”

Refocusing my attention on another group I see the process repeat, then repeat again. Now that I know what’s happening in this system, I come back to myself to see how I can help Jazz better.

“Jared, what they’re doing is more complicated. But easier to defeat.” He points to a window in the holoprojection. “Wait for it, another couple seconds.”

Watching carefully, I see three assassins decloak simultaneously. They skewer three fighters and collide with the bomber, which blows up everything. “Don’t want to do that too close to the planet. How are we doing on bomb capture?”

“System one was the first hit. We’ve detonated all four bombs. We’ve verified ships in all twenty they were approaching, but they blew their timing. System One’s been cleared. In System Twenty, all four groups are still in the outer system.”

“Any chance this is a decoy?” I ask. “It seems too easy.”

“Always a chance,” Jazz replies. “But I agree. Way too easy. To date, the Calamite have seemed a lot better than this. What are they trying to distract us away from?”

“Me. I exposed myself.” I turn toward Summer. “Did you bring your protection kit?” From the look on her face, I know we are in trouble. “Run!”

We exit through the main entrance into Drone Control. I turn right toward the nearest cross corridor, Summer turns left.

“Jared, this way! There are spares in sickbay.”

I skid to a stop, then turn to run after Summer. She darts into sickbay, but I know I’m not going to make it, so turn toward the center of the ship at the next narrow cross corridor. This one comes to a dead end at a hatch labeled Do Not Enter in the Lepodred written language. I plop to the floor, pull out my kit, uncork the vial, then take it all in a single shot. With my eyes locked on the hatch I fumble with the mask in the dim light, eyes still locked on the door.

I hear Ahpuch bellow, “So you are on that ship after all. Goodbye human.”

Although I should be closing my eyes and donning the mask, I continue to stare at the door. Moments later, the ship vibrates with a sudden jolt, then another and another.

I snap my eyes closed, then set the mask in place. After several more jolts, I am convinced that he is not hitting the Southern Station.

Opening myself ever so slightly to the mystery, I see what’s happening. Ahpuch is releasing gravity bomb after gravity bomb on the ancient alien derelict ship a kilometer south of us. Slowly the ship deforms, but with each hit it sinks lower into the ground. Then, after the tenth hit, a massive landslide cascades down the mountain in which the ship is anchored. In seconds, the ship is covered; the river dammed. As Ahpuch recedes, I hear him laugh. “Stupid human, clever place to hide, but you never had a chance.”

I sit in silence, letting my senses follow Ahpuch. When I can barely detect him, I hear another bellow. “Now, I can take the humans’ thulium.”

Then his terrible presence is gone.

The drug has calmed me enough that I nearly fall asleep. Summer’s voice brings me back to myself. “Jared?”

“Over here,” I call, my voice unexpectedly weak. Footsteps come my way, then pound down the narrow corridor.

“Jared are you OK?”

“Yeah.” I whisper.

“What did he do to you?”

“I tricked him.”

Summer follows my gaze. “Do not enter?”

“He thought I was on the alien derelict, then pounded it with gravity bombs until a landslide covered the ship and blocked the river. That’s when I put the mask on. He thinks I’m dead. Now he’s going to make his move on Taramoot.”

“Let’s go, we need to tell Jazz.”

I attempt to stand, but the world starts swirling around me. “Too tired,” I whisper as the darkness takes me.

Day 108

SICKBAY

I awake disoriented, unable to figure out where I am.

“Clever move, Jared.”

I know the voice. It’s Aurora.

“I would never have had the courage to do that,” she says. “To have had faith I could deceive Ahpuch, then do it so convincingly.”

The memories come back like puzzle pieces that I struggle to shape into meaning as my head pounds.

“I guess I owe you an apology,” Aurora continues. “We ran out of time when we produced the last round of protection equipment. We put four masks and four doses in each packet, assuming you’d follow the instructions and break the packages down into single, one-time kits. It’s kind of impressive you survived four doses taken all at once. No wonder, Ahpuch thinks you’re dead.”

“Sorry, there’s so much going on down here that I get little sleep. I just grab a pack each morning and go.”

“Thankfully, they got me here in time to give you an antidote.”

“You know what I did, right? Ran out of time, locked onto a misleading image, then went dark when he started pounding the wrong location.”

“Summer told me. Your point?”

“If Julian is convicted to go through with his plan, then this is how we need to do it.”

Aurora sighs and shakes her head. “Jared. Don’t repeat this, but Julian is done. His heart still beats because of the extraordinary care he’s receiving, but as a player? He’s off the table.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t be Jared. Julian has lived a full life. Sophia still loves him in a way you are still too young to understand. Give them their final days with every honor. But ask no more of them. It’s not their fight anymore.”

“How’s Summer?” I ask.

“Asleep. She thought she lost you today. Such a thought disturbs all of us, but it hits her much harder. Despite her training, she struggles to keep an identity separate from you. So anytime you are injured, she is injured as much or more. Care for her.”

“When can I return to duty?”

“Tomorrow,” Aurora replies. “But now, you sleep.”

I’m not sure what Aurora just did, but I feel myself falling into a deep sleep, one I am unable to resist.

DAY 109

OFFICE

I ended up spending a full day in sickbay. They released me last night. I no longer needed to be hooked up to the monitors, so they let me go sleep in my own bed. Needless to say, I missed yesterday’s calls with Gabi and the press event that had been planned. This morning I woke clear-headed, a bit weak, but otherwise fine. So now, it’s time for damage control.

The line connects and Gabi appears opposite me, alone without the gaggle of talking heads that frequently accompany her.

“Jared, thank God you’re OK. Summer said you were in the hospital but wouldn’t say why.”

“There was another attack like the one on Inauguration day. I was not hit directly, but some of the protection equipment did not work as planned and I got knocked out.”

Gabi stares at me for a second, then says, “This war is really happening, isn’t it? From here, it seems so distant, but it’s chasing you.”

“It is, and I am the only thing standing in the Calamite’s path to sector domination.”

“Are we going to tell the Confederation about this?”

“No. The Calamite leader believes that he has killed me. We need him to continue believing that for a few more days.”

“Are you serious? How are we going to do that?”

I smile. “I’m hoping you have some suggestions. He samples the Confederation news to keep tabs on me, so the more we can do to sow seeds of doubt about my health and well-being, the better.”

Gabi shakes her head no. But doesn’t say anything. I can sense her mind churning, so don’t interrupt. Then she looks up. “We only need to fool him.”

“Explain.”

“There’s presumably a battle or something going on since the last dump of video clips.”

“A huge one, started two days ago.”

“Send us the coverage you’ve got, also send us something that shows you planning this battle. We’ll report the planning as your reason for being offline yesterday and today. Then report the battle as happening tomorrow and the next couple days. It will build more mystique about our warrior president, showing clips that the Calamite know are old.”

“Wow, that’s why we pay you the big bucks.”

“Does that mean we can show something live with you three days from now?”

“Fifty-fifty, I may need one more day.”

“Jared, you’re killing me. You better come back with something incredible to announce if you disappear for five days.”

“Fingers crossed,” I shoot back.

JARAMOR ELDERS

I got a message from Julian and Edson while on the line with Gabi. I send them a virtual meeting request and moments later get a return message. Give us twenty minutes.

With twenty minutes to kill, I call Summer and ask her to come help me record a fake planning meeting, in which I’ll issue some orders.

...

As we wrap up our fake meeting, the virtual conferencing equipment lights up indicating in incoming connection request.

I connect and moments later the faces of all six Jaramor elders appear on the other side of the table. “I’m having a very lucid day today,” Julian starts. “I’d like to take advantage of it to discuss your recent encounter with Ahpuch. Aurora reports that you felt his approach and couldn’t get to a dark place quick enough, so you went to a poorly lit place that Ahpuch would be able to see and focused on a hatch labeled in the Lepodred language. He apparently took that to mean you were on the old derelict and attacked it. You put on your black out mask, and he concluded that you had died.”

I nod. “That’s what happened.”

“How do you know he thought you died.”

“I heard his bellowing, the taunts as he attacked, then speculation about his next target now that I was gone.”

“It was a clever strategy, Jared, to look at something he would construe to be something else. It seems we could use this technique to lure him into a trap.”

“Agreed, though I haven’t figured out how. I succeeded in directing his attention to the derelict during the last attack, but he didn’t actually go there, he just bombed it.”

“But if one of us was there, he might come attack.”

“And that would be good, because...?”

“Another one of us would be there to hit him.”

“I don’t like it. One or more of us might get hurt and he might strip a lot of information out of the person he catches.”

“Hear me out,” Julian replies. “Suppose you could deceive him into thinking you were here, in Jaramor, in front of the pub, where we have a holoprojection of you lit up. He sees you and senses you, so comes down to drain your mind. Edson and I would be there hidden. When he gets close, you hide, and when we see him, we blast him.”

I shake my head. “That’s a lot of ifs and when’s. Makes it hard to believe such a plan would work.”

Julian nods his head. “Suppose you’re right, but we need something. This will not end until Ahpuch is done in.”

“I have some irons in the fire, but I’m not free to discuss them at the moment.”

TARAMOOT

As discouraging as the meeting with the elders was, the next call is going to be one of the worst ever. I need to tell Festus that the Calamite have found Taramoot and in short order his world will become their primary target.

The line connects and Festus appears on the opposite side of the table, but his ever-present smile dims as soon as he sees me.

“They found us, didn’t they?”

“They found you.”

“How far out are they?”

“Less than thirty days. We’re moving additional assets in to protect you and we may be able to prevent them from taking the planet. But they’ve been using weapons that render worlds uninhabitable on planets that resist.”

“Tell me about these weapons.”

“Powerful bombs that blow the atmosphere away. They have detonated four so far, three worked as planned. We deflected the other one enough to save the world. Nonetheless it was severely damaged. They’ve used this strategy against fifty-eight worlds at this point.”

“Three kills, another with major damage out of fifty-eight.” Festus shakes his head. “Not good, but it doesn't mean we are doomed.”

“Two of the three killed were thulium worlds.”

“Oh.”

“To the extent you plan to evacuate, I recommend that you start as soon as possible. Colonization ships are hard to protect.”

“You still planning to booby trap our world?”

“No. The odds we can keep it out of Calamite hands are pretty good and I have the means now to destroy a world if they should take it. So, there’s little benefit to booby trap a world and lots of ways it could cause problems.”

“Thank you for the warning, Jared. I’ll bring this to our people and see what they want to do. I’m sure some will go, and equally sure others will stay to their dying breath.”

OFFICE

It’s been three days since JSK-002 passed its flight test. Ten more conversions were started the following day. Now, our transporters are running at full capacity to get materials delivered to Lepodred space in time.

I have yet to speak with Captain Fudephi of JSK-002. They’ve moved rapidly from the star-killer parking lot near Puca’bad toward the inter-arm void. Now it’s time to give the captain his new orders. As part of the upgrade to his ship, we included a proper 3D virtual conference suite that will hopefully make communications easier.

The line connects, and the captain appears opposite me.

“Captain Fudephi, a pleasure to meet you in person, sir.”

“The honor is mine, President Daan. The upgrades you have given us are remarkable, sir.”

“Captain, I have orders for you. Orders that will require you to use your weapon in a tactical mode.”

I feel more than see the look of fear that comes over him.

“Do you know how to defocus your weapon?”

The captain hesitates, then says, “We are not permitted to use our weapon in that way, sir. It is inefficient and dangerous.”

I pop up a star chart, showing a few stars in the distance and about four thousand Calamite ships. The chart is labeled in Lepodred, and I give him a minute to look at it.

Then I start. “This is a portion of the Calamite armada approaching your space. There are approximately four thousand ships in this one group, which is targeting your capital world. They plan to cut a path from the void to the capital that contains fifty worlds they will enslave along the way. I will do everything in my power to stop them. But a few of the Calamite ships are likely to break through and wreak havoc. Would you agree with that assessment?”

Again, the captain hesitates.

“I asked you a question, Captain Fudephi.”

“Even if you out numbered them three or four to one, some would get through. It would be suicide for them, but a few would get through.”

“Thank you. I’d like to show you a simulation we’ve put together. The hollow green dot that will appear is your ship in stealth mode.”

I start the simulation and we watch as the hollow green dot approaches on a vector that lines up with the pack.

“See how you would line up in sub-light.”

In the holoprojection, the dot suddenly races ahead.

“Your FTL has an effective speed that’s five times faster than theirs, which will give you time to line up on them at distance, somewhere they cannot touch you, then race in on them. Now closer, yet still in stealth, you can confirm your alignment, then drop the cloak and extend the beam.”

In the holoprojection, the beam extends out encompassing the target section of the armada.

“You hold for thirty seconds, then drop the beam, and go to stealth while maneuvering away, then go back to FTL.”

There’s some back and forth as we replay the simulation several times, then finally the captain says, “I suppose that could work, but I would be relying on you to fly the ship with all the precision suggested by the simulation. And it will take days to detune the weapon and confirm its performance. This would be a one-shot deal and I struggle to believe we’d get it right the first time.”

“I want you to detune your weapon, then work with my team to drill for the mission. This is a technique we use all the time and are quite expert in executing. You simply have a larger weapon, one that we need a little time to learn to wield well.”

I can tell the captain wants to protest, but he does not.

“Captain Fudephi, your weapon is too valuable to waste on a gamble. If you drill hard enough, and are confident you can execute this mission, then I may authorize it. But I will not risk you or your weapon until I am convinced you will succeed. Remember, it’s your people you will be protecting.”

“Understood, sir. We will do our best, sir.”

“Thank you. A pilot team will be contacting you soon.”

DAY 111

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

Last night, JSK-001 arrived in the system where I believe Ahpuch to be. A pair of live images of his planet are displayed in the holoprojection, one from the scouting drone that first surveyed this planet, the other from JSK-001. The images are shot from different angles. The one from the star-killer is centered over an ocean. The one from the scout is focused in on Ahpuch’s double walled, square compound.

I shudder as I think of him in there, isolated in a tank with tubes and wires sustaining his body while his mind roams in the mystery.

“Ah, Jared,” Jazz says, “I didn’t see you come in. I’m piloting the ship. We’ll be in optimal firing position in another couple minutes. I have Captain Vichiya on the line. Let me put him up in my local holoprojection so you can talk with him.”

The captain’s less-than-life-size image pops up in front of me and he reacts immediately. “President Daan. It’s a pleasure to see you sir. Thank you again for this fabulous ship. With all the additional sensor data coming in from the boosters, our situational awareness and targeting systems are much improved.”

“I’m pleased to hear that you’ve been able to make use of the sensors. What can you tell me about our attack plan?”

“The optimal range for this attack is seventy-five million kilometers. According to your pilot we will reach that range in a few minutes. Once there, we will use our thrusters to gain perfect alignment, then on your order, we will fire. A planet of this mass should dissipate in less than a minute, if we can hold lock.”

“What would cause you to lose lock?”

“The dissipation-beam exerts a force on its target that will cause it to deviate from its orbit. Initially the force will have little effect. But as the planet’s mass decreases the force could cause it to skitter away from the beam. With stars this isn’t a problem. They are massive and by the time this would be an issue, the star would have lost so much mass that it could no longer sustain its nuclear fire.”

As the captain speaks, a premonition comes. Ahpuch is going to escape if we do what the captain is planning to do.

“How could we prevent this?” I ask.

“We can’t. This weapon was sized for stars, not planets. A smaller weapon would not have this problem. Its beam would be less dense, so it would exert less force.”

“Can’t we do that by defocusing the beam?”

The captain starts to say no, then pauses. “What an incredible idea. Yes, we can defocus the beam. Let me talk with our engineers.”

“Please do.”

As the captain walks away, I look at Jazz and mouth the word, unbelievable.

Smiling at me Jazz whispers, “Be patient with him, Jared. In most military organizations you can be punished for violating procedure. It’s different here. It seems that everything we do, we do for the first time. Therefore, we drill together, so we can react together. He’s never experienced anything like that.”

Minutes pass, then Captain Vichiya comes back on the line, his face scrunched up in a way I haven’t seen before, but somehow know to be anxiety.

“President Daan, I am sad to report that defocusing the beam takes days, not hours.”

Before I have a chance to react, an alarm goes off in Drone Control, and a voice I recognize as Smoke’s calls out. The round towers are starting to glow.

“Captain Vichiya, I need you to fire the weapon now.”

“We haven’t locked onto the planet yet.”

“Fire, then aim.”

The captain stands there confused, locked in place by indecision.

“Captain Vichiya, you are being fired upon. Activate your weapon now. That is an order.”

The captain spins on his heel, then moves out of range of his imaging system.

“Jazz, can you aim this thing for him?”

“Don’t know.”

In the zoomed in image of Ahpuch’s compound, I see the glow increasing. Suddenly, a zoomed-out version of the same image appears in a new frame. The disruption weapon’s beam is clearly being fired, but it has missed the planet. Slowly the beam starts inching toward it.

I hear Jazz curse, then understand why. Firing the weapon has cause the cloak to drop. It will only take twenty-five seconds for the light reflecting off the ship to be picked up by sensors on the planet. With the gravity weapon charged, a shot fired at the star killer would get there in twenty-five seconds. And, as I know from experience, the weapon can rapid-fire.

“Jazz, get ready to move. If Ahpuch fires, we’ll only have a few seconds to get out of the way.”

“The beam will make contact in fifteen seconds.”

With my heart pounding so loud I can barely think, I’m frozen. The beam will hit the planet about the same time light from our ship will show up on Ahpuch’s sensors. Do we run? Or do we risk it? Then I remember Captain Vichiya’s words from last week. It takes time for the field to dissipate, so there’s a lag between when the beam is turned off an when the ship can start moving. It’s already too late to run.

“We have contact,” Smoke calls out. “But at this speed it will be a minute or more before we hit Ahpuch’s compound.”

Realizing that I’m on the verge of a panic attack, I take in a deep breath and slowly release it. Then repeat, the way I’ve been trained. As calm comes, I refocus on the drama being played out in front of me. At least five percent of the planet has been dissipated at this point.

Looking at the close up of Ahpuch’s compound, I see the building shaking violently. At first, I’m surprised, then I get it. As mass is chewed away from one side, the planet’s center of gravity shifts, triggering earthquakes and causing the planet to wobble on its axis.

I’m so caught up in my analysis of what I’m seeing that I almost miss it. The gravity weapon was fired. If its target was the star-killer and they were able to aim despite the shaking, then the star-killer will be hit in just over twenty seconds.

Looking back at the zoomed-out image, I see the planet jump away from the beam. How?

“The planet’s outer core has ruptured,” someone shouts. “The molten core is shooting out, propelling the shell away.”

I watch in morbid fascination as the planet continues accelerating away from the beam. Then the flow stops and a few seconds later the shell collapses in on itself. As the drone control room breaks into cheering, a wave of relief passes over me.

Then, in an instant, all the feeds from the star-killer go black.


CHAPTER 19: RETALIATION

Day 112

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

It’s been twenty-four hours since we’ve heard a peep from Ahpuch’s world or from JSK-001. The gravity pulse did not hit the scout drone, giving us an array of sensor readings and a clear image of the dark, silent ship from which no signs of life emanate.

“There’s still hope,” Jazz comforts. “The ship is enormous. Its surface temperature is still close to 0° C. And few noises from the interior make it to the ship’s hull.”

“Not that long ago, I relied on the Lepodred’s rigid compliance to protocol to lure them into my traps. Now, I’ve underestimated the effort it would take to bend them to my will.”

“Jared, you moved them further than any of us would have thought possible,” Jazz replies.

“Sir, we are detecting activity,” Ghost calls out, pointing to a new pane that just opened in the holoprojection.

Looking closely at the image, I see four suited-up kesba, the Lepodred’s genderless drone-like children, working on one of the boosters. We watch in fascination as the four slowly, but meticulously, remove the booster, then carry it across the exterior hull of the ship to some destination outside our field of view.

A few minutes later, the virtual conference system comes alive, and an unknown person appears next to Jazz’s station.

“President Daan, I am second officer Shoqine. Captain Vichiya and First Officer Hanako were both killed when the gravity wave hit us. I am now the ranking officer aboard.”

“Ship’s status?”

“The bridge was badly damaged in the incident, well beyond our ability to repair in the field. Everyone on it was killed. I was in the secondary bridge, where I am now. Many of the main-power busbars in the habitable portions of the ship were broken. Power was restored to the secondary bridge a couple of hours ago. There we could run diagnostics on the boosters. Twelve were damaged. The kesba are detaching them now. But we only have eight spares, so are stuck here until new parts can be delivered.”

“We will get you replacement parts soon. What were your total casualties?”

“Eighteen confirmed dead, twenty-seven injuries, forty-eight still missing, approximately a third of the crew, sir.”

“Understood. Carry on, Acting-Captain Shoqine. Someone will contact you shortly to arrange parts delivery. Hopefully, we can get that done today. Someone will be available on this line around the clock if you need further assistance.”

“Thank you, sir.”

When the line drops, I turn to Jazz. “I want a thorough inspection of the planet’s remains for any sign of life. If we succeeded in killing Ahpuch, then I would expect his forces to fall into disarray before much longer.”

OFFICE

My next meeting is with Gabi. She wants me to go live again today and is expecting some big news to justify my five-day absence, unfortunately, I’m not sure I have it.

The line connects and Gabi appears opposite me, alone and casually dressed, which comes as a surprise.

She sees my expression and says, “Don’t tell me you don’t know what day it is.”

“I have no idea.”

“It’s New Year’s. Jared. January 1, 7278 TA. The last alien ship was shot down seven thousand two hundred seventy-eight years ago yesterday. I take it you didn’t celebrate last night.”

“Let me show you a picture,” I reply as I pop up the image of Ahpuch’s world.

“Is that what I think it is? Ours or theirs?”

“It’s the world we believe the Calamite leader was on. We blew it up yesterday afternoon.”

Gabi breaks out laughing. “Are you telling me you won the war on the anniversary of the defeat of the aliens and didn’t even know it?”

“Don’t know yet. As you can see, nothing survived. This was his last known location, but we were unable to confirm he was actually there.”

Gabi’s smile disappears. “So, we can’t announce it.”

“We can announce retaliation for the last attack. We can show this image, although I want to avoid talking about the weapon that did this.”

“Can I ask why?”

“He doesn’t know about the weapon. Doesn’t know its scope, doesn’t know how many we have. If he wasn’t there and is still alive, he will know this planet went off-line, but won’t know how it was done. I’d like to keep it that way as long as possible.”

Gabi cocks her head, and I can tell her gears are grinding. Then after a couple seconds, she looks at me shrewdly. “I think we can use this and spread some disinformation at the same time.”

“I’m listening.”

“The stories we circulated the last couple days have kept the Confederation’s attention on you, but they haven’t stopped your negatives from increasing. A very small, but vocal minority believe you’re not fighting the war aggressively enough. Where was this planet, by the way?”

“The far side of Calamite space, about twenty-two thousand light years from Caladon.”

“Even better,” Gabi says, excitedly. “The idea is still rough, but it goes like this. We show the picture, claiming we’ve taken the fight to the enemy. This planet, located deep in Calamite space, had an important role in the Calamite effort. We destroyed it to send the message, ‘we can hit you anywhere.’ Then we invent some weapon that doesn’t actually exist and show a picture of it to get him looking for the wrong thing, if he’s still alive.”

“But what if he’s not, we’ll have put something out there that isn’t true.”

“OK, drop the new weapon. We can add that later if we find out he is alive. But we can go with the first part, right? It’s vague, but true.”

“When would you put it out?”

“It’s early enough that we can put it out today for the evening news cycle. We’ll need you to make a statement.”

“OK.”

Day 114

SQUADRON CONFERENCE ROOM

It’s been three days since the destruction of the world where I believed Ahpuch to be. The operation didn’t happen as expected, but the subsequent investigation has proven beyond the shadow of a doubt that the rubble that remains could no longer host life. With no atmosphere, no water, and no planetary magnetic field, the remnant is bathed in its star’s radiation. And the rocky debris that now comprises it tumbles and churns, tortured by the tidal and Coriolis effects grinding the mass that remains into sand.

But there’s been no change in behavior among the Calamite forces we track, something that’s starting to worry me. Did I just kill a planet, an entire planet, on an ill-conceived hunch?

The only assurance I get against my worries is that we have not sighted Ahpuch since, not that we did all that frequently before.

“Jared, we have acting-Captain Shoqine on the line.”

I go over to Jazz’s station to talk with the captain.

“President Daan, I am pleased to report that we have replaced all twelve of the damaged boosters. Each one powers up and all systems, including the sensor feeds, pass self-test. Respectfully, we ask permission to conduct a test flight.”

“Acting-Captain Shoqine, thank you for your work to restore the ship. What is the status of your wounded and missing?”

My question is answered with a terrified blank stare, which takes me a second to understand. Culturally, the Lepodred are so different than us. No mercy is shown to people who fail in their mission. The injured are usually left to fend for themselves. The missing are rarely searched for unless it is to punish them.

“Acting-Captain Shoqine?” I prompt.

“I’m... I’m not sure, sir. Those missing were mostly among the kesba that operate the weapon. Atmosphere vented in those sections. I don’t think any of the kesba found a way back, and we haven’t started the repairs in there yet. I would need to check with sickbay to see if any of the injured survived.”

“I have a new standing order for you. When a crew member goes missing, you will do everything in your power to recover that crew member if recovery is possible. Yours is a very valuable weapon. The crew that operates it are equally valuable. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir. Very clear, sir. Shall we start a recovery operation now?”

“Yes, but one other thing first. What is the status of your weapon?”

“Non-responsive, sir.”

“What do you think the problem might be?”

Again, the blank stare.

“I know you don’t know, so let me restate. Where will you look first?”

“Busbar fracture. It happened throughout the habitable portion of the ship. The busbars in the exposed portion of the weapon are more fragile because of the temperature. Once they are replaced, we’ll be able to make a more complete assessment.”

“Thank you for that explanation. Please get started on the recovery of the missing crew. If you can do the test flight at the same time, you are welcome to do that, but do not leave the system. I’d like you to reduce the planet more. If you have alternate weapons to do that, then use them if that will be quicker than repairing or partially repairing your main weapon. Give me a status report at this time tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

As the line drops, Jazz says, “Good job, Jared. And good call with the planet.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

It’s been six days since I ordered Captain Fudephi of JSK-002 to defocus his weapon and start drilling a procedure his previous chain of command forbade.

Word came from Jazz yesterday that after only two test runs, the captain was a sudden convert to my tactical use theory of his weapon. Both tests were run in the Perseus arm against an asteroid belt in a fringe system. The attacks were ‘devastatingly’ successful.

Captain Fudephi has asked me to sit in on this third test, intended to prove that they were ready.

As excited as I am that I’ve won the captain over, it’s torturous to watch the hours-long procedure played out against an inert opponent I designated.

When it’s done, Captain Fudephi presents his report, which concludes with, “President Daan, I respectfully ask permission to lead a mission against the Calamite transiting the inter-arm void in pursuit of our home world.”

The captain’s words affect me in a way I could never have dreamed possible. The Lepodred have many words that translate to the standard word ‘our.’ He used the inclusive form, meaning yours and mine, not mine and others. My once-enemy, now conscripted into my service, is saying he’s ready to risk his life on a mission that will save his home world, which is also mine.

As the moment fades, I realize that everyone is waiting in suspense, waiting on me. “Captain Fudephi, your mission is approved. Jazz, release all relevant information to the team, and assist in every way possible.”

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM

My next meeting is with Gabi and my unannounced choice for vice president, Meredith Russell. The line connects and the two women appear opposite me. Behind them are two rows of advisors and other support people.

We exchange greetings, then Gabi introduces the various support people. They all have virtual name cards in front of them, for which I am thankful, because there’s no chance I’ll remember any of the unfamiliar names.

Gabi finally brings us to the purpose of this meeting. “The People’s House budget committee has offered a counterproposal for the budget.”

“How bad is it?” I ask, then see the bemused look on Meredith’s face.

“About two and a half times yours,” Gabi replies, straight faced.

“That’s a joke, right?”

Meredith answers for Gabi, “No joke, Jared. They want to expand staffing for core services by twenty-five percent and restore most of the planetary subsidies to pre-DAGS levels.”

“Absolutely not. Why do we need a twenty-five percent increase in staffing for exo-net services or trade administration?”

“It’s part of the game, Jared,” Meredith replies. “They amp up proposed spending on things they know they can’t get, so they can tell the associated constituency they tried, while giving you something to cut so they can say they’ve reached a compromise.”

“Then it’s time to redefine the game.”

Meredith shakes her head. “No, it’s time to play the game more artfully.”

“I’m listening.”

“The Members’ House will approve nothing of this scale, and the Speaker of the People’s House knows it. So, provisionally agree to the top line, but reallocate most of the increase to the war effort. After all, you were elected to win the war.”

“But the military doesn’t need that much.”

“Irrelevant, Jared. This will be a three-way negotiation between the administration, the People’s House, and the Members’ House. The Members will force the increase down to ten or fifteen percent above your budget. If you split that between the military and fluff the other side wants, everyone will be happy, and you’ll get the money you want to rebuild the shipyards around New Beijing.”

“That would work?” I ask.

“I think I can get us there,” Meredith replies.

I look at Gabi and see her smiling. A flash probe reveals her satisfaction with the conversation that just transpired, and the role Meredith played in it, behaving the way the vice president I want would behave.

“Then the job is yours. Let’s announce you as my nominee for Vice President tomorrow, then put you to work.”

Day 118

AUXILARY OFFICE

It’s been a full week now since we hit Ahpuch’s supposed world, yet there isn’t a noticeable change in Calamite behavior. But maybe that’s not true. All their ships are still on the same courses they had been for a while now. The few that have reached their destination are massing and, despite the fact we’ve been harassing them, none have attacked a target. In fact, there have been no attacks since the last big one that happened days before our reprisal. Frustrated that Ahpuch’s fate hasn’t been determined yet, I do something I’d agreed not to do. Reach out to Rapsyn.

While my current office was being upgraded, I used a smaller office into which my crappy old virtual conference system had been installed. Rapsyn has not seen this room, neither has Ahpuch, which gives me the opportunity to hide my actual location if I initiate the call from here. Although no meeting was scheduled, the line connects immediately. A Rufarven female with graying fur casts her milky eyes toward me. “Her majesty will be with you momentarily.”

“Thank you,” I say in Rufarven, catching a glimpse of surprise before the screen switches to military images backed by an intriguing soundtrack.

A minute later, Rapsyn appears, “What is the emergency human?”

“How is the Emperor?”

She looks at me suspiciously, then snarls, “Curious that you should call today. What is the purpose of your call?”

“A couple weeks back, we discovered Ahpuch’s location. We recently destroyed the world on which it was located. I had reason to believe he was there, but we came under attack and were forced to destroy the world before I could verify it.”

She shakes her head and I feel the fear for her uncle’s life that radiates from her.

“He had been showing signs of improvement, even had moments of clarity. But today, he is completely non-responsive.”

Her words send a chill down my spine. We may have injured Ahpuch enough that he lost his grasp over Sanrufar for a couple days, but we obviously didn’t kill him.

Rapsyn shakes her head again, then flicks her tail as I see a change come over her. “Where are you now? I don’t recognize the room you are in?”

Mystery senses on fire, I dissemble. “A Lepodred ship near Lepodred space. Not exactly the comfortable quarters I’m used to. Please let me know if the emperor improves. I’d hoped that Ahpuch’s death might have given him some relief.”

“I’m sure it would,” she replies. “But don’t be overconfident that Ahpuch is gone. More than once we thought we’d killed him, only to have him show up more machine-like some days later.”

As the line drops, I see movement in the shadows behind Rapsyn and the strangest feeling comes over me. Something is wrong in the Emperor’s Court. Where was Rapsyn’s curiosity? Talking with her is usually more like an inquisition. Was that the emperor’s shadow that moved behind her? If it was, why was she hiding him from me? And what was that about questioning my location and Ahpuch coming back more machine-like? Things are obviously not what I’d hoped for. Nothing adds up.

SQUADRON CONFERENCE ROOM

“Acting-Captain Shoqine, what is the status of your recovery effort?”

“All the missing were found. Eight were found in decompressed areas, too far from an emergency station to don protective gear in time. All eight bodies were recovered. Forty were in pressurized areas isolated because the comm system was down. As of an hour ago, thirty-two have been rescued. The remainder will be soon if they haven’t been already. Among the injured, only seven of twenty-seven are expected to survive.”

“What was the nature of their injuries?”

“About half were crushed or dismembered. The remainder were about equally split: some burned, some exposed to low pressure, and others with broken bones, sprains, or cuts requiring stitches.”

“And the ship?” I ask.

“Comm system repairs are underway. Busbars throughout the forward portion of the weapon were shattered. We think we have enough material on board to restore one-tenth power to the weapon within a couple of days. This would be enough to dissipate most of the rest of the planet.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

DAY 119

INTER-ARM VOID

I’ve got to hand it to Cal, the propulsion on the new JSK-series ships is remarkable. Their profile is different than our drones or the Confederation fast attack ships we’ve refit. But we are finally realizing something Cal has speculated for a while, but could not prove—the larger the ship, the quicker an optimized version could get from point A to point B, if FTL was involved.

Cal has yet to weigh in on the limits of this effect. But my gut says he won’t until the next increase in the Stadler constant is achieved. But all that is to say that JSK-002 is coming into range of the Calamite fleet a couple days earlier than expected.

We have Captain Fudephi in the holoprojection at Jazz’s station.

“We’ll be dropping from FTL in five, four, three, two, one... Returned to normal space in stealth mode,” I translate for the Captain.

Unlike last time, when the captain and crew were attacking asteroids, tension is palpable as the star map starts filling with thousands of enemy ships.

“How can your sensors develop this level of imagery so quickly at such distance?” the captain asks, shocked by the speed and detail.

“They don’t,” I reply. “We have dozens of stealth ships mixed in with their armada that have been collecting data for weeks. We just uploaded it.”

“So clever,” the captain muses as he looks through the data. After a few minutes of study, he asks. “Why do they travel clumped together like this?”

I open my mouth to say, because they’re hop-scotching, but realize I don’t know a Lepodred word to say that. Instead, I say, “They travel in one hundred light-year segments, going to FTL one at a time, then reassembling in sub-light, where they hold for repairs before proceeding.”

“This really is the perfect weapon for the job.”

“It will take about an hour to acquire lock,” Jazz interrupts.

“Why so long?” I ask.

“This is an incredibly slippery ship. We are still calibrating its effective speed. Which is to say, we had to drop from FTL sooner than planned to prevent ourselves from over shooting. We came in long, but we have more than enough time to get back into position.”

I translate for the Captain, then tell him I am going to step out for a while but will be back to participate in the attack.

BROOKE’S OFFICE

I got a message earlier from my transition manager, Brooke Reeves, asking if I could stop by sometime today. Her door is open, so I knock on the door frame. “Got a minute?”

She points to a seat. “Hi, Jared. Come in. I was contacted today by Atarapt President, Mezo Songa. She’s so funny. Always starts with profuse thanks, then goes through her litany of complaints, then closes with even more abundant gratitude.”

“What’s on her mind?”

“I’ve been trying to get virtual conference facilities set up on all the former subject worlds. As you know, the objective is to simplify communications, let them meet us. We don’t push it too hard because we don’t have the ability to install or deliver the systems. The Lepodred do that for us and many of these worlds never want another one of them on the planet again.”

“Understandable. What’s President Songa’s complaint?”

“They want to install the systems themselves.”

“Hmmm, how would we deliver the materials.”

“That brings us to problem two. They were a spacefaring species at one time and, amazingly they have shuttles that were successfully hidden from the Lepodred. They want to restart their space program, so they can pick up the parts from orbit. I checked with Cal. He says our transporters could get them there, the ER2s in orbit have the right kind of beacon.”

“Nice excuse for restarting their space program. Our treaty with them currently forbids access to space. This is the tack they’re taking to get us to loosen our prohibition.”

I pause to think. In principle, I’d like to do this, but I don’t have the bandwidth to work the associated political issues and do not want to divert the transporter from the JSK upgrade program. “Did they give you a time frame?”

Brooke smiles. “She was vague about that. I think they’re ready to go. She said something about satellites that didn’t translate very well.”

“OK. The short answer is that we are open to the idea but cannot take up the issue at this time. Give President Songa my personal regards and tell her she can raise the issue again in three months.”

“Will do. Summer predicted you’d go that way.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

I enter and immediately sense that something has gone wrong.

Scanning the holoprojection, everything seems normal. But as I step toward Jazz’s station, I see a body lying on the floor. It’s Smoke, sprawled out in an unnatural position in the same place I was the day Ahpuch attacked me.

Then everything seems to move in slow motion.

Someone points at me.

Jazz spins around, putting his hand up. “Jared, stop. You need to get out of here.”

Two crew members grab me and spin me around, but not before I see the blood. Then, they drag me out of the room.

“What happened?” I shout.

“This way, Mr. President. You need one of your kits.”

Regaining my feet, I break loose and run for sickbay with two crewmen on my heals.

I enter to see Summer lying on one of the beds, mask on, but otherwise still.

Then, I see medic Kaylee Moore sticking an open vial of tincture in my face. “Take this Jared.”

I slam down the tincture, grab the offered mask, and put it on. Then, I see blood dripping onto the floor from the bed next to Summer.

“What happened?”

I get hoisted up onto the bed, then feel Kaylee’s hand on my arm.

“Summer is OK, but we had to sedate her. The tincture wasn’t enough.”

“Who’s in the bed next to her?”

“Stephany Grant, Thunder. One of the Confederation newbies, she was standing next to Smoke when it happened. Summer had just stepped away from them.”

“Is Smoke, OK?”

“No, Jared. She took the worst of it. Now calm yourself or I’ll have to sedate you, too.”

“Give me a second vial.”

I sense Kaylee’s hesitation, then hear her whisper, “He can handle two.” Then hear footsteps moving away from me.

“What....”

She squeezes my arm tightly and whispers, “Quiet, Jared.”

A moment later, the vial is in my hand, and I slam down a second dose. This time, my racing heart slows, and my senses come alive. I can feel Kaylee’s pulse in the fingers that still grasp me. I smell the fear of the four other people in the room.

In the distance, I hear Ahpuch bellow and turn toward him. “I know you are here, human. But you hide from me. Your efforts are in vain. I’m not bound to a single body. I have many. Show yourself and I will end you painlessly.”

As I look more closely, I see that Ahpuch has changed. The bit of flesh showing is younger than before, the metal bits shinier. His attention is directed at another Lepodred ship. This one is in a sweltering canyon near the equator on Taramoot. Gravity bomb after gravity bomb pounds the ship. He roars in anger, then in a sudden move turns and is away. But not before I see Emperor Sanrufar, in chains, being dragged along behind.

“Jared, are you OK?” Kaylee whispers.

“I am. He’s gone. But I’ll wait a few minutes before taking the mask off. Tell me as clearly as you can what happened to Summer.”

“Jazz got bottlenecked. I had gone over to drone control to talk with Jazz on some crew health issues. Summer came in to ask about a deployment issue. And Smoke and Thunder came over with a new image they found in the database, a blue glow or something like that.”

The words blue glow send a tiny spike of anxiety down my spine, even though I have a double dose of calm in me.

“Jazz passed the reins on JSK-002 over to Mel for a minute, so he could talk with me. When Summer heard blue glow, she asked if she could see the image. She looked at it for maybe fifteen seconds, then she panicked and started fumbling with her mask. I helped her with the vial as she told Jazz that Ahpuch was coming. Then all hell broke loose. I’d pulled Summer a couple of steps away from the others so I could help her. Then something passed right through the spot where she had been standing, hit Ghost, then Thunder. Ghost’s chest had a big hole in it, and she had no pulse. Thunder’s left leg was torn to shreds, but she was still alive. Triage rules say, she’s the one to treat. I tried, but...”

Sobs replace Kaylee’s words.

Certain that Ahpuch is gone. I take off the mask and hop off the bed, then give Kaylee a hug. “I know you did.”

Then I walk over to Summer and take her hand. Her pulse is strong and slow, her mind in a deep sleep.

“I’m heading back over to drone control.”

The two crewmen that dragged me out of drone control fifteen minutes ago follow me out of sickbay as I jog the hundred meters back.

As I approach Jazz’s station, I see all the blood, and mine begins to boil.

“Jared, are we clear?”

“We are.”

“Is the mission still on?”

“If we haven’t missed the window.”

“We’re still seven minutes out.”

“Good, do you know the ID of the planet Thunder found?”

“I do.”

“Do we have any kinetic weapons in strike range?”

“Bad time to ask me that question, Jared. My hands are full. Ask Smoke.”

“Got it,” I say, then I turn toward her station. But before I even take a step, I see her body, which is still on the floor. An instant later, Jazz groans and I feel the spike of grief that springs from him. “Ask Ghost. She’s Smoke’s second.”

I sidestep the blood and approach Ghost’s station.

“Do you know the ID of the planet Thunder found?”

“I do.”

“Is there a kinetic weapon targeting it?”

“Think so. Give me a second to check.”

I turn my back as Ghost works her controls.

“Sorry, I can’t risk seeing that picture. It beckons him.”

“Does Summer do that too?”

“Apparently.”

“Yeah, we have a kinetic weapon that can hit it. Twenty-four megatons. It’ll take an hour or two. I can do it, but I’ll need someone to cover my station. Is this a go?”

“This is a go.”

“I’ve got it, Jared.”

“Thanks.”

I take the long way back to Jazz’s station. A team has come to bag Smoke and clean up the mess. The sight of it pushes me over the edge. The Calamite are going down, every world, as fast as it can be done. Ahpuch has made himself immortal, so we need to get all his bodies before he can make more.

Back at Jazz’s station, I hear the automated timer count down.

“Three, two, one... Transitioned.”

In the holoprojection, a new timer starts at a minute, twenty.

“Alignment is good,” Jazz says.

“Ghost is calling someone in to cover her station. She says delivery is an hour plus out.”

Jazz points, “She already has a timer on.”

I smile. These two strikes are really going to hurt Ahpuch.

“Captain Fudephi would like to speak with you,” Jazz says. “Don’t dally. We need his attention on the target.”

The captain’s image appears in Jazz’s local holoprojection.

“Captain?”

He snaps to attention and salutes. “President Daan.”

I recognize this behavior from my experience with the Lepodred all those years ago.

I salute back. “I accept your sacrifice.”

He returns the salute crisply. “I’ll leave this open so you can watch from our end, if you would like.”

Again, he uses the inclusive form of ‘our.’

“Three, two, one... Returned to normal space in stealth.”

Aboard JSK-002, orders are given in rapid succession, then a buzz passes through the ship.

“Disruption field fully formed,” a voice I don’t know shouts.

“Hold until I give the order to drop.”

In the main screen on JSK-002, thousands of tiny dots are enveloped in the bright overlay representing the disruption beam.

“Jared, come see this,” Jazz says, pointing to the large pane in the holoprojection. “It’s the nose camera view from one of the ER2’s that came up alongside JSK-002.”

At first, I don’t understand what I’m seeing, then I get it. In the distance, a thin fog forms.

“It’s the vapor-like residue of the Calamite ships dissolving into dust on their way out of our spacetime.”

On JSK-002’s bridge, the little dots in the overlay burst one-by-one.

“Heads up, we have in-bound. Three Calamite fast attack ships dropping from FTL,” someone calls out. I know the voice but can’t place it.

“I need assassins,” Jazz shouts.

“I have three, could use some help,” the same voice replies.

“Give me one, Hammer,” Ice, squadron five’s commander, replies.

Suddenly, it clicks. Hammer, squadron four, alpha flight, one of Smoke’s people, asked for help, and Ice, squadron five’s leader, not officially on duty, offers to give it.

A second later, X-Ray, squadron nine’s new leader, calls out, “Send me one.”

I’m totally blown away. Two of our senior leaders, not on duty, just along for the ride, have just stepped up to prosecute the Calamite incursion.

New images pop up in the holoprojection. It’s three-on-three, Calamite vs. Jaredaan Space Command, their fully visible, sleek, fast ships against our cloaked assassins. JSK-002 is a sitting duck, and Captain Fudephi is holding the line thirty seconds past his orders.

I’m dumbfounded. This Lepodred captain who says his ship is my ship, his world is my world, and believes that compliance to protocol is his ultimate duty, is following my orders to do what he believes is best.

Despite the fact the Calamite ships are now within their weapons range, Captain Fudephi holds. Then ping, ping, ping, I hear weapon locks and three eternal seconds later, the Calamite ships are gone.

“They were out of ammunition,” Jazz says. “Must have been ordered to ram our JSK, which would have confined it to sub-light. Don’t know if their command knew that, but it shows their commitment to mission. They have ships that could have been here within a day to finish the job.”

“We’re done. Get us out of here,” Captain Fudephi reports as the disruption field dissipates.

“Entering stealth,” Jazz replies. “Rotating and accelerating in sub-light.”

A minute ticks by, then the countdown timer starts, “Transitioning in five, four, three, two, one... Transitioned.”

Captain Fudephi comes back into the local holoprojection.

“Fudephi reporting, Operation Wipeout has been successfully completed. We have destroyed five thousand, two hundred, seventy-one Calamite ships.”

“Operation Wipeout?” I mouth to Jazz, who shrugs, lifting his hands.

“Captain Fudephi, you did it.” I say using the exclusive form, meaning he and his team did it.

I get the Lepodred equivalent of a belly laugh. “No, we did it,” he replies, using the inclusive form. “You are the greatest Commander we have ever had.”

Again, his words shock me. This form of the word Commander is reserved exclusively for Lepodred senior commanders.

Jazz whispers, “The translation makes no sense. What did he just say?”

“Doesn’t matter. He’s on our side. Where are you taking him?”

“Up above the galactic plane. The Calamite, for all their reputation, seem to think in two-dimensions. Rarely, in our experience with them, have they deviated above or below.”

“Jazz. That cannot be true. Their hive mind is far more capable of thinking in three dimensions than ours.”

“Maybe, maybe not. But I’ve seen very little three-dimensional thinking from these guys.”

As I ponder Jazz’s words, another puzzle piece snaps into place. The mystery flattens things. Back in the day, I struggled with this. Not so much anymore. Is it possible that this is a blind spot for Ahpuch?


CHAPTER 20: ASSAULT

Day 120

PORT MESS

“Good morning, Jared. Sorry I didn’t hear you come in. Coffee?”

“Thank you, Edward. Summer will be down in about an hour. I’ll wait until she’s here before eating.”

“As you say.” Edward turns to go, then hesitates. “I heard about the attack last night. I’m saddened by the loss of Smoke and Thunder. I considered both friends.”

I nod, acknowledging his words, then turn back to my data pad. I ended up cutting out early last night. Summer came out from under the anesthesia before the drone strike, so I took her up to our cabin. She woke clear-headed this morning but wanted a little time to herself before coming down. I think she’s doing her mental exercises, which she won’t do in my presence.

As I wait, I get caught up on my messages. The first one I look at is the one that shows Ahpuch’s most recent home getting struck by a kinetic weapon. Curiously, Ghost hit this one differently, not coming in near the center, perpendicular to the surface, but coming in near the edge of the planet, impacting the surface at a ten-degree angle. At first, I’m surprised by the recklessness. It’s like shooting for the outer ring on a dart board, if you miss your target, you might not even hit the board. Then I remember who the pilot was, Ghost. She never misses, she ghosts ‘em every time, as she did this time. But the results are much different. She writes, “My research says that a tangential strike like this will make the crust more likely to slide. The site we were after was on that side, so I gave it a go.”

I flip through the planetary survey she took afterward, astounded. Nearly the entire hemisphere is destroyed, absolutely nothing remains. Multiple volcanos have erupted along the tectonic plates. I flip through the images quickly, then see one that stops me dead in my tracks. In the remains of a square on the other side of the planet a single tower is still standing. Its companion has fallen over revealing a circular hole that’s pitch black. Switching to the thermal view, the black space is minus five degrees Celsius.

“Hey, you awake?”

The voice and the hand on my shoulder are Summer’s. Snapping back to the present, I glance at the time and see that a full hour has passed.

“You were really lost in that, weren’t you?”

“I was.”

Summer squeezes my shoulder and says, “Images from the planet you hit last night. Smoke did it differently. She’s such a marksman.”

I look up at Summer, worried.

She smiles at me. “It’s easier to get caught up that way.”

“How are you doing today?”

“I’m still a bit numb. I know I should be crying. But I still have so much calm in my system I can’t. You took two doses, it’s amazing that you can still function.”

Summer’s odd behavior worries me.

“I’d be worried too, but I’m too calm to worry.” She chortles at her own joke.

“Come on, let’s get some breakfast.”

...

Breakfast and a cup of coffee, not juice, have brought Summer back to normal. She shakes her head, then pulls out her data pad. “We have lots to talk about and less than an hour before your meeting with Gabi. OK, if I dive in?”

“Go.”

“The redeployment of forces to Taramoot is going well. We’ll outnumber the Calamite three to one by the time they arrive next week.”

“When exactly?”

“One week from today. Have you talked to Festus recently?”

“No.”

“You need to,” Summer chides. “They need airtight spaces and some sort of stronghold in which to hide from the cyborgs, if they land.”

“I’ve told him that.”

“No regrets, Jared. I don’t want to hear any I-should-have’s next week. Do everything you can, then do twenty percent more.”

I nod my acknowledgment.

“Moving on, the JSK retrofit mission is going incredibly well. Starting five days from now, we will be completing ten conversions per day. All two-hundred-fifty-two are in process or complete. Thirty days from now, we will be able to resume manufacture of recon drones, kinetic weapons, or ER2s, your choice.”

“How many kinetic weapons do we have?”

Summer taps her pad a couple times, then says, “One hundred eighty-seven.”

“Is that all?”

“Jared, we only made two hundred. You’ve used... Hmmm, thirteen have either been used, scrapped, or lost. I thought I had the break down, but I can’t find it.”

“I want a thousand ASAP.”

“You can have a hundred a day starting in thirty days, unless you want to delay the JSK upgrades instead. Why so many?”

It’s curious that Summer hasn’t pulled all of that out of me yet.

“I’m trying to control myself. It’s not that easy to do,” she says, responding to my unspoken thought.

“We killed Ahpuch nine days ago. We killed him again last night.”

Summer looks at me like I’m crazy. “What?”

“He says he has hundreds of bodies, and we will never find them all. I think they’re in the double-walled squares. But we can’t kill him one at a time, he can rebuild them too fast. So, I want to take them all on the same day.”

“Jared, that’s going to be genocide. There’s got to be a better way.”

“He picks up little gains each week. He’s made two strikes here already. His target last night was you, and it’s a miracle he didn’t get you. This has to end soon, or we’re done.”

“Why not use ER2s. One per world, with a full load of assassins with spears and bombs.”

“I don’t think we have that much time. An ER2 leaving here today will take close to a hundred days to get to his furthest planet.”

“We have a thousand we could send today.”

“But we don’t have the pilots to do it.”

An alarm on Summer’s communicator sounds. She looks at it, then smiles at me. “Your meeting with Gabi starts in ten minutes.”

We sit in silence a second, then she says, “Let me talk to Jazz. There’s got to be a way to get this done without killing seven hundred populated worlds.”

“Just remember, we don’t have much time left.”

OFFICE

The line connects and Gabi appears opposite me. Earlier, I messaged her saying I wanted to talk with just her before we invited others in. She replied saying I needed to include my vice president.

“Meredith will be along momentarily. What’s the headline?”

“I have several.”

VP Meredith Russell appears next to Gabi as the word several comes out.

“Several what?” Meredith asks.

“Headlines,” Gabi replies.

“Hopefully good ones,” Meredith says to me.

“Some are.”

“Clock’s ticking, Jared,” Gabi says.

“OK. Headline one. We took down over five thousand Calamite ships yesterday, half their total force.”

“How?” Meredith asks.

“A new weapon that I don’t want to say much about.”

“Is this the same new weapon you used to assassinate the Calamite leader last week.”

“Same weapon, used differently.”

“You assassinated the Calamite leader?” Meredith asks.

“We destroyed the planet he was on.”

“That you thought he was on.” Gabi corrects.

“And that’s the bad news.”

“He wasn’t on it?” Gabi asks.

“His name is Ahpuch. He is a cyborg, in fact he is many cyborgs, a hive mind that works through many bodies, all of which are partially organic, only one of which is active at a time. Last week we got one. Last night we got another.”

“How many of them are there?”

“He implied hundreds. I think the number is closer to two thousand. He has three to five on each of seven hundred or more worlds.”

“How do you know this?” Meredith demands.

“He attacked Jaredaan last night. Killed two of my people. Almost got Summer. He taunted me for several minutes before retreating.”

“Why did he retreat?”

“Ahpuch is not like us. He’s more machine than organic so he only pays attention to the things he’s trying to accomplish.”

Meredith starts to ask another question, but I put my hand up.

“Please, let me explain. He targeted Summer and fired at her, unaware she’d stepped away. The weapon killed two of my crew, who were standing behind her. Summer immediately went into hiding. My crew knew I was also a target and, at great risk to themselves, they grabbed me, picked me up right off my feet and carried me away. We know how to hide from him. I could hear him taunting me. After ten or fifteen minutes, he couldn’t find us, so he left. We were the only ones he cared about, not my crew, living or dead.”

“That’s a lot to take in,” Meredith says. “You killed half their fleet in a single blow but won’t talk about the weapon you used to do it. Do you at least have pictures?”

“Just the before and after scans.”

“So, we can’t use it,” she complains, then continues. “He attacked you, killing two people, and somehow revealing where he was in the process. So, you killed that planet. Evidence?”

I smile. “Let me play the recording.”

When the playback is done, Meredith says. “Impressive, and a bit disturbing, but you have no evidence he was there.”

“Just my word.”

Gabi snorts. “Welcome to the club, the whole campaign went like this,” she says to Meredith.

“But there’s more to it than this. What am I not getting, Jared?” Meredith asks.

“The only way to win this war is to kill him. But there are thousands of him. If we take him down one at a time, he will build more. So, we need to take them all down more or less at the same time. The only practical way we’ve found to do that is to kill every one of his planets.”

“Genocide.” Meredith shakes her head. “Didn’t sign up for that.”

“No one did.” I reply. “We are looking for options, but time is running short.”

“Why do you say that?” Gabi asks.

“Because he knows the only way he will win is if he kills me first. So that’s what he’s focused on. Everything else is a distraction, intended to draw me out of hiding.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

As I enter, I see Jazz and Summer in the squadron conference room, so head in that direction. Looking around, I note that last night’s mess is cleaned up. I also see Ghost’s name in the leader slot for squadron four. She’s off duty at the moment, but I instinctively look at her station and note the memorials the team has placed at Smoke’s and Thunder’s stations.

“Make any progress?” I ask as I enter the conference room.

“Maybe.”

“I’m all ears,” I say with a smile.

“Look at this,” Jazz says as he pops an image up on the screen.

“Racks?”

“Ten wide, five high, two rows deep.”

“Where?”

“JSK-003 to JSK-012. It will delay them by a day. But we could have a thousand ER2s in Calamite space in a little over twenty days.” Summer answers for Jazz.

“Where from?” I ask.

“We sent over a thousand ER2s into Lepodred space for Operation Squeeze Play. Then sent another thousand to protect the star-killers,” Jazz notes. “We don’t need that many of them there anymore.”

“If the ships have the capacity to build the racking while installing the boosters, we could have them all racked by the time the JSK is ready for flight test. The furthest outpost in Calamite space is fourteen days out. Strike day could be within a month,” Summer says proudly.

“How soon could we get specifications put together?”

“I can reprioritize Moose,” Summer offers. “CC too, for that matter.”

“I like it. What haven’t we thought of yet?”

“Two things,” Jazz says. “First, this is a lot of new work at every level: battle planning, distribution planning, course plotting, and piloting. Second, we’re going to be all-hands on-deck for the defense of Taramoot and any other offensive that the Calamite launch.”

“Would it help to get another squadron from Admiral Napier?”

“Don’t know. We’re too thin in the senior ranks at the moment.” Jazz replies.

“I’ll talk to Napier. I’ll also contact Admiral Paco’la. In fact, I should do that now. Can you two push this to the next step? When I get back, we can talk about Taramoot.”

“Deal,” Jazz replies.

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM

“Admiral Paco’la, thank you for taking the time to meet with me on short notice. I have another opportunity to offer you. This may be the one that wins the war.”

“Then I am sure we would like to take this opportunity.”

“We have several thousand of our small remote piloted autonomous weapons in your area that we desperately need on the far side of Calamite space. The ships we are converting can make that trip in fourteen days. I would like each of the next ten ships scheduled for conversion to be modified to carry one hundred of those weapons.”

I see the Admiral’s concerned look. “How difficult will these conversions be?”

“Not difficult. Let me share two pictures with you. The first is of one of your cargo compartments. The second is of the racking we would need installed.”

“The default configuration for that cargo bay is similar to what is shown. How would your weapons be loaded?”

“We would fly them in. This is a safe procedure that we practice on our own ships. The reason we want to use yours is because they are bigger and are about to be deployed in the same places these tactical support weapons need to go. Some of them will provide close-in defense for your ships.”

“Understood. Do you have the specifications for the racks? And will you be sending the materials?”

“I don’t have the specifications in hand right now, but I will tomorrow or the next day. And we would like you to supply the materials if you can. We could send the material, but it will delay things, because our transporters are operating at full capacity.”

“We will do whatever you ask of us.”

“Thank you, sir. I will set up a meeting with you and your captains for tomorrow.”

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

“OK. The Lepodred are on for the mission. I’ve promised specifications for the racks and a meeting tomorrow to discuss.”

I get a blank stare from Jazz and a wilt from Summer.

“Jared, too soon. We’re not quite there,” Summer confesses.

My ire rises, then unexpectedly I feel calm. “Jared, lead your people, but don’t get too far ahead of them.”

It’s Aurora.

“Do you listen in day and night?” I send.

“I’m a finite being, Jared. But I do try to stay attuned. You’re over-reacting to the wrong issue.”

“Explain.”

“Summer did not agree to a meeting tomorrow. She simply promised to work the issue. Lead them, but don’t get too far in front of them.”

“Jared?” Summer asks.

“Sorry. I misunderstood earlier; thought you were ready. When do you think we can be ready?”

“Probably the day after.”

I look at Jazz.

“Can be, if that’s the date.”

“OK, got ahead of myself. I’ll delay.”

The momentary tension is dashed by a knock on the door. It opens.

“Sorry to interrupt, but we just received an emergency alert from the Ursine Union. There’s an unexplained dome collapse on their mining world, Burdine. It’s reported as being an earthquake, but Burdine has no history of earthquakes and is listed as being geologically inert.”

“Do we have imagery?”

“We do.”

“Can you put it up in here?”

“Sending the link.”

A minute later, the image of a regolith-laden, atmosphere-free moon appears. The image includes a dozen interconnected domes, which are mostly transparent, covering the mining operations.

“According to the planetary database,” Summer starts, reading from her data pad. “The residential facilities are underground, separated by airlocks. The buildings on the surface are operations related. The geodesic domes that cover them are made of fifteen-centimeter-thick crystalline tiles set in an aluminum alloy frame. The assembly has shock tolerance of two hundred twenty-five meganewtons per square meter. Cool to have a number but does anyone know what it means.”

Jazz focuses in on the damaged portion of the dome. “Look at how its broken. It’s as if someone smashed it with a five-meter-wide hammer.”

“Jazz? Could you zoom in on a spot over here?” I point to a spot in the regolith, which is horizontally centered in the damage zone but a meter or two outside the dome. “Can you tell what’s there?”

As the image zooms in I see something that puts a chill down my spine. The words ‘YOU CAN’T HIDE FROM ME DECEIVER’ are imprinted in the regolith in the Rufarven language. The shock is complete and apparently shared by Summer, who cries out.

I feel Jazz’s anxiety surge. “What is it?”

“Ahpuch is back. It’s a message written in Rufarven. The same words he bellowed at me last night as he was departing. ‘You can’t hide from me, deceiver.’”

“Why here?”

“Don’t know.”

“Why Rufarven?”

“He had Emperor Sanrufar chained to him. A couple months back, the emperor took me to a place much like this in Calamite space.”

“We need to shut this down,” Summer shouts.

“Turn it off, Jazz.” I order. “He’s been setting traps like this. He’s probably waiting right there to pound me if I show up in the mystery.”

“We should put our masks on,” Summer says.

“You have yours with you?”

Summer pulls out her kit.

“I don’t think we need the masks. I’ll hear him before he gets in range.”

“You didn’t last night.”

Summer’s words cut deeply. But she’s right, I didn’t. How? In a flash I realize it’s because I was not the target.

“OK, let’s go.”

“By the way, I have a new protocol I’d like you to implement,” I say to Jazz as we exit. “I’ll get back to you with it once this has passed.”

We exit via the door closest to the squadron conference room and head for our cabin.

“You don’t think we need to take protections, do you?” Summer asks.

“I don’t know why I didn’t feel Ahpuch coming last night. So far, he hasn’t been able to hide himself from me.”

“Maybe because it was a new one.”

“Maybe.”

“What were you going to tell Jazz?”

“The blue glow. Whenever we see one, we need to hit the site. My theory is that only one is active at a time. If I’m right, then maybe we can whittle him down a little. Maybe make him hesitant to come out as often.”

“Then let’s go back and tell him. I don’t think Ahpuch is coming either.”

...

“Clever, Jared. Clever. Until we get the ER2s out there, we’ll have to use a kinetic weapon. But once the ER2s get there, we won’t need the kinetic weapons anymore.”

“How are we for staffing? Can the people running the survey do this also?”

“Off the top of my head, I doubt it. I’ll work with Ghost to find a solution. She has big shoes to fill.”

TARAMOOT

“So, it’s time,” Festus says.

“Unchallenged, they will arrive seven days from today. We’ll run some harassing missions starting in a couple days. That will thin them out, maybe slow them down as well.”

“Why wait?”

“They’re too spread out.”

Festus nods. “Understood. Most of us will be staying. We’ve pushed out huge loads, and it would really help us if you can take them, even though you haven’t ordered yet. We have about ten thousand younger people leaving in the next day or two. New Jerusalem is taking them. I asked Aaron, even though I know you don’t have the capacity.” Festus gives a big laugh. “He said he’d figure it out.” More laughing. “I wanted to let him know that Jaredaan is our most trusted ally.”

“He didn’t tell me but thank you. You’re staying?”

“This is my life’s work, Jared. They can take it from me, but I’m not going to give it to them.”

“Do you have shelter if they blow your atmosphere away?”

“We have enough air for three days.”

“Are your bunkers sufficient to withstand a ground invasion?”

“The contractors that built them said they’d slow down standard Confederation ground forces for a couple hours.”

“OK, so that’s a no.”

Festus smiles. “That’s why you better stop them.”

“That’s the plan. Best of luck my friend, I’ll send updates.”

“Thank you, Jared.”

As his image disappears, I wonder if I’ll ever see my friend again.

JARAMOOR ELDERS

Julian sent me a virtual meeting request earlier today. It’s at the same time as one Aurora sent Summer this morning. Apparently, it’s divide-and-conquer tonight.

I tie in and moments later Julian and Edson materialize across the table. By first appearances, Julian looks lucid tonight.

“I am, Sophia’s been out today, so I took two doses,” he whispers conspiratorially, then in a normal voice. “Aurora has kept us in the loop on what’s happening down at the Southern Station. Condolences for your lost crew.”

“Thank you. The reality of it has been hard to accept. Jazz and I keep trying to call Smoke.” I shake my head.

“I went through that once myself,” Julian replies. “We have some news of our own we’d like to share.”

“Then, let me have it.”

Julian nods to Edson, who sends, “I think I’ve figured out how Ahpuch found you, when you looked at that image.”

“I’m listening.”

“It triggers a response from you. One that he can identify.”

“That’s what I’ve assumed from the outset.”

“I think I can replicate it. I also think we can use it against him.”

“How?”

“I’d rather show you than tell you.”

“Don’t call Ahpuch.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not. Have you noticed recently that you have a sudden hint of anxiety about Summer sometimes?”

“Are you kidding me?”

“To avoid confusion, was that a yes or a no.”

“Yes, I have had spikes of anxiety about Summer.”

“Aurora has been training Summer how to do that.”

“Why? I don’t understand.”

“I’ve learned how to measure the response and have built a device to replicate it.”

“You built a device that can send something through the mystery?” I ask sarcastically.

Edson lifts a little clicker, clicks it, and I jump. “Who did that come from?” he asks.

“Summer?”

“No, me.” He clicks, and I jump again.

“Why are you doing this?”

“I’ve got this programmed, so I can have it hit you five times. Think you can handle it?”

He clicks before I answer, then bam, bam, bam, bam, bam, and I feel like I’m going to pass out.

“Please stop,” I plead.

Edson smiles. “Sorry, that wasn’t about hurting you. It was about proving we could use a device to call somebody. Because you see what we could do with it, right?”

“I could look at the picture, which would generate the reaction that calls him. You could measure it and build a thousand bigger clickers that we could use to disable him. The problem of course is that he would come the first time which is dangerous.”

Edson and Julian both nod, then Edson sends, “I think I can mask it so he can’t hear it while we’re testing.”

“How did you do this?”

He smiles. “With Cal and Amanda. He’s a genius, she’s not that far behind. They spent some time up here with us, while you were absorbed in the campaign.”

Summer’s words from the other day come back to me, Jared you have no idea what goes on in this ship.

Day 122

OFFICE

Two days have passed since the alert on Burdine. Ahpuch has been mostly quiet, but it’s clear that he has changed his focus. The steady accumulation of forces vectoring toward the Lepodred home world are scattering. It’s too early to say with certainty where they’re headed. But my money is on the thulium worlds: Sarabaka, Masaqine, Danable, and Puca’bad.

Gabbi and team have spent the time doling out snippets of news from our recent military wins. And they’ve done an incredible job of it, which has temporarily reversed my sliding numbers.

Summer finally confessed her role in the development of Edson’s clicking devices—everything from asking me not to probe her, to arranging getaways for Cal and Amanda, to her overreaction to the message found on Burdine, was purposeful manipulation.

And Summer and Moose got specs to the Lepodred for the racks they’ll need to transport the ER2s.

But today, all eyes are on six groups of fifty Calamite ships hopscotching in on straight-line courses toward Taramoot. We’ve set ambushes for two of those groups. The first of those will go down in a half hour, so it’s time for me to head down to drone control.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

I enter to a buzz of activity and glance up at the staffing board. Five full squadrons are on duty, a total of one hundred four pilots. Quickly scanning the panes in the holoprojection, I find the battle map and note the positions of our twenty ER2s and the two-hundred-plus assassins they’ve deployed in a loosely spherical shell in which they expect the Calamite to drop from FTL.

“Morning, Jared,” Jazz says as I step up to his station.

“Morning, we have a lot of people on duty today.”

“We do. The timing is tight, and we won’t know the exact location of the strike until the first ship drops from FTL. So, I’ve allocated one pilot per two assassins.”

“The first ship just dropped,” shouts one of the pilots.

In the battle map, a red dot appears.

“Hummer, you have bogey one,” Mel calls out.

“I have bogey one,” he echoes back.

Jazz nods in her direction. “Mel’s the battle manager for this encounter. She has all four flights from squadrons one and six, plus alpha and beta flight from squadron seven.”

“Ah, the Confederation newbies are in on this. I’m pleased to hear they’re being integrated,” I reply.

Jazz eyes me. “Jared, they’re not that new and have been integrated since their second week.”

“Another ship has dropped,” shouts another one of the pilots.

“Red, you have bogey two,” Mel calls out.

“I have bogey two,” she echoes back.

As another ship arrives and is assigned, Jazz says, “We’re going to attempt a simultaneous attack. The window to do it in is so narrow that it’s unlikely we’ll be able to get them all. But the Calamite are learning our tactics. See how each of their ships makes a small course correction when they arrive?”

I nod.

“When the first ship gets hit, they all go to FTL on a different vector. They move out a light-hour or so, then change course to a backup staging area and hopscotch to it.”

“Do you have a theory about why they hopscotch? It seems like such a vulnerable strategy.”

Jazz chuckles. “Until the Calamite came on the scene, you were my go-to-guy for questions like that. The only answer I can come up with is that this is some limitation their command structure has imposed on them.”

One-by-one, all fifty Calamite ships drop from FTL and are assigned to one of the mission’s pilots.

“Setting the strike timer for twenty minutes,” Mel announces.

“Only twenty minutes?” I ask. “I thought they hung around longer.”

“They used to. They’re apparently getting more efficient at doing whatever it is they do.”

As we wait, the familiar sound of target lock, and occasional sound of lock drop, fills the room.

With nothing to do other than wait, I begin pacing.

Now with one minute left, I return to Jazz’s station.

“Only 85% target lock,” Jazz mutters.

“Why so low?”

“As I said, they’re learning our methods. Nearly a third have changed course.”

I pay closer attention, then note that the lock and lock drop sounds are equally prevalent. Jazz points to the countdown timer.

“Five, four, three, two, one... Strike”

In an instant, the assassins are gone, but before the first one hits, the first Calamite ship jumps into FTL. The battle is over in thirty seconds. A couple minutes later we confirm thirty-nine kills. Eleven of the fifty Calamite ships got away and are presumably on course toward Taramoot.

Day 125

SQUADRON CONFERENCE ROOM

Twenty days ago, we started our first set of parallel JSK conversions. What’s been accomplished in those twenty days is incredible. Four thousand boosters and mounting posts have been replicated, transported, and installed. In addition, racking for one thousand ER2s has been replicated and installed by the Lepodred. For a comparatively brutish people with none of the strict rules and precision execution of the Rufarven, what they’ve accomplished in those twenty days is amazing.

Today, as the next set of ten conversions begin, we’re starting the loading and testing process for the first ten: JSK-003 through JSK-012.

Captain Mitrinori of JSK-003 is on the virtual conference with us to coordinate the loading.

“I don’t understand sir. You want us to open Cargo Bay Twelve to space, so you can fly your weapons into their rack. But there are no weapons here.”

“I understand your concern captain, but there are one hundred of our weapons lined up outside the cargo bay door. They are in stealth mode, so you cannot see them or detect them. Now please, open the door.”

“As you order, President Daan.”

I put the nose camera view from the lead weapon in the meeting’s holoprojection, as I hear the captain issue the order.

“Cargo Bay Twelve was sealed and decompressed shortly after the racks passed inspection. It will open momentarily.”

Several seconds tick by, then the door cracks open. As the opening expands, Captain Mitrinori says, “Your outside view is clearer than what I get from my systems. And the quality of your stealth is terrifying. I am glad we are fighting alongside you, not against you.”

In the nose camera view the ER2 gets closer and closer to the cargo bay, then is inside. It lines up with its rack, slides in, then powers down. The holoprojection switches to the second ER2’s nose camera view. It is already inside the cargo bay, lining up with the rack adjacent to the first, where the powered down ER2 is clearly visible.

“Those are your weapons,” the captain whispers in awe. “None of us have ever seen one before. Will we be allowed to inspect them while they are aboard?”

“No. It’s too early in our relationship. Someday your people may have direct access to this technology, but not yet. And do not be tempted to try. The weapons will be awake throughout the flight, and we will be monitoring them. If the cargo bay is repressurized, or one of your people is caught tampering with one, they will destroy your ship.”

“Understood. Your weapons will be safe under my care, and there will be no cheating.”

Day 127

TARAMOOT

It’s all-hands on-deck. The Calamite will be arriving in Taramoot’s system momentarily. Of the three hundred ships dispatched to capture this world, all but sixty-three have been destroyed.

But given the importance of this world, I’m not treating the threat any less seriously than I would if the attack were against Jaredaan. Because truth be told, we will be equally dead if Taramoot falls as we would be if we fell.

At this point, we’ve had enough encounters with the Calamite to know that they will attack in flights of three to five ships. At least one of the ships in the group will carry a bomb capable of sterilizing the planet. We also know the vector they’re coming in on and the apparent limitations of their FTL drives in terms of safe entry points into the system.

We’ve used that knowledge to put a three-layered defense in place. One hundred ER2s form the outer layer. Their twelve hundred assassins have been deployed. All are in stealth and positioned three light-seconds in-system from the Calamite’s optimal drop point.

The second layer has fifty of our original Gen1 drones. They are positioned in the orbit of the next planet out from Taramoot. The Gen1s are uncloaked and intentionally noisy. They are the bait. The others are in stealth, ready to spring the trap if the bait is taken.

The inner layer is composed of two groups of one hundred ER2s and their twenty-four-hundred assassins, only half of which are deployed. The first group is fully deployed in interlocking elliptical orbits with a mean radius of two-hundred fifty thousand kilometers. These are our last line of defense against ground assault. The second group is in orbit with an orbital radius of one million kilometers. These are the chasers, the ones that will intercept ships or bombs that get past the bait.

All hundred ninety pilots are engaged. Most have two ER2s and associated assassins. A few have an additional ER2 or one of the Gen1s. I’ve taken a seat next to Jazz. Summer is next to me on the other side, and Festus McCrae is tied in via virtual conference from his underground bunker on Taramoot.

“The first ships will drop from FTL shortly,” Jazz notes.

A second later, three Calamite ships drop from FTL in formation.

“Designating bogies one, two, and three,” Jazz broadcasts. “Ghost, they’re yours.”

She acknowledges with a click.

Three more drop right in front of Sean Brant, call sign Bean, of Squadron 1, Beta Flight. “Requesting fire-on-lock, he calls before the bogies are even designated.

“Fire on lock.” Jazz orders.

As the first six ships go down, we get our first surprise. Three larger ships drop from FTL deeper in the system than we’ve seen from the Calamite before. I hear Jazz swear, then quickly designate bogies seven to nine. “Bird, you’ve got bogey seven. Deke, you’ve got eight. Night, you’ve got nine. Weapons hot. Fire-on-lock authorized.”

A second triplet of large ships, then a third, drop inside the outer layer of our defenses.

Once they’re designated and assigned, Jazz whispers. “We’ve got trouble Jared. We haven’t seen this class of ship before. We don’t know their capabilities. They weren’t part of the three hundred we’ve been tracking.”

My first instinct is to jump into the mystery to investigate, but Summer clenches my hand and shakes her head no.

Then we get our next shock as my communicator sounds, despite the fact it is in silent mode, and it continues to sound, even though I push the reject call button. I stare at it dumbfounded, as Jazz says, “Turn the damn thing off, Jared.” And Summer says, “Just answer it.”

Taking Summer’s advice, I answer.

“President Daan, please do not attack my ship. We are here to help.”

My mouth drops open. The words are spoken in Rufarven.

Covering the mouthpiece, I order, “Jazz, don’t target the large ships. They’re Rufarven.”

When Jazz does not respond, I shout, “Now!”

Putting the communicator up against my ear, I say, “What’s your name? And why are you here?”

“I am Admiral Youstic Chabeck of the Rufarven Royal Court. We were transporting some diplomats home when we came upon these Calamite ships. We trailed them here and are able to assist, if you would like our help.”

I turn to Jazz, “They’re offering to help.”

“No, tell them to leave before the Calamite get them.”

“Admiral, thank you for the offer, but we have hundreds of cloaked ships in the system. It would be too difficult to coordinate.”

“Are you tracking all the bombs they have dropped? Eighteen are currently inbound on close pass parabolic trajectories.”

Turning back to Jazz, I ask, “Are we tracking eighteen bombs inbound?”

“No.”

“They are.”

“Can they get them?”

“Admiral, are you able to detonate the bombs for us?”

“He says they can,” I report to Jazz.

“Changing the designation to friendly.”

“Admiral, we are changing your designation to friendly. Please clear the bombs.”

“Would be happy to.”

Looking up at the system map, I see that all sixty-three Calamite ships have arrived. I also see that the Rufarven ships have broken formation, presumably each chasing a different bomb. Seconds tick by, then minutes. At the one-hour point, Jazz orders the outer layer of our defense to move in system.

Shortly after, I get another call from Admiral Chabeck.

“President Daan, we have cleared the eighteen bombs in your system, but during that time, the Calamite have planted twelve more. With your permission, we will clear those also.”

Another hour passes, then drone control explodes into celebration as the last of the Calamite ships is taken down. Minutes after, Admiral Chabeck confirms that the last of the bombs has been detonated.

CABIN

I startle awake and shake Summer. “He’s here.”

We both scramble to put on our masks and take Aurora’s tincture. This is the first time Ahpuch has come while we were asleep.

Summer whispers back, “Are you sure he’s here?”

“He’s in Jaramor.” I reply.

After a few moments, she says, “Feeling that now.”

“I’m going to see what’s happening.”

“Jared,” she pleads. “Do you have to?”

“I think I do. We can’t just leave them to him.”

“Be safe.”

The tug of Summer’s worry for me is almost enough to distract me from what I know I need to do. “Don’t worry, I'll be back.”

Letting my mind slowly creep out, I direct my attention toward Jaramor and immediately hear his bellowing. “I know you are here. Show yourself, human.”

Moments later, a building several blocks from the pub is flattened, the accompanying boom rattling every window. I withdraw as quickly as I can, knowing this attack on Jaredaan will trigger an alarm on the ship. Just before I’m fully returned, another thunderous boom hits, though I can’t tell what was hit.

Now fully returned, I feel Summer’s hand in mind and sense her dread. “Be calm,” I coax.

After a few seconds, Summer asks, “He killed someone, didn’t he?”

“He flattened a house.”

“Those poor people.”

Alarms go off in the ship. Three flight teams, no doubt exhausted from the defense of Taramoot, are called back on emergency duty.

Things are quiet for a while, then I feel the darkness approaching. I squeeze Summer’s hand and attempt to remain very still.

Ahpuch passes by slowly, bellowing in the mystery. Continuing upriver, he pounds the alien derelict we planted there two years ago.

He looks back at the southern station and I sense his desire to crush us, but curiously, it’s against his programming, the evidence of any other structure here attacking him, uncompelling. His attention hangs there for a few seconds, then he’s away.

“Let’s give him five minutes, then call Aurora,” I whisper.

...

“Jared, has he left?”

“Yes, what did he hit?”

“The home of one of Edson’s apprentices, who’d been helping on the project. He also hit the pub. We need to evacuate.”

“The six of you?”

“No, all our level sevens and above.”

“How many of you are there?”

“Forty-seven. Can you accommodate that many?

“I think so. We have enough rooms, everything else can be managed. The bottle neck is the shuttle, which is limited to twelve per trip, one bag each. When do you want to start?”

“As soon as possible.”


CHAPTER 21: FALL BACK

Day 128

ENTRANCE CORRIDOR

Summer and I race toward the shuttle, but Moose stands there, arms folded blocking the way.

“Tay said you’d want to go. Sorry, but it’s not happening. So, back down.”

As my rage builds, Summer touches me. “Jared, stop.”

I look at her as the anger fades and she smiles.

“What?” my calmer self asks.

“Aurora taught me how to do that.”

The joy that bubbles out of her totally melts the aggressiveness of seconds ago. And as I regain my balance, I sense her satisfaction.”

Summer wraps herself around me. “Yes, I helped Edson, but the real point of my training was to bring you back down when your emotions were going to drive you to do something you’d regret.”

“Are you serious?”

“Jared,” she says. “Did you really think you were compromising my self-identity?”

I stand there dumbstruck, no words coming to explain my greatest fear.

“Are we done here?” Moose complains. “The elders are inbound. They’ll be arriving in five. Tay, Diamond, and Savannah are with them. Do you really want to mess this up for me?”

“Sorry. We’ll be in the port-side mess. Bring them up if they want to come. Otherwise, message me.”

Moose points a finger back into the ship. “Go. I’ll bring them up to the port-side mess if they’re up for it, message you if they’re not.”

Summer squeezes my hand. “Let’s go. I’ll make them something nice.”

PORT MESS

Summer is in the kitchen as pastry chef Anton Beck comes racing in. His mind screams at Summer and me, “What are you doing in my bakery?”

“The Jaramor elders and some of the rangers will be arriving shortly,” I reply.

“There’s been an attack on Jaramor,” Summer clarifies.

His eyes dart to Summer, then his expression wilts. “OK, what are we making? I may still have time to rescue it.”

My inner snicker is immediately picked up by Summer.

“I was pulling stuff out. Hadn’t decided yet, but I was thinking something sweet and something savory.”

I sense Anton’s thinking as he rapidly runs through ingredients and the appropriateness for a 1:00 AM gathering.

“Strawberry tarts and sage-cheddar-bacon muffins in forty minutes. Do we need coffee?”

...

“Smells good in here,” Aurora says in greeting. She’s followed by a woman about my age who bears familial resemblance. At the end of the line is Julian, whose face has been bandaged, sitting in a grav chair pushed by Moose.

Greetings and hugs are exchanged, then Aurora introduces her young companion. “Jared, this is my granddaughter, Jennifer. She is among the most proficient of our apprentices and will soon be certified. She assisted with Summer’s training.”

“Elder Daan,” she says, bowing her head. “It is a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

A flash probe reveals that she’s twenty-four and holds a lot of memories about me shared with her by Summer.

“Welcome,” I reply.

“Snacks are ready,” Anton announces, as he carts out two trays.

As everyone turns toward Anton, Edson places a hand on my shoulder, and I’m shaken by the grief he shares.

“My apprentice Lawson Bard, his wife, and young son were killed tonight. He was in possession of an untested clicker programmed with Julian’s psychic touch, the one he used on Ahpuch.”

“Why...”

Edson puts up a hand. “Not just yet.”

He indicates a seat, and we join the others at the table. Julian, who’s as lucid as ever, asks Jennifer to kick us off with a blessing. She doesn’t move me the way Aurora does, but she’s incredibly good.

Then Julian starts. “We’ve suffered an incredible tragedy tonight. We lost a young family, and we lost the pub. And we may have tipped our hand on the weapon we’ve been developing against Ahpuch.”

“The second hit was on the pub?” I ask.

Julian nods. “I’d worked with Edson to fingerprint my psychic touch, the one I used on Ahpuch when he attacked Police Chief Landry. Edson and Lawson built a prototype clicker that we tested in Edson’s isolation chamber, and it produced a signal we could feel. Lawson was given the lead on building a hundred units. He apparently triggered one. An accident no doubt, one for which he paid dearly.”

“Why did Ahpuch hit the pub?”

Julian smiles. “It was my touch that was sent into the mystery, and Ahpuch went to the place where the clicker was. But once he destroyed it, he apparently still sensed me. I was just leaving the pub, when he crushed it, barely missing me. The shockwave knocked me down, breaking my leg, and spraying debris in my face.”

“The only silver lining on this disaster,” Edson sends. “Is that we know the clicker works.”

“Why the evacuation?” I ask.

“He knows where we live. Knows there’s an enclave of seers in Jaramor. He has something else big going on tonight, so rooting us all out wasn’t his priority. But he’ll be back and will wipe out any of us that he perceives to be a threat. The protections Edson’s put in place here will give us the cover we need.”

“Maybe,” I reply. “Enough people know where you are, that he won’t have trouble finding you.”

“That means we need to get the clicker project completed soon,” Edson sends.

“But...” I push with power. “We will only use it if we are attacked. This building is the Confederation’s last line of defense. We will not invite peril into it.”

“Agreed. The clickers are our last line of defense that we will only use if he is already in the building.”

OFFICE

For the last week, the format for my morning calls with Gabi and the team has changed. The first part of the meeting is just the three of us: me, Gabi, and Meredith. I give the war update, they get me caught up on the Confederation, then we invite the bigger team to join us.

I quickly share the news about the attack on Taramoot and the late-night attack on Jaramor.

“They attacked last night after you went to bed?” Meredith asks.

“Yeah, we were exhausted after the battle over Taramoot, went to bed around 9:30, awakened around 11:00 and organized the evacuation, met with the town elders from 1:00 to 3:00.”

I see Gabi’s concerned look.

“What?” I ask.

“I think we should keep this quiet. After the last incident, a lot of media people started complaining about you being so isolated. Polling suggests that this is becoming a liability for you.”

“Agreed, but really pump the protection of Taramoot. It’s a human world and supplies the key raw material that powers our fleet and the low-cost electrical-power revolution taking place throughout the Confederation.”

“Meredith, you’re up,” Gabi says.

She nods. “We have a budget agreement.”

“Already? What did we have to give away?”

“A twelve percent increase, half to restoring New Beijing’s shipyards, a third to new social programs, a sixth to military operations. It’s paid for by a new tax on electricity. We’ll be capturing about half the price decrease going forward. Thought you would like that.”

DAY 129

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

The emergency klaxons blare as I run into the room, but an image in the holoprojection captures my attention as I approach Jazz’s station.

“What is that?” I ask.

“The Rosetta Nebula. The Calamite have apparently been massing ships there. It’s about twenty-five light years from Puca’bad.”

“How many?”

Jazz points at the system map. “We don’t know yet. They started flooding out of the nebula two hours ago. We’ve counted over four hundred so far. Look at the vector.”

“They’re on a straight-line course to the Lepodred home world. How long do we have?”

“Five days, give or take. Unless...” Jazz pauses.

“Unless what?”

“On their current course, they’ll come really close to the JSK conversion area; they might even pass through it.”

“Do you think they know it’s there?”

“Jared, you’re the expert on what our opponents know.”

“You know, if we have them detune the weapons we could have a huge wall of space time disruption, possibly a sphere. How much time do we have before they get here?”

“Eighteen hours, give or take.”

“I need to call Admiral Paco’la.”

...

“You want us to do what?”

“I want to form a sphere of space time disruption. If we can hold the shape, then the Calamite can’t touch our ships.”

I pop up the image of a sphere filled with two-hundred-twenty-six star-killers with each ship’s stern pointed to the center of the sphere and their weapons pointed out on two-hundred-twenty-six different vectors, each twenty-four degrees apart. “If we detune the weapon for a thirty-degree spread, we will form a sphere of space time disruption that nothing can penetrate. And it will have a hollow core in which the fourteen other ships can hide.”

“Genius,” the admiral replies. “How much time do we have?”

“Twelve hours, maybe more. But I want to target twelve.”

“Then, we better get started.”

SQUADRON CONFERENCE ROOM

I have a few minutes before I need to tie in with Gabi, so I ask Ghost for an update on the Calamite reconnaissance. Minutes later, Slice meets me in the conference room.

“Since Ghost was promoted, I’ve been given the lead on the reconnaissance mission. We recently made a change in the way we classify worlds in Calamite space, which changes up the numbers a bit.”

“Tell me about it.”

“We’ve broken the worlds into three categories: Calamite, client, and underdeveloped. The big identifier we use to call something a Calamite world is that it has the square-with-building-and-round-columns construct. Planets that are highly developed and have clear Calamite traits, but do not have the squares, we are calling client worlds. Worlds that have clear Calamite activity, but are sparsely developed, we’re calling underdeveloped.”

“The breakout?”

“We’ve cataloged six-hundred-thirty Calamite worlds, one hundred two client worlds, and one hundred twelve underdeveloped worlds.”

“And how many of the squares?”

“One thousand five hundred seventy-five, which includes the twelve we’ve already destroyed.”

“We just sent a thousand ER2s into Calamite space, do you know if they’ve been assigned?

Slice looks at me worriedly, “I work twelve plus hours a day to compile the data, then send it up through my chain of command.” He pauses, “They don’t tell me what they do with it.”

“Ah, didn’t know that. I’ll take it from here. I’ll also get back to you on how your work has been used. Thank you, Slice.”

Day 130

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

“How long until they arrive?” I ask Jazz.

“Just over an hour.”

“Do we have a final count?”

“Kind-of. We’re calling it seven hundred and nine, but they’re flying in tight enough formations that we’re worried about misses and double counts.”

“Are the star-killers in formation and ready?”

“They are. We did a test fire an hour ago and formed a complete sphere.”

“Do you think they’ll attack?”

“I don’t know. They are in FTL. Will they even notice, or will they shoot by us? If they do notice, what would make them stop? And if they did, would this defense actually work? What we’re doing now is theoretical, untested. We think it’ll work, but maybe it could be used against us.”

“Give me a second,” I say, then head to the mystery couch.

I sit and shut my eyes, but it’s a fake. I’m not going to go into the mystery. Nonetheless, the mystery reveals things from time to time when I do nothing more than think about them.

A minute into my meditation, the first revelation comes. If we sound one of Edson’s clickers, Ahpuch will come, and his forces will follow him. But will Ahpuch simply kill the ship that calls? Or, failing to find me, will he kill all the JSKs, or... No, he will not kill all the JSKs. They are irrelevant to him.

Changing gears, I reach out to Edson. “Jared?”

“Edson, can we replicate your clickers with the alien replicators?”

I hear the laughter in Edson’s mind. “How do you think Cal made them?”

“Programmed with Julian’s call?”

“It’s the only one we have.”

“Can we make one that is remote triggered?”

“Jared, that’s a question for Cal.”

“Thank you, Edson.”

Grabbing my communicator, I call Cal.

“Jared?”

“Cal, I need an invention and I need it in less than an hour.”

Cal laughs. “Of course, you do.”

“I need a version of Edson’s clicker that can be remote triggered.”

“Oh, I already made one. It’s kind of untested, but not really. We know the clicker works. We also know the remote-control mechanism works. We just haven’t tested them together for the obvious reason.”

I have to shake my head. So much could have been done with that.

“OK, time’s short. I need the pattern. I’m going to have the Lepodred replicate some.”

“I assume you want to trigger them?”

“I do.”

“OK, we’ll need to coordinate on the quantum IDs.”

“Great. Prepare everything they will need to know to make a dozen of them.”

“As you say, Jared.”

I run to the Squadron Conference Room and send a connection request to Admiral Paco’la. A moment later, the admiral appears opposite me.

“President Daan?”

“Admiral, I think we have an opportunity to lure the Calamite fleet to you. To do that, I need one of your star-killers to replicate a series of patterns I will send you. Then put the devices aboard some of our drones.”

“Will they not blow up?”

“I’ll deal with that.”

“You know our replicator pattern codes?”

“From two years ago, I do.”

“So that’s how you beat us?”

I note the Admiral’s dark, cynical tone.

“Your home world hangs in the balance. Mine does not, at least not yet. So, think carefully before you respond. Can you replicate a series of patterns I will send you and put the devices aboard some of our drones?”

“We will follow your orders exactly, sir.”

“Excellent. Choose the ship. Identify it to Jazz. I will send you the codes shortly. And be advised, any ship that holds one of these devices when I activate them will be destroyed. That’s why I am offering up my drones for deployment.”

“It will be as you say, sir.”

Back in drone control, I head over toward Jazz’s station.

“Ah, Jared. Admiral Paco’la just sent me the comm ID of one of the star-killers.”

“Good. Here’s the plan. The star killer in question is going to replicate some devices and load them on a dozen assassins. We’ll draw the Calamite in, then activate the space-time disruption weapons.”

“You’ve got forty-five minutes,” Jazz replies skeptically. “Ah, just got a file from Cal.”

“Send them to this ID.”

A minute later, I’m back in the conference room, a Captain Vama’dovi on the other side. “Captain, time is of the essence.”

“Curious expression,” he replies. “But I think I understand its meaning.”

“I’m sending you three files: specifications for a device that uses quantum entangled communications, the list of twelve partner IDs, and instructions on how to load the devices into twelve weapons I am sending to you. You are to build twelve of these devices. Then load them into weapons that will enter Cargo Bay Twelve as soon as you open the doors. You have thirty minutes to complete this mission. Any ship that contains one of these tiny devices will be destroyed in about an hour. Make sure any vestige of these devices is gone from your ship ASAP. They are death, one from which there is no escape.”

The captain stares at me, doe eyed.

“Captain, you have your orders.” I push my words with enough power that the captain shudders.

“Understood, sir.”

“Carry on.”

...

“Well, there you go,” Jazz comments. “The cargo bay doors are opening. And check it out...” He points. “A dozen kesba are there to do the install.”

“How much time do we have?”

Jazz eyes me. “Calm down, Jared. There’s enough time.”

I appreciate the sincerity of Jazz’s words, but doubt he understands the consequences of this plan the way I do.

Lined up in front of me are twelve remote controls. My hands shake as the seconds tick by. Then I see the first assassin lift from its cradle. I almost laugh at the expression of the suited-up kesba that loaded its clicker into the storage compartment. I used to think these were such pitiful creatures. But their delight in accomplishing even the simplest mission is palpable.

One by one the assassins depart the ship, then the cargo bay doors close.

“That was close,” Jazz says, pointing to the mission clock, which shows two minutes, fifteen seconds to mission start. “I’m engaging the ion drives at three percent, so we can clear the area before the flight sequencer takes over.”

I watch the system map as the assassins crawl out.

“OK, we have enough clearance, turning to acquire vector and increasing power to fifteen percent,” Jazz says.

Slowly the assassins turn to the proper course, then pull away.

“Vector acquired with one minute remaining,” Jazz says. “Engaging the flight sequencer.”

As I hear the sequencer engage, Jazz whispers, “That was close.”

Seconds tick by then the sequencer announces, “Full ion drive commencing in five, four, three, two, one...”

Although I hear the rest of the countdown timer’s announcement, my attention is glued to the long ion-trail that forms behind each assassin, which disappears in less than a minute.

“Transitioning to FTL in five, four, three, two, one... transitioned.”

“Here’s hoping this works.” Jazz points to the screen showing the Calamite warships positions. “They’ll be right on top of us within a minute of the assassins dropping from FTL.”

When it gets to the one-minute point, my adrenaline is running so high I need to get up and pace.

“Don’t go far, Jared,” Jazz cautions. “You’ve got a ten-second window in which those buttons need to be pushed.”

I pace away five steps, shake myself, then retake my seat.

My hands shake as the countdown timer starts its final countdown. “Dropping from FTL in five, four, three, two, one... Returned to normal space.”

The words spur me into action and one-by-one, I trigger the remote-control clickers.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Jazz utters, as the Calamite armada drops from FTL and changes vector toward the JSKs. Seconds later, he groans. “Just lost the first assassin.”

My plan seems to be working. Ahpuch was called into our trap. Instinctively, he called for his forces to redirect there. Seven hundred nine ships, or whatever the actual number is, are redirecting toward the trap. It worries me when the first, then the second assassin goes down. But seven hundred plus Calamite ships are now dropping from FTL and coming in fast.

“Your call,” I shout to Jazz.

A second later, Jazz orders, “All ships, engage your weapon.”

As my heart pounds in my chest, the sphere of space-time disruption forms and the Calamite ships plunge into it. They come and come, which puzzles me. Then I get it, they were called in, so will continue to come until told otherwise. But Ahpuch, pinged a dozen times by the clickers, is paralyzed in place as all seven hundred plus ships are consumed.


CHAPTER 22: STRIKE

Day 137

PORT MESS

It’s been a week since we defeated the Calamite ships coming in from the Rosetta Nebula. We ended up holding Ahpuch for six hours before releasing him. Everyone was concerned that he would go on the attack. But he fled as I was sure he would. Our attack injured him. He’s undoubtedly angry, but hopefully he’ll also be more cautious when he recovers.

I’ve told Gabi and Meredith about the incident. They were happy to hear that I thought I was making progress but didn’t think any of the video imagery I presented was useful, which is trouble because my numbers are sliding again. I’ve agreed to do more interviews and media events.

But the ten JSKs carrying a thousand of our ER2s arrived in Calamite space yesterday, and Jazz is ready to present his deployment plan today.

SQUADRON CONFERENCE ROOM

I enter and see that Jazz has assembled Mel, Ice, and Ghost, the three squadron leaders with operations in Calamite space. He’s also included Slice, who’s had mapping responsibilities since we lost Smoke. Everyone stands as I enter, which is starting to wear on me. But I understand their need to acknowledge my authority.

“As you were.” I take my seat and nod to Jazz.

“Thank you, Jared,” Jazz acknowledges. “Slice, put up the map of Calamite space.”

A holographic projection appears at the end of the table, filled with red, blue, and green dots.

Jazz continues, “Our numbers haven’t changed since your briefing last week. We have six-hundred-thirty Calamite worlds represented by the red dots, one-hundred-two vassal states in blue, and one-hundred-twelve developing worlds in green. Only the Calamite worlds have the double-walled, square structure that are our targets. We’ve found three more since your briefing last week, bringing the total up to fifteen-hundred-seventy-eight.”

“What’s your sense of the stability of that number? Do you expect it to go much higher?”

Jazz points to Slice. “Hard to say. As we loosen the search parameters, we find more. But the last run, which had the loosest criteria to date, took the computer nearly a full day to run. It kicked out five thousand new candidates, which I’ve been viewing one-by-one. I’m about three-quarters of the way through and have found three. I’d be surprised if there were three more.”

“Would more help speed things up?”

Slice shrugs. “Possibly, but I’ve developed a pretty good eye for spotting them at this point. Someone new would either be slower or more likely to miss one, maybe both.”

“Jazz, your thoughts?” I ask.

“There are six-hundred-thirty target worlds. None have more than four of the squares, so one ER2 per world will give us twelve eyes in the sky. According to the deployment plan I’ve put together, it’ll take a little less than eleven days to get the last of the assassins in place. I’d rather have pilot time spent navigating the JSKs and ER2s into position, than searching through pictures that have been searched through five times already.”

“Agreed. So, let’s move on to the deployment plan.”

Jazz nods, then turns to Slice. “Add the deployment zone overlay.”

In the holoprojection, the 3D map of Calamite space, is broken into ten zones, each shaded differently.

“This will be easier to see, if I rotate the image,” Slice points out.

Jazz nods and the 3D star map begins to slowly rotate, making the shaded zones easier to comprehend.

“Each zone contains sixty-three target worlds. We will be sending one JSK into each zone, where they will deploy their ER2s. Slice, can you add the deployment locations in each zone,” Jazz asks.

Ten large, bright dots appear in the holoprojection, each colored to match its zone.

“The deployment locations were selected to minimize the longest transit time within each zone. When the JSKs arrive, each will deploy all of its ER2s. Sixty-three will be sent to their targets. Thirty-seven will take up guard duty for their JSK, which will remain in the deployment location, where it can respond quickly to any need that arises within the zone.”

“Jazz, what’s the expected time to target lock on all fifteen-hundred seventy-eight of our targets?”

“Ten days, six hours. The first will arrive on day two. But the furthest corner of Calamite space is ten days from the JSKs’ current positions.” Jazz turns to look at Slice. “Let’s play the deployment simulation.”

A dot showing the JSKs’ current positions splits into ten lines that stretch out toward their respective deployment areas.

“As you can see,” Jazz points out. “...the first JSK reaches its deployment area in less than a day, then launches its ER2s, the first of which reaches its target world on day two.”

I watch as the line representing each JSK reaches its target, then spawns sixty-three more lines that arrive at their targets.

“When do we launch?” I ask.

“About an hour after you give us the go ahead, Jared.”

“Everything has a downside. What is it for this plan?”

“Pilot intensity,” Jazz says without even having to think about it. “This will be an all-hands mission. If a new battle breaks out at a critical juncture, one mission or the other will fail, because each ER2 in flight needs someone to manage it round the clock. One person can handle several of them, but it will take a full flight team to handle the ER2s in each zone, two and a half squadrons for all ten zones simultaneously. In normal operation, we only have three squadrons on duty at any given time.”

“But for clarification, if we give the go today, we’re only committing one or two people to manage the JSKs. We don’t add more until we make the commitment to deploy the first group of ER2s in Zone 1.”

“That’s correct,” Jazz replies cautiously.

“Then let’s commit to the first step, getting the JSKs into position. Tomorrow, we can decide whether to launch the zone one ER2s or delay,”

PRIVATE DINING ROOM

Now that the Jaramor elders have taken up residence in the southern station, we’ve set up a private dining room adjacent to the port-side mess. Tonight, we’ll use it for the first time, and I’ve invited Jason, the head ranger, to join us.

One by one, the parties enter and exchange greetings. Julian and Sophia are the last to arrive. I greet them at the door, but my attention remains on Julian as they make their way into the room. He’s grav-chair bound at this point, the medications that give him clarity of mind taking a terrible toll on his body.

Despite the new venue, we arrange ourselves around the table in the same way as before, other than the addition of Jason who’s sitting at the end of the table. Then Julian starts the meeting the same way he has since the day I met him, extending a formal greeting, and asking Aurora to offer a blessing.

When she finishes, Julian says, “Jared, you have the agenda today. Please take the lead.”

“Thank you and welcome to our new facility. It doesn’t have the charm of the pub, and the food will definitely be different, but the six of you remain the wisest and most trustworthy people I know.”

I see Julian’s smile and feel the warmth he radiates.

“The problem I’d like to discuss tonight regards our first major offensive move into Calamite space. Its objective is to destroy sites like this one,” I pop up the image of a double-walled square. “...which we’ve all seen in the mystery.”

Heads nod and Edson taps a finger signaling his recognition.

“I’ve previously said that I thought there were thousands of these. At this point, we’ve found just less than sixteen hundred and doubt there are many more, at least not many more among the Calamite planets we’ve found. Which brings me to the problem I’d like to discuss.”

“How certain are you that you’ve found them all?” Julian interrupts.

“Ninety-plus percent.”

“Hmmm,” Julian replies. “I would have liked to hear a higher number. But go ahead. We can cycle back on this later if necessary.”

I nod, then continue. “We’re in the process of positioning our assets in Calamite space for a simultaneous attack on all sites.”

Edson taps his finger on the table and sends, “Hear, hear.”

I smile. “If we dropped everything else, which we can’t, we could launch the attack in as little as eleven days. In contrast, if we only dedicate two flight teams, then it would take fifty-six days. Which raises the question: what fraction of our flight teams should I hold back for new Calamite attacks?”

Edson taps the table, then looks at Julian who, seconds later, nods his head.

“Edson just reminded me that he tracked Ahpuch back to his home after we released him near the Rosetta nebula, and he has stayed there since.”

I turn toward Edson. “Did you get any sense of what he was planning to do next?”

He nods his head, then sends, “Yes. You know how he bellows. The whole way home, he bellowed about Julian and the revenge he is going to take on the humans. Now that I’ve had a week to think about it, my conclusion is that Ahpuch is puzzled. Emperor Sanrufar told him that you were the most powerful human seer. He perceived this attack as having come from Julian, not you. Now Ahpuch believes that Julian is the most powerful, and you are his public face and servant. He doesn’t understand how two master seers could work together collaboratively. But he fears the power the two of you wield, so he’s planning to shift the focus of his military offensive toward human space.”

“Did you get a sense of his timeline?”

“Yes and no. He was planning to take some time to heal, expand his redundancy, and upgrade his defenses.”

“Is there anything else you remember?”

“Several times he said something about a liquid anvil that I could make no sense of.”

The words, ‘liquid anvil,’ send a shiver down my spine.

“What is it, Jared?” Aurora asks.

“His liquid anvil is a weapon that uses the black liquid we’ve seen beneath his cylindrical towers and in a large reservoir.”

“You know this how?”

“The mystery just revealed it to me. I don’t know exactly what it is or how it works, but it’s devastating.”

THE MYSTERY

I wake, but don’t know where I am.

“Out of bed,” a cybernetic guard yells, then prods with a sharp stick.

I pop up out of bed and realize that I’m naked.

“Move it,” he yells again, then smacks me on my naked butt with a hot metal rod.

I start moving in the direction indicated. Ahead of me, I see hundreds of naked men, women, and children filing outside.

“Single file,” another guard shouts. “Fill each row, one person per station. Leave none empty.”

As I exit the building, I see row after row of shower stalls with no walls. Just an upside down, U-shaped piece of pipe with a nozzle hanging from the top and a sheet metal shower pan on the ground. They’re making us take a group shower outside in the cold? This is crazy.

“Speed it up, we don’t have all day,” another guard shouts.

Behind me I hear someone. “Do you know where we are or what they want from us?”

I shake my head, but don’t say anything.

Ahead, someone starts screaming and runs. Two of the huge cybernetic guards take off after him. They move startlingly fast and in seconds the runaway is on the ground, writhing from the pain of the shock sticks holding him down.

One by one the wall-less shower stalls fill. As I approach mine, the guard for our row shouts, “Step into the stall and stand on the foot marks.”

Seconds later, the guard points to me, then to the stall that is apparently mine. I step in and notice a few grains of black sand stuck to the floor. Apparently, the last occupant worked somewhere sandy. But as I look around, I see all the nearby stalls have the grains too. Maybe we’re all being sent to a black sand mine, if there is such a thing. Then, looking at the person next to me, I realize that we are not standing directly below the shower head. I look up at mine and see more grains of the black sand stuck to it.

Apparently, I’m not the only one who has noticed.

“Are we going to be washed in black sand?” the girl standing in the stall behind me asks.

Finally, everyone is in their stall and a huge-cyborg steps to the front. “The process will begin in a minute. When it does, the foot prints you are standing on will turn red. While they are red, you may not move from your current position. To do so will result in a most horrible death. Now, gird yourselves as you are forged anew by liquid and fire.”

Fine-grained black sand starts flowing out of the shower head above. It flows like water but accumulates like sand and smoke comes off it. A small cone forms and, as it approaches, I realize that it’s ice cold, my feet feeling like they are frozen to the stainless steel. Quite a few people try to make a run for it but can’t, their feet, firmly attached to the steel pan, unable to move. Many lose their balance, falling only when an ankle, leg, or knee breaks. That makes the sand go wild.

Terror rips through me as the first grains of sand touch my feet. Frost forms on them, but they feel like they’re burning. Then the sand starts flowing up my leg, little rivulets creeping up and setting my senses on fire. By the time it gets to my waist, I realized that I’m being covered by crawling sand. Then the worst part begins. The sand is inside of me. The itch is accompanied by a burning pain.

A guard walking by stops to look at me. “The nanobots are taking to you well. You may be one of the few out of this lot that survives the transition. I’ll see you on the other side.”

I’m stunned by the guard’s words. Then the realization snaps. I am being turned into something like him. I’m growing and am now taller than the guy next to me. Bit by bit, my skin disappears, replaced by various tools growing out of me. Then I feel as though my brain explodes. I can feel these devices, hear other voices, so many, so loud. Then one voice raises above them all. “Now you are mine.”

I come back to myself screaming.

Summer screams too. “What was that?”

“The liquid anvil, the way they forge their subjects into cyborgs. But it’s more than that. Remember the circular reservoirs we’ve found on their planets, the ones filled with cold black liquid? The cold black liquid is flowing masses of nanobots. They can be used to transform. They can also be used to destroy.”

DAY 138

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

Last night’s revelations have filled me with urgency and a new sense of determination. Ahpuch has set his sights on human space, but he’s still weak, which gives us a small window that we need to use to wreak as much damage on him as we can. Otherwise, a week from now, maybe two, we are going to be in for big trouble. He may be confused about where I am, but he knows where Julian makes his home. Jaredaan now has a target on its back.

I enter and Jazz sees me as I approach. “It’s a go, isn’t it?”

“Zone one is a go. When will the next JSK arrive in its zone?”

“Late tonight,” Jazz replies as he turns to work some controls on his station. “Make that 1:03 AM.”

“OK. I’ll get back to you on Zone Two before I hit the sack tonight. Next topic. I’ve found out what the circular reservoirs are.”

“Really?”

“Nanobots,” I reply. “Do the scout ships in Calamite space have the beacons Cal needs to operate the transporter?”

“Yeah. We going to bomb someone?”

“I want to put a disruption bomb in the big nanobot reservoir to see what happens.”

Jazz chuckles. “Jared, you surely know how to stir the pot.”

“I’m going to go talk with Cal to see if he’s ready to test one of his devices. Can you make sure a scout is in that system and, if not, get one there ASAP?”

“You’ve got it, boss.”

ENGINEERING

It’s been way too long since I’ve checked in with Cal and in truth don’t know where he’s spending most of his time these days.

I enter and see activity on multiple stations. Cal and Moose are at the drawing board discussing a problem of some sort. CC and Madelyn Miller, who joined us a few months back, are assembling a device I don’t recognize. All are so focused on their work that no one notices me until I’m most of the way over to the drawing board.

Suddenly, Cal pops up. “Jared, what are you doing down here?”

“I’ve come to see you. I want to transport a space-time disruption bomb to a Calamite world. By the way, what are you guys working on?”

“Edson asked us not to tell you,” Moose replies, covering for Cal.

For a moment, I’m dumbstruck.

Filling the silence, Cal says, “Following our discussion a few months back, I built a couple larger bombs. If memory serves correctly, we have five with a disruption diameter of two kilometers, and two with a diameter of five kilometers. They’re in the aft shuttle bay. Easy enough to send if we can get lock.

AFT SHUTTLE BAY

It’s taken four hours for Cal to get target lock. The first hour was spent getting the scout positioned in a way it could see the reservoir we want to destroy. Shortly afterward, Cal had lock on it and that’s when the real problem with our plan surfaced. It takes seconds to safely release the bomb, then another to collapse the wormhole. In that time, the nearly two-thousand-kilogram bomb will have fallen a long way, breaking if it hits the ground, and possibly giving our design away if it lands in the pool of nanobots.

“That’s it,” Cal says. “We’re ready to conduct the test. It’s all on a timer, awaiting your mark.”

The test we’re doing will drop a one-kilogram sphere, which will land on a roof we’ve selected just outside the square. The roof is smaller than the reservoir, so the theory is: if we can hit the roof, we can hit the reservoir. The other part of the theory is the timing: if we can hit the roof ten seconds after we initiate transport, then we can detonate the bomb just as it comes into optimal position.

“Mark.”

We watch as the sphere crosses through the wormhole, holds for five seconds, then is pushed out.

“Wormhole collapsed,” Cal says, as the mission timer hits eight seconds.

“Nine, ten...,” the mission counter continues.

“Contact,” Slice calls over the comm line. “The scout’s sensors confirm a hit on the roof.”

The team in the shuttle bay cheers. More cheering and whistling comes in over the comm from Drone Control.

I let it run for a minute, then reign it in. “OK, team. Let’s do this for real.”

Moose and Hux, one of the pilots from Squadron Four’s Alpha Flight who has come over to watch, wrestle the two-thousand-kilogram bomb into place, then seal the transporter.

“I have target lock,” Cal calls out.

I look up into the holoprojection where two panes show basically the same picture. The left pane, which shows the wormhole view, is clear and crisp. The right pane, showing the scout’s view, is less clear with poorer color resolution. But it is taken from a hundred thousand kilometers away, which in itself is a miracle.

I look down at my control board and call out, “Confirming detonator connection.”

“OK, the bomb will be fused once the wormhole collapses,” Cal reminds. “We don’t allow automatic detonation of devices sent through the transporter, so it’s on you Jared, to push the detonate button when the timer hits ten seconds.”

“Acknowledged.”

“OK, I’m ready to engage the automated countdown timer on your mark,” Cal says.

With tension pulsing through my veins, I take a calming breath, then say, “Mark.”

“Wormhole established,” Cal says, as the mission timer counts up. Two, three, four, five...

“Bomb pushed to the threshold,” Cal calls out.

Six, seven, eight...

“Bomb in free fall. Wormhole collapsing. Detonator armed.”

Nine, ten...

With shaking hands, I push the detonate button.

In the holoprojection, only the right pane remains. In it a field of disruption plasma instantly hides the reservoir, then slowly sinks down into the ground. Twenty seconds later it winks out, revealing a circular hole two-kilometers wide, three or four deep, and no signs of nanobots. Seconds later, the screen blanks out.

“I lost the feed from the scout,” Slice calls out.

Once again, I’m puzzled. How is it that our stealth ships are never seen until they do something? Then the answer finally comes. It’s the next decision rule. Ahpuch can’t see me, so can’t see the things I’m about to do. Once I’ve done them, he can look back through time and deduce how they happened. He has probably never been at this big a disadvantage.

Day 140

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

I got a call from Jazz earlier saying that Slice had discovered two new squares and a number of changes within the existing ones. I set up a meeting with Slice that will start in ten minutes, but I’ve come down early to talk with Jazz.

I enter and see that things are really hopping, eleven flight teams are on duty handling the load. I stop to look at the various panes in the holoprojection. Most are system maps, as you would expect to see for our ongoing patrol missions. The rest are mostly mission maps, four of which catch my eye. They are for deployment zones one to four. The mission map for zone one shows sixty-three line-segments reaching out from the starting point. A third have reached their destinations. All but a couple are nearing their end points.

In contrast, of the sixty-three dotted lines reaching from zone four’s starting point, only twenty-four have solid segments at their beginning, indicating that the corresponding ER2 has begun the flight to its target.

I’m so lost in thought that I almost jump when Jazz says, “It’s happening. The JSK, targeting zone five, will get to its deployment area today. Are you still sure that you want to commit? We’re getting busy here. It’s an incredible amount of work coordinating this many complicated courses.”

I nod. “I think we have to. The course of the war is about to change. The Lepodred home world is no longer the Calamite’s focus. We are.”

Jazz puts out his hands, equivocating. “We’re seeing some evidence of that in the field. The ships in Lepodred space have nearly finished staging. Admittedly, the Calamite losses are staggering. But the ships that remain are still a formidable force. Our ER2s outnumber them four to one, but we’d have a hard time turning them back with only four flight teams.”

“I understand that. But they’re about to come after us a lot harder, and this time they’ll be deploying a very dangerous weapon that we’ve not developed a defense for yet. We need to take down all the squares before he gets his assets in place in human space. We’ll be in big trouble if we don’t. We only need to hold the fort for seven more days.”

I can tell that Jazz doesn’t like the risk I’m taking, but I’m saved from further inquisition when Slice walks up to us.

He smiles, then says, “I’m set up and ready to go when you are.”

I nod. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

As he walks toward the Squadron Conference Room, I turn to Jazz. “It’s a race, Jazz. At the moment, I think we’re ahead. But it’s still a race and it’s winner-take-all. So, if you don’t like the gamble, give me an option that will improve our odds.”

SQUADRON CONFERENCE ROOM

“Here’s the image from last week,” Slice says. “Here’s the one obtained last night. See the new building and the pair of round towers under construction?”

“How many of these are there?”

“I’ve gone through five hundred of the new images. Twenty-one have new buildings or towers.”

“Can you step through the before-and-after image pairs quickly?”

“Sure, here goes.”

A new image comes up. “See the new building?” Slice points it out.

Another image pair pops up. “See the new reservoir?”

Five minutes later, I ask to see the new sites.

“Curious,” I say as the first one comes up. “It had already been blocked out. Makes sense. They could never move that fast if the infrastructure wasn’t in place. Could the computers be instructed to find images like this where the infrastructure is already in place?”

“Possibly, but Sapphire is the real pro at this, not me. But now that she heads Squadron 8...” Slice shrugs his shoulders.

“Maybe I can help with that.”

Day 141

OFFICE

We have six days left until the deployments are complete. At this point, everyone aboard knows what we’re doing, why we’re doing it this way, and the risk we’re taking. But there’s an undercurrent of dissatisfaction because most think the risk is unnecessary and some worry that it is politically, not militarily, motivated.

If I had video of the nanobot transformation process and evidence that it could be done remotely, I might show it to Jazz and the squadron heads. But I don’t. This is something the mystery revealed to me, and by extension to Summer.

But the tension is as palpable in hallways and mess halls as it is in drone control. We’re up against a powerful enemy and we’re pulling our forces back from the front lines in the hope of pulling off a strategic death blow.

My communicator sounds and I pick it up. It’s Jazz.

“Jazz, what can I do for you?”

“I just finished a meeting with my squadron leaders. As you know, tensions here are running high, so I wanted to get them involved in solving the problem instead of just complaining about it.”

“I presume you’ve come up with something?”

“Several things,” Jazz replies, the lift in his voice betraying what I can already sense, he’s excited about these options.

“Let me hear them.”

“The first is operational and Sapphire had already started putting it in place for Squadron Eight. It involves changing up the way we use the sequencers. Currently, we are running with short flight segments with full position verification at every vector change. Sapphire ran course optimizations using longer flight segments and relaxed verification criteria at the waypoints. These optimizations cut pilot involvement by twenty-five percent.”

“Excellent news.”

“There are two downsides to the change. The first is drone safety. There’s a ten percent chance that we will lose one of our six-hundred-thirty ER2 enroute due to the relaxed waypoint verification. The second is pilot fatigue. The new operation protocol is more intense. The solution for that is changing the shift operations to four hours on eight hours off, which is common in war time. We’ve all trained for it and the pilots will respond positively.”

“You’re confident in both the risk assessment and the pilot reception?”

“The math says the risk increases to the level advertised. I don’t believe it increases that much. Our pilots are well trained and have a good sense for segments that actually pose a risk. And they’ve been asking for the shift changes when things get busy. This will be a real win for them.”

“OK, you have my blessing. What else?”

“Two other things that relate to the battle plan itself. The first is the simultaneous attack. If we started this evening, one site every five or six minutes, we would finish at the same time.”

I shake my head. “Sorry, not possible. At this point, Ahpuch knows we are on Jaredaan. His attacks so far have been on targets where he thought we might be. Once he realizes we have him, he will attack randomly, here and elsewhere, with his gravity bombs and something he calls his liquid anvil, which is far worse. I can’t risk that. Your other idea?”

“Why not use the clickers to take him offline until we’ve finished?”

“This is a harder question. One I’ve thought about a lot. The short answer is that we would do it as a last resort, but only as a last resort.”

“May I ask why?” Jazz says.

“I’m not sure we’ll be able to hold him long enough to get the job done. If we went that way and he got loose, he would react with a terrible rage, causing mass casualties among the civilian population. His goal is to enslave them, not kill them, which he could do a lot more easily. But once it is clear that we are gunning for him and have him in our sights, the gloves will come off.”

DAY 146

VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ROOM

“Jared, what the hell is the matter with you?” Gabi asks angrily. That interview went terrible. Did you see Meredith cringe when you talked about the new shipyard taking so long? The original estimate was something like ten years. You do your magic and now it’s down to two years. We should be taking a victory lap.”

She stands and shakes the anger away. “I don’t know how much longer I can take this.”

“Gabi, look at me for a second. You cannot repeat this, but the war will be won or lost tomorrow. If we win, we may not be able to announce until the next day. If we lose, then I probably will not survive, and it will be up to you and Meredith to figure out how to let the world know.”

“You drop that on me today?” She asks, even angrier.

“It’s been months now since I’ve had the type of data you’ve wanted. Tomorrow, I’ll have video of all fifteen-hundred-ninety-two Calamite command and control stations being destroyed within minutes of each other.”

Gabi shakes her head. “Only three attacks have been made in Confederation space. If you declare the war over tomorrow, no one is going to believe there ever was one.”

“Just pray that we win tomorrow. If we don’t, you’ll have more news to cover than you’ll know what to do with.”

Gabi shakes her head. “I believed in you, Jared. Now, I don’t think I know who you are.”

“We can discuss that tomorrow evening. Cancel everything else. But not one peep about the reason why.”

Gabi shakes her head again, then cuts the connection.

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

It’s surprisingly quiet in here this afternoon. Half the stations are occupied, their occupants intently working their controls as the last of the ER2s arrive in their target systems. A large window in the holoprojection, entitled Mission Status, shows the mission map of Calamite space. Six hundred of our six-hundred-thirty ER2s have arrived. All but six hundred of our assassins have attained target lock. The mission clock’s final countdown to strike shows fourteen hours, seven minutes remaining. This whole thing will go down at 8:00 AM tomorrow morning.

I see Jazz waiting for me in the squadron conference room, so head that direction. The people up and about snap to attention and salute as I pass, their intense fervor for mission making me proud.

“We’re almost there,” Jazz greets as I enter the conference room.

Pointing at the mission status window, I ask, “Everything as on target as shown up there?”

“It is. We’ll go to all-hands tomorrow morning at six. The attack simulations look good. We’re set for double strike on each site. Target lock has been remarkably stable.”

“And if we need to go early?”

“I’m set up to trigger an automated fire-on-lock on the first assassin in each of the double-strike pairs.”

“Very good. I’m meeting with the Jaramor elders for dinner. We have a huge clicker array that we will set off fifteen seconds before strike time. They’ll assemble with us here at 6:00 AM. Get a good night’s sleep.”

“Thanks, Jared.”

PRIVATE DINING ROOM

Once again, I’m running late and the last to arrive. Although I get an irritated look from Summer, Julian greets me effusively. “Jared, there you are. Big day tomorrow, isn’t it.” Then he whispers, “Forgive me for having Edward bring us drinks and appetizers before you got here. But anticipation is a hungry business.”

I can’t help but laugh as I take my seat.

“Let’s jump in, so we can get to dinner quicker,” Julian continues with more enthusiasm than seems natural. But as Aurora starts her blessing, I feel the tension and worry in the room that persists despite Aurora’s efforts. 

As soon as the blessing is done, Julian points to Edson who sends to us all, “Ahpuch is stirring. He knows something is wrong. He cast himself out several times today, despite the discomfort of doing so. Worryingly, he spent a fair amount of time over Caladon.”

Edson’s words send a spike of anxiety down my spine. I told Gabi that tomorrow was strike day. She didn’t seem to believe me, which might loosen her lips.

“That was a mistake, Jared,” Aurora says out loud, drawing every one’s attention. “Let me see if I can distract her.”

Aurora puts her head back and shuts her eyes, which moments later snap open. “She told Meredith that she planned to resign as soon as Meredith could find a replacement. She thinks you’ve become unhinged, Jared.”

Aurora puts her head back again, then moments later snaps back out of it. “I found the memory of you telling her about the attack and suppressed it. That should keep us safe long enough.”

“Shall we have dinner then?” Julian asks. “A barrel of ale was delivered to us today, if anyone would like some.”

It worries me that Julian seems so interested in food and drink tonight on the eve of battle, especially given the fact that Ahpuch has recovered enough that he’s started roaming again.

But conversation moves on to a different topic as dinner comes out, and I join the others with a mug of Julian’s ale, the first I’ve had in what feels like forever.

...

As the plates are being cleared, I ask Edson, “Did you discover anything else, today.”

“He’s planning to ‘use the anvil’ against human space before invading.”

Aurora suddenly sitting up straighter, turns to me. “You’ve learned what the anvil is, haven’t you Jared?”

“I haven’t learned all its uses, but it is the tool he uses to convert his subjects into cyborgs.”

Aurora gasps. “And you think he can deploy it through the mystery.”

The odd behavior of the elders this evening is starting to worry me. “I have no evidence to support that belief. But yes, I believe he can.”

“We may need to deploy the clickers early,” Edson sends.

Out of the blue, Aurora groans. “Oh, no.” Then she shrieks “No. No. Oh no, no, no. He’s started deploying it on Caladon. He knows your associates there. He already has Gabi, Meredith. I hear their screams.”

As Aurora’s tears flow, I realize her mind is still connected with my people on Caladon, exposing her directly to Ahpuch.

I jump up, bumping the table and spilling everyone’s drinks.

As everyone leaps back, I yell. “Aurora, stop! Bring yourself back.”

Suddenly understanding what’s happening, the elders spring into motion.

Then everything starts happening at once. Eight thin streams of black liquid start dripping from the ceiling, right where we had been sitting a moment ago. Jack, Aurora’s partner jumps up, pulling her chair away from the table.

“Don’t let the black liquid touch you!” I yell, pulling Summer further way.

The others dart away, but a few drops of the liquid hit Julian, who yelps.

I pull out my communicator as Edson moves to grab the portable clicker array.

Then, Ahpuch appears at the end of the table, looking at Julian. “Clever ploy, human,” he sneers. “But it seems as though you are going to become one of mine after all.”

My communicator finally connects, and I hear Jazz say, “A little busy here, Jared.”

“Strike! Now!” I shout. “He’s here!”

Julian, seemingly unphased by Ahpuch’s presence or the half teaspoon of nanobots that have already disappeared into his body, turns toward Ahpuch and throws out his arm as if he were casting a spell.

“Away!” he roars with more ferocity than I ever would have believed, causing Ahpuch to stumble back and a small wound to open in his chest.

Ahpuch looks at it dazed, then pops back up on his feet. Enraged, Ahpuch sends a pair of gravity pulses through Julian, then suddenly seizes up.

“My turn,” Edson says, using the voice I did not think he had. “How...” he hits a button on his clicker controller. “Does...” Another click. “That...” Click. “Feel!” Click. Click. Click.

As Edson engages the automatic clicking system, he looks at me with a slight smile and sends, “Missed the automated sequence button the first time.”

I stare in fascination at Ahpuch, now completely overcome by the clicking, convulsing on the floor.

Sobbing brings my attention back to the moment. There’s blood everywhere. In the middle of it is Sofia, sitting on the floor clutching Julian’s shredded body. Then I notice the floor, which seems to be crawling with ants. It’s the nanobots. The eight tiny piles that fell are crawling toward the blood.

Jack, who has now lifted Aurora’s limp form from her chair, dashes off into the kitchen. I grab Summer, who appears to be in shock, and follow Jack. As we are passing through, I see pastry chef Anton Beck’s crème brûlée torch.

“Follow Jack, get to safety,” I say to Summer, guiding her in that direction.

Once she’s underway, I grab the torch, move back into the private dining room, and set the torch ablaze, burning up the nanobots. A minute later, head ranger Jason comes running in. I feel the flash of loss he feels as he takes in the situation, then I hear his telepathic call for the other rangers.

“Jared, they need you in drone control.”

“Be careful. The creeping black sand contains nanobots. If they get on you, they will kill you. The torch burns them. We need to get them all.”

He puts out his hand asking for the torch. “I’ll handle it from here. They need you in drone control.”

I nod, handing it to him then turn to go. As I run toward the drone control room, I feel the ship shudder. Could Ahpuch possibly have escaped?

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

I enter to a scene from a horror movie. Several crew members have been hit by grav weapons. Several more are in the process of transforming into cyborgs. One of the pilots has sprayed the fire extinguisher on the nanobots freezing them in place. Then my eyes loft to the holoprojection and realize we are in the fight of our life. A half dozen Calamite ships are in our system, making a bombing run on Jaredaan.

“Jared,” Jazz shouts. “I need to know where the bombs are, and how many more ships are coming.”

Thankfully, the mystery couch is undamaged. I leap on it, spot the closest Calamite ship, and cast my mind out toward it. For the first time in a while, I lock on immediately, then rewind. What I find startles me. These ships have been in-system for some time, hiding on the ‘dark side’ of one of our gravitationally locked outer planets. It’s an ice giant, whose dark side hovers at a temperature of around fifty degrees kelvin, the same temperature as the ships powered down here. It’s the perfect stealth, impervious to our passive sensor arrays. A quick count tells me there are twenty-four Calamite fast-attack ships in our system.

I pop up off the mystery couch and run over to Jazz. “There are a total of twenty-four ships. They were hiding on the dark side of Boreas.”

“Boreas?”

“The outermost planet in our system, named Boreas for the Greek god of ice.”

That we have planets with ancient Greek names seems to surprise Jazz, then suddenly it sinks in.

“They’ve had ships in our system, and we didn’t know it?” Jazz quickly, scans his system. “We have seven inbound, and have taken down one, that means there are sixteen left.” Clicking a button, he says, “Squadron One, Delta Flight. Sixteen bogies are hiding behind planet eight, known as Boreas. Fire on lock authorized.”

Looking back at me, he asks, “Bombs?”

“Checking now.”

Back on the mystery couch, I cast my mind out and back in time to when the first ship powers up, then watch as seven more do. One-by-one they peel away, line up on an elliptical orbit, then release their bomb. They release them way out there, then cleverly change course to come in on a different vector.

I come back to myself and head back over to see Jazz. “The ships all released their bombs way out there, then changed course to come in on much different trajectories than the bombs. The ships need to be taken down, but they are mostly a decoy.”

Jazz pops up a system map. “Show me the general area and anything else you can. We’ll have to go active to find them.”

I stick my finger into the holoprojection at Jazz’s station and trace a loose course.

“Clockwise. Makes sense. The ships themselves came in counterclockwise. We would never have found them without you, Jared. I’ve got it from here.”

“What about the attack in Calamite space?”

“I’ve given it to Ice, you’ll need to check in with him. And, so you know, Ghost has the lead on the clean-up in here.” Then Jazz turns and points. “What the hell is happening to Squadron Six, Alpha Flight? Do you know?”

“Liquid anvil. The stuff that looks like grains of black sand are nanobots. Ahpuch uses them to turn people into cyborgs. He also attacked my staff on Caladon with it.”

“You have Ahpuch tied up?”

“For as long as we can hold him.”

“Understood.” Jazz points to Ice’s station. “Check in with him. I’ve got to get back to work here.”

I spot Smoke and go over to her. “Be careful with the black sand. The grains are nanobots that will take over your body if allowed to spread. They may also be contagious, I don’t know. So, proceed with caution and see if you can rope in some medical people. For the nanobots still loose, we need to track them down. Fire will burn them.”

“Thanks, Jared. The fire extinguisher seems to work too. The ones we’ve swept up don’t move anymore.”

“OK, you have the lead. But please,” I pause to catch her eye, “Be careful. This is sinister alien technology, designed to enslave.”

Ghost nods. “Got it.”

Cautiously, I move toward Ice’s station, watching my step while taking peeks at the holoprojection. The system map shows over five hundred of our target sites are down. The mission timer still shows a strike time of 8:00 AM tomorrow morning, which isn’t particularly useful information now that we’ve started early.

“Ah, Jared,” Ice calls out when I get close. “This mission sure went sideways.”

“So it has. But few battle plans survive first contact with the enemy. How is your team holding up?”

He points to the grouped stations of one of the flight teams. “Look at them. They understand the stakes now, feel the pressure that comes with it. It’s no longer a theoretical war in alien space. It’s right here, right now, and they’re rising to the task as they’ve been trained to do. I’m really proud of them.”

“Are we still going to finish by 8:00 AM?”

“Barring another attack, we’ll be done a half hour early. You only need to hold Ahpuch back until 7:30. If this stuff starts up again...” He indicates the carnage in the room, “...all bets are off. I finally get your comment on it being a race and the winner taking all.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

Ice smiles. “Jared, you’ve set this up really well. We’ve got it from here. You should go do the presidential stuff that needs doing.”

OFFICE

“Time to take the pulse of the Confederation,” I whisper to myself as I settle in at my desk. A moment later, the GNN evening news comes on, and I see Sandra Lincoln’s serious face and the headline under it. “Caladon Under Attack, President Daan Missing”

I know I’m going to regret this later. Nonetheless, I dial the number for the GNN newsroom. The person that picks up must know it’s me from the source number because she answers, “President Daan, thank you for calling us, sir. We will go to commercial break shortly, when we come back, the producer would like to put you on.”

“Can you tell me what’s happening on Caladon? I’m told my team there has been hit.”

“No one is answering sir. We couldn’t get you, Vice President Russell, Ms. Frank, or your spokesperson, Ms. Mitchell.”

“Do you know what’s happening in the streets?”

“It’s horrible, it’s like people are mutating into something else, right in front of your eyes.”

“How many?”

“Thousands. Oh, Ms. Lincoln is coming on, transferring you now.”

“Jared, what the hell is going on?” The question is spit out in a way that tells me we are not live.

“The Calamite have taken out most of my team on Caladon. They also attacked here on Jaredaan, which has kept us busy. I don’t think they have attacked elsewhere and at the moment we have the Calamite back under control.”

“But how? Do they have ships in orbit?”

“No, they are transporting their weapons in. We ultimately determined that the gravity bombs they set off at the inauguration were transported in. Now we know that they can transport their nanobot-based bioweapon in as well. We’ve temporarily knocked out their transporter. Militarily, they are in a desperate situation so are lashing out indiscriminately.”

“I’m going live again in a few seconds. Will you answer questions on the air?”

For the first time since I’ve met Sandra, I hesitate. I have nothing scripted, don’t even have a handle on the situation.

“Could I tie in after the next commercial?”

“Virtual?” Sandra asks.

“Sure, send me the link. I need five minutes, then I’ll tie in. Fair warning. I’ve been knee deep in the battle for the last couple hours and will look like it.”

“Deal,” she replies, then the line drops.

I sit back in my chair, then cast my mind out. Instantly, I’m back in Caladon, above the museum where I first met Sanfred Pauling, the head of the Confederation Seers known as The Guild.

Everything is quiet here, then I feel the mystery pull toward Victoria’s downtown area. There I find piles of nanobots. Dead bodies litter the area and nearby streets. A handful of mostly converted cyborgs wander aimlessly in a group calling out for help.

With things under control here, I cast my mind back into the port-side mess, then move toward the private dining room. Edson sits there alone, keeping watch over Ahpuch’s inert body. He sees me and says, “I think we may have killed him. But I don’t understand how his body could still be here if he was dead. It’s just a psychic projection. It should go away when he dies.”

“Then he’s clearly not dead.”

“No, but Julian is.”

The reminder cuts right through me.

“I’m going to go live on GNN in a minute. Anything I should know?”

Edson gives a wry smile. “You called it right. It’s a winner takes all foot race. We’re ahead. The enemy is temporarily paralyzed. But all that could change in the flash of an eye.”

“Got to go.”

I come back to myself and see the virtual conference line’s persistent blinking.

I connect and am immediately greeted by the producer, “Sandra’s current piece finishes in twenty-eight seconds, then you’ll go live. You might want to comb your hair.”

“I’d like to start by making a statement.”

“I’ll pass the word.”

I’m irritated by the reply, but quickly step over to my make up station, run a rag over my face, and comb my hair. In the virtual conference I hear the automated countdown timer start, so I race back to my seat and put on the best face I can. A moment later, Sandra appears opposite me.

“President Daan, thank you for coming on our show.”

“My pleasure, Sandra.”

“I’m told you would like to make a statement.”

“I would.” Turning slightly to look directly into the camera, I start. “People of the Confederation. The war with the Calamite has raged for several months now. Prior to a few hours ago, the attack on the inauguration inflicted the largest civilian casualties incurred during this war. We now know that the Calamite used a transporter device to strike the inauguration with gravity bombs. Today they used the same device to transport a biochemical weapon that causes massive mutation. Large quantities hit the downtown area of Victoria. Smaller quantities and two small gravity bombs were also sent to Jaredaan, killing my most trusted advisor. We have temporarily disabled the Calamite transporter and in the days to come will destroy it. Until then if you see a fine-grained substance that flows like water and looks like black sand, avoid it. Do not touch it. Report it to your local authorities. This is a very dangerous substance, avoid it at all costs.”

I look back at Sandra.

“President Daan, when did you first become aware of today’s attacks?”

“Within seconds of them starting.”

“Why didn’t you put out warnings?”

“Because my compound here on Jaredaan was hit within seconds of my offices in Victoria. The attack in downtown Victoria came seconds later. Once I realized my people were gone, I called your producer to see if I could address the people on your show.”

“When did you first become aware of this bioweapon?”

“I was awakened before dawn this morning and informed of the bioweapon. I did not find out that it could be transported until the attack.”

“To what do you blame the intelligence failure.”

I shake my head. “Sandra, we are up against a powerful enemy with many secrets. Both the bioweapon and the transporter were hidden nearly twenty thousand light years from Caladon, a distance so vast that it is hard to comprehend. Yet, they used that distant transporter to deliver a weapon we just learned about this morning. This is the enemy we are up against.”

There’s silence for a second, then Sandra asks in all sincerity, “President Daan, are we going to win this war?”

“It is my intent to win this war and my belief that we are close to doing so. I also sense desperation in our enemy’s actions, desperation that has led them to take counterproductive actions in a last-ditch effort to save themselves. But beyond that, there’s little I can say, because our enemy monitors Confederation news.”

“President Daan, thank you for your time on this tragic day.”

In my ear, I hear the producer whisper, “Sandra would like to speak with you while the show cuts to break.”

A moment later, she appears opposite.

“Jared, thank you. I heard that Gabi and Vice President Russell were both killed. Is that true?”

“I’ve heard the same but have been unable to verify.”

“If we can verify, I’ll attempt to contact you before we run with it. No one should hear of a friend’s death over the news.”

She pauses then adds, “I didn’t want to say anything while we were live, but you have blood on your shirt. Were you attacked?”

“Yes, the blood belongs to one of my dearest friends and most respected advisors. He knocked down a Calamite soldier who penetrated our compound. It cost him is life but gave us the time needed to disarm the infiltrator.”

“I need to go. Stay safe.”

“Thank you, Sandra.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Day 147

DRONE CONTROL ROOM

After the call with Sandra last night, I found Summer holed up with Jack and Aurora in the port-side mess. They’d arranged for Julian’s body to be returned to Jaramor. Sofia and Edson’s wife Clarissa returned with them. Over in the private dining room, Edson held vigil over Ahpuch’s inert form, tenderly caring for his clicker device that used Julian’s touch to paralyze our enemy. Somewhere along the way, I fell asleep.

Now it’s seven o’clock. Fifteen-hundred of the square structures in Calamite space have been destroyed. The last ninety-two will go down in the next half hour. Before coming down, I checked in with Edson, who was still watching over Ahpuch.

A shout goes up at one of the stations. In the holoprojection, three adjacent panes show three different sites hit simultaneously.

Ice is still running the show, which has given Jazz the liberty to wander the floor a bit.

“I think we’ve done it,” he says as he approaches.

“It isn’t over until it’s over.”

In rapid succession, shouts go up as two sites, then four more are simultaneously taken down.

The minutes tick by, but I feel increasingly numb. The destruction, the pointless death, the friends lost.

“Jared...” Edson sends. “Ahpuch is gone. It’s over. It’s time to bury our dead and mourn their loss.”

“Thank you, my friend.”

Moments later, the room comes alive with cheering as Ice shouts, “One thousand, five hundred, ninety-two holes in the ground. It is done!”


EPILOGUE

Day 148

OFFICE

All Calamite movement has come to a halt. Several of our ER2s on observation missions in Lepodred space approached one of the staging areas where one hundred previously active ships sat unmoving. We dispatched a single assassin to harass them. Using its space-time disruption spear, it destroyed all the ships unopposed. I met with Cal, Jazz, and the nine squadron leaders to discuss capturing and dissecting those ships. Although there was general agreement that we might find new technology of interest, there was unanimous agreement that they had nothing of military interest other than Ahpuch’s gravity bombs, which were never used by the ships.

Word came in earlier today that Vice President Meredith Russell and spokesperson Hope Mitchell had both died after being infected with the liquid anvil. Gabi was also infected but washed enough of the nanobots off her that the transformation stopped. At the hospital, the doctors were able to remove some of the devices that started growing within her. She called me earlier to apologize for her behavior at our last meeting. She also said that if I still wanted her, she’d be back at work in a few days.

I’ve agreed to speak at Julian’s memorial next week. His statue will be added to that of his grandmother’s in the town square. I’m going to need a huge dose of Aurora’s calming tincture to get through it.

Aurora is in the hospital in Jaramor. She’s given Dr. Simpson permission to talk with me about her condition and treatment. Sadly, the part of her mind that drives her telepathy was damaged by Ahpuch and she’s fallen into a deep depression.

Summer has come out of this a different person. She’s never been so close to death and violence before. That little piece of innocence has been lost, and she’s suffering from post-traumatic stress. Last week, Aurora could have healed her in a day.

But enough musing, I’ve got a busy day ahead.

...

The virtual conference line connects and two people, who I’ve come to think of as friends, appear opposite me—Emperor Sanrufar and Defense Minister Rapsyn.

The Emperor sits in an elevated grav chair. Rapsyn sits next to him.

“You did it,” the Emperor opens.

“We did it,” I reply, indicating Rapsyn, whose tail twitches when I look at her directly.

“Where is Summer?” he asks.

“The last battle with Ahpuch took place here in our private dining room. One of our elders was killed, another grievously injured. Summer is still recovering from the experience of it. What about you? How is your recovery progressing?”

“I am unlikely to walk again and have little stamina. I’ve delegated most of my duties to Rapsyn, as my father did for me when he was near the end.”

There’s silence for a moment, then the Emperor confesses, “I betrayed you. I was not strong enough to resist Ahpuch. What a demon that creature was.”

He shakes his head and I feel his profound sorrow.

“You have the right to demand my life, yet for the sake of my heir and that of our people, I beg you to maintain our treaty and strengthen it with Rapsyn. There should be no distance between our peoples ever again.”

“You didn’t betray us. Ahpuch captured you, and I did not have the means to free you. If not for the help you provided, the intelligence Rapsyn sent us, and the assistance we received from Admiral Chabeck and his armada, we would be in a much different situation. So, let me say thank you, and let’s work together to strengthen the alliance between us. After what we have been through together, the people of the Confederation and the Rufarven people should be as one.”

I pause, then ask, “Would you consider coming here to speak with our legislature and sign the documents for all to see? I have fast transportation that would minimize the travel time.”

“I would, but you must agree to return here to do the same with me.”

“Then it is agreed.”

Day 155

ADDRESS

“Mr. President,” the producer’s words come through my earpiece, “we go live in five seconds.

I straighten myself, then release a calming breath as the count-down timer hits one, and the recording light turns red.

“People of the Confederation. Tonight, I announce that the war... is over. All Calamite ships within Confederation space have been destroyed, as have all vestiges of the previous Calamite government.”

I let the words hang there for a second.

“As the war intensified after the inauguration, many of you felt like you were being kept in the dark about what was going on. The truth is that you were. The Calamite leaders closely monitored Confederation news. So, any information that would tip our hand had to be withheld. I’d like to share some of that information with you now.”

I point to an image that pops up on the screen.

“This is an artist’s rendering of the creature known as Ahpuch. In his quest for immortality, he had cloned himself. But not once or twice, hundreds of times. Each copy of him was enhanced with cybernetic additions that allowed him to connect with anything in his domain. The tightest connection was with his clones. They worked together as a single hive mind.”

I pop up the picture of Ahpuch in his tank.

“To support their physical needs and cybernetic enhancements, each clone lived in a tank. Several of us saw him in his tank, although we never got a picture of one. This is an artist’s drawing created from our descriptions.”

I pop up an image of one of the squares.

“Each clone lived in a compound that looked like this. The compounds varied in size and content. But they all had one or more buildings like this one, where the clone’s tank was housed. And one or more pairs of columns like these, which house their transporters.”

I pop up an image of the nanobot reservoir.

“Each compound also had a reservoir of nanobots like this one. This was one of the few that were exposed. Most were covered, which is why it took us as long as it did to connect the dots.”

I pause and stare into the camera.

“That was a lot of detail, enough that you might ask, ‘What’s the relevance?’”

I pop up a composite image showing all the compounds.

“There were one thousand, five hundred, ninety-two compounds in Calamite space. Think of the power that gave the Calamite. Every one of their cybernetic creatures, their AI ships... Everything in the Calamite’s domain was run hands-on from these sites. How do we know the war is over?”

I let the rhetorical question hang there for a second, then pop up before and after images of one of the sites.

“Because we destroyed every single one of these sites.”

In the side pane showing the before and after, images of the sites flip through, each holding a second before the next comes up.

“Mop up operations continue in Lepodred space and the unaligned human worlds. But friends, the war is over. The Calamite have been destroyed.”

I pause as the images continue flipping by.

“Today marks the beginning of a new age—an age of peace and prosperity that will engulf the entire sector. I have reached an agreement with Emperor Sanrufar of the Rufarven Empire on an expanded peace and trade treaty between our peoples. Discussions will begin tomorrow with Speaker Ta’pan’ka of the Lepodred Alliance to normalize relations with the Confederation and restore certain liberties to the Lepodred people. Confederation membership will be offered to the independent worlds and the former Lepodred subject worlds. And reconstruction assistance will be offered to any Calamite world that requests it. Lastly, I will submit a resolution to our legislature tomorrow directing them to declare today as the first day of the Fourth Age.”  

DAY 162

JARAMOR

I step up to the podium and look out at the thousands of people gathered at the edge of the sea. Behind me a huge funeral pyre stands, back lit by the setting sun. Atop the pyre rests Julian’s shroud-wrapped body.

Despite the huge dose of Aurora’s calming tincture that I’ve taken, it is difficult to maintain my composure. But that’s what I need to do, so that’s what I will do.

“My friends, we gather here today to honor the memory of my dearest friend, Julian Daan. He was born here in Jaramor one hundred fifty-nine years ago and rarely left this beautiful little town that he loved so much. He was the first grandson of our founder, Jared Daan, and Jaramor’s first elder, Mirella Padilla Daan. A gifted seer from birth, he became an elder at age thirty-two, then prime elder at age fifty-nine. During his hundred-year tenure, he was the chief guardian of the mystery, the one destiny had selected to find and train the sixth son of the sixth generation. Me.

“We all know these facts, but they needed to be spoken because of the important role Julian played in the fulfillment of prophecy and the continuity of the human species. Very few have ever done so much for so many. But when the opportunity presented itself, Julian did not hesitate. He seized it and all of us have benefited from his efforts.

“But there was so much more to Julian than just his accomplishments. He was generous with his time and resources, compassionate about the health and welfare of his people, and wise in his judgments. He was a gracious host, filled with joy even in times of adversity, and put everyone else’s needs ahead of his own. But above and beyond all those things, he was a good friend, the one who stepped forward when crisis was upon us and sacrificed his life to give the rest of us a chance to live.

“Goodbye, my dear friend. You are already missed. Rest in peace.”

As I step down, the pyre is lit. In moments, flames lick the dried wood, lighting the night. And as the embers lift, they dance joyously across the dark sky, exactly the way my dear friend would have wanted.

RECEPTION VILLAGE, CALADON

I watch as the Rufarven shuttle lands on the landing pad set up in the outfield of Aaron stadium. Unlike the last time, I watch from under the awning in front of the press area. Summer is with me, as is newly confirmed Vice President Gabi Frank, Foreign Minister Flora Ma, and Head of the High Command Admiral Milton Napier. My brother Aaron Daan, the Prime Minister of Jaredaan, and First Lady Kinsley Daan are there as well.

Minutes later, the doors open, and stairs are lowered. This is my cue to walk out into the center of the reception area. Six guards follow, as do Gabi, Napier, and Ma. Aaron, and a seven-month-pregnant Kinsley, stand behind us.

A minute later, six Rufarven guards descend the shuttle stairs, then form a semicircle opposite ours. Another minute later, Emperor Sanrufar presents himself at the top of the steps and I announce for all the Confederation to hear, “May I present Emperor Sanrufar of the Rufarven Empire.”

The emperor slowly descends the steps, using the railing and a golden rod, which I know to be his scepter, to steady himself. Surprisingly, he bows to me. In truth, it’s not much of a bow, maybe five degrees. But I feel his age and the pain such movement causes, so return the bow deeply. As I straighten, he approaches and offers me his hand. I take it in both of mine, feeling his overgrown claws press against the side of my right hand, and his soft fur in the palm of my left. “Your Majesty, welcome to the Confederation of Human Worlds.”

I present our other officials. Gracious greetings are exchanged, then the emperor asks, “Your brother and his spouse?”

Aaron and Kinsley come out—Aaron anxious, Kinsley less so. I make the introductions and see the Emperor’s eyes widen. He looks down at her swollen abdomen. “You carry the next great one.”

In a breach of human protocol, he places a hand on her belly, then a tear drops from his eye. “The life within you will assure peace for generations to come.”

Realizing, I’ve fallen behind in the translation, I quickly announce his words, as best I remember them, in standard.

There’s more back and forth, then Rapsyn appears at the top of the stairs. In every other viewing, I’ve found her to be the most fearsome creature I’ve ever encountered. This time, not so much.

I announce her as she comes down the stairs to take her position, and, for reasons I cannot explain, step forward to shake her hand. She smiles, takes my right hand in hers, then pulls me in for a bone crushing embrace. “Puny human, you are so fragile despite your power. If only we could mate. Our children would be magnificent.”

Her words are whispered, lost to anyone else in a loud, affectionate purr that accompanies them.

Then, the moment passes.

THE END


Don’t miss the preview at the end of this book...
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AFTERWORD

AHPUCH

About two-thirds of the way through Liberation, the previous book in this series, the idea came to me that Jared’s next antagonist would be a Level Twelve Seer, cybernetically enhanced, with a hive mind. Then, as I started developing the plot line, I realized that this antagonist needed to be functionally immortal, which would make it impossible to defeat. As I started thinking through how that might work, the idea of interconnected clones popped up, giving rise to the need for a name that captured the evil.

My very first thought was Legion, from the Biblical story of the man possessed by a thousand demons. But that name has had a lot of play over the last couple years, so I started searching other traditions in hope of finding another, less known, name associated with evil and death. I ultimately went with Ah Puch, the Mayan god of death and king of the underworld, whose name I squeezed into one word.

FIRST PERSON, PRESENT TENSE

As I was closing in on the end of Calamite, a reader who had just finished the Rise of Daan wrote to me asking if it was easier or harder to write stories from this point of view. For me, the answer is mixed. The writing is definitely easier—the words flow out with less effort. Plot construction, on the other hand, is quite a bit more difficult, because the only things that can be included in the story are things known to the character narrating it. For example, in Calamite the only thing we can know about Ahpuch’s scheming is what Jared observes himself, discovers by other direct means, or is told.

In the classic third-person omniscient form, the narrator can tell you about anything. In that form, tension is built using scenes in which the antagonist schemes and lays traps, discloses his capabilities and goals, etc. In the first person, present tense, you build tension through the direct interaction of the characters, leveraging the characters’ inner doubts, and, in the case of the Daan books, via observation in the mystery.

THE MYSTERY

One of the things I love about the Chronicles of Daan series is the mystery. It ended up being a great storytelling device because it allowed Jared to see some of his adversaries’ activities, allowed some interaction with remote parties he would otherwise not be able to reach, and it gave him a knowledge advantage over his opponents.

More than one reader has complained that the mystery gives Jared too much power. It admittedly gives him a lot, enough for him to find a path through the problems thrown at him. But not infinite.

In Calamite, Elder Aurora Simpson Lake comments on this from her perspective.

I’m a finite being, Jared. But I do try to stay attuned.

--- Elder Aurora Simpson Lake

Similarly, I’ve had someone ask. “How can Jared be surprised? He knows everything.”

Well, he can know anything he can figure out how to find in the mystery. But that takes time and effort. Jared is a finite, incredibly gifted, but nonetheless finite, human being. That means that he only knows what he can take the time to find. Emperor Sanrufar comments on this in one of his meetings with Jared.

People like you and me can learn whatever they choose. There is no speck of knowledge so far removed that it cannot be acquired.

--- Rufarven Emperor Sanrufar

One last point regarding the power of the mystery. The mystery always reveals the truth, but that truth comes with conditions, and sometimes true statements are misleading. For example, when JSK-001 is about to fire on Ahpuch’s world, the mystery gives Jared the premonition that Ahpuch would escape if... Captain Vichiya fired his weapon with tight focus. Nonetheless, the weapon was fired with tight focus, the planet does skitter away, the Ahpuch clone on that planet is killed, and the planet is destroyed. But Ahpuch, the hive mind, gets away. In this instance, the mystery did reveal what would happen. But it was not a complete revelation, because the query was insufficiently framed.

But as storytelling devices go, the mystery came with a limitation. In most of the scenes in the mystery, the reader is not living in the scene. They’re listening to Jared describe what he is seeing.

This violates one of the longest standing rules of writing—show, don’t tell. Have the characters act out what’s happening, instead of having the narrator tell them.

From my perspective, this series has featured many great scenes in the mystery, most of them shorter scenes. The ‘tell, not show’ nature of the mystery worked in a few longer scenes, but most of the longer ones got scrapped or rewritten to keep the story moving.

ECONOMICS

The economics of the Daan Universe are kind of staggering. When I first wrote trillion in relation to personal wealth, it felt preposterously too large. Same thing with the cost of a presidential election. But when you run the numbers, if anything, it’s ridiculously too small.

Let’s start with population. The most populous world in the Confederation is Transbaru with a population of 14.56 billion. The average of the 140 core worlds clocks in at 10.5 billion. This is about 30% higher than Earth’s present-day population, which stands at 7.9 billion. Then again, we don’t have populated moons or permanent space-based residents, and our world is 70% water. But point one is that the human population of the Daan Universe is closing in on 1.47 trillion (10.5 billion times 140 worlds).

The per capita GNP of the United States in 2021 was $69,726. For the earth the number is lower at only $10,500. I would like to think that the Confederation’s economy is better than the U. S., but even if it was that of today’s earth, then the total economy would be $15,120 trillion, adjusted for inflation.

So how rich would the richest person be? In the United States the number has been slowly inching up from Warren Buffet at 0.42% of the US GNP in the 2000s, to Bill Gates at 0.44% of US GNP in the 2010s, to Elon Musk at 0.96% as of Q1 2022. As free economies grow, wealth concentrates, so we would expect Jared to be doing better than Elon Musk. But suppose he only did the same. That would put his net worth at $145 trillion.

Lastly, how much would a presidential campaign cost in the Confederation? In 2008, total spending on behalf of Barak Obama came in at $4.27 per American citizen ($5.14 adjusted for inflation to 2020). In 2016, total spending on behalf of Hillary Clinton came in at $2.74 per citizen ($2.95 adjusted), for Trump $2.19 ($2.36 adjusted). We have to go all the way back to 1992 to find a cost down near a dollar for a non-incumbent winner before inflation. Total spending on behalf of Bill Clinton that year was $1.09 per citizen ($2.02 adjusted). Gabi’s baseline number to even consider working for Jared was $1.02, a bargain. The number she wanted was up at $3.06. Thank goodness Jared had the mystery.

So, knowing these numbers, I built a ‘better’ Confederation, one with much less wealth concentration, one in which the cost of winning office is lower. But it’s startling to see how today’s status quo would translate into a world a hundred times larger than ours.

WHAT’S NEXT

The Chronicles of Daan is the second series I’ve written. The first, Ascendancy, is where I cut my teeth as a fiction writer. It came with a clever twist—First Contact as told from the alien’s perspective. The idea sprang from one of my favorite movies of all time, the 1951 version of ‘The Day the Earth Stood Still.’ The movie is older than I am, and is a product of its day, hokey effects, lots of people sitting around talking. Nonetheless, its themes stuck with me for years. But the movie was not my only influence in writing that series. Favorite authors from my youth, most notably Clark, Heinlein, and Roddenberry, influenced language and scene construction.

The Chronicles of Daan series sprang from another place altogether. It was conceived from two powerful archetypal tropes: the biblical story of Joseph, and Frank Herbert’s Dune. The series’ story arc starts with a naïve child prodigy, an unknowing product of genetic manipulation, betrayed by family and robbed of everything, whose hidden giftedness allows him to rise to greatness.

There was a lot of world-building in Ascendancy, but much more in the Chronicles of Daan. But alas, the Rise is done. The tenets of the Daan universe are set, and I look forward to building on them in the years ahead.

As mentioned in previous afterwords, I have a lot in the pipeline. The story of the Daan family will continue in a pair of new series, currently framed as The Age of Daan, in which Jared brings about an age of peace and prosperity, and The Heirs of Daan, in which Jared’s niece, Kayla, will do all the things Emperor Sanrufar foretold.

Similarly, stories in the Ascendancy universe will continue, under the tentative series title, Transcendence.

But the plan at the moment is to put out a standalone novel, another first contact story entitled Eleven Days.

I hope that’s not too much of a disappointment for all of you who have written asking for the first of the Transcendence books, Vergence. Although that story is well developed and still planned for 2022, Eleven Days is closer to being complete at this point, and the one I’m on fire for at the moment. A sample from it follows at the end. I hope you will read it.

…

Thank you for having read Calamite. 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 prerelease program, please contact me.

You can reach me at dw.cornell@kahakaicg.com.
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DAY 1

“Everything of consequence has a beginning, some of which are quite humble.”

— Dr. Jasmine Evans, Tenth Anniversary Celebration, August 12, 2055

[08.12.2045, 10:30 AM] FORT SMITH, ARKANSAS

“Jasmine, are you sure this is safe? This isn’t the way Henry used to do it.”

Jasmine Evans, who was crouched down in front of the rig she was assembling, looked up at her boss.

“Raphael... I know what I’m doing. Let me show you.”

The rig was a refracting telescope pointed up at the sun. The eye piece, which had been replaced by a darkened projection lens, pointed down at a small screen shaded by a curved piece of cardboard situated around it. On the screen, the circular shape of the sun could be seen. A small video camera pointed at the screen. The entire setup was in the school parking lot. A couple of spots with an unobstructed view of the mid-day sky were roped off for this purpose. The old piece of blue carpet that had been set next to the screen would make for more comfortable seating when the time came. Jasmine’s three student assistants were already seated there.

Now on her feet, Jasmine took out her phone, clicked open the app, then showed it to Raphael. “See. It’s the sun. The eclipse will start in a couple of minutes.”

Jasmine turned toward her student assistants. “Were you able to connect?”

Samantha, always the quickest, was the first to answer. “Got it!” She turned her phone to Jasmine and school principal, Raphael Karr, to see.

Jasmine beamed a smile at her favorite student. “Good job Samantha.”

“Everyone in the school can see that?” Raphael asked in astonishment.

“Yes. It’s safer this way. All the kids will get to see the sun’s corona on TV monitors. The four of us...” She indicated the three students and herself. “...will stay out here to watch the equipment.”

Jasmine motioned with her hands. “Now, time for you to go back inside.”

“Thank you, Jasmine. This is really cool. Henry never did anything like it.”

As Principal Karr headed back toward the building, Jasmine joined the students on the carpet.

A minute later, Samantha pointed to the screen. “It’s starting.” Then, looking at her watch, she added, “10:41. It’s exactly on time.”

Jasmine’s heart swelled with pride. “Do any of you remember how long it will be until the eclipse reaches totality?”

“An hour and fourteen minutes,” Samantha replied.

As the minutes ticked by, the reflected image of the sun became progressively obscured, and the parking lot became increasingly dark.

“The birds are settling in the trees,” Leslie, the other young woman in the group, whispered.

“This is it.” Samantha said excitedly.

It was now completely dark outside, the sun hidden by the moon.

Fort Smith was almost exactly in the center of the total eclipse blackout zone. The duration of this totality, the technical term for the period of total blackout, was going to be five minutes, forty-six seconds.

“I can see stars. And it’s the middle of the day.”

Jasmine recognized the high-pitched voice of Jorge López.

“Eyes on the screen, Jorge. What do you see?”

“It’s like a crown of light.”

“Good description,” Jasmine chuckled, loving the awe in the sometimes jaded young man’s voice.

“Dr. Evans, what’s that?” Jasmine looked at where Samantha was pointing.

“It’s a lightning bug,” Leslie said sarcastically.

But Jasmine knew this was no bug. She’d watched enough celestial objects move through space to recognize the mathematically precise nature of the movement.

Amazed, she watched the glistening dot of light inch across the corona. Earlier, she’d checked the NASA databases, hoping to find an orbital object that would be visible during their viewing today. She wanted to be able to point it out to the kids if there was one. Unfortunately, no known object in Earth orbit would cross-by during the eclipse. Yet here this artifact was.

As she watched it move, the realization struck. If this isn’t in Earth’s orbit, then it’s somewhere in the inner system. It must be huge and moving incredibly fast.

TECHNICAL SUPPORT, GREEN BANK OBSERVATORY

“This is Jason. How can I help you?”

Jason Helms was a tech support specialist at the observatory. Green Bank was a National Science Institute observatory named after the West Virginia city in which it was located. It offered radio-telescope services to the astronomy community and other basic and applied research communities. This afternoon, their client was a relatively new foundation called Search For the Origins of Life (SFOL).

It had long been held that stars like the sun would someday collapse to the point where they could make carbon, the basic building block of life. SFOL had a radical theory, one never posited before. The theory? Carbon could be formed at the edge of the sun’s corona.

The questionable science that justified the theory never went anywhere in the scientific community. But the rich uncle of one of its proponents, a senator from New York, got an NSF grant to research the claim tacked on to a recent spending bill.

“Hi Jason, this is Josh Helms, operations director for SFOL. The feed we’re getting is crap. About halfway through the eclipse when we should have been hearing the carbon precipitation spectrum, we got nothing but digital noise.”

“You mean static?”

“No! We got a very consistent drumbeat that drowned out the frequencies we were looking for,” Josh explained.

“OK. Send me your data. We’ll compare it with what we received. If we find any inconsistencies...”

“Not good enough!” Josh complained.

“What?”

“If you recorded that drumbeat, then there’s obviously something wrong with your sensor array, and we will contest the time charges.”

Jason knew he needed to run this up the ladder. After all, he was the tech on duty, not the lawyer.

“I understand the complaint and will open a ticket for you. Any other evidence you’d like to file at this time?” Jason hated getting legal like this. But he understood the need for it.

“Thanks, buddy. That’s all I can ask.”

I-5, NEAR KETTLEMAN CITY, CALIFORNIA

Clara Molina was making her way south on I-5 in the heart of California’s Central Valley. It was possibly the most difficult journey of her life. Her sister, Ellie, in Paso Robles had called before sunrise this morning with the bad news. Their mother was dying. The doctor said she might only have a couple of hours left.

Clara had asked her boyfriend, Hank, to drive her down, but he’d refused to call in sick. And now, with an hour left in the journey, her radio was acting up. She’d been listening to KLOV, the Christian music radio station, in the hope of finding some peace there. But today, there was no peace to be found on the radio. Shortly after the eclipse started out east, the radio started being interrupted by blasts of noise. An hour ago, it had become so loud that she’d turned it off.

As Clara approached the Route 41 exit at Kettleman City, she clicked the radio back on. She’d done this trip many times and knew the In-N-Out Burger just off the interstate. More than once, she’d enjoyed some fries while listening to KLOV in the parking lot.

Dot. Dot. Dot-dot. Dot-dot-dot. Dot-dot-dot-dot-dot. The same sequence of noise again. It was all she could do not to scream.

Traffic at the end of the off-ramp was bound up. Frustrated with all the dot-dot-dots constantly interrupting the music, she flipped the radio off again. After a moment, the light turned green, and traffic started to move. Most of the cars turned left toward her favorite In-N-Out, but she was out of time. On reaching the intersection, she turned right and began the hour-long race to Paso. Maybe she could still get there in time.

GREEN BANK OBSERVATORY

There was a knock on the door frame.

“Got a minute?”

Observatory director Joslyn Sloan looked up to see her operations manager, Malcolm Green.

“Hi, Mal. What can I do for you?”

Malcolm closed the door, then slumped down into the seat opposite his boss.

Joslyn raised her eyebrows. “This looks serious. What’s up?”

“Noise. But not the least bit random.”

Joslyn motioned with her hands for Malcolm to continue.

“We started getting bursts of noise this afternoon at 12:55 Eastern. The array was pointed toward the Sun, doing a survey of the outer Corona for SFOL, the Search for the Origins of Life Foundation.”

“I know of them.” A pause. “What kind of noise?”

“It’s white noise in one-second bursts. It took a while to confirm, but the conclusion is sound at this point.”

“And the point?” Joslyn asked.

“The bursts are not random.”

“How so?”

“It’s a modified Fibonacci sequence. You know the sequence, right? 0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, etc. Each number is the sum of the two previous.”

Joslyn smiled. “Since high school. What about it?”

“The sequence started with a one-second burst of noise. Then nothing for five seconds. That was followed by two one-second bursts, a second apart.”

Malcom started tapping his finger on the table at one-second intervals. “This is what it sounds like. You hear it, right? Fibonacci(1), break, Fibonacci(2), break, Fibonacci(3), etc.

“There are no known natural processes that beat like Fibonacci. Forget a process that’s an increasing series of Fibonacci sequences.”

Joslyn stared at Malcolm for a second. “Your point?”

“Something came in during the solar eclipse. Something non-random. In all likelihood, something intelligent. We need to run this up the flagpole!”

“Can we locate the source?”

“We have the right ascension and declination that SFOL was searching. We haven’t attempted to pin-point the noise source, but given the narrow focus, it would be close to their target.”

There was a knock on the door.

“Come in.” Joslyn called out.

The observatory’s assistant director came in. “I think we have a problem.”

“What?”

“Listen.” He turned up the volume on a portable radio. “Recognize that? It’s all over the country.”

“Fibonacci.”

JET PROPULSION LABORATORY, PASADENA, CALIFORNIA

Dr. Jonathan Shaw was sitting at his desk, door closed, studying a short report that had just been forwarded to him from the Green Bank Observatory. The sound of his video phone ringing broke his concentration. When he looked at the caller ID, a smile formed. “Computer. Accept the call.”

A moment later, the familiar face of an old friend appeared.

“Jasmine, what an unexpected pleasure. How are you doing? I bet you did something eclipse-related at the school today.”

“Hi Jon. I did. Did you get to see it?”

“It was playing on the monitor in my office. But no, I really didn’t pay attention. You know the story. Too much going on, not my first eclipse, blah, blah, blah. What about you?”

“I set up an eight-inch refracting telescope as a projector with a video camera to record it. I sat outside with three of my students watching, while the camera streamed it into the school where the rest of the students could safely watch.”

“That school was so lucky to get you. But if you ever change your mind, I hope you’ll call me first.”

“Jon, something odd happened during the eclipse. Do you know if NASA captured it?”

“You mean the radio noise?”

“No. I meant the artifact that passed through the corona.”

“No, I haven’t heard about that.”

“I pulled the relevant clip from the video we recorded and posted it on YouTube.” She read out the URL. “Can you take a quick look at it?”

“Sure.”

Jasmine heard the clacking on his keyboard and smiled. Almost everyone used voice these days. Only the diehards still used a keyboard.

“What am I going to see when this starts?”

“A bright glistening light moving through the corona. My guess is that it’s a highly reflective object of some sort that just had a near miss with the Sun. My worry is that it’s coming toward us.”

“OK, the video clip has just started. Hmmm, surprising quality for a school demonstration.”

Jasmine wanted to snipe at him for the comment, but she held her tongue so as not to distract.

A minute later, Jon’s voice was back on the line. “Worrisome.” A pause. “Did you realize this clip already has over two thousand views?”

“No. I cut it down and posted it to ease getting it to you.”

“You may want to take this down until we know what it is. I’m going to forward it up the chain of command. If it’s headed towards us, we don’t have much time to prepare.”

ADMINISTRATOR’S OFFICE, NASA HEADQUARTERS BUILDING

NASA Administrator Jackson Bennett heard the video phone ring at the same time he saw a message pop up on his computer. Both were from Jon Shaw at JPL in Pasadena.

“Hi Jon, what’s happened?”

“I think we have a problem, Jack. An object was spotted cresting the sun during the eclipse. We’ve also started receiving a signal along the same trajectory as the object. My contacts at the European Space Agency are reporting the same. Mind if I play a video, so I can show you?”

...

“The evidence is compelling,” Jack agreed. “What do we do about it?”

“Green Bank has it locked in at this point. If we re-task two more radio telescopes, we should be able to determine the location and movement of the noise source.

“Same with the space telescopes. If we can find three of them that can silhouette the object against the sun, then we can track it.”

The two sat in silence for a moment, then Jack asked the unspoken question hanging in the air. “Do you think this is the real thing?”

“Too early to know, but Jesus... this feels like the real thing to me, Jack.”

“Then we should get the allies involved. You’ve already talked with the Europeans. Want to put a feeler out to the Japanese?”

“Will do.”

“OK, I’ll see if I can get time with the President.”

“Good luck on that one,” Jon whispered.

EISENHOWER EXECUTIVE OFFICE BUILDING

Vice President Christina Barreto tied into the secure video conference line. Word had come an hour ago that President Altman wanted her to take a meeting on his behalf with NASA Administrator Jackson Bennett. No topic was given, just that it was an urgent matter. Curious to find out what that could be, she smiled as the line connected.

“Jack, good to see you. It’s been a while. I heard you have something important you wanted to bring to the President. He’s in conference the rest of the day, so asked me to speak with you on his behalf.”

“Thank you, ma’am. You know Jonathan Shaw, Director at JPL?”

“I do. Jon, good to see you as well. What do you two have for me?”

“Something extraordinary happened today. OK, if we play a short video?”

“Sure,” the Vice President replied lightheartedly.

On her screen, Jasmine’s video played.

“This was recorded during the eclipse today, right?”

“It was ma’am. What you won’t have seen in the news coverage is the shiny little dot in the bottom right of the corona.”

“It’s moving, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s a large object cresting the Sun’s corona and moving very fast.”

“Is it an asteroid or something?”

“Before I answer, I’d like to play a short sound clip.”

Dot. Dot, dot. Dot, dot, dot. Dot, dot, dot, dot, dot.

“No more guessing games, gentlemen. What’s this about?”

“We believe this radio signal is originating from the object in the video. The radio signal is not random. It corresponds to a very well-known mathematical sequence,” Jack replied.

“Are you saying it’s alien?”

“It’s too early to know, ma’am. I’ve contacted the European and Japanese space agencies. They have each confirmed sighting the object and receiving the signal. Informally, we all agree that there is a significant probability that this object is of alien origin and that it is heading in our direction.”

“How can we confirm this?” the Vice President demanded.

Jack nodded toward Jon. “Want to take that one?”

“Unilaterally, we can start re-tasking the telescope assets we control. But we’ll get to a faster and higher quality solution if we partner with the Europeans and Japanese. To an extent, we are already doing that within our respective authorities. But if it is alien, then we need to get ahead of it. Put everything we all have behind it. Because it could be here in a matter of days.”

“What do you want from the president?”

“The go-ahead to put all NASA’s resources on it,” Jack replied. “And the go-ahead for formal collaboration with the Europeans and Japanese.

“Why trilateral? You know the President’s priorities. He wants a multilateral approach to all matters that involve our allies.”

“Timing and scope,” Jon replied.

“Go on.”

“We have preliminary estimates that say this thing could pass near Earth in as little as three days. We have two partner space agencies primed to go. I think it would be prudent for us and our partners to do a little more validation before dragging the other major agencies into the process. It would erode our credibility on the world stage if we dragged China, Russia, or India in before our loose coalition confirmed its own data.”

The Vice President sat looking at the two men on her video screen, then sighed. “Agreed. I have fifteen minutes with the President at the top of the hour. I’m sure he’ll approve it.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” the two men said in unison.

EUROPEAN SPACE AGENCY

Hans Stadler compared the data sets on his computer screen, then looked at his colleague, Eveline Hössler. “It’s confirmed.”

The Europeans, Australians, Japanese, and Indians had shared their data, and the results were unambiguous. A huge object was on a near miss trajectory toward earth. The closest point of contact would be about twice the distance to the moon.

The object was on the same trajectory as the source of the Fibonacci noise sequence. Presumably, the object was the source, although they couldn’t rule out the possibility that the noise was coming from another object on the same trajectory.

“How long do you think it will be until the Americans join the party?” Eveline asked.

“Who knows? I’m sure they’re arguing about the possible composition of the multi-lateral group of diplomats they want to invite to the table to ‘guide’ the scientific teams.”

“Well, they better hurry. The object is moving at 0.7% light speed and will pass by us late tomorrow morning. Do you think they’ve figured that out yet?”

“Their scientists? Without a doubt. Their government? Not a chance.”

KREMLIN, MOSCOW

“You are confident that this information is true?” Russian President Aleksandr Larkov asked.

“We are tracking the signal. We have clandestine sources in other space agencies that are tracking the object optically. They, too, are tracking the signal,” the head of Roscosmos, the Russian space agency, replied.

On turning to the head of state media, he asked. “And no one has announced this to the world?”

“The only source we’ve found in the public domain is a low-quality video made by a high-school science teacher in Arkansas.”

Turning back to the man from Roscosmos, Larkov asked, “Do we have the means to contact this object?”

“We think we do, but the world does not know about that technology yet. It has not been tested at an amplitude that anyone else would likely have received.”

The five men in the President’s office sat in silence for several seconds. Then the President pointed to the head of state media.

“I will make an announcement at 9:00 AM. I want full coverage.”

He pointed to the head of Roscosmos.

“I want the transmitter ready to send by 9:10 AM.”

He then pointed to his chief of staff. “I want talking points for the press conference. I also want as much actual data as can be gathered. The data needs to be prepared as insets for the broadcast.”

Then back to state media. “I want a greeting loop to transmit. First in Russian, then in other languages.”

As the others left, Larkov sat back with a smile. He was about to scoop the other countries of the world, using their data. And he would do it very publicly, while using an American school teacher to cover his sources.

NEW YORK CITY

Estrella Da’Nocha woke, heart pounding, covered in sweat. It was the alien dream again. It had been years since the last time this dream haunted her. Why had it come back? Were the aliens finally coming?

From her earliest memory, Estrella had been plagued by vivid dreams, some comforting, many terrifying, most of which came true. It was both a gift and a curse. From a young age, she could predict things that would happen with remarkable accuracy. Who won the world series? Which plane would go down next? If she saw it in a dream, it would happen. But the worst part was having no control. The dreams just came. They happened to her, which was hard to draw any benefit from.

Recently, she’d found a way to induce waking visions on topics she chose. She could do it consistently enough to attract a following. Now she wrote a daily column entitled, Things a Psychic Might Say, on the popular on-line alternative newspaper named, You Don’t Say.

There would be no more sleep until she excised the dream’s hold over her, so she flipped on a light and grabbed her notepad. Writing down what happened always seemed to strip away the power the dreams held over her.

An hour later, she turned the light off and fell back into a dreamless sleep. In the morning, she’d see how this one compared with previous versions.
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