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Prologue
 
“So that’s him?”
“That’s him. Do you think you can handle it?”
“Please … one ex-Air Force puke? I’m not even sure I want to bring the others along on this.”
“Thinking like that will get you all killed. Jason Burke has been out there for years, has survived and thrived by himself for a long time. Do not underestimate him and do not underestimate his companions.”
“Whatever. Just give me the file and we’ll get started.”
Marcus snatched the flash drive away from the woman in the rumpled business suit, left the printed photos on the desk, and stalked out of the Quonset hut and into the stifling heat. He walked across the black tarmac to the waiting dropship, ignoring the discomfort of his sweat-soaked shirt clinging to him and rolling the new challenge he’d been given around in his head. 
He’d been honest in that he had little fear of some former Air Force Pararescue, wannabe mercenary that had stayed alive through what appeared to be dumb luck rather than any sort of exceptional level of skill. Marcus Webb, former lieutenant in the U.S. Navy and ex-SEAL, did have a healthy respect for the environment he now found himself operating in, however, and was quite cognizant of the dangers that lurked out there. Since being recruited in the year directly following the attack on Earth through quasi-official back channels, he’d been struggling to process the things that had been revealed to him.
He was not an existential-thinking man. He preferred direct action to solve problems in the most efficient manner while not polluting his thought processes with ideologies or beliefs that couldn’t be proven or directly observed. The appearance of alien spaceships, though, had shaken him to the core as the magnitude of the potential threat that existed beyond the stars became clear to him and those like him. 
Marcus waved at the man smoking a cigarette and leaning against one of the dropship’s aft landing struts. When the dark-skinned man noticed him, Marcus spun a finger in the air, the universal signal for “mount up.” The man nodded, flicked the lit cigarette away, and strode up the ramp, bending over to miss the low clearance of the entryway. Despite still secretly being terrified at even the prospect of spaceflight, Marcus was anxious to begin this new assignment for, despite all the fantastic and unimaginable things he’d learned since that fateful day, there was one fact that he was able to firmly wrap his mind around and hang onto like a drowning man would cling to a life preserver: the being in one of the suits of armor that had been spotted on Alcatraz Island, the one who had obviously been in command of the smaller, sleek warship, had been human.
Marcus grinned tightly as he thought about what was to come. Jason Burke … some former Air Force flunky and the stupid son of a bitch who had led an interstellar war back to his own home planet. As if that wasn’t enough, he then vanished without a trace and took with him the knowledge and weaponry that Earth would need if a similar event ever happened again. In Marcus’ mind, that made him a traitor of the worst kind. For years after his recruitment, during his indoctrination and training, he would roll it around in his head. What could possibly make a man turn his back on his own species? As someone who had been fiercely loyal to his country, and now his planet, it was something Marcus was incapable of comprehending.
All of that is pointless speculation now, he thought as he idly tossed the flash drive around in his hand. He’d finally gotten his wish: a go-order to hunt down Jason Burke and eliminate him before he could cause Earth any further harm. His handlers had finally given him Burke’s complete dossier and a series of recent pictures. Marcus had to admit that Jason wasn’t quite what he’d imagined him to be. The stern yet thoughtful face he’d been shown stood in sharp contrast to the nefarious, almost comical villain he’d constructed in his mind. He’d also recognized the two aliens with him, one still wearing the same mechanized armor from the original attack footage, as the two that had been with Jason during the incident at Alcatraz. Despite the media’s speculation that he’d been a hero in thwarting the multiple attacks from space, Marcus was fully convinced it was Jason who had led them there in the first place. Just because there were more than two factions fighting over a prize didn’t necessarily mean that any of them were the good guys. 
The dull throb of the auxiliary power unit of the dropship firing up was Marcus’ signal to cram the introspection and hop to. He jogged up to the squat ship, now hissing and rumbling like a waking dragon, and swallowed down the lump in his throat in anticipation of the extremely unpleasant ascent to the ship waiting in orbit. He told himself that the unpleasantness of the coming journey would make it all the sweeter when he finally caught up with Burke and made him pay for what he’d wrought. 
****
“They’re not ready.”
Margaret Jansen glanced at the plainclothes CIA officer standing next to her. She’d not heard him approach over the roar of the dropship’s chemical rocket main ascent stage. She ignored him as the ship, now just a bright speck in the sky, continued along its trajectory, growing eerily silent as it switched over to its pulse engine second stage.
“It no longer matters,” she said, finally turning to him. “Time is not on my side.”
“I’m not even talking about the fact they are in no way ready to tangle with Sergeant Burke and his companions,” the man shrugged. “Lieutenant Webb and his team aren’t ready to be activated and sent out in the wilds, a place that we ourselves barely understand. He’s too impulsive and his thinking is still too linear.”
“What do you mean?” Margaret frowned.
“Someone with the required agility of thought for this assignment might have asked how you possibly obtained such recent images of Burke, a man who hasn’t been back to Earth that we know of in the seventeen years since the attack,” the man said. “You picked a soldier for a fight that requires a strategist. Webb is an outstanding operator, but I fear you’ve both severely underestimated your target.”
“As I said: It no longer matters,” Margaret said, letting more emotion slip into her voice than she’d intended. Feeling that she was now completely on the defensive, she wheeled around and marched back into the hut, escaping both the oppressive heat of midday and the quiet smugness of a man she openly despised. 
 



Chapter 1
 
“I’m in position.” Jason Burke’s lips barely moved as he reported his status. Despite his voice being lower than the ambient noise of the wooded area he was in, the audio pickup of his tactical com unit pulled the whisper out of the air and sent it to the rest of his team.
“Copy, Strike One,” was the immediate reply. “Hold position.” 
Jason didn’t bother confirming, not wanting to take the chance that any unnecessary chatter might be picked up by the wrong people. He slowly pulled his primary weapon up into a ready position, verified the anti-glare cover was engaged on his optics, and began scanning the objective through the unit’s highest magnification.
The building in the shallow valley below looked almost abandoned, but he knew that was a ruse. The enemy had been given ample time and warning to prepare their defenses and dig in. This would not be an easy or particularly pleasant job; frontal assaults against heavily fortified positions rarely were. He just hoped that enough of his team survived to force entry and secure the objective.
“Strike Four has subdued the patrol along the eastern ridge,” the voice came over the channel again. “We will initiate our diversion there. Stand by.” Jason again gave no reply, instead moving his thumb up to the fire selector and activating his primary weapon. He’d taken a chance and left it inert during his stealthy approach since there was a slight chance the enemy would be able to detect its power signature. Other than his weapons, and the simple com unit, he carried no technology that could be sniffed out over a distance.
Jason was so tensed up with anticipation he hardly twitched when the enormous explosion on the far ridgeline belched an equally impressive fireball into the sky. Too much, he thought, pressing his lips into a frustrated grimace. The point of a diversion was to be subtle and, most of all, believable. The cheerful mushroom cloud two kilometers away was anything but.
“I’ll be damned,” he whispered aloud as he began to notice the reaction to the ridiculous pyrotechnic display. Apparently he’d once again underestimated the nature of his adversary as reports began coming in from his own team of patrols abandoning their areas of responsibility to charge at the site of the explosion, none of them wanting to miss out on the fighting. 
“Strike One on the move,” he said as he climbed up out of concealment and began moving quickly down the steep hill to where the simple, cube-shaped building sat.
“Strike Three converging,” another voice chimed in, letting Jason know he had a friendly coming down into the valley at his ten o’clock position. The distance to the building was less than a kilometer, but trying to keep from slipping in the loose soil on the hill was making for slow progress. He was too exposed for too long and he knew it. There was little chance that the defenders in the bunker hadn’t spotted him.
“Strike Two is down!”
“Hold back! The response is a fake!”
“No!” Jason shouted as he finally hit flat ground and was able to accelerate to his full speed. “We’re committed! All forces engage, now!” No sooner had the words left his mouth than a chunk of the turf ahead rippled and tore, an enemy soldier rising up out of a hide, the soil streaming off the massive arms giving him the appearance of something out of a nightmare. Jason didn’t hesitate and quick-snapped two shots, each taking the soldier in the chest. With a howl of pain he collapsed back into the hole he’d been hiding in as Jason raced by without slowing. 
He knew from his intel that the only entrance to the building was on the far side, forcing him to run completely exposed around the sides. Fortunately, the building was small: only twenty meters on each side. Jason quickly cleared around the final corner and nearly ran full force into one of his teammates, already at the steel entry door. A quick look and he saw that Strike Three already had breaching charges affixed to the hinge points and the two locking mechanisms. 
“Blow it,” Jason nodded to him, turning away and tucking up against the wall, shielding his eyes with his forearm. The blast was sharp and jolting, much more focused than the roaring blast that they had set off in the surrounding forest. He turned to help his teammate grab the door and pull it away from its frame, applying his considerable strength to snap the last stubborn bit of metal that hadn’t been cut by the charge. 
“Do we wait?”
“We have to assume the rest of the team is either engaged or disabled.” Jason shook his head. “We go in.” 
Without further discussion or hesitation, his partner pulled a concussion grenade off his vest, armed it, and tossed it through the door. The breath-snatching whump, accompanied by sharp cries of pain and coughing, were their cue to move. Jason rolled in first, switching his ocular implants to mid-wave thermal and covering the right half of the room while he trusted his partner to come in behind him and cover the left. 
The enemy was tough. Even though the grenade in an enclosed space had knocked the hell out of them, they were already beginning to shake off the effects. Jason engaged with his energy weapon and quickly dispatched all four within his field of fire. 
“Clear!” 
“Clear,” his partner said calmly after shooting two combatants himself. “Where’s the objective?”
“That’s a damn good question.” Jason scanned the single, open room in multiple wavelengths. Other than the bodies on the floor there was nothing in the room. This wasn’t good. “Could they have—”
“Ungh!” Jason never heard the shot that took his partner out, but he didn’t hesitate. His enhanced reflexes and strength allowed him to spin and bring his weapon to bear on the doorway before the body had even hit the floor. He opened up with a full-auto salvo that depleted his weapon’s charge, taking out the three enemy soldiers bunched up in the door trying to get at him and scattering those behind them. 
“Get some!” he roared, pulling both sidearms from his belt and charging the doorway, firing into the group he could see forming up just beyond the opening. He knew he was done. They’d baited a trap with the bunker and his team had bit on it and hard. There was no way for him to avoid dying, but he’d be damned if he made it easy.
Jason’s mad charge startled the enemy and allowed him the space to accelerate to a full run while still firing. He burst through the doorway and into the open, angling to the left and pouring on the speed, feeling a glimmer of hope that his incredible swiftness might see him to the tree line.
 Like his partner, he never heard the shot that took him full in the back. He actually wasn’t even cognizant that he’d been shot. All he knew was that he’d suddenly lost control of his limbs and went into an uncontrolled tumble at over forty-five kilometers per hour. His weapons went flying and he was flung into the woods, rolling to a painful stop just beyond the clearing, his breath coming in shallow gasps as his limbs refused to respond to his brain’s commands. Spine shot. Damn the luck.
“You underestimated us, little bug.” A vicious, grinning face appeared over him. Jason’s focus, however, was on the business end of the plasma rifle aimed squarely at his own head. He could just see the slight tensing of the finger on the trigger and knew it was almost over.
“End exercise! End exercise! End exercise!” the omnipresent voice boomed across the battle field. “Secure all weapons and stand by for evaluations!”
“I’ll see you in the hand-to-hand arena, bug,” the Galvetic warrior spat at Jason, lowering the weapon and walking away.
“Looking forward to it,” Jason grunted in pain, still unable to move. 
“That was your first loss, but it was impressively ugly,” a new voice said outside his field of view. “My initial feedback for you is ‘wildly overconfident.’”
“Thanks, Mazer,” Jason said sourly. “How about turning this off so I can get up?”
“Why did you not assume that your enemy wouldn’t use your own trick against you and move their flag from the bunker just as you did in the previous engagement?” Mazer ignored him. 
“They hadn’t shown much interest in learning from experience before.” Jason would have shrugged if he could. “I decided to see if a direct assault could shave some time off our match and put us over the top in the rankings.”
“I see,” Mazer said, pushing an icon on his tablet computer that deactivated the neural restraints on Jason’s suit. The human hauled himself to his feet and greedily took in several heaving breaths of air. “This is the common theme I see during your training: no matter how realistic we make it, you still are unable to see this as anything but an elaborate game with ‘winners’ and ‘losers.’ Why is that?”
“Racial trait, I suppose,” Jason said, still trying to adjust to Mazer Reddix being in a position of authority over him. “I’m not intentionally making light of the scenarios and it probably is the best small-force tactics training I’ve ever been through. The fancy pain suits are a nice touch.”
“They were an unfortunate necessity.” Mazer nodded his head for Jason to follow him away from where the other legionnaires were assembling and hurling insults at each other. “When we tried to use just a scoring system most warriors would argue that it wasn’t actually a disabling wound and continue fighting. The cheating became so rampant that we developed these suits so we could try and salvage this training program.”
“It’s been an experience,” Jason said. “I was a little hesitant at the invite but I’m glad I came.”
“I thought it might be useful for them to have you in the mix,” Mazer said. “You’re an unknown quantity to most of them and your smaller stature caused most to dismiss you. I will admit to some personal curiosity at how you would perform when separated from Lord Felex and Lucky.” 
Jason didn’t take the comment as an insult and offered no reply as they emerged from the woods onto a wide footpath. Three months earlier, Jason had been surprised when an invitation came directly to him from the Galvetic Empire offering him a chance to train on Restaria in the Legion’s biennial exercises that lasted for six weeks. Omega Force, freshly reunited and reenergized, had been in the process of settling into their new home on a planet called S’Tora and had no pressing business, so he had accepted out of curiosity. His curiosity turned to trepidation at Crusher’s large smile and evil laugh when he’d told his hulking friend of his intentions.
So while his friends adjusted and settled into the new arrangement and before Omega Force sought its first real mission since being reborn, Jason packed a bag and was on his way well before Lucky could lodge any protests or come along uninvited. The long flight was a good opportunity for some personal reflection, a little planning for the future, and a chance to unwind before being tossed into the crucible of Dorxamich, the name of the massive Legion training exercise.
It was every bit as brutal and trying as Jason had assumed it would be given the very nature of Galvetic warriors. He was also unsurprised that the small, pink alien was singled out and abused at every opportunity by the younger warriors. Mazer, now serving as a training advisor for the Seventh Legion, watched it all with detachment, letting things play out as they would. After more than a few painful object lessons, the young warriors soon discovered that not everything was at it appeared to be with the comparatively small being. In spite of having the strength and skill to hold his own during the spectacle, Jason had to admit that he was very glad it was drawing to a close. He would need the entire three-week flight back to S’Tora just to recover.
“So why are we walking so far away from the transports?” Jason asked after they were out of earshot of the training battle aftermath. 
“Our intelligence has stumbled across something that you need to be aware of,” Mazer said evasively. “My brother will brief you. He’s flown over from Galvetor and is in the administration building near the barracks. Do not worry, I will get you back in time for your final time in the pit.”
“I wasn’t exactly worried.” Jason suppressed a sigh. The ‘pit’ was the name given to the shallow impression scooped out of the dirt that served as the one-on-one combat arena during the duration of the event. It was a brutal spectacle that allowed personal grudges to be settled every evening before the horn blasted to signify the end of the training day. So far Jason had been called out every single day and had been required to fight nearly every time. Though his record was impressive, it was taking a serious toll.
“You weren’t planning on sneaking off before the last night of fights, were you?” Mazer smiled slightly. 
“What?” Jason poured as much indignation as he could into his voice. “Of course not.” 
 



Chapter 2
 
“Captain Burke, you’re looking—” 
“You can say it, Morakar,” Jason sneered at his friend’s loss for words. “I look like shit because your warriors have taken a special interest in pounding me to a pulp every day.”
“It’s just a sign of respect,” Morakar said. 
“I’m honored.” Jason winced as he lowered himself into a chair unasked. He’d been escorted into a sparse office where he found his friend, Morakar, the current head of Galvetic Intelligence and older brother of Mazer Reddix. If the stoic Morakar Reddix had summoned him Jason had to assume it wasn’t just to laugh at his bruises.
“It is good that you are,” Morakar said, Jason’s sarcasm going far over his head. “You are something of a legend here. The events of Lord Felex’s return are not forgotten, nor is the fact the Lord Archon chose to serve under you rather than to continue leading them. It’s not something that is taken lightly. Many simply wish to test themselves against you.”
“Ah,” Jason said noncommittally. “So what’s up?” 
Morakar blinked at the expression before seating himself behind the desk and clasping his clawed hands before him.
“We’ve been receiving reports from our deployed assets that are … troubling.”
“How troubling?” Jason asked, assuming he was being primed for a mission that the Galvetic government couldn’t officially sanction and they’d want to contract Omega Force for. It was the type of work they’d normally take on from trusted sources like Morakar. 
“You’re being hunted,” Morakar said simply. 
“That’s it?” Jason said after a pregnant pause. “While I’ll admit it’s strange that it’s happened before we’ve even got our legs back under us, I’m sure there are some people out there that would still love to take a crack at us. We have measures in place to—”
“No. You, Jason Burke, are being hunted.” Morakar waved him off with an uncharacteristic display of irritation. “We have several confirmed, unconnected reports of a known bounty hunter inquiring as to your current whereabouts. Descriptions of your crew and ship have also been circulated.” 
Jason was speechless a moment, trying to calculate in his head who he had pissed off the most in the last twelve months.
“My name isn’t exactly a secret,” he insisted. “Anybody with a passing familiarity with Omega Force could have heard it. What makes you think they’re specifically targeting me and not the entire crew?”
“They know you’re human, and that you’re from Earth,” Morakar said, making Jason’s blood run cold. “They are specifically mentioning both of those things.”
“Well now,” Jason said softly, leaning back in the chair. “That’s an animal of entirely different stripes. My species or home planet is not something widely known.”
“Precisely,” Morakar nodded. “These are also very discreet, very covert probes by someone who very much wants to track your movements without you knowing about it. Does anyone come to mind?”
“Not especially,” Jason exhaled loudly. “That crazy ass synth, Deetz, is dead, and he wasn’t known to have any trusted associates. I also can’t imagine that someone liked him well enough to hold a grudge all these years for killing him. The species he was working with when Earth was attacked never knew the specifics, and they aren’t supposed to be travelling outside of their home system anyway. I don’t know … this is a head scratcher.” He didn’t want to admit to his friend that there was someone else out there who knew that information. Besides, if Kellea Colleren was looking for him she knew where he was currently living. He didn’t think his ex-girlfriend would carry that sort of grudge anyway … even though he did almost get her removed from her post, and then did help get her boss executed by a foreign government. Come to think of it …
“Very well,” Morakar broke him out of his reverie. “I will provide you a synopsis of our analysis as well as the raw data from the field. It will be waiting for you after the close of tonight’s ceremonies.”
“I appreciate it.” Jason slapped his palms to his knees and heaved himself up out of the chair. “It may end up being nothing, but I’d rather not find out the hard way that it isn’t.”
“Prudent thinking,” Morakar nodded. 
Jason turned and walked out of the office without any further discussion. Galvetic warriors weren’t known for being especially chatty, Morakar especially so, and he’d learned long ago that needlessly filling empty spaces with words was a quick way to lower one’s esteem in their eyes. 
****
“I challenge Captain Jason Burke!”
The roaring challenge by one of the biggest warriors Jason had ever seen was met with an enthusiastic cheer of approval. He’d hoped that his late arrival to the arena would allow him to escape attention and sneak out without yet another brutal encounter, but that was just wishful thinking. Suppressing a sigh, he stepped into the ring.
“I accept!” he bellowed back as loud as he could. The cheers got even louder and he could see a few enterprising warriors begin accepting bets and offering odds on the two combatants as he loosened up, eyeing the huge warrior across from him and recognizing him as the one who had almost shot him in the face during the last event outside the bunker. 
At first glance, the warrior looked bigger than even Crusher, a genetically gifted warrior who was tall and bulky compared to his brethren, but the more Jason watched the way he moved and his seeming lack of flexibility, some weaknesses became apparent. Jason had known his fair share of heavy weightlifters during his time in the military back on Earth, and he knew that the impressive size and strength often didn’t mean the person was a formidable fighter. 
All the telltale signs were there: The awkward, stiff gait, the swollen, almost puffy look to the major muscle groups. Jason knew he was looking at the local bad boy and bully of the Seventh Legion, but he also knew that despite giving up a lot of size and strength there was a defined and proven formula to beating him. 
“This will be a fight to submission,” one of the Seventh’s lieutenants was shouting. “No killing, no maiming! Understood?”
“Understood!” Jason barked, hopping lightly on the balls of his feet.
“Understood!” his opponent shouted. He was putting on a show of bunching his shoulders up and leaning forward, but standing flat on his feet.
“Fight!!”
As expected, the warrior charged blindly, arms wide, bellowing all the way. Jason checked his instinct to return the charge and stayed put on the far side, still balancing lightly on his feet and keeping his arms up in a loose guard. The arena was only ten meters in diameter so the warrior was able to close the distance quickly, not letting up even a bit in his wild rush. Jason dipped his knees and leaned forward and to the right, giving the appearance he planned to roll out and away from the charge.
The warrior bit on the feint and moved to his left, his rush faltering as he tried to change angles in such a tight space. As Jason had expected, his bulky opponent was heavy-footed and not able to adjust quickly. He arched upright out of his head-fake and stutter-stepped to keep himself out of range of the impressive set of claws being aimed at him. He reared back with his right foot and pushed off hard with his left, intending to plant a devastating kick into the side of his opponent’s head and end the fight in a single blow. Almost in slow motion he saw the warrior’s eyes widen as he realized his mistake and then, improbably, he dipped his left shoulder and ducked his head while managing to grab Jason’s ankle with his right hand. The grip felt like a steel vise as Jason, knowing he was in a very vulnerable position, used what little leverage he had in his planted right leg and leapt forward, forcing his opponent to roll all the way over, hoping to break the grip. 
The ploy was semi-successful and Jason was able to extend his leap up and over the falling warrior, but the iron grip on his ankle remained. When the much heavier legionnaire went down, Jason was yanked down as well and slammed painfully into the hard-packed dirt, crushing his arm under his chest and slamming his chin down with enough force to split the skin. Wasting no time, he leveraged against the trapped foot and heaved himself up, bridging on his outstretched arms and looking down to his opponent. He drew his right leg back and kicked viciously at the warrior’s head, contracting his torso as he did to maximize his range. 
“Ungh!” the warrior grunted, squeezing his eyes shut as Jason’s kick took him full in the ridge that ran down his forehead. Even though hitting the ultra-dense crest had sent a jolt through Jason’s leg, he didn’t let up, firing back two more kicks until he felt the grip on his left ankle slacken and was able to roll forward onto his feet. When he spun about he was dismayed to see the warrior was also already on his feet and looked to be fully capable of defending himself. 
The opening contact in the match had only taken a few seconds, but in that time both fighters had discovered that a quick match was unlikely and were now circling each other warily and with a newfound respect. Jason, now playing up the limp in his left foot, was revising his strategy on the fly as the warrior watched him through narrowed eyes. Since a quick, decisive win was out and he was unlikely to fool his opponent again with something so transparent as a head-bob, the next obvious play was to try and tire the larger fighter out. 
Galvetic warriors were seldom able to fight without their emotions and aggression eventually leading them to rash action. Jason had watched Lucky beat Crusher senseless in sparring matches when the latter would finally become frustrated and come in roaring, all noise and fury, but also clumsy and over-extended. This particular warrior, having been singling Jason out at every opportunity that day, was showing signs of his concentration slipping as his anger and frustration grew at his inability to crush the smaller, weaker alien quickly.
Jason was only dimly aware of the noise created by the hundreds of spectating warriors, each cheering on his favorite … or at least cheering on the fighter they’d placed money on. If there was one thing Legionaries loved as much as fighting, it was gambling, so the opportunity to gamble on fighting created a frenzy every evening during the matches.
Even as the thought quickly flitted through his head, Jason saw his opponent lean his weight back onto his planted foot and brought his hands up in a guard position, anticipating another charge. The warrior once again threw caution to the wind and came in roaring, his right fist raised and his left tucked in close to his torso. Jason knew that the raised fist was a decoy; he also knew that the maneuver was typically executed with the claws deployed and was grateful the warrior was still adhering to “training” rules. 
Jason moved forward like he meant to respect the raised fist before spinning to his right as quickly as he could, far too fast for his opponent to track, pinning the drawn left arm against the warrior. He continued his spin and brought his right elbow up and back, intending to drive it into the other’s throat. The warrior realized his mistake but his forward momentum was too much, and Jason had been too fast ducking under the extended right arm and pinning it up against his body. He could only watch helplessly as the human’s elbow missed its mark and smashed into his mouth. 
Jason suppressed the urge to scream as he felt the comparatively soft skin of his arm slam into the exposed fangs of the warrior. The crowd’s reaction was mixed as Jason quickly separated from his opponent and spun to face him again. It wasn’t a pretty sight.
“Halt!” the overseer called sharply. “All combatants will HALT!”
“Shit,” Jason muttered as he saw the damage he’d inadvertently caused. He had simply wanted to knock the wind out of his opponent with a well-aimed shot to the throat that, despite being reinforced and tough, still caused the same reaction as it did in most bipeds when hit. Instead he had missed, smashing the warrior’s mouth with enough force to split the upper and lower lips to such a degree that blood was pouring from his face. The hit also had enough heat behind it that his opponent was dazed and stumbling about. 
The wound itself was not especially serious, nor would it likely slow the warrior down much if it had been a real fight. What it was, however, was a grievous breach in protocol and a violation of the strictly-adhered-to standards that governed simulated combat between Legionaries. When trying to train such naturally aggressive fighters, the Legions had adopted a set of controls that would help ensure their warriors didn’t kill each other in what was supposed to be a training environment. These rules were ingrained into each Legionnaire from a very young age and they took them quite seriously. 
To make matters worse, it looked like Jason had done it on purpose: a reckless, vicious hit by a desperate and overmatched fighter. In the eyes of most Galvetic warriors, that made him the worst sort of coward. He moved back to his side of the ring and braced himself for the judgment he knew was coming, standing straight and resisting the urge to scratch at the itchy spot in the middle of his back.
“Warrior Burke,” the overseer began formally. “You were the first to be wounded in the exchange. Do you accept the hit to Warrior Falzez’s face as complete recompense or do you demand the right of retaliation?” 
“I’m afraid I don’t understand, sir.” Jason furrowed his brow in confusion. 
“Your back, it was injured first.” The overseer’s impatience was obvious. Jason reached around to the spot that was itching and felt that it was wet. When he pulled his hand back around he saw bright red, human blood. He realized at once what must have happened and felt doubly bad. Falzez (he hadn’t actually known the warrior’s name the entire exercise) had his head down and looked appropriately chagrined despite the fact that neither wound was his fault.
“I consider the matter settled, Master Overseer,” Jason called out. “There will be no retaliation, sir.” The crowd began to cheer until the Overseer’s next announcement.
“The match is concluded, the result is nullification,” he said. “No winner, and no loser.” Jason could swear he saw just the ghost of a smile on the older warrior’s face as the crowd’s mood turned once they realized that all bets made were now null and void and, according to the loose rules they played by, all money had been forfeited to the bookmakers. They were now easy to identify as they were smiling widely and, wisely, exiting the area as fast as they could manage. From the looks Jason was getting he felt that was probably a wise course of action for him as well. 
****
“Hello, beautiful. Did you miss me?” Jason asked as he approached a sleek, deadly looking heavy gunship perched on her landing gear. His neural implant automatically verified his identity and, with a thought command, dropped the rear ramp and turned on the marker lights on the wingtips and the vertical stabilizers.
The ship began to rumble to life while he was still a good twenty meters away, hissing and whining as the various subsystems were commanded back on after being dormant since Jason had landed for the exercise. He also saw that the local avian life had had a fine time using the Phoenix for target practice.
He walked up into the ship and began stowing his gear, puttering around and prepping her for flight while he waited for Morakar to deliver the intel he’d promised so he could depart. Restaria was a beautiful planet, and the Galvetic warriors were an interesting people he enjoyed being around, but he was anxious to get home. Twingo, his crew’s engineer and tech specialist, had been planning a series of extensive upgrades to the gunship that would put her out of commission for at least a month if everything went smoothly, which it wouldn’t, and who knew how long after that to complete the test program and shake-down flights. 
Just as he was debating sending Morakar a message to get the lead out, he heard boots scraping on the tarmac just outside the cargo bay. He walked through the open door of the armory where he’d been putting his toys away and out to see the last person he expected standing at the bottom of the Phoenix’s ramp. He was both surprised by who it was and concerned that he wasn’t armed.
“Captain Jason Burke,” Falzez nodded respectfully. “Before you departed I wanted to make sure my apologies had been properly conveyed for the unfortunate incident during the final match.” The highly formal, almost stylized way that Galvetic warriors talked to each other was at times fascinating. At other times, such as when one was trying to pack up and get moving, it was nerve-grating. 
“I think we both know that apologies aren’t necessary, Falzez,” Jason said, walking down the ramp. “I misjudged the distance and impaled myself on your claws, then I miscalculated again and my strike was too high. You could have disputed the Overseer’s ruling … why didn’t you?”
“It is well known that you are a respected fighter in the eyes of Lord Felex Tezakar and that he defers to you as his commanding officer,” Falzez said after some consideration. “It had not occurred to me that the incident was not my fault. I had not tucked my claws into a fist despite knowing the relative softness of your skin, so I feel that your assessment may be in error.” 
“Perhaps,” Jason said, not wishing to pursue a warrior’s convoluted logic much further. He also now understood why Falzez had seemed to be singling him out. Jason had at first thought it was for sport: Beat up on the small alien who thinks he has what it takes to train with the Legions. In reality it was a sign of respect that such a skilled fighter had wanted to face off against him at every opportunity. It was, of course, more due to his proximity with their Lord Archon rather than any particular admiration of his skill, but he’d take it.
“I thank you for your time, Captain.” Falzez turned to leave.
“Hold up,” Jason called out, nodding his head towards the ship. “I have something for you I think you might find interesting.” Falzez followed Jason into the Phoenix without a word and into the armory. Not really knowing why he was doing it, he pulled one of Crusher’s curved short swords down from the wall. He turned and handed it to Falzez hilt first.
“As a sign of respect,” he said when the warrior seemed to recoil after realizing what it was. 
“I could not—”
“I insist,” Jason said firmly. “He would want you to have it.” While he knew that this wasn’t entirely true, he felt he had to do something to make amends since he knew the big warrior would be the subject of some scorn after causing the match to be nullified. Those that lost their money were sure to be especially irritated at him. 
“This is an indescribable honor, Captain,” Falzez said in a choked voice. “Thank you.” He reached around and pulled a shorter, less ornate blade of his own and handed it to Jason. Without another word, maybe being worried Jason would change his mind, Falzez wheeled and marched off the ship. 
“I may have just screwed up,” Jason mused as he looked at the wall where Crusher had his weapons hung up. He had meant to give the warrior a token, one of the Lord Archon’s beat-up utility blades he routinely replaced. Given Falzez’s reaction, however, he had a sneaking suspicion he had just handed out a blade that may have cultural or sentimental importance. 
“Well … he shouldn’t leave stuff like that lying around,” he shrugged and walked out of the armory in time to see the Brothers Reddix climbing the ramp. “Mazer! Morakar! Come to see me off?”
“We didn’t want you to feel unloved, Captain,” Mazer smiled widely. “We also come bearing gifts.”
“The intel you mentioned?” Jason asked Morakar. The elder brother nodded and handed over a data card.
“There’s more on there than just the inquiries into your whereabouts,” he said. “I had my deputy add anything he thought you may find useful or interesting.”
“I appreciate that, my friend,” Jason said. “In my line of work, information is never something I can have too much of.” 
“We also brought a few cases of that wine you like that they make on Galvetor,” Mazer said, impatiently waving his brother away, “and this!” He pulled out what looked like one of the ubiquitous black tactical carbines Jason was fond of, but with lines and flair that made it unmistakably Galvetic in design.
“I’m listening,” Jason said, eyeing the weapon.
“No offense to Twingo, he’s a fine engineer and your railguns are both unique and formidable,” Mazer began.
“He’s not here, Mazer … you don’t need to kiss his ass. What am I looking at?” Jason’s fingers began to twitch with the desire to snatch the weapon from his friend’s hands.
“Since we’ve introduced this type of weapon to the Legions through the Galvetic Marine program, our engineers have been making continuous improvements to the concept until, so they tell us, they’ve achieved the perfect balance of portability and destructive capability,” Morakar said as Mazer handed the weapon to Jason. “This version has been modified for your size and preferred fire selector.”
Jason had already noticed the thumb-switch fire selector and the smaller pistol grip that would accommodate his significantly smaller human hand. After verifying the weapon was powered down and safe, he put it to his shoulder and was astonished at how light it was. The fit was also spot on, making it obvious this was no off-the-cuff gift.
“This is amazing,” Jason marveled. “I can’t believe how light this is. Mine are all nose-heavy from the accelerator coils and cooling system.”
“We developed a hybrid superconductor specifically for the rails that’s lighter, more efficient, and doesn’t require as robust a cooling system as your version,” Morakar said, seeming somewhat embarrassed as he went over all the improvements Galvetic engineers had made to Jason’s preferred weapon. 
“Don’t worry about bruising Twingo’s ego.” Jason picked up on his friend’s discomfort. “To be honest, I don’t think he puts a lot of effort into the tactical equipment he gives us. If it doesn’t have anything to do with the damn ship he just slaps it together.”
“Obviously we can’t test it out here on the landing pad,” Mazer said, beaming as Jason went over the weapon with a practiced eye. “But we’ve brought a case of sixteen. Four are fitted for Lord Felex, the rest for you. They’re also compatible with the powercells you’re already using.”
“Really?” Jason was surprised they had stuck with that design. 
“We had so many railguns in service based on your original design that we decided not to reinvent something we already had in stock that would work just as well,” Morakar said. “What’s so funny?”
“Oh nothing. It’s just funny how the universe works sometimes.” Jason couldn’t stop chuckling. When he saw that his friends looked mildly offended at his laughing in their face, he went on. “You know the story of how I came to be out here, right?” 
“Of course,” Mazer said, while Morakar just nodded.
“Okay. So the weapon I originally brought aboard the DL7 was a variant of the military projectile weapon I used when still on my home planet,” Jason explained. “It was woefully inadequate against what’s commonplace out here; therefore Deetz made my original railgun based on that rifle so that there wasn’t any issue with me using it in a pinch.”
“I still don’t get it,” Mazer shrugged to his brother. 
“Think about it,” Jason said. “All the powerpacks you have in your military supply system that are issued all over the quadrant, the ones that you made from the original design I provided, are an exact form copy of the thirty-round magazines that fit into a primitive infantry carbine from some backwater planet that nobody has ever heard of.”
“Ah … I see. Very amusing,” Morakar deadpanned. “Isn’t it, Mazer.”
“Very,” Mazer nodded.
“I thought it was an interesting story,” Jason said.
“It was, Captain,” Mazer said.
“You two suck.” 
 



Chapter 3
 
The Phoenix lifted smoothly from a clearing in one of the vast southern provinces on Restaria a full day after Jason had said goodbye to Mazer and Morakar Reddix. He was on no particular schedule, and when he left the small, rural spaceport the urge to try out the new railguns he’d been gifted was too much. He also knew that there really wasn’t anyplace on S’Tora to test them where it wouldn’t draw too much attention or be too dangerous.
Restaria, the second habitable planet in the Galvetic System, was home solely to the warrior caste of the gelten species, the indigenous population on Galvetor. Since it had no real heavy industry and the warrior caste, more of a gelten sub-species actually, didn’t take up all that much room there were enormous tracts of empty land. Since Jason had navigational access codes that permitted the Phoenix to fly and land anywhere on either planet, he picked an out of the way million acres or so and let some rounds fly. 
His original intention, he had told himself, was to just squeeze off a few rounds from two of the weapons to familiarize himself and ensure he had at least a working pair. That quickly morphed to a whole day firing hypersonic slugs at anything he could find. Now he was berating himself for goofing off so long as he still had one stop to make before heading home.
The Phoenix climbed smoothly out of the atmosphere as Jason primed and readied the slip-drive. Although he was flying solo this mission, the truth was that all the upgrades they’d been making to the ship over the years meant that, barring any disasters, he could easily manage things without the help of the rest of his crew. He had to admit to himself that while he loved his crewmates it was very nice to have the Phoenix to himself for a change.
Once the big gunship shuddered into slip-space Jason checked over all his primary flight systems one more time before leaving the bridge and heading to the com room. The data card that Morakar had given him was still in the socket at one of the terminals and the monitor was displaying a message telling him that the computer had finished the decryption. Jason had been somewhat surprised that his friend had bothered since he was hand-delivering the data, but he supposed there was a Legion regulation somewhere that stated that any intel being transported had to be secured, and Morakar was not one to skirt around a rule.
“Let’s see what you’re all about,” Jason said, selecting the summary brief before digging into the raw data. 
Right away he saw that Morakar was right: there was someone specifically asking for a human named Jason Burke … from Earth. The summary brief was alarmingly vague and Jason began to have misgivings about what the raw data would hold. He went down to the cargo bay and broke open a case of the spicy, dark red wine Mazer had brought and plucked a bottle out. He did a quick mental calculation taking into account how fast his enhanced metabolism would burn through the alcohol, how long the first leg of his slip-space flight was, and snagged another bottle before walking back up the stairs to the hatch leading to the main deck. 
After making his way back to the com room by way of the galley to grab a plastic cup, Jason adjusted the terminal seat and began to dig into the raw intel data, file by file, looking to put the pieces together.
****
“What the hell,” Jason mumbled, lifting his head off the console in the com room where he’d apparently passed out. He quickly brought up a ship’s status window on another display and gave the readings a once-over to make sure there was nothing that needed his immediate attention. Once he’d checked on the Phoenix, he looked at the display to see what the computer had come up with.
 
ANALYSIS RESULTS:
NO MATCHES
 
FEATURE RECOGNITION FAILED AGAINST MAIN DATABASE
 
FEATURE RECOGNITION FAILED AGAINST LOCAL SOURCE
 
“Worth a try,” Jason shrugged. He’d quickly given up trying to manually sift through thousands of images and hundreds of field reports from Galvetic Intelligence, some so heavily redacted that there wasn’t any context other than his name maybe being mentioned as an interesting aside. Most intelligence assets knew who he was given his prominent role during the political upheaval on Galvetor some years back, but it was obvious that none of the reports gave any real detail as to why someone had been looking for him. Equally frustrating was the lack of visual data that accompanied the reports. Jason would have been satisfied with the same being showing up twice in a row or a solid image of a ship that was involved. 
“Phoenix, have the com room cleaned,” he called as he walked up to the bridge to prep for the transition to real-space in a few hours.
“Acknowledged, Captain,” a deep, yet androgynous voice said. Jason just rolled his eyes as he slid into his seat. The voice interface to the ship had been changed recently and Kage, without asking, of course, had decided to pick one that had a simulated personality. The fight that ensued within the crew as to which voice they should use was so vicious and long-running Jason actually thought the newly reformed Omega Force might end before it really got going again. 
Crusher wanted a masculine voice, Kage and Twingo wanted a feminine voice, and Lucky just seemed pissed that there would be another intelligent machine to talk to. Jason and Doc both just wanted the argument over and in the end, as Captain, Jason picked the most neutral voice he could find in the software and locked it out with his command codes. He also told the computer that he didn’t need, or want, a chatty interface. Just simple, concise responses to requests. 
“Phoenix,” Jason said, adjusting himself into the seat. “You are authorized to kill the slip-space engines at the optimum mesh-in for the Deteka system.”
“Of course, Cap—”
“Immediately upon reentering real-space I want my contact on the surface of Deteka-2 notified that I’ll be en route directly to their landing pad.”
“Yes, Captain Bu—”
“Then I want the most expeditious course plotted down.” Jason leaned back. “Don’t worry about the fuel burn. Now be quiet.” The computer somehow managed to make the answering –beep beep – sound petulant. 
The Phoenix popped back into the regular universe at precisely the spot the computer had picked: just inside the orbit of the outermost planet. It was close enough to avoid a twenty-hour flight down to the second planet yet far enough away that Jason could identify himself and his ship well before someone decided to shoot first and ask questions later. 
The people of Deteka-2 were an interesting set of contradictions. They rebuffed any offers to be enveloped into a larger alliance, be that with their interstellar neighbors, like-minded species, or even the ConFed itself. They had an automated planetary defense system that was second to none that could turn back nearly anything but a full-strength battlegroup hellbent on invasion, not a likely prospect for a single, average planet orbiting an average star within an average star system. It wasn’t that they were isolationist, but they preferred to not have their destiny contractually dictated by alliances they didn’t need. Jason could respect that. 
While that was all interesting, the reason he was overjoyed he’d found this hidden gem was that, in addition to their quirks, they were also top rate armorers. This was slightly odd since the citizens themselves seemed to lean against personal armament, but Jason wasn’t one to judge … especially when they were still willing to sell their incredible weaponry to the right buyers. Since being turned on to the dozen or so companies on the planet that produced various types of small-scale weaponry, it had taken him the better part of a month just to negotiate a meeting to negotiate whether or not they would sell to him. Jason had no idea what the criterion were, he had known them to sell to people he would have considered killing on principle while turning down smaller outposts that were just trying to defend themselves. Either way, they’d finally agreed to enter into a contract with him and he’d eagerly stopped on his way to Restaria to get measured, tested, and get the ball rolling on his order. He was surprised when he’d had a message sitting in the com queue thanking him for his prompt payment and letting him know he could pick up his order at his convenience. 
“We have been given landing priority all the way to the surface,” the computer told him. 
“Who the hell is we?” Jason grunted, selecting one of the three courses on his navigation panel and engaging the autopilot, authorizing engine power changes to the computer. “I’ll be down in the galley. Let me know if anything interesting happens between now and orbital insertion.”
“Yes, Captain.”
****
“Captain Jason!” a voice boomed across the tarmac. “It is very good to see you, sir! I think you will be very, very pleased with how your order has turned out.”
“And greetings to you as well, Solapa,” Jason smiled. He knew the overweight, light green-skinned alien was what every good salesman should be: bombastic, over-the-top friendly, and with just a whiff of the desperation that seems to cling to those who make their living by commission. Despite the fact he knew the alien would probably sell one of his relatives for the right price, Jason couldn’t help but like him. 
“If you’d just follow me we can get things inspected and get you on your way,” Solapa said. “I don’t suppose you reconsidered my offer regarding your ship?”
“Thanks all the same, but she’s not for sale,” Jason said. “I also couldn’t consent to leaving her here for the upgrades you mentioned. My engineer would kill me.”
“Indeed?” Solapa looked startled. “Your engineer must be a formidable being and I wouldn’t want to lose such an important client. Keep us in mind nevertheless.” Jason didn’t bother to clarify his euphemism as he climbed into a plush, open-top ground vehicle. Just as they pulled away he commanded the Phoenix to lock up and go into a passive ground-defense mode. He didn’t think that anyone would actually try to board the ship uninvited, but he found that it was better to trust nobody.
He was whisked away into the enormous structure that housed engineering and production for the Disa Small Weapons Firm, or at least that’s how his neural implant had decided to interpret the name. After driving deep into the cavernous facility he was led into an opulent lounge where a steward was waiting by a bar, and Solapa led him to an overstuffed couch.
“This is one of our test-fitting suites,” Solapa explained. “Your units are coming up even as we speak, and you will have the opportunity to test fit them and ensure everything is as you desire.”
“I like your style,” Jason said as he sank into the couch, accepting a glass of a light, fizzy drink from the steward. The Disa Company had a complete bio make-up of him, so he had to assume they’d given him something refreshing and delicious and not a glass of sulfuric acid.
“Yes, sir,” Solapa smiled. “Ah! Here we go. This is one of the base suits you’ll need to change into. A private room is just beyond that door.” He handed Jason a sleek, black suit that he’d need to change into before proceeding with the test fittings. Jason grabbed his drink and headed through the indicated door to change. He wasn’t especially bashful, especially in the presence of non-humans, but he wasn’t sure if just stripping down in the lounge area would be well-received. 
When he emerged from the room in the base suit, which had adjusted itself to the point that he almost felt like he was standing in the room naked, he saw that a tall, wide case had been rolled into the room. 
“If you’d like to do the honors, Captain, just press your palm here,” Solapa indicated the dark circle imbedded in the burnished alloy case. Jason walked up and did just that, waiting as his entire hand print was scanned as well as a biochemical signature read through his skin. With a beep and a pop the case split down the middle and opened slowly, giving Jason the first look at his new armor he’d had commissioned.
“It is as you hoped?” Solapa looked anxiously at Jason’s blank face.
“This is … exactly what I wanted,” Jason breathed. The armor was spectacular. He had decided that the bulky, utilitarian suits he had normally worn were missing something: a bit of flair and drama. It was something he would have found utterly ridiculous when he was in a regular military, but for some reason as a part of a small mercenary crew it seemed to fit. 
What was before him was an intimidating vision right out of someone’s nightmare. The helmet had been fashioned so it almost seemed to be an exposed, stylized skull, complete with fangs and downturned, angry eye sockets. The elimination of the full-face visor gave the impression that the armor was actually a metal being rather than just someone wearing a suit.
The rest of the armor was no less impressive, albeit not nearly as outlandish as the helmet. It was a dull, black alloy that seemed to suck in the light, with bare metal accents that highlighted the joints and other stylistic embellishments. 
“The color and light absorption properties of the armor can be adjusted instantaneously, even actively blending into the background colors.” Solapa shifted back to salesman mode. “This is your medium-duty unit; there are light and heavy versions still in their docking containers as well as replacement parts for all three. Shall we begin?”
“Absolutely,” Jason nodded, anxious to get started.
Over the next five hours Jason put the new armor through its paces on the obstacle course they had in the building. By the end of the first hour he was convinced the Disa armor was generations ahead of anything he’d had to that point. The agility and feats of strength capable with it were astonishing and the interface to his neural implant was seamless. 
After he had satisfied himself that the new armor was worth the exorbitant price he’d paid for it, he spent the next hour deflecting the hard-sell tactics of Solapa while the equipment was cleaned, loaded back into the docking crates, and loaded aboard the Phoenix. It had actually been necessary to gently push the Disa rep off the ramp of the Phoenix and activate the closure while he was still standing on it, all the while Solapa was shouting for Jason to keep them in mind for any future purchases.
“Like a damn used car salesman,” Jason muttered, checking the tie-downs on the packing crates one more time. “Phoenix, begin full active scan of all new cargo. Compile it in a report and put it in my inbox.”
“Yes, Captain.”
The ground control system vectored Jason far south out of the city so he could climb out along the equator with the bulk of the outbound space traffic. Apparently on Deteka-2 once they had your money your VIP status ended. He could see that he would be stacked up behind three heavy haulers lumbering up into orbit, which meant the speedy gunship would be in a holding pattern waiting for them to clear the lane. 
Jason was dozing slightly as the ship flew lazily along her flightpath over a mountainous region blanketed with a beautiful, dense forest. He’d just checked the sensor logs from the cargo bay to make sure nobody had snuck anything onto his ship and was just about to command the autopilot to execute a shallow climb to their first holding pattern. Everything was completely normal and boring, so he was completely unprepared when it all went to hell.
The Phoenix was slammed hard and yanked to the right just as a host of alarms began blaring throughout the bridge. “Report!”
“We have been engaged by a single craft, multiple shots along the starboard wing,” the computer told him. “Light structural damage to the outer hull. All systems still at one hundred percent.”
Shaking off the shock, Jason looked at his tactical display and saw one small craft fleeing the area and veering to the left into a low-lying region. His com panel lit up with an incoming signal, standard local proximity channel.
“Show me what you’ve got, Earthman!” The taunt could have only come from the ship that had just peppered his right wing with a handful of warning shots.
“Full combat mode!” Jason barked, yanking the Phoenix onto a pursuit course and advancing the throttle. “Give me everything!” 
“Full main drive power … available, weapons … available, main engines … preheating, shields … three seconds to activation, low-observability protocols enabled.” The computer listed off combat systems as they became available. Jason wasn’t actually listening as he reached out with his neural implant and integrated himself into the ship. In just a few seconds he would be able to feel the status of the Phoenix far more accurately and quickly than her computer could alert him aurally. 
Jason knew he’d been baited and he knew he was likely pursuing the small craft into a trap, but he also knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he’d just been engaged by whoever had been pursuing him. It was an opportunity he didn’t want to waste. As he pushed the throttle up further he had a fleeting thought of what poor manners it was to get into a dogfight on the planet he’d just been doing business with.
As the Phoenix caught up with the fleeing craft, Jason could see it was a fighter-type, too small to escape the powerful gunship but it could still pack a nasty surprise in the form of a ship-buster missile. Instinctually most people would back off and give themselves a buffer to make sure they had room to counter any move the fighter might make, but Jason knew from experience the most effective tactic was to jam the nose of his ship right up the tailpipe of the other. At the speeds they were flying the only way to realistically give yourself a margin of safety was to let the other ship get out of sight, but keeping up on it so close that the other pilot could practically feel your breath gave them no time to strategize and tended to rattle most.
“So what’s your game?” he asked himself as the fighter, while still accelerating, didn’t seem to be making any real move to evade him. It had to know the sort of firepower the Phoenix carried. He deployed the ship’s chin turret and targeted the left engine of the smaller ship, decreasing the blaster’s power to thirty percent. It wouldn’t do him much good if he destroyed the ship. Whoever was looking for him, whoever sent it, would just hire another.
Jason squeezed the trigger and watched as his shots impacted the smaller ship’s hull and peppered the port engine emitter, causing it to belch out a stream of raw drive plasma and smoke a bit. 
“Deteka Orbital Defense, this is a distress call!” the open channel lit up again. “I have been engaged by an illegally modified DL7 gunship … I am a high-speed courier and suspect piracy as the reason. Please respond!” Just as the call ended the port engine on the fighter recovered and the craft shot away at incredible speed.
“You crafty sonofabitch!” Jason bit out, knowing he only had moments before the Deteka defense force demanded he land or be fired upon. They tolerated no foolishness within their atmosphere. He had to catch that ship before the local authorities became involved. The Phoenix surged as he advanced the throttle all the way up and targeted the port engine again. If he could force it down he might be able to prove his innocence and, maybe, talk his way out of the situation.
Jason allowed himself a tight smile as the Phoenix came within range again. The engines on the fighter flared brightly and he read that as desperation on the part of the pilot. He was about to teach this fool not to bring a pocket knife to a bazooka fight. Almost there …
“You’re mine,” he said just before he squeezed the trigger. But then something unexpected happened.
The small fighter pulled away, racing away along the ground and opening the range between them.
“What!?” was all Jason could manage to get out as he looked on in disbelief. Nothing outran his ship on the ground, within a planet’s atmosphere, sure as hell not some tiny underpowered fighter. “Phoenix! Clean us up, deploy the big guns and disengage overspeed safety locks.”
“Complying,” the computer said. “Main plasma cannons deployed and ready, all other weapon turrets retracted.”
Jason slammed the throttle back against the stop and thumbed the red “Emergency Accel” button that was on the right side of the throttle. The Phoenix snarled and he was thrown hard back against his seat as the inertial compensators failed to keep up and the gunship tore across the landscape. 
“Overspeed warning … leading edges heating beyond limits,” the computer warned in its emotionless drone. “Warning … plasma cannons heating beyond limits. Warning—”
“Shut up!” Jason snapped. “Retract the cannons and close the hatches. No further audible warnings.” He released the emergency acceleration button just as the plasma pressure in the primary manifold that fed the engines tickled the red line. The Phoenix was now hypersonic at low-altitude, an incredibly dangerous and damaging flight profile … but he had closed the gap again on the small fighter. He throttled back and let the atmospheric drag decelerate him until he was running parallel, the air around the canopy distorting from the superheating effect of the friction. 
Jason was now stuck. At the speed they were flying, and so low in the atmosphere, he couldn’t safely deploy any of his weapons and, in fact, needed to throttle back in the next few seconds to avoid seriously damaging his ship. Just as he was considering trying to edge in close and see if his larger ship would disrupt the airflow enough over the fighter to destabilize its flight, a course of action equally stupid to deploying his point defense turrets into the slipstream, the small craft vanished in a brilliant flash that washed out his optical sensors.
“What the hell was that?!” 
“Target has activated its slip-drive,” the computer said after the split second it took to realize Jason wasn’t asking a rhetorical question.
“Who the hell is this guy?” Jason marveled at the insane move as he slapped the throttle back to idle and pulled up on the nose, the Phoenix’s speed sending her rocketing into the upper atmosphere. 
“Unknown,” the computer answered. “We are now being commanded to land immediately at the nearest available pad and prepare to surrender.”
“Not likely.” Jason began reconfiguring his ship for exo-atmospheric flight. Just as the ship began to lose momentum from her unpowered climb he pushed the throttle back up and leveled out just at the stratosphere/mesosphere transition for Deteka-2. 
He would have to time his escape into low-orbit carefully, but escaping the automated defense grid should be no particular problem. It was designed to repel capital ships while the ground defenses would mop up the smaller assault craft in the event of an invasion. Trying to peg one little ship like the Phoenix as she was trying to escape was much more difficult. As per his standard operating procedure for approaching any planet, Jason had mapped out all of the visible defense installations on his previous trip to Deteka-2 and had updated that information on this trip. Now he just had to hope that there weren’t any hidden surprises he was about to stumble upon.
The journey to his target orbital insertion point seemed to take forever as Jason waited for the passive sensors to pick up an approaching interceptor or missile launch, but nothing came as the gap in the defense grid he was aiming for loomed just ahead. Waiting until the last possible second, he dropped all pretense of stealth and primed the slip-drive for an emergency short hop just to get him out of the system. When it pinged ready he raised the nose and shoved the throttle down, putting on a burst of acceleration that shoved the gunship up out of the mesosphere and into a patch of clear sky big enough for him to mesh-out.
“This has been an emotional trip,” Jason groused as he slapped the control to activate the drive departing the Deteka system in a burst of expended slip-space energy.
 



Chapter 4
 
“Home sweet home,” Jason yawned as the Phoenix tore into real-space just inside the orbit of the sixth planet in the S’Tora system. There seemed to be little fallout from his escapades over Deteka-2 other than a cryptically worded message from his contact at the Disa Company ensuring him that his money was still welcome there and further implying that should he re-apply for a new, clean set of access codes to approach the planet he would be approved in short order.
As smugly arrogant as the residents of Deteka-2 were, it actually made Jason happy that they weren’t above overlooking someone shooting up the countryside, just as long as their pockets were deep enough. Apparently some traits truly were universal. 
For the next twelve hours he patiently followed the rest of the sparse traffic approaching the planet he and his crew were now calling home. He was especially concerned about whoever owned that fighter showing up on his doorstep and he was furiously trying to come up with a plan to deal with that. If they could find him at a random stop like the Deteka system, he had no doubt that they would eventually find where he lived. For all he knew they were actively tracking the ship and just waiting for him to land so they could launch an attack from orbit. Having a target on his back made him itch and he’d be damned if he just ignored the problem and hoped it went away.
He was approved for his entry vector almost immediately by the sleepy S’Tora orbital controller, as he always was. Traffic was relatively light over the planet and the mercenary crew that had taken up residence on a peninsula that jutted out into the western sea had been a welcome addition to the community. Jason realized that it was all a bit of a game since if the regional government openly admitted what it was Omega Force did, and he had no doubt they knew, the locals might not welcome the exotic strangers with such open arms. But they kept their act clean, brought money and a bit of prestige to an otherwise undesirable coastal location, and generally didn’t make a nuisance of themselves. 
The Phoenix broke through the lower cloud layer and continued her gentle, rolling descent towards the coastline, breaking to port to follow it south. Jason partially integrated his neural implant so that he could use the ship’s optical sensors and look down at the passing landscape “through” the hull. S’Tora was a beautiful planet with a kind, industrious population that seemed to enjoy the inherent isolation that came with being out on the perimeter of ConFed influence. It was an almost-homogenous society with few outsiders that, while totally self-sufficient, did not have any single export that made the trip worth it to the larger trading firms. 
“Looks like everyone is up already,” Jason said as he pushed the throttle up and dove for the deck. Up ahead was the large hangar that had been built for them over the course of the last ten S’Toran months. It was partially buried back into the solid rock face of one of the ubiquitous outcropping peaks that dotted the coast this far south. He could see the doors had been opened and Lucky and Kage were standing near the opening, the latter shielding his eyes with a hand and peering up at the sound. 
Jason leveled out at one hundred and fifty meters and angled starboard to take him inland, buzzing his friends while also avoiding the rocky peak that soared up to almost four hundred meters. The main drive didn’t have the same gut-punching effect of a low pass with the big plasma engines fired up, but it still woke up the sleepy coastal village Omega Force had taken up residence in. He shot over his new, unmarred landing pad and looped back over the main part of town, noting the waving locals as he pulled enough g-forces to cause twin vapor trails to break off his wingtips.
It was a good day.
He cycled the gear and set the gunship down with a firm bump before setting the brakes and powering down the primary flight systems. Once he’d secured the grav-drive and safed all the ship’s tactical systems, he looked up and saw Twingo standing in the middle of the upper walkway inside the hangar, marshalling him in. The little blue bastard doesn’t trust me to taxi in without scraping something.
The brakes released with a pop and Jason used the taxi control on his left to roll the ship slowly into the hangar, watching Twingo for left/right commands. The problem came when every time Jason would edge the speed up just a bit Twingo would wave his hands wildly and gesticulate for him to slow down. 
“Phoenix, put me on the external speakers,” Jason said.
--beep beep—
“Twingo! I can’t go any damn slower! I want to be able to close the doors before tomorrow … let’s move it!”
After another ten minutes of hand gestures back and forth, not all of them necessarily related to the movement of the spacecraft, the Phoenix rocked gently to a stop and Jason finished his power-down checklist. He slid out of his seat, grabbed the helmet from the new armor he’d just bought off the seat nearest to the hatchway, and hustled down to the cargo bay.
He paused in the armory to put the helmet back in its storage nook. His original intent had been to scare the hell out of whomever came up into the ship first, but in light of the attack by an unknown assailant, and the damage he’d caused to the ship in his unsuccessful pursuit, he just wasn’t in the mood for a prank.
“What the hell happened?” Twingo asked as Jason walked down the ramp with his duffle bag.
“I’ll brief everyone at once.” Jason shook his head, taking his friend’s outstretched hand in greeting. “The damage is, hopefully, superficial. Took some light energy weapon fire along the starboard wing’s upper surface and then some plasma scorching from atmospheric friction at low altitude.”
“I’ll just review the computer logs later,” Twingo waved him off. “There have been some delays and the parts aren’t here yet to begin the upgrade on the main drive so I’m not going to begin the teardown just yet.”
“Perfect,” Jason nodded as the others walked up. “I don’t want her out of commission just yet. Something’s come up and I’d rather not have the ship in pieces if it makes its way here.”
After greeting his crew and deflecting questions as to what had happened to the Phoenix to so badly discolor the hull coating, Jason did his own walk-around, noting particular areas of damage. When the ship had finally been parked, walkways and service platforms had automatically moved into place, surrounding the front of the ship and allowing them to easily get above and look down at the starboard wing. 
With a disgusted shake of his head, Jason rode the open-air lift up to a well-appointed mezzanine that overlooked the main hangar floor. From the rail one could actually look right onto the bridge of the Phoenix through the large main canopy, which put the mezzanine that the crew was using as a common area/meeting room just over two stories in the air from the floor.
When he climbed off the lift platform he could see that the others were already sitting at the large, round table in the center of the room and two of them were already drinking. He went to a glass-doored refrigerator and grabbed two beers for himself before taking a seat.
“After the training exercise on Restaria, our buddy Morakar gave me an intel brief that someone may be wanting to kill me,” Jason began without preamble. “As you can see,” he gestured to the Phoenix, “there is some evidence that they’re serious.”
“Who did we piss off this time?” Twingo asked.
“This is apparently not related to Omega Force activities,” Jason said. “They’ve been questioning for me specifically and they know far more about me than anyone should, even the name of my home planet.” 
“So if they’re after you … why do we need to know about this?” Kage asked.
“Well, Kage, since I’m normally seen in your company I just figured you’d appreciate the heads up in case someone tossed a grenade at us.” Jason struggled to keep his voice even while Doc reached over and smacked the Veran on the back of the head.
“Hey!”
“Did Galvetic Intelligence have any idea who this person, or persons, are?” Lucky asked.
“The information they had was sparse, but they weren’t on the lookout for threats specifically to me,” Jason shrugged. “I’m thankful that they were alert enough to pull out what they did and give it to me.”
Over the next hour they discussed who might possible have the knowledge and the motive to be hunting for Jason and, distressingly, the only person they could come up with was Kellea Colleren. The only thing that made him dismiss his former love interest out of hand was the fact that she knew exactly where to find him and she had no need to chase him around in private, unregistered starfighters when she had access to large capital warships. Not to mention that he didn’t think he’d done anything during their time together that deserved being fired upon for.
Soon the light coming in through the hangar door began to fade and he could see his crew losing interest, so he adjourned the meeting. As they dispersed, Jason felt mildly offended at the lack of concern showed by his friends, but without a clear and imminent threat it was hard to get them too excited. They’d seen far too much in the years they had all worked together to get themselves wound up over a few warning shots and vague threats.
“I’m going to grab my stuff out of the ship,” he told Lucky. “I’ll meet you at the house later.”
“Very well, Captain,” Lucky nodded. “I will see you later this evening.”
Once the crew had made the decision to stop living on the Phoenix like a bunch of shiftless nomads, they had quickly set themselves up with suitable living accommodations that offered them all some semblance of normalcy. Jason and Lucky continued living in the house they had purchased when they were running their ill-fated cargo business. Crusher, still siphoning off the coffers of the Galvetic Legions, had bought his own place just outside of town, while Doc and Kage rented an apartment overlooking the square. Twingo, turning down Crusher’s offer to live with him, had built himself an apartment in their hangar with a large window that overlooked the main floor and the ship. At first Jason had laughed at the idea, but after visiting his friend’s new home he had to admit that he was a bit jealous he hadn’t thought of it first and was, in fact, making covert plans to have something similar built on the opposite side of the cavernous facility.
After doing a final walk-around of the ship and making sure all the external umbilicals were properly engaged, he walked out through the main door, assuming that Twingo would shut the place up when he was ready. His ground vehicle was sitting off to the right under a small, open-sided shelter and he was looking forward to getting home and kicking his feet up with a beer on his deck, watching the waves come in.
Wham!
Pain exploded through the left side of Jason’s body; his legs buckled and sent him to the hard tarmac of the landing pad. When he rolled over to try and rise, his left appendages not cooperating, he turned his head just in time to see a small boot coming right at his face. Knowing it was going to hurt anyway, he ducked his head and took the blow right at the hairline. It scrambled his brains a bit, but his reinforced skull easily absorbed the hit and it saved his eyes and the always-painful hit to the nose.
His assailant grunted in surprise and fell back enough that Jason was able to roll up into a seated position, reach his right hand around, and yank out the stun dart that had been fired into his side. If he didn’t get it out of his skin it was likely that whoever was attacking him could activate it for another nerve-overloading burst of current.
He hopped to his feet, shaking off the effects of the kick to the head, and getting his first good look at his attacker. It wasn’t much to go on. Non-descript soft armor covered a shorter, lighter biped from head to toe.
“I take it this isn’t the first time we’ve met,” Jason said calmly, squaring off against the being that was dancing lightly on the balls of its feet, its arms dangling in a loose guard. 
“You are a chatty one,” the modulated voice said as the being moved in to reinitiate hostilities. Jason stepped back and kept his hands down. He hadn’t seen anything yet that led him to believe he was dealing with someone especially dangerous once the element of surprise failed. His impression was affirmed by the hesitation once it closed to within arm’s reach of him, seeming to not want to get close enough for him to make a grab.
But he had no intention of rolling around on the ground with the stranger like a drunk at the local pub. He launched off his back foot and drove his right elbow square into the padded chest protector, sending the breath out of his opponent in a whoosh. As it staggered back he stepped forward, intent on hitting the same spot with a left-handed strike. The fighter recovered too quickly, however, and latched onto Jason’s wrist with shocking strength, pulling it up and away and pushing him off balance. As he fought to free his arm, he heard the telltale whine of actuators straining and realized he was fighting a cybernetically augmented being. It threw his strategy out the window. There was no way to know what species this was, what upgrades they’d bought for themselves, or how effective the augments were, and he suddenly found himself again at a disadvantage. 
“Not much fight in you Earthman,” the voice taunted. “What’s the matter?” The next attack came in a blur and Jason was just barely able to get his arms up to ward off a series of hard, chopping strikes that broke the skin on his forearms and drove him back a step. He momentarily wondered where the hell the rest of his crew was. Was he messing around on the ship that long and they were already in town?
He moved in again and swung with a vicious right, aiming low on the torso, trying to gauge from the reaction how close he was getting to finding a vulnerable spot. I hate fighting aliens when I have no idea what is where on them. His slight hesitation was rewarded with an open-palmed slap to the side of his head, the effects of which he minimized by pulling back when he saw it coming.
“That all you got?” the voice was laughing. “Come on, Joe Lewis … show me something.” Jason smiled. He now knew exactly whom he was fighting, although it did still surprise him. But, more importantly, he knew where some nice soft spots were.
He came in fast, feinting with a left for the lower torso again and allowing it to be blocked before delivering a nasty back-handed chop right to the throat. As expected, it gave and his opponent staggered backwards, the hacking cough sounding odd through the helmet’s amplifier. With a forward snap-kick to the inside of the right knee the masked fighter almost fell, barely recovering before Jason delivered a massive uppercut that lifted his attacker right off its feet and onto its back, still gasping for breath.
“I fancy myself more of a Mike Tyson.” Jason walked up to the prone being.
“Who the hell is Mike Tyson?” a woman’s voice said as she pulled her helmet off and tossed it aside, glaring up at him and rubbing her throat. As he suspected, she was human.
“World Heavy Weight Champion in the 80’s and early 90’s,” Jason said. “How the hell do you not know that?”
“I haven’t been to Earth since 1945,” she said. “Thanks for the throat punch, dick.”
“Thanks for shooting my ship up,” Jason replied. “I take it since you didn’t just shoot me from a distance that this wasn’t a serious attempt to kill me.”
“I was just having a little fun,” she said with an impish smile. “No, Burke … I’m not trying to kill you. But there are some people who are.”
“And by people, you mean—”
“Our people,” she nodded. “Humans. A team of some of the nastiest operators to come out of Earth’s militaries.”
“Do I owe back taxes or something?” Jason asked.
“You’re a loose end,” she shrugged. “I don’t know all the details, but I gather that you made yourself known to the powers that be and they’ve been obsessing over you ever since.”
“And you are?”
“Someone who has been out here a long time.” She met his gaze, but offered nothing more. “I’ve been aware of you since you and your merry band of misfits started bumbling around and shooting up every planet you land on. On occasion I’ve even gone in afterwards and smoothed things over to make sure that nobody became too curious about where the hell you came from.” 
“I see.” Jason was chagrined. He’d always thought that Earth was safe since he was just another unknown, unidentifiable alien in the background.
“Yes,” she seemed to read his thoughts. “There are some who were pissed enough at you that also had the means to get to the truth of your origin. It wouldn’t have done them any good since you don’t go back there, but our homeworld used to be ripe for the plucking. It wouldn’t have even taken an invasion … any smooth talker promising a bit of advanced tech would have been given the keys to the kingdom, so to speak.”
“Used to be?” Jason asked.
“Things have changed, Burke,” she sighed. “You dropped an advanced starship from the sky on a population that before then didn’t even have any solid proof life outside the Solar system existed. The aftermath of that mistake has had profound ramifications.”
“I didn’t exactly do it on purpose,” Jason protested.
“Yes, yes, yes,” she waved him off. “I know all about Deetz and his minions. You still could have done a better job of cleaning up after yourself.”
“Perhaps,” Jason was unconvinced. “So … if we’re not going to resume pummeling each other, how about we go someplace where you can tell me who you are and what the hell is going on?”
“Don’t you live in there?” She indicated the ship sitting in the hangar.
“Not fulltime,” Jason said. “And there’s no way I’m letting you aboard my ship until we’ve had a chance to clear the air. You’ve already shot up the starboard wing.”
“I just scratched the paint,” she protested. “Very well, Burke. Lead the way and we’ll get this out of the way so we can get down to business.”
Her last comment filled Jason with no small amount of dread. Something big was happening, he could feel it. He also had a strong suspicion that once everything shook out it was going to change the landscape of his existence profoundly.
 



Chapter 5
 
“You have to be kidding me! Another compatible woman for him just happens to show up?” Kage cried indignantly while the others looked around uncomfortably at the inappropriate outburst. Jason had asked Twingo to call the crew back to the hangar so they could all hear what his guest had to say.
Before Jason or Doc could apologize for Kage, her hand snaked out with lightning speed and, before anyone knew it, the Veran was gasping for breath with his eyes bulging. There was a moment of stunned silence before she dropped him on the floor with a thud.
“You’ve got yourself a real live one there, Captain,” he gasped from the floor.
“You have to give him credit,” Crusher said, taking his seat. “He is fully committed to being an idiot.”
“If we’re all done acing like dumbasses,” Jason rapped his knuckles on the table, “I’d like to get this settled as quickly as possible. As you probably guessed, this is one of the people who have been looking for me … and yes, she is human.”
“My name is Carolyn Whitney,” she began, nodding to the ragtag collection at the table. “I haven’t gone by that name in many, many years, but that was who I was when I lived on the same planet your captain is from.”
“What name do you go by now?” Doc asked.
“It’s not important,” Carolyn said evasively. “And for the record, I wasn’t actually trying to kill Jason. If I wanted him dead, he’d be dead.” Jason snorted and rolled his eyes, but said nothing. 
“I wanted to get an up-close look before revealing myself,” she said, pretending not to hear him. “His, and your, actions have put all humans that are living within ConFed space at risk.”
“How many are there?” Jason broke in.
“This will go faster if I’m not interrupted every ten seconds,” Carolyn said impatiently. Jason made a rolling gesture for her to continue. “Since you introduced the fact to the general population of Earth that there’s a much, much larger universe out there it has been an obsession to get out here, no matter the cost. The ship you left behind introduced our species to scientific concepts and practical engineering that was centuries ahead of where they were.
“Of course, this caused problems almost immediately. Access to the ship and its secrets were at first closely guarded by the Americans, but once they realized there was just so much there to process they began bringing in close allies and extorted favors from them in exchange for access to the wreckage. It wasn’t long before the first primitive ships and many, many unmanned craft began pulling in the raw materials from the asteroid belt to start serious production.
“As of my latest information, Earth was operating a single colony planet and a fleet of up to seven, second-generation starships.”
“A colony planet?” Jason was incredulous. “I find that hard to believe.”
“Believe it,” Carolyn said. “Once the American and British engineers were able to adapt slip-drive to a drone, the search was on for another suitable planet, and it didn’t take them long to find one. After that the big ships began moving people and material there.”
“I think I’d like to visit this planet,” Jason said, still highly skeptical.
“I could tell you where it is,” Carolyn shrugged. “But you should know that the one obsession many have had above and beyond just getting into space was you. It just so happens that the faction that wants you, and presumably your ship, more than anything are the people who are in charge of the colonial government on the new planet. They’re who sent a kill team to track you down and eliminate you.”
“That seems a bit excessive,” Twingo remarked. 
“It’s no longer about finding Jason Burke and trying to force him to surrender his ship,” she said. “The narrative now is that he is putting all humans, and their plans of expanding, at risk since he is out here conducting unsanctioned military operations. When I was first made aware of this I decided to try and find you first and at least talk to you before deciding whether you needed to be eliminated or captured and turned over.”
“So you work for them?” Crusher asked. 
“No,” she said firmly. “As I told your captain, I haven’t been back for many decades.”
“You’re holding up awfully well,” Jason said.
“I could say the same for you,” she smiled humorlessly. “How old do you think you are right now, Jason? The years don’t mean anything out here, and with the technology readily available it is no mean feat to remain youthful for as long as you desire. In fact … you look considerably younger than the twenty-year-old image that is often shown of you.”
“And of course the extensive cybernetics don’t hurt, huh?” Jason snapped back, unsure why her comment rubbed him the wrong way.
“You are far stronger than you have any right to be and you absorb hits that would kill a normal man,” she shot back with equal venom. “Do not preach at me … neither one of us is quite human anymore, but only one of us has recklessly risked their own species for selfish reasons.”
“Fair enough,” Jason raised his hands in surrender, swallowing the retort about the situation with Deetz not being his fault. She had made up her mind about that and arguing it would likely only escalate hostilities. In addition to the fact she was the only human he’d seen in years, he needed to get more information out of her. He could tell she did not trust him at all and was either holding a lot back or didn’t know as much as she was letting on.
“I think we can call it a night,” he said, standing. “Carolyn, I assume you have someplace to stay? I’d like to pick this up again tomorrow and decide what, if anything, this has to do with us.”
“I will find my own arrangements.” Carolyn stood stiffly as well. “We can continue this tomorrow.”
“I look forward to it,” Jason said to her departing back.
****
“We still locked down?” Twingo asked, rubbing his eyes with his twin-thumbed fists.
“The security systems say it was a quiet night,” Jason shrugged, talking into his tea mug. “I slept on the ship just in case.” They were back on the high mezzanine looking out over the Phoenix’s backbone, her hull gleaming dully in the overhead lighting.
“You cut the festivities short last night, why?”
“I don’t buy what she’s selling,” Jason said. “I’m sure there was some truth in there, but it was liberally sprinkled with bullshit.”
“That is the best way to sell something,” Twingo agreed. “What’s bothering you the most?”
“Besides the fact I seriously doubt Earth would mobilize a taskforce and send a kill team after little ol’ me? Did you catch what she said about the first Earth ships and drones that left the Solar system?” When Twingo shook his head no Jason went on. “She said they used slip-drives.”
“Ahh!” Twingo slapped his thigh, his species equivalent of a finger snap. “I should have picked up on that … the Traveler ships didn’t use slip-drive technology. They had those exotic space-folding engines that hopped the ship from spot to spot instantaneously.”
“So the million credit question is this: does she have bad information or is she lying?” 
“Is who lying, Captain?” Lucky asked as he approached, coming up the stairs from the level below.
“Your sweep finished?” Jason asked, setting his mug on the table.
“Yes,” Lucky said. “Two suspicious devices were planted on your personal ground vehicle. The exterior of the hangar was clean.”
“We think Carolyn Whitney may not be shooting straight with us.” Jason answered the question and filled the battlesynth in on the discrepancies of her story. 
“We’ll keep all this to ourselves for now. More than anything I want to see this colony planet that Earth has propped up. Conventional wisdom would say that such a feat is utterly impossible with just the wreckage we left them. Doubly so when you consider the state of political upheaval she says took hold when we left.”
“Hey! You have anything to eat in this hovel?” Crusher bellowed as he walked out of one of the small admin rooms he had slept in the night before and into Twingo’s apartment. He was also, inexplicably, not wearing any clothing.
“I forgot how much I don’t miss living with him,” Twingo said. “Lucky?”
“I will prepare first meal,” Lucky said, walking off to follow Crusher with a definite enthusiasm. 
They all ate a rather sparse meal, at least by Lucky’s standards, since Twingo didn’t exactly keep the cupboard stocked with fresh produce. The engineer instead preferred his meals to be of the prepackaged, instant variety. Afterwards they went ahead and opened the hangar back up, drew weapons from the auxiliary armory that was in the hangar near the nose of the ship, and waited for Carolyn to make an appearance.
It wasn’t long before the air began to gently move and a sleek, familiar starfighter landed gently on the tarmac just in front of Jason. He was holding one of the new Galvetic railguns and the new weapon didn’t go unnoticed by a curious Crusher and Lucky.
“We were about to send out a search party,” Jason called when the small hatch popped open near the aft of the ship. His voice and demeanor were friendly, but Jason had a firm grip on his weapon and his trigger finger resting lightly along the guard.
“Quite the warm welcome, Captain,” she called back, appearing to be unalarmed by the heavily armed party standing at the mouth of the hangar. “You wouldn’t have found me. I slept in orbit around one of the small moons of that double-ringed gas giant.”
“Trust but verify?” Jason took a step closer.
“We’re still at verify and verify,” Carolyn said coldly. “Shall we continue our conversation?” Jason escorted her back up to the large round table, made a pretense of offering her something to drink, and then started to dig at her.
“Let’s go ahead and cut to the chase,” he said. “Why are you actually here?”
“I told you—”
“And I don’t believe you,” Jason said. “You seemed perfectly willing and able to take your shot at putting me down, yet you played your games over Deteka-2 and messed around in a street brawl out front. If I’m really the risk you describe, why not just try to kill me? That’s what I’d do, so I have to assume you need something from us.” 
Carolyn glared hard at him for a moment and then shrugged with a soft sigh.
“Fine,” she said. “I need to hire you.”
“Well, this just got interesting,” Crusher said. “What for?”
“The kill team I was telling you about last night … you aren’t their only target,” she said. “As much as I’d like to brag otherwise, taking them on myself would be a bit foolhardy.”
“A bunch of normal, uninitiated humans?” Jason scoffed. “No amount of conditioning or training on Earth can compete with the medical upgrades and experience of being out here. You should be able to take them out before they even know they’ve been engaged.”
“I never said it was only a crew of humans,” she corrected. “Otherwise you’d be correct.” 
“Okay, Carolyn,” Jason pinched the bridge of his nose. “No more playing. Put your cards on the table and give us a concise, clear picture of what we’re dealing with or I’m going to have Lucky throw you out the door … from here.” 
“Your reputation for ruthlessness is well deserved, Captain,” she said while regarding the battlesynth standing behind Jason. “Very well, no more dancing. I will tell you everything you want to know.”
“No,” Jason said. “You’ll tell us everything you know, not just what you think we want to hear or you can get us to bite on. Clear?”
“Clear,” she said with a slow nod.
 



Chapter 6
 
“What’s up?” Marcus Webb walked up onto the bridge of the small ship, intentionally ignoring the view out the large front window. Space travel still made him queasy, especially when looking down onto a planet. 
“That’s it,” a large, powerfully built African-American nodded to the planet below. He was wearing U.S. Army fatigues, sans name/branch tapes and rank insignia, and was leaning casually against one of the consoles that lined the rear bulkhead.
“You! What’s this planet called again?” Marcus poked the ship’s pilot none too gently. 
“This is called Breaker’s World, Master Webb,” the alien said in a tone that, even through the translation earpieces, was obviously servile. It adopted the tone when the dark-haired human was around. “We will be ready to unload—”
“I didn’t ask for a dissertation!” Webb snapped.
“Hey, man,” the other human reached his arm out to grab Marcus. “Go easy … he’s just doing his job.”
“Russ, when I want your opinion on how to deal with these … creatures … I’ll ask for it,” Marcus gave the much larger man a hard look. “Make sure you’re ready and by the dropship when the time comes.”
“Yes, sir,” Russ said, tossing a mocking salute at the former Navy SEAL’s departing back.
“I apologize for my outburst, Master Johnson,” the alien said in a more conversational tone. 
“Never apologize for doing your job, Q’ull,” Russ said. 
Russell Johnson, formerly a U.S. Army Ranger and, for a brief time before being recruited for one of the strangest assignments he could imagine, Green Beret, was an easygoing man with a soft, almost lazy Southern accent. Many mistook his accent and manners as a sign of him being slow-witted, but Russ could not only perfectly mimic any regional dialect from within the United States, he could also flawlessly speak six different languages and read four. He would have likely been recruited by the CIA if his six-feet-six-inch, two-hundred-and-forty-pound stature didn’t stick out like a sore thumb. His size alone ruled him out for most covert operations; he was just too memorable. 
He did find a home, however, as a Green Beret. There Russ was able to apply his language and military talents to help train indigenous populations to operate as guerillas or freedom fighters. While he knew “right” and “wrong” were subject to one’s point of view, he found his work very satisfying as he felt he was giving the oppressed a chance to fight back.
When he’d been approached for this assignment he had, of course, watched the battles in the sky on the television and saw the wrecked alien ship in the Potomac. What had shocked him was that the military had not only already reverse engineered much of it by the time they approached him, they already had another planet scoped out and were moving advance party personnel there. 
It was there that he’d been shown pictures of some ex-Air Force puke that had, somehow, led the aliens to Earth. After they’d shot up the U.S. and Eastern Europe, he then had vanished without even an offer of helping fix the damage he’d caused. It boiled Russ’s blood that someone could be so cavalier about endangering the entire population of Earth, but the fact it was another American serviceman made it all the worse. He looked forward to finally confronting Jason Burke and pulling his arms from their sockets, but first there were other tasks to be accomplished. 
****
The Clipper-class dropships were uncomfortable, crude, and cramped. It was in odd juxtaposition with the Coronado, the Gen II, human-built, Columbia-class starship that was comfortable and packed with all the latest and greatest their engineers and scientists could offer. Marcus Webb couldn’t understand why less thought had been given to the type of craft that would take them to and from the surface of planets. Arguably that was the most dangerous part of space travel, at least in his mind.
“Five minutes!” he called back into the bay where his team was strapping their gear and themselves in for the drop. The Clipper was held up snug against the belly of the Coronado and the crew would enter and exit through the ventral hatch, deploying through the rear hatch/ramp once they’d landed.
“You have our landing site locked in?”
“Yes, Master Webb,” another of the disgusting aliens that ran the ship said. Marcus understood why they were necessary: building a starship was one thing, but navigating it safely throughout ConFed space was an entirely different matter. He wasn’t sure where they came from or even what they were called; his handler had deemed that need-to-know information. He did know that he wasn’t all that fond of them. They groveled like whipped dogs and smelled like spoiled milk when they became stressed. Unfortunately, they seemed to become stressed around humans quite a bit. 
“Here we go!” Marcus shouted over the engines spooling up as he cinched down his own straps. There were three shrill blasts from a klaxon and then a sharp metallic clang before the sensation of freefall made his stomach flop. Human engineers had yet to perfect a method of providing artificial gravity to the smaller landing craft, so anytime he had to deploy aboard a clipper he could look forward to the sensation of his testicles in his stomach once it moved away from the Coronado.
 The Clipper’s attitude thrusters fired to change the dropship’s orientation, allowing the main engine to briefly fire and decelerate them enough to deorbit. The pilot skillfully brought the nose back around just as the gentle rocking told them the Clipper had begun interacting with the highest wisps of gas in the atmosphere. Soon that gentle sway turned into a harsh, bone-shaking rumble and the viewports were completely obscured with fiery plasma, dimming automatically as the intensity increases. 
Marcus said a brief prayer of thanks as the violence of entry slackened and they could look out the viewports again, seeing the alien landscape for the first time. He saw that two members of the team were Catholic, crossing themselves and kissing medallions now that the Clipper was behaving like a normal, familiar aircraft. Marcus leaned back in his seat as the atmospheric engines fired and the ship pushed along into the sunrise.
“This planet stinks,” Steven Olber complained once the rear hatch opened. Though coy about what he did in the service, Marcus knew that Steven had been a member of Delta Force before being squeezed out over an unfortunate incident involving a young woman and too much to drink. Though ultimately cleared, the Army had decided to part ways with him and he had been working for a private military company as a contractor when he’d been approached for this new assignment. He was capable, intelligent, but also dangerous. There was a sadistic streak in him that gave others pause when they were around, and it seemed to be getting worse as he no longer felt the need to hide his urges outside the command structure of even a quasi-military organization.
“Shut up!” Russ Johnson called out from his position near the front of the ship. “Essential com chatter only! Let’s get moving.” The team quickly popped their restraints, grabbed their gear, and filed out of the dropship with Marcus and a tall, willowy being of a different species than those who ran the Coronado bringing up the rear.
“I will go and verify the target,” it said to Marcus before gliding off. 
“I still can’t get used to these stupid translation bugs,” Olber said, sticking a finger in his ear to adjust the nearly unnoticeable ear piece that handled translation duty as well as the team’s com system.
“What did I say about the chatter?” Russ rumbled from where he leaned against the Clipper’s rear stabilizer, scanning the tarmac. It wasn’t long before the tall alien came back, an unreadable expression on its face. 
“He is there,” it hissed. “Are you ready?”
“Let’s move,” Marcus waved, ignoring the alien as three others took up position behind him and jogged towards a large cluster of windowless warehouses. This wasn’t the operation that he was most focused on: Jason Burke. It was, however, an ancillary mission that had been decided upon as a target of opportunity. Through the few alien contacts they’d made so far, they’d learned that there were other imminent risks to Earth that needed to be taken care of by his team. Marcus didn’t pretend to understand why these were important, but he also didn’t feel like it was necessary that he understand. He was a soldier and he would carry out his orders. 
The alien that was guiding him loped by, outpacing him with seemingly minimal effort. Marcus had no idea who this particular alien was other than it had been vetted and introduced by their handler. The general public on Earth, and on her new colony for that matter, had no idea that their governments were now directly interacting and negotiating with alien species. Their existence alone had sent shockwaves through societies, better to let them think that the incident at Alcatraz Island was isolated and that Earth was just as safe and alone as everyone had always thought it was. 
“This it?” Marcus asked.
“It is,” the alien hissed. “The target is the one—”
“I memorized the briefing files,” Marcus said. “We know what to do.” He looked up at the metal building, conflicted. He had a hard time believing that such a high-profile target was in such an unsecure location.
The four-man team silently deployed and waited while the alien walked up and entered an access code, stepping back as the door released with a clunk and swung inward. Without a word Marcus rolled into the room, trusting his team to cover his blind spots as he moved quickly into the building, now recognizing it as a hangar when he saw the sleek, squat ship parked in the middle on its wheeled landing gear. There was a cluster of aliens standing in two distinct groups by one of the engine pylons near the aft of the ship. 
“Fffort seesti!” one cried out, pointing in his direction. His translator wasn’t able to decipher the guttural, buzzing language. No matter. Marcus immediately recognized their target, dropped to a knee and lined up the shot, squeezing the trigger before the startled group could start to disperse. 
Phoop!
The small dart shot out of the weapon and tracked true, dropping slightly and hitting the target right in the abdomen. It looked up at Marcus in confusion, plucking the dart out before collapsing. 
“Weapons free!” Marcus shouted. “Take ‘em out!”
The roar of chemically propelled projectile weapons filled the enclosed space, the noise adding to the confusion as aliens were mowed down by the 7mm rounds. Two of his team had flanked the ship to cut off anybody who would might try to escape through another exit, and Marcus heard a few more shots before the building fell relatively silent. The thin alien appeared at Marcus’ shoulder, looking around before moving over and checking the primary target.
“He is still alive,” it hissed. “Well done, Commander.” Marcus just rolled his eyes. 
“Bravo Team, primary is secured, repeat, primary target is secured,” he said, broadcasting on the team-wide channel. “You’re up.”
“Acknowledged, Alpha Lead,” a voice came back. “We’re on our way.” 
****
“You see this, Captain?” Kage asked, handing Jason a tablet computer. They were sitting around in the hangar, waiting for Lucky to finish cooking breakfast. Despite Twingo’s passive-aggressive complaints, they’d all started staying in the secure building until they could make heads or tails of the current threat.
“See what?”
“The Saabror Protectorate is doing some serious saber rattling, to borrow one of the few expressions you have that doesn’t deal with your lower digestive tract,” Kage said. “They’re blaming the Eshquarians for murdering the youngest son of their premier.”
Jason scrolled through the text. “Breaker’s World? What the hell was the Premier’s son doing on Breaker’s World?”
“Apparently he fancied himself a criminal mastermind.” Kage sat down with a mug of tea, holding it in three of his four hands and shivering in the cool air. “He would load up a bunch of his lackey friends in one of his father’s yachts and hold court at a few disreputable worlds, being seen with true criminals and brokering a few narcotics deals here and there.”
“Breaker’s World is a shithole, but it isn’t exactly an underworld haven,” Jason snorted. “If he wanted to play gangster, why not go to Colton Hub and hit the sub levels?”
“I didn’t say he was suicidal,” Kage said. “It was all just harmless fun by an unserious person who had too much time and money. The criminals they interacted with all knew who he was, of course, but what idiot would bring the might of the Saabror military down on his own head?”
“Truly,” Jason breathed. “They’re one of the big players at the ConFed table, but they can’t actually be talking about going after the Eshquarian Empire, could they? They’re not that strong.”
“I can’t tell yet,” Kage shrugged. “I’m sure my own sources will begin feeding out more information in the near future, but the Premier seems very certain that the Empire is involved and claims he has proof, although he’s yet to produce it, and is reported to be in a highly emotional, agitated state.”
“Yeah I understand that,” Jason said, “but smashing himself against the rock that is the Eshquarian battle fleet isn’t likely to make him feel much better.”
“You have so much to learn.” Kage shook his head and gave Jason a sad, condescending smile. 
“This is why people don’t like you,” Jason said evenly. “Fine, Kage … educate me.”
“The Saabror Protectorate can’t hope to match the Eshquarian Empire in pure military might,” Kage said. “But they’re one of the seventeen primes; the ConFed is almost obligated to get involved even if the Premier fires the first shot in anger.”
“Well now,” Jason let out a soft whistle. “That is different. That entire sector could implode.”
“There you go.”
“Now wait a damn minute,” Jason waved his hand, shooing the idea away as if it were an offending odor. “We’re talking about a war on a scale I’ve not even heard of since coming out here. Cooler heads will have to prevail at some point. What would be the motive for the Empire to kill one spoiled little brat? This doesn’t make any sense.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Kage said. “The Protectorate and the Empire have been at each other’s throats for some time in a sort of half-hearted cold war, but I can’t believe that out of either side the Eshquarians would make the first move, and that move being the killing of essentially an innocent civilian.” 
“It doesn’t make a lot of sense knowing what we do about both sides,” Jason frowned. When Lucky came out and told them the food was ready, Jason just sat there, staring blankly at the tablet. 
“There’s no way,” he said to himself, tossing the device on the table and standing up. “Premier’s son or not, what dumbass society goes to war over the death of one little bastard who shouldn’t have been there in the first place?” 
 



Chapter 7
 
“You shouldn’t be here,” Margaret Jansen snapped. “You can’t be seen here and this is not a secure location.”
“The first objective has been achieved without incident,” the tall alien hissed, ignoring her admonishment. 
“I am well aware of that,” Margaret said, forcing herself to calm down. She was never fully comfortable in the presence of these unreadable aliens. “The Coronado has slip-com capability. Mr. Webb has reported that the young regent is resting comfortably under sedation and they’re on the way to the rendezvous point for the transfer.”
“This was the easiest of tasks,” her guest said, its voice sounding like a raspy sigh. 
“And yet it went off without a hitch,” she said impatiently. “Look, you came to us … we’re doing your dirty work for you because you don’t have any tactical assets worth a damn. I do want to be clear, however, about one thing: my team is out there to apprehend Jason Burke. Your side jobs are secondary targets of opportunity.”
“I do not think you fully appreciate the nature of our relationship,” the alien began.
“I think I do,” Margaret said, her heart pounding and her palms clammy. “We have something you want, something you want very, very badly. In return for access to what we have, you’ve given us technology and a planet on which to colonize … that’s a partnership. Giving you access to our military assets in exchange for information about one of our people gone rogue is a sidebar to that partnership, but it doesn’t imply leverage one way or another.” 
The alien regarded her with its unreadable expression for a full ten seconds that seemed like an eternity.
“We grow impatient,” it said. “We have fulfilled our obligations and you have yet to produce your half.”
“In time,” Margaret swallowed hard. “A handful of starships and some guides from one of your subservient races isn’t exactly what the deal entails, but we are well aware of what we owe you and are fully prepared to honor our agreement.” 
The alien gave her another stare that chilled her very soul, but she refused to look away and appear weak. It reached into its loose, billowing garment and pulled out a standard flash drive, tossing it on her desk and leaving without a word.
Once she was sure it had actually gone, she let out an explosive breath and reached out with a shaking hand to retrieve the drive. When she’d been recruited for this job she’d had no idea that a major part of it would be one-on-one dealings with their enigmatic “partners.” She had no shame in admitting that they terrified her beyond all measure, and she wasn’t convinced it was just the primal part of her brain recoiling from the unknown. There was something about them that was profoundly unsettling. 
It only took her a cursory look at what the drive contained before she smashed her fist down on her desk. “Son of a bitch!”
“Ma’am?” Her orderly came to the door, peering in.
“Get me that CIA spook in here pronto!” Margaret snapped. “Don’t let him tell you that he’s too busy.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Another one?” Margaret muttered, looking at the grainy image of Jason Burke standing beside a small, sleek ship talking to what was unmistakably a human female. “This is getting out of control … how the hell is this happening?”
****
Jason stood in the middle of the landing pad, watching as all the maintenance scaffolds retracted away from the Phoenix and up against the outer walls. The ramp of the gunship lifted partially and the marker lights on the tips of the wings and aft stabilizers began blinking.
“Twingo’s backing her out,” Jason said to Carolyn, nodding towards the open shelter that had three ground cars parked under it. “Let’s get over here.”
They had gone over all the intel that she had on the kill team the previous night, sparse as it was. It had allowed Jason to build profiles on all the key players and relay to his crew what their training and capabilities likely were, but the wildcard was a species that was apparently helping them.
Nobody had heard of them and the image she’d shown him was of a lanky, almost skeletal alien that didn’t seem all that threatening. Carolyn had little to offer about them, and she didn’t even know what the species name, political affiliation, or who their allies might be. In other words, it was a pretty big unknown that made Jason nervous.
His first inclination had been to find the kill team, turn the main cannons of the Phoenix on their little cruiser, and call it a day. Earth wasn’t even a recognized planet by any of the half-dozen governmental bodies that vied with each other to divide up the quadrant, so it would be wham, splat, no fuss, no muss, and no more pack of bloodthirsty grunts coming for his head. 
The introduction of this new species working with Earth changed that completely. Now he felt compelled to at least investigate what this relationship was even though he could likely guess. This wouldn’t be the first time he’d seen an advanced species descend from the sky upon a comparatively primitive one and, under the guise of helping advance them, turn them into a worker caste and remove their freedom to control their own destiny. Even though he felt little connection with his species anymore, he still didn’t want to see them used.
“I’ve seen many videos of this ship, but I never realized how big it was,” Carolyn said as the Phoenix backed out of the hangar and into the bright S’Tora sunlight. 
“The shape makes it deceptive unless you have something nearby for comparison,” Jason agreed with pride. “She’s getting up there in age, but there’s still nothing faster.” 
“Excuse me?” She turned to look at him.
“I still caught you,” he shook his head. “Even after your cowardly sneak attack.” Despite making an obvious effort to remain indignant, she ended up laughing. 
“You have been something of a puzzle for me,” she admitted. “I’ve been out here a long, long time and have always been isolated and alone. I envy the place you’ve found for yourself.” Jason didn’t know what to say to that, so he remained silent.
Under protest she had provided them with the coordinates for Earth’s new colony planet. Jason felt they had to get a look at this place first before making any other decisions. He had assured her that the Phoenix was purpose-built for this sort of stealthy work and she had relented. Even though he hadn’t been completely dishonest about his ship’s capabilities, he had Twingo taking extra precautions anyway so the ship was being pulled out and prepped for silent running beyond what was normally capable with the countermeasures suite.
It wasn’t the humans on this new planet he was worried about, with their new tech. It was this new and unknown player that had been helping them; their capabilities were a complete mystery. In the end Carolyn had agreed to allow Omega Force to recon the colony world and she would spend her time trying to find the kill team they’d sent and relay the information to Jason once they resurfaced. 
“I guess this is where we part ways for a while, Captain,” Carolyn stuck out her hand. 
“Good luck,” Jason shook it. “We shouldn’t be long.”
“Don’t make the mistake of thinking these people are friendly just because they look like you,” she warned seriously. “They’ve already sent one team to kill you … if they catch you snooping around on their new world I don’t think it will be the warm welcome home you’d hope for.”
“I’ll be careful,” Jason smiled indulgently. “Believe it or not, I’ve done this sort of thing a time or two.” 
****
“Company?”
“Huh?” Jason looked up, confused.
“Would you like some company?” Doc asked, standing across from the galley table from where Jason had been brooding. “That’s a fairly serious expression you’ve been wearing while I was trying to coax one more meal out of that processor.”
“That’s on the list of equipment that’s being removed,” Jason said, wrinkling his nose in disgust at his own meal. “Twingo has yet to decide what he wants to replace it with, however. And yes … please, have a seat.”
The Phoenix was three days out from S’Tora and was creeping up on her maximum slip-space velocity as they raced to the provided coordinates. Once he’d been able to get look at the location on a star chart, he saw that the new human colony world was still very deep down in the Orion Arm and that there weren’t any known hazards in the area, be that navigational or surly neighbors. That alone let Jason breathe a little easier. Normally when a suitable, habitable planet was found in an abandoned state there was a good reason for that. It could be recovering from an extinction event, it might have an environment that turned out to be more toxic than the original surveys indicated, or, more often, as you got closer to the galactic center the planets that were empty were owned by someone you really didn’t want to cross. 
“Depending on what we find there, have you given any thought to what you’ll do next?” Doc picked at his food.
“I’m not sure I follow,” Jason said. “Do about what? By the way, you may want to just dig in. It gets a lot worse if you let it get cool and congeal.”
“The term ‘congeal’ has made my mind up for me.” Doc pushed the tray away. “What I’m talking about is the emergence of humanity onto the galactic stage.”
“Let’s not get too carried away here, Doc,” Jason laughed. “It’s one colony planet that’s still positioned far enough away to go unnoticed for a long time. But to play along, I don’t see that I have to do anything.”
“You don’t feel any responsibility to help usher them into this new era?” Doc asked. “This is a delicate time for your people. Your experience could be invaluable.”
“I disagree,” Jason leaned back. “My experience has only left me with a collection of ingrained prejudices and judgments that I don’t think would help an emerging world. But I am worried about whomever it might be that’s helping them along now.”
“You think there’s an external influence?”
“I know there is,” Jason said firmly. “Humans are reasonably clever, but there’s no feasible way they’ve advanced this far from poking around the charred hulk of a derelict starship. I think many questions will be answered when we get a good look at this colony planet.” 
Doc grabbed his glass, looked ready to say something else, and then turned and left with a shrug. Jason watched him cross to the other side of the large common area on the main deck and enter the infirmary.
He pushed his own mostly finished meal away. The galley’s food-processing unit, a piece of equipment that was part of the original outfitting of the DL7, had been slowly getting worse and worse to the point that there were only about six meal selections that it could make that were safely edible. The plan had been to pull the entire galley out when Jason had returned from Restaria and replace it with something new, but apparently there’d been yet another argument about how it should be laid out and the new equipment hadn’t even been ordered. 
The decision to stop living aboard the Phoenix fulltime had helped to greatly reduce the arguing among the crew, but he was beginning to see that it also had caused a bit of a breakdown in the chain of command. Maybe the term “areas of responsibility” was more apt, as the loosely run mercenary crew didn’t really adhere to a rigid command structure, but at least before if Jason had ordered Twingo, as the ship’s only engineer, to modify or update a system the others wouldn’t have felt they had a right to argue about the details. 
More annoying than the galley still not being replaced was the fact the other upgrades weren’t ready either. He’d spent an unholy sum of money with an engineering firm to develop new grav-drive engines for the Phoenix that would take advantage of the newest advances and make sure his ship still kept her edge. But when he’d landed back on S’Tora there were no engines and not even a message from the contractor explaining the delay. When you coupled the administrative problems of running his crew, something that was never an issue when they didn’t have a permanent home or try and do things like build maintenance facilities, along with the unexpected trouble coming from his homeworld, it all added up to put Jason in a decidedly bad mood and keep him there.
He walked up to the bridge to check on their position before turning the watch over to Lucky and trying to get some sleep. There was no telling what he would find when he reached this new human colony. All he had to go on was the word of a human female that had been in space for decades before he’d even been born, and he didn’t yet trust her any further than he could toss her cybernetically augmented body. He hoped his answers would be waiting just ahead, but if he didn’t like what he saw there he’d be forced to move on to “Plan B” and squeeze the information out of this human crew that was flying around stirring up trouble. 
“You all set up here?” he asked when he walked onto the bridge and saw the battlesynth already settled into the pilot’s seat.
“Yes, Captain,” Lucky said without turning his head. “You may go and get some rest.”
“Thanks,” Jason yawned. “You know the drill. Don’t wake me up unless we’re about to die.”
“Of course.”
 



Chapter 8
 
The Coronado shuddered mightily as she emerged from slip-space, this transition seeming much more violent than the others. Marcus Webb had noticed that they had been getting progressively worse, but had been assured by the ship handlers that all was well.
Coming in just shy of one hundred meters, the human cruiser was the most advanced ship they’d ever commissioned, but there was so much that their engineers didn’t understand and it made Marcus more than a little nervous when the ship began acting differently during routine operations.
“My contact will rendezvous with this ship shortly.” The hissing voice behind him made his shoulders tense involuntarily. “It will be necessary for your crew to confine themselves to the forward compartments during the transfer.”
“So you’re now giving the orders aboard our ship?” Marcus asked, well aware he was on shaky ground. The truth was that given the strange nature of his current assignment and the ferocity with which secrets were guarded by his superiors he actually had no idea who was in overall command on the Coronado. The smaller aliens that ran the ship seemed subservient to humans, but the tall being in front of him seemed to radiate a presence of command. 
“I am simply relaying to you the instructions that must be followed to allow this mission to proceed,” the alien said, its face as unreadable as ever. “If you or your crew are seen roaming the corridors of this ship it could jeopardize the agreement we have with … those that are coming.”
“And who are they?” Marcus asked, knowing he wouldn’t receive an answer.
“Heed my instructions,” the alien said after a moment before turning and walking back the way it had come.
Marcus swallowed his indignation and turned to make sure his team was up in one of the forward compartments away from the aft airlocks. He found them up in the forward lounge, playing cards, messing around with tablets, or napping in one of the recliners.
“Commander,” Russ Johnson nodded. “From the bucking of the floor I’m guessing we’re either under attack or we’re close to the rendezvous.”
“The package is being prepped for transfer,” Marcus nodded and went to grab a mug of coffee.
“I still don’t like that we’re running around shooting up strangers based on what these Skinnies are telling us,” a square-jawed man with an olive complexion said. He was sitting by himself reading an actual paper book, his black hair falling down over his eyes.
“What would you have me do, Abiyah?” Marcus said carefully. “We have our orders, and those orders come from people who are familiar with the negotiations with these … people.”
“The Skinnies aren’t people,” the man named Abiyah insisted. “I follow orders, but it just seems that being flown somewhere to shoot up a bunch of amateurs and kidnap a scared kid is a bit suspect.”
“Meaning what?” Russ asked.
“Meaning I wouldn’t be surprised if we’re being set up for something,” Abiyah shrugged and went back to his book. “Hopefully when the shoe drops it’s just us who suffer for it and not the entire species.” 
Marcus was more bothered by his teammate’s words than he let on as he sat down and idly observed the game of Spades being played at the table. Abiyah, a man whose origins and last name were both a mystery, didn’t talk much and when he did Marcus discovered it was important to listen. It had been assumed that the man had been a member of the Mossad when he’d first come to the unit, but Russ had found out he had actually been Mista’avrim. 
The Mista’avrim were a secretive, elite force within the IDF that conducted daring undercover and infiltration operations throughout the Arab world. When Russ had brought the news to the rest of the team, which was primarily made up of NATO Special Forces operators, there had been some pause. While it was true they had all been called upon to do things that could not be discussed in polite company, there were rumors within the community regarding the ruthlessness and brutality employed by the Mista’avrim to accomplish their mission that made some wonder if Abiyah would be a good fit for their operation.
So far there had been no issue, but they had also just been recently activated and they’d yet to really be put in harm’s way. Marcus had argued to his superiors to simply transfer his entire SEAL Team over to the new command, but it had been made clear that not only was service completely voluntary, it was also very selective. Not everyone on his old team would have been qualified to travel from Earth for the new posting. 
“Here we go,” Steven Olber said when a soft thud echoed through the Coronado, signifying that another ship had made hard-dock. Marcus looked at the ex-Delta operator for a moment, wishing he’d been given more control over the makeup of his team. While everyone had been more worried about how Abiyah would react in certain situations, Olber had proven himself to be a liability.
“As soon as this is done, we should be free and clear to make our move on Jason Burke,” Marcus said with confidence he didn’t feel. “After that we can clean up whatever mess he’s created and then be on our way back home.”
“Sounds good to me,” Olber said. “I thought I hated the tin cans you Swabbies bobbed around in the ocean on, but at least you could go out on deck. This feels like a flying coffin.”
“So … you know where Burke is hiding out?” Russ said softly to Marcus when he flopped down on the couch next to him. 
“I have a feeling our lanky friends have a pretty good idea where he is, but they’re not going to tell us until they feel like it,” Marcus said just as quietly. 
“That could be a problem,” Abiyah said conversationally from across the room, causing almost everyone to give him a strange look. “I doubt Sergeant Burke will make things easy for us, and if accurate intel on our target is being held hostage by the Skinnies it could be a very long time before we get our hands on him.”
“We’ll find him,” Marcus said, glaring at Abiyah. 
“I’m just saying,” the Israeli insisted, “he could literally be anywhere, and likely the last place we expect him to pop up at.”
****
“I wonder what they’ve named it,” Jason said as he looked at the long-range image scans of the fourth planet orbiting an unnamed G-type main sequence star. 
“Looks like a nice place,” Kage said, reading the spectral data. “The atmosphere is right there in the sweet spot for most species and it has a fully developed eco-system of flora and fauna. If it wasn’t for the fact that they’ve sent out a team of assassins to kill us it seems like a decent place to visit.”
“They just want to kill the captain,” Crusher argued. “We could still go and have a good time.”
“True,” Kage said, earning a glare from Jason. 
“If you’re about finished, let’s go ahead and lock everything down,” Jason said. “We’ll cold coast silent for now and collect as much data as we can with the passive array. Once we get a better threat assessment we’ll light the fires and go in for a closer look.”
“Deploying auxiliary passive sensor array,” Kage said. “Main drive secured and emitter shields extended. Someone would have to pass very, very close in order to detect us.”
“Good,” Jason said. “Let’s do this by the numbers. I’d rather not have to engage a human ship if we’re discovered and forced to defend ourselves.”
The Phoenix drifted through the system towards the only habitable planet for the better part of two days without encountering any resistance or detecting any sign they’d been spotted. As they approached, however, they were able to begin receiving and breaking down the radio traffic coming from the planet. When the intelligence was stripped off the carrier signals Jason was relieved to find that Carolyn Whitney hadn’t steered them wrong. More importantly, she hadn’t set them up either. They’d all half-expected to pop back into real-space to a reception of a few warships waiting for them.
The radio traffic, at least the stuff that wasn’t encrypted, was in English and seemed to be just routine instructions for aircraft and ships in orbit. The computer was busy working on the encrypted traffic they’d intercepted, but Jason had his doubts about anything truly useful going out over the air. The intel he was really after, the traffic to and from Earth, would be going out over a slip-com node and the Phoenix didn’t have the ability to listen in on that.
“Contact!” Doc’s call startled Jason and Kage. “Slip-space signature detected at the heliopause boundary. Resolving now.” 
“Get me a rough vector,” Jason said. “Send it to my terminal.” 
“Data retrieved, Captain,” the computer said before Doc could get his hands up to perform the task himself.
“While you’re being so helpful, pull up the navigational data we have for Earth and plug the tracks in,” Jason said. “Let me know the probability the ship originated from that system assuming the most direct route.”
“You think—”
“Probability confirmed at ninety-two point four percent,” the computer cut Kage off. “Would you like me—”
“Learn some manners, Phoenix,” Jason returned the favor. “Don’t interrupt any of the crew unless it’s an emergency and don’t assume tasks without being asked.”
“Apologies, Captain,” the computer said. 
“Are you all still as in love with the new interface as I am?” Jason gushed. 
“I’ll admit there are some growing pains,” Kage said. “The sarcasm doesn’t help. You probably hurt its feelings.” 
“The ship doesn’t have feelings, Kage,” Jason said. “Now, what were you saying?”
“What? Oh, right! I’m assuming you think this new ship is from Earth?” Kage asked.
“Yes,” Jason said, watching the passive sensor data. “More specifically, I think that ship is from here and is ferrying people and material to and from Earth.”
“That makes sense, Captain,” Doc said. “Analysis of the slip-signature shows the ship to be using engines that are out of date by at least one hundred years. Active sensors seem to be single-burst tachyon type, not much good for anything other than collision avoidance.”
“This ship probably won’t be armed, either,” Jason mused. “I’d guess they use tachyon ‘pings’ to rough in a course and then use radar for any fine corrections.”
“Confirmed,” Kage said. “The passives are picking up continuous-wave RF in the ten-gigacycle range.”
“Just as I’d expect,” Jason said. “Phoenix, wake the rest of the crew and have them report to the bridge after they’ve had a chance to grab some chow and get cleaned up.”
“Acknowledged, Captain.”
“Kage, go ahead and bring the main drive back online,” Jason said. “Low-power mode for now.”
****
“Pretty,” Twingo remarked, looking at the blue and green planet that now dominated the view through the canopy.
“So … now what?” Crusher asked. Everyone on the bridge turned to look at Jason.
“To be honest, I didn’t really think Carolyn was shooting straight with us,” Jason admitted. “So now that I’m looking at a confirmed human settlement I’m not entirely sure what to do about it.”
“We’re safe here for a while,” Doc said. “All of the traffic, what little there is, seems to be concentrated in an equatorial orbit.” 
When they’d approached the planet Jason had opted for a high polar orbit to allow them decent visibility while minimizing the risk of being spotted. There were high-power ground-tracking radars that the Phoenix could easily remain hidden from, but he didn’t want to take the chance the gunship eclipsed a light source behind it and an optical tracker set off an alarm. From what he could tell the technology on the surface seemed to be a bizarre, haphazard mix of alien tech that didn’t originate from any Traveler ship and human engineering.
“Keep collecting all RF emissions and tracking local orbital traffic,” Jason said. “We’ll take a pause here and figure out our next best course of action.”
The Phoenix sat above the planet, her engines at station-keeping and the passive sensors listening to everything coming from the planet for almost four hours. Jason had to admit he really didn’t know what to do next. Part of him wanted to broadcast a message to the ground from orbit and throw them off a bit, force them to play his game. He was fairly confident they didn’t have anything that could hurt his ship, but he also wasn’t sure he wanted to give up the element of surprise. At the moment they weren’t likely aware that he knew that they were after him.
“Screw it,” he said finally. “Kage, get me a course down to the surface. We’ll do a little low-altitude snooping.”
“Is that really such a good idea?” Doc asked. “There isn’t likely to be anything down there that we couldn’t find out from orbit.”
“I may want to land as well,” Jason said to a chorus of groans. He ignored them and switched his primary flight systems to ‘normal’ and pushed the nose over.
The Phoenix entered the atmosphere smoothly, following a southeastern trajectory over the second largest ocean towards a city-sized settlement along the coast. Jason had picked it because it looked like it had a fairly well-developed industrial capability from what they were able to make out from orbit before the clouds moved in. He wanted at least one high-resolution scan with the active sensor of something significant, something that might give him a clue as to who was helping humanity along. 
He leveled off around five hundred meters and pushed the throttles up. They’d not detected any satellites that were capable of scanning the planet surface, just a handful of communication satellites and one that was giving off faint slip-energy readings. Jason assumed that was their long-haul com system to talk to Earth, but he couldn’t imagine why they were putting it up in orbit since it would work just as well on the surface.
Without a comprehensive network of down-looking satellites he wasn’t worried about the ship being spotted on infrared, so he pushed up into high-supersonic speeds, wanting to overfly the city before the sun came back up over the horizon.
“We’re getting some weak tracking radar hitting the hull,” Doc reported. “Countermeasures are dealing with it.” 
Jason frowned, but said nothing. They were still not within line-of-sight of the coast yet, so where was the radar coming from?
“Origin?” he asked after a moment.
“Unknown,” Doc said. “Best information is above and behind us. The signal was so weak I don’t think we were being actively tracked.”
“Maybe it was from a ship in orbit,” Kage shrugged.
“New contact!” Doc barked before Jason could answer. “Coming down from orbit and coming fast!”
“Same radar signature?” Jason asked as his threat board populated with the new contact. Doc was right, whatever it was it wasn’t lacking for speed. 
“Negative,” Doc said. “We’re being tracked and targeted by modern sensors, at least as good as ours. Pulsed tachyon array, tight beam.”
“Shit!” Jason swore at his own carelessness. He knew that there was at least one advanced party helping prop up this colony and yet still he flew down into the atmosphere casual as ever. He pushed the throttle up and angled the nose down, diving for the deck. “Kage, we’re only going to get a single pass. I need all the information you can give me about this city coming up.”
“Go full active on the sensors?”
“Full combat mode,” Jason ordered. “All tactical systems to full power and everyone get into their restraints.” The craft that was chasing them began to slow down and fall in behind them, matching velocity and seeming content to stay just outside of what it must assume was their maximum effective weapons range. Unfortunately, they made a good guess and without doing something drastic Jason didn’t think he could take an easy shot on his pursuer … not to mention the odds were even that it was a human piloting it.
“Settlement coming up dead ahead,” Kage reported. “There also seems to be an airbase just to the northeast. Nothing coming up from there to meet us yet.”
“Got it,” Jason said. “I’m going to put you directly over top of that industrial area to the south. Stand by.”
****
Margaret Jansen walked out into the oppressive equatorial heat, refusing to run like everyone else at the sound of the general alarm. She had been sleeping on the couch in the operations building since the air conditioner in her quarters was not up to the task and the idiot that ran billeting refused to replace it. 
The general alarm was only sounded in the event they had a launch, or a recovery, go awry and there was the risk of a dropship missing the landing pad or going off course during the ascent. Since there was nothing coming or going for the next ten days she had to assume some moron in the tower slipped and hit the button.
“False alarm?” she asked when her least favorite person walked up. She said it more as an acknowledgement to his presence and wasn’t actually interested in his opinion. 
“No,” the CIA agent said simply. “Something is coming.”
“How can you be—” Whatever she was about to say was drowned out by a thundering roar as something streaked overhead. Never had she heard anything like it since agreeing to come to this godforsaken planet. “What the hell?!”
“He’s here,” the agent said simply, standing calmly with his fingers in his ears. Margaret looked up and could just make out the faint outline of a sleek ship. It looked like it could be a fighter, but it was much too large. She’d only ever seen images of it before, and now, standing under it as it wheeled about and came at them again, she felt genuine terror. She knew it. Somehow Marcus Webb had gotten himself captured and led Jason Burke straight back to them.
“He’s going to kill us!” she cried, her dignity forgotten as the black ship pulled up sharply and turned back towards the Nansau Ocean. A moment later brilliant gouts of red fire erupted from the ship, intersecting at a point that exploded brilliantly over New Panama. Even as the sound from the weapons fire and the resulting explosion reached her the ship turned and flew back over the base, overflying them in a long, slow circle before coming to a dead stop just over landing pad two, the nose of the ship pointed right at them. 
For just a moment the black ship hung there, engines whining softly as she imagined Jason Burke at the controls, hand hovering over the fire button. Just when she was almost to the point that she wished he’d just get it over with the engines wound up to a dull roar and the ship sat up on its tail and accelerated up into the early morning sky so fast it seemed like it just vanished. 
The speed and ferocity of the attack unnerved her greatly. She had been so confident when she ordered him hunted down and eliminated as a loose end. Now she wasn’t so sure.
“Impressive, wasn’t it?” the agent asked, still looking up into the early morning sky. Margaret was supremely annoyed that he seemed so blasé about the whole affair.
“I told you not to underestimate him,” he went on. “You saw that ship in action over Earth years ago, had time to study the footage. He has a ship that even back then would have been able to reduce our pitiful little fleet to slag within the span of minutes. Seeing it now, it’s obvious that he’s made some upgrades since then.”
“Aren’t you just so helpful?” Margaret spat after finding her voice. She knew she sounded petty and felt diminished for losing her composure in his presence. “Given your experience with him, what would you suggest?”
“Call off your kill team,” the agent said. “They can’t handle him and that’s if he doesn’t just blow the Coronado out of the sky for the hell of it. After that I would speak to your contact. I would be very interested to know what it was Sergeant Burke shot down over the coastline. It wasn’t one of ours.” She glared at him a moment longer before stepping away and pulling out a secure radio to give the orders. A moment later she walked back, a disgusted look on her face.
“We cannot recall Commander Webb nor can we contact Earth for the foreseeable future,” she said. “Mr. Burke decided our long-range com satellite offended him and obliterated it before disappearing off radar.”
“As I said: impressive.”
****
“Two more ships just popped up on sensors,” Doc said. “They were hiding in the upper atmosphere of the seventh planet. They’re ahead of us if we maintain this course.”
“What can you tell me about them?” Jason asked. The Phoenix was streaking away from the new Earth colony and he wanted little more than to get the hell out of the system. 
“Roughly frigate-class in size, power signature is average, engine signature matches the small attack craft you splashed back on the planet,” Doc said. Jason took a moment to come down from the rush of the action over the base back on the planet and carefully considered his options.
“Is the computer coming up with a match for these guys?” he asked.
“Nope,” Kage said. “The engine signatures aren’t pointing to any obvious manufacturer and the ships themselves are of a basic, almost generic design.”
“Mercs?” Crusher asked from where he sat at a forward station.
“I don’t think so,” Kage said. “While they’re generic, they’re also uniform. If anything I’d say this was someone’s covert force.”
“That’s an unpleasant prospect,” Jason grunted. “Okay, give me an intercept course and then continuously plot a relief course so we can dump out at any time and jump the hell out of here.”
“We’re going head to head with two frigates?” Twingo asked.
“We have before,” Jason said. “Kage, arm two XTC-7s … one for each, and stand by before actively locking them up.” 
The missiles were part of the vaunted XT family of ship-buster missiles that were very hard to come by. During one of Jason’s visits to Deteka-2 he let it slip how much he liked the XTX versions and Solapa had naturally assumed that he had a license to carry them as they were a tightly controlled munition. Without even having to ask, Jason was offered ten of the newest XTC versions to buy. Even though the Disa Company didn’t manufacture the weapon, they were a dealer for the company that did.
“XTC-7s are coming online and being loaded with the target package,” Kage said. “Isn’t this a little bit overkill?”
“I’m probably not going to shoot at them,” Jason assured him. “But we’ve had enough nasty surprises to know better than to think they’d be a pushover based on long-range scans.”
He was still angry with himself over the fact that he’d not only allowed the Phoenix to be spotted but that he had participated in that juvenile stare down with that CIA spook. As soon as he saw the man he recognized him as the intelligence operative that had been masquerading as an Air Force lieutenant when he’d agreed to a brief meeting after the incident over Earth with Deetz. He looked considerably older, but there was no mistaking that it was him. Despite berating himself for botching such a simple fact-finding mission, he was glad to at least know who he was up against. There was no way in hell the man just happened to be on Earth’s first colony planet that had just happened to send a team of ex spec-ops-turned-mercenaries to come kill him. 
“I should have sent Lucky down to grab him and whoever that woman was,” he said aloud.
“Captain?” Lucky said from behind him.
“Nothing,” Jason shook his head. “Just thinking out loud. Get ready everybody, here we go.” Even as Jason had been accelerating, the two ships ahead of them had broken out of orbit and were now charging towards the gunship.
“Full shields,” Jason ordered. “Twingo, have the slip-drive primed and ready. We’re just going to make one pass and then be on our way. We’ll do a few dummy jumps and then haul ass for the rendezvous point.”
“Drive up and ready, Captain,” Twingo said just as Jason saw the control near his right thigh light up. He concentrated on the coming engagement even as the rest of the crew fell silent in anticipation.
“Target One has fired two—no, three—missiles,” Doc called out mere minutes before they’d be within practical range for the plasma cannons. They were operating under the assumption that the enemy ships would have similar limitations and the launch of expendable munitions seemed to confirm that. 
“Well that about does it. I’m not that curious about who they are.” Jason veered off onto his escape vector that Kage had been constantly updating. “But what the hell … here’s one for the road, fellas,” he said as he squeezed the trigger on the stick once to authorize a single weapon release. One of the XTC-7s roared away as the gunship came onto a perpendicular course and, shortly after, vanished in a flash.
“We’re not sticking around to see the fruits of your labor?” Doc asked sarcastically as the Phoenix dropped back into real-space, the computer automatically performing a series of randomized dummy jumps to throw off any skilled and determined pursuers. 
“I will admit a certain detached professional curiosity about the performance of the XTC-7s, especially given what I paid for them, but I figure this was a more prudent course,” Jason said loftily.
“Captain, this isn’t funny,” Doc was suddenly angry. “You’ve likely just destroyed a ship back there and we don’t even know who they were.”
“Calm down.” Jason raised both hands, palms out. “They fired on us first and that wasn’t a declared system. Shit, it’s not even within the sphere of influence of any of the major players. Who the hell is going to care that we took a shot at some unmarked, unaffiliated warship?”
“Relax, Doc,” Twingo said. “I doubt whoever is operating that little fleet is going to want to draw too much attention to their own actions.” Doc stood, nodded stiffly, and walked off the bridge. “What the hell is his problem?”
“I think he still has trouble putting aside his morality when it comes to random acts of senseless violence,” Jason said. “You and I see a single ship that just fired on us. He sees a ship full of individuals, most of whom likely have no idea who we are, much less want to do us harm.”
Crusher chimed in. “Yeah, but they work for the people who—”
“I know the logic, Crusher,” Jason cut him off. “Doc and I have had circular arguments that would go on long after the booze ran out and all we can agree on is that we’ll probably never agree.”
“Stupid,” the big warrior muttered and walked off the bridge. 
“Let’s go back to normal watch schedules.” Jason hopped out of his seat. “Lucky, you’re up. I’m going to grab some sleep.”
“Sleep well, Captain.”
 



Chapter 9
 
“There has been a change of plans,” the hissing voice made Russ Johnson jump.
“I’m not in charge,” he shrugged, turning and looking up at the alien. “You’ll need to clear that with Commander Webb.”
“I require no authorization from any of you,” it hissed and Russ could swear he detected some genuine anger behind it. “Time is not on your side. I have just learned that Jason Burke has attacked Terranovus. Much damage was caused to your base.”
“I think I’ll go wake the commander all the same,” Russ said, sliding past the alien. As he walked off the bridge of the Coronado he could hear the thing hissing instructions to the smaller alien at the helm in a language he couldn’t hope to comprehend. Before he reached Marcus Webb’s stateroom the pitch of the engines changed noticeably and, not for the first time, Russ wondered who actually owned the ship.
****
Carolyn Whitney knew she had been made. She was on the way back to her ship when she spotted one of the tall, willowy aliens working with the Americans out of the corner of her eye. When she tried to casually turn and get a better look she saw it was staring right at her, not trying to hide it at all.
“Crap.”
She’d arrived at the rendezvous point a few days early and had been trying to not spend too much time near the spaceport or develop any patterns that would cause her to stand out. Somehow that hadn’t helped and she suspected that her whereabouts had been known all along. Either she’d been tracked, or Burke had managed to get himself captured and had given her up. 
Deciding to abandon subterfuge, she broke into a flat-out run, startling everyone around her and casing a small panic as her augmented legs propelled her up over twenty miles per hour in a flash. The servos in her limb whined as she pushed them, not bothering to look around and making a direct line for her ship. It had been foolish and prideful to walk around the city unarmed, convinced that she was so tough that she could handle anything. Unfortunately she hadn’t counted on one of them being able to track her down so easily. 
She made it to within sight of her ship and began to actually believe she’d make it before fingers like steel cables snaked around her neck and lifted her off the ground. From experience she knew better than to try and fight back; even with her cybernetic enhancements she was no match for the being that held her in the air as if she was a ragdoll.
“We had a deal,” it hissed behind her ear.
“Look, I didn’t tell him—” Her words were choked off as the fingers constricted her airway.
“This is not open for debate,” it said. “You told him enough—too much—and he has caused us many troubles. In the end you will beg me for a quick death.”
****
“Webb, take a look,” Russ Johnson said, nodding his head across the tarmac. Their chaperone, for lack of a better term, was walking across the hot surface towards them with a woman dangling limply from its right hand.
“That’s a human woman, man. What the hell is going on around here?”
“I don’t know,” Marcus frowned. 
“I didn’t sign up for this shit,” Olber said. “I thought we were out here to snatch up one dumbass Air Force puke, not—”
“Shut your fucking mouth, Olber!” Marcus snapped and then took a deep breath. “I’ll go see what’s going on.” 
They’d arrived in one of the Coronado’s two Clipper dropships while their alien friend had come down in a small, ovoid pod that had been docked on the port side of the ship. It had been made clear to the team that under no circumstances were they to go exploring in the pod upon penalty of death. One of the more belligerent team members decided he didn’t like the alien’s tone and stepped up to challenge of where he was and wasn’t allowed on a human ship. What happened next was so fast that they’d had to replay the surveillance footage back at half-speed to see the inhuman strength and quickness the Skinny possessed. It was a savage beating that served its intended purpose of being an object lesson for any other would-be dissenters. 
“You are out of position,” the Skinny hissed at Marcus as he approached. 
“I think I’d like to know what you’re doing with that human female,” Marcus said firmly, keeping his distance in case he had to bring his weapon to bear. The move didn’t go unnoticed.
“If you fire that weapon within the limits of this port you will be met with overwhelming force by the local authorities,” the voice slithered into his ears. “To say nothing of the damage to our … alliance. This woman is of no concern to you. Return to your post and be prepared to apprehend Jason Burke. He is on his way.”
“Well?” Olber said as Marcus walked back. 
“She wasn’t human,” Marcus lied, not wanting another confrontation with the big Army operator. The hillbilly had been more than enough trouble on this cruise already. “Get back into position and be ready. Our friend said Jason Burke is on his way.”
“About damn time!” Olber smiled widely and walked up into the Clipper.
“About damn time,” Marcus repeated softly to himself, unsure as to why his stomach was tied up in knots. 
****
“Did we get a response from any of the three messages we sent out yet?” Jason asked, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. 
“No, no, and no,” Kage said absently, reading off a tablet and eating something that looked like it didn’t come out of the dying processor.
“What is that?” Jason asked.
“What is what?”
“That!” Jason stabbed at the tray with a finger. 
“I … it’s from the processor,” Kage pulled the tray closer to him protectively. 
“You lying little bastard! You have real food,” Jason accused. “Where did you get it?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Kage tried to muster up as much indignation as he could. Just as Jason was about to yell at the Veran about the evils of stashing food and the breakdown of team cohesion the worst thing possible happened: Crusher walked in. The warrior’s sense of smell was such that even as he walked out of the corridor from starboard engineering his nostrils flared with the smell of something that didn’t taste like mashed polymer. 
“You!” He leveled a clawed, accusing finger at Kage, correctly deducing the situation when he saw them. “You have been hiding real food! I smelled it before but refused to believe one of my friends would stash away rations like a little thief while his comrades starved.”
“Starved?!” Kage said, now panicked as Crusher approached. “You weigh as much as two Luckys … if anyone is starved it’s hugnh!” Crusher had a hold of Kage now and was squeezing his ribcage.
“What the hell is this about?” Doc yelled as he came down the stairs from the command deck.
“We’re getting to the bottom of treachery!” Crusher yelled back.
“Crusher, let him go,” Jason said. “Let him at least explain himself.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Kage said, rubbing his sides with all four of his hands. “I don’t see why I’m being attacked for being the only one with enough forethought to pack supplemental rations knowing that the processor in the galley is intermittent at best.”
“Rations … as in plural,” Jason narrowed his eyes. “Okay, let me see the stash.”
“My quarters are hugnh!” Kage’s wind was cut off again. “Okay! Just stop him before he caves my chest in.”
Kage led them into port berthing, a large compartment that had been intended for ten bunks and just as many wall lockers. They’d converted it into a shared space for Kage and Doc with two separate, partitioned sleeping areas. In Kage’s area the bed had been unbolted from the floor and pushed all the way against one wall to make room for an unbelievably large pile of cryopacks containing individual ration portions. Jason recognized the brand on the carton as one of the better places on S’Tora to get provisions.
“You deceitful little—” Jason held up a hand to cut Crusher off in mid-tirade.
“What are you going to do?” Kage asked.
“Nothing,” Jason said. “You’re absolutely right, Kage … we left in a hurry and none of us were smart enough to stock the ship even though we knew the processor was on the fritz. I’ll leave it up to you to do the right thing.” 
Kage just stared at him. “You had to toss in that last part, didn’t you?” he said in disgust. “Fine! Take them to the galley so everyone can enjoy them. But I expect to be reimbursed! This wasn’t cheap!”
“I understand completely and agree,” Jason said.
“Well, alright then,” Kage appeared mollified. 
It was almost thirty minutes later when all the ration packs were put away in the galley and an inventory was taken. Given some dietary peculiarities among the group, it ended up being quite a haul. Jason took a look at the shamefaced Kage sitting in the galley and had a pang of regret in how the incident was handled. Their excitable code slicer wasn’t a thief—at least he didn’t steal from his friends, much—and most of his habit of hoarding essentials stemmed from a hardwired instinct in his species. Crusher, while agreeing with his logic, had much less sympathy than Jason when he voiced his thoughts.
“Yes,” the warrior rumbled. “We have vermin like that on Restaria. They will hoard food away in any nook and cranny they can find.”
“Not exactly what I was getting at.” Jason shook his head before walking back to the group. “Okay, now that this has all been settled, let’s get back to—” He looked around at everyone. “What the hell was I talking about?”
“The messages you sent out earlier,” Kage supplied.
“Thanks,” Jason nodded. “I’ve sent out a brief query to three different sources to see if we get any hits on trying to identify the ships we encountered over that human colony planet. According to Kage, we haven’t had any hits yet.”
“Who did you reach out to?” Crusher asked.
“Hmm?” Jason pretended to be engrossed with his tablet. Crusher reached an arm out and pushed it down out of the way.
“Who. Did. You. Reach. Out. To?”
“Just some people we know,” Jason said. He could see that his friend wasn’t going to let it go so he decided to just get it out of the way. “Kellea, Saditava Mok … and Annada.”
“Annada?” Twingo’s ears perked up. “As in our Avarian princess Annada?”
“You know any other—”
“We just got a response from Kellea,” Kage interrupted, tapping his head to let them know he was using his neural implant to network to the com node. “I’m paraphrasing, but she says she hopes you die slowly of a venereal disease that’s prevalent on her planet. Very graphic. She also says hello to Lucky and Twingo. Nothing about the ships, however.”
“She used to be such a nice girl,” Twingo sighed. 
“Moving along,” Jason said loudly, “we’re now less than twelve hours from the rendezvous with Carolyn so let’s be on our toes. Get yourselves rested and prepped and hopefully she has some good news for us. Maybe by then we’ll have gotten some word on our mysterious friends.”
“Where’s the rendezvous again?” Crusher asked.
“Camdaren-2,” Kage said.
“That sounds familiar,” Twingo mused, his eyes rolling up as he struggled to remember.
“It is the planet over which the Diligent was attacked and we rescued Captain Colleren from the ConFed when they were hunting her,” Lucky offered.
“Who picked that planet?” Crusher asked. “Are we even allowed back there?”
“That was all cleared up by our good friend on the Council,” Jason waved him off. “And we’re flying entirely new transponders and codes now. It was picked for location, not comfort. That’s it everybody … let’s get ourselves ready and do this by the numbers.”
“Let’s do this by the numbers ...” He heard Twingo trying to do an impression of him as they all walked away, much to Doc’s delight judging by the answering laughter. 
“I can still hear you assholes!”
“We know.”
 



Chapter 10
 
The Phoenix slipped into a high parking orbit over Camdaren-2 and began the long wait for a slot to start their descent. Jason was on the bridge alone as everyone else was preoccupied elsewhere; even Lucky was busy helping Twingo do something down in the cargo hold.
With a few quiet moments to reflect, Jason was unsurprised by the response he’d gotten from Kellea. He’d read it himself and Kage had been right: graphic. It was also out of character. Kellea prided herself on staying out of the muck no matter the circumstances she found herself in. I must have really, really pissed her off.
Once the shock of Crisstof—her former boss and Omega Force’s former benefactor—being executed had worn off, she had approached his family and made a case for remaining in her position aboard the battlecruiser, Defiant. The family, long impressed with her service, had not only kept her on the bridge of her ship but had put more ships under her command. The move not only gave her a powerful taskforce but it bumped her from captain to admiral, a turn of events that had shocked Jason. It made more sense once he heard through other sources, mostly reports from Galvetic Intelligence, that Crisstof’s sizable empire was breaking off and becoming their own sovereign power. While he didn’t think it would actually work, it was just another indicator that the ConFed was having serious problems keeping their member worlds in line. 
Jason’s ruminations were interrupted by an insistent alert chirping away accompanied by a flashing icon on his multi-function display. “What new fresh hell is this?” he grunted, reaching over and pressing the icon. At first he couldn’t believe what he was seeing, and then many things happened at once conspiring to allow the potential opportunity to slip out of his hands. 
“I’ll be a sonofabitch! Phoenix, get Kage up here now! It’s an emergency,” he snapped even as directions from Camdaren’s orbital control system began giving him a deorbit vector. He’d only hesitated a moment to confirm the instructions before a rudely worded warning popped up telling him that failure to comply would result in him being sent to a higher orbit and given a last-in-line priority. In other words, he wouldn’t likely land within the next few days.
“What’s happened?” Kage said crisply, sliding into his seat and getting oriented. Jason was taken aback and impressed at the entrance. Normally Kage would complain mightily about being interrupted even if he was just staring at the wall in his quarters.
“The sensors just picked up a ship in orbit with an identical engine signature as the two frigates in that Earth colony system,” Jason said. “It’s in a higher holding orbit and it’s pretty small.”
“Got it,” Kage said. “What’s the problem? Ah … never mind. We’re next to deorbit.” 
“Suggestions?”
“I’m already programming one of the twins.” Kage’s hands flew over the controls, working in concert with the stream of code that was likely flowing from his neural implant as well. “Number Two is loaded up with ten of those fancy slip-trackers you stole from Galvetic Intelligence.”
“Good thinking,” Jason approved even as he authorized the Phoenix to begin her retro-burn and come onto the course commanded by orbital control. “Better hurry.” 
It wasn’t perfect, but it was better than nothing. If he could have one of the ship’s unmanned drones fly out unnoticed and plant a long-range tracker they would be able to run it down and might even learn something from its course and destination. What he couldn’t do was break orbit and fly right at the unknown vessel without setting off every alert in the system and in so doing would miss his rendezvous with Carolyn Whitney. Although helpful, she hadn’t trusted them enough to provide them with a com node address, apparently well aware of Kage’s talents. 
“Number Two is away,” Kage said. “We won’t be able to recover it before it gets there and back and Camdaren-2 is a little more stringent since our last visit, so they’ll likely shoot it down if it tries to enter the atmosphere. I’ve got it delivering two trackers near the engine emitters and then breaking orbit and flying away from the planet.”
“Perfect,” Jason said. “We’ll pick it up on our way out. Good work, buddy.”
“I aim to please,” Kage said absently, now immersed in the telemetry feed coming from the small craft. 
The rest of the ride down was uneventful and Jason was immediately given clearance to his destination, a small auxiliary spaceport outside of Kachamar City, the very place where he and Crusher had assaulted a ConFed Agent while rescuing Kellea. The same poor bastard I tossed out of the cargo hold at high altitude. Jason wasn’t particularly proud of that moment and he’d never before thought himself capable of such ruthlessness, but it had happened and he had to own it. 
He didn’t interrupt Kage since the computer was doing most of the work and their landing spot was clear and available. While circling the landing area he spotted Carolyn’s small fighter, parked on a spot far on the other side of the operations center and all the hangars. 
“Figures,” he muttered, dropping the gear and setting the Phoenix down with barely a bump. “Keep an eye on things here while you’re monitoring Number Two.”
“Will do,” Kage waved him off. 
When he reached the cargo bay Crusher and Lucky were already standing near the open ramp, the former armed and looking overeager. Jason made a command decision as soon as he saw the pair. 
“I’m going to make initial contact alone,” he said firmly, talking quickly to head off any argument. “We may have snuck the ship down here but I have to believe that our descriptions, and maybe even images, are floating around in a security database still. If all three of us walk in together the odds are good that it will flag.”
“That makes sense,” Crusher said, sniffing at the humid air. It was stifling hot outside and he would happily miss a boring information swap if it meant he didn’t have to go out in it.
“I also reluctantly agree with your logic, Captain,” Lucky said. “We will be in constant com contact, of course.”
“Of course,” Jason said, almost not believing his good fortune. Normally they’d both argue for twenty minutes and then just ignore his orders and come along anyway. “I’ll be back so fast it’ll seem like I was hardly gone.”
Jason walked quickly across the tarmac, watching for ground vehicles or the rare taxiing spacecraft. Carolyn’s fighter was just under a kilometer away and he’d sent the call code when he broke into the atmosphere. He fully expected her to be waiting by the craft and he hoped she had some good news. 
“This is turning out to be easier than I thought.”
****
“Is that him?” Olber said, pointing at someone walking with purpose towards a sleek, silver ship that looked like it might be some sort of fighter. 
“It is,” Marcus said, adrenaline flooding his system as he watched Burke walking casually across the tarmac through his monocular. “Look at that sonofabitch … not a care in the world.”
“That’s all about to change,” Russ Johnson’s voice rumbled up out of his chest. “Shall we, gentlemen?”
****
Jason slowed slightly as he approached the fighter. Something was wrong. After another few steps he stopped completely, his body practically tingling with anticipation.
“Spoke too soon,” he whispered to himself as he eyed the craft and began scanning the surrounding area. His eyes were immediately drawn to another small craft parked across the ramp that looked like a light cargo shuttle, but the lines and engineering methodology … the small ship positively screamed, “Humans built this!” Just as he was about to go and investigate more closely, three men in fatigues of a camouflage pattern he wasn’t familiar with came from around the side and were coming directly at him. 
“And hello, kill team,” Jason said, turning to meet them.
****
Marcus felt a cold lump begin to form in his gut. Something felt … off. Jason Burke was standing near the small fighter, squared up to their approach, and had a smile playing across his features. Was he insane? Or did he know something they didn’t?
“Let’s play this carefully, gentlemen,” he said to the two operators flanking him. “Something is wrong—”
“What’s wrong is I’m about to slam this candy-ass punk’s face into the pavement!” Olber shouted, taking off at a dead sprint. Time seemed to slow down as the former Delta Force operator approached the target, but while Olber looked to be moving in slow-motion, the ex-Pararescueman seemed to be moving too fast. Jason’s face broke into a large, wide smile at the mad charge and he held up both hands, motioning for Olber to keep coming.
At the last moment Burke seemed to sidestep Olber in a blur of motion and lashed out with a forward kick, connecting with Olber’s right hip. The sound of crunching bone was clearly audible and, with a stunted scream, the ill-fated charge was over. On the way down Burke managed to spin and connect with the side of Olber’s head with a short left-handed jab. The soldier landed like a sack of flour and didn’t even twitch. 
“Impossible!” Russ Johnson hissed. Before Marcus could react, Jason Burke reached down and grabbed Olber with both hands and hefted him off the ground as if the two hundred and fifteen pounder weighed nothing. 
“You can have him back,” Jason called across the ramp before taking a step and heaving Olber with enough force that Russ Johnson had to take a step back to try and catch him. They both went down in a heap and a sharp grunt from the larger Johnson.
“He’s dead, boss,” Russ said quietly, eyeing Jason Burke while he extricated himself from under Olber’s body. “That bastard killed him.”
“Steady,” Marcus said. “He just killed someone with one punch. Things are not as we’ve been led to believe. Let’s do this carefully.”
“We don’t have to do this,” Jason called again. “How about we discuss this like rational human beings?”
 “You think we want to talk to you after you just killed our friend?” the shorter Caucasian called across the tarmac. 
 
****
“I have a right to defend myself,” Jason shrugged. “Maybe if you cowboys had asked first, tried to bum rush me second, that could have been avoided.”
“Sergeant Jason Burke,” the guy said formally. “My name is Commander Marcus Webb, and you are under arrest. Will you submit to us willingly?”
“It’s Captain, actually, and I reject your authority to arrest me,” Jason said. “Sorry, boys … you won’t be taking me in today.”
“Enough of this shit!” the enormous African-American man said and began stalking towards him. Unlike the last idiot, he came in cautiously but still aggressively. Jason could tell by the way he carried himself that he was probably a much better fighter and a lot stronger than the guy he’d inadvertently killed, but still no real threat. It sickened him that he’d killed the other man; it had been a long time since he’d fought another human and he’d forgotten how fragile they were in their natural state. 
“Don’t do this,” Jason warned, retreating back towards Carolyn’s fighter. 
“Shut your mouth!” the man snapped, bringing his hands up into a loose guard. Before Jason could respond he heard an incessant beeping coming from the fighter parked behind him. Risking a look behind him, his eyes were drawn to a disc, maybe twenty-five centimeters in diameter with a flashing red indicator right in the center, affixed to the fighter near the atmospheric engines at the aft of the ship. He knew what it was instantly. 
“Get down!!”
****
Jason Burke yelled something at them both and then dove to his right, covering his head with his arms. Russ Johnson was a professional soldier and he didn’t have to be told twice, but the split-second of hesitation proved to be his undoing as a powerful explosion ripped through the small ship and sent the big man tumbling across the ramp like a ragdoll. There was no way he’d survived that.
With his ears still ringing, Marcus struggled to climb to his feet. He felt arms wrap around him and begin guiding him back to the dropship, ignoring his struggles. He craned his head around and tried to locate Jason Burke’s body, but he couldn’t see through the smoke that was now enveloping the ramp.
“We need to get out of here, sir!” the dropship crewchief yelled in his ear. Marcus, against all his instincts to go and retrieve Russ Johnson, dead or alive, allowed himself to be pulled up the ramp and into the ship.
He felt the hard jolt of the primary ascension stage kicking in as the dropship roared into the sky on its chemical engines. Leaving Russ behind was an unforgivable mistake; no matter if the dropship was firing engines or not, he should not have let himself be escorted away while one of his men was down and his status unknown. How did everything go so sideways? 
What didn’t that bitch, Margaret Jansen, tell them? Jason Burke was not a helpless, hapless soft target that just happened to be out here bumbling around. It was also obvious that something had happened to him, changed him. The way he moved … there was no way any man should be that fast and strong. His shame and embarrassment began to morph into rage as it became apparent that his superiors had pitted them against a target without warning them of the dangers and now Russ and Steven were dead because of it. 
Just as soon as he could convince the head Skinny aboard the Coronado to issue the course change he wanted to get back to Terranovus and wring some answers from Margaret and that pallid CIA spook.
 



Chapter 11
 
“Captain, remain still.” Lucky’s calm voice broke through the fog as Jason fought to sit up. 
“I’m fine.” He pushed the battlesynth’s hands away, or tried to. “Grab that other human and let’s get the hell out of here!”
Lucky turned as Jason climbed painfully to his feet and, in four long strides, picked up the muscular black man in the fatigues and rushed off. Crusher appeared a second later and assisted Jason along until he was able to run on his own. They were already on the other side of the spaceport by the time security and emergency services began to swarm around the smoldering wreckage of the fighter.
Jason stumbled up the ramp of the Phoenix, coughing and still a little woozy, just as Lucky disappeared up through the hatch to the main deck with the other human draped over his shoulder. He assumed the battlesynth was taking him to the infirmary.
“We need to get off the ground!” Jason ordered, grabbing Twingo by the shoulders and pushing him towards the bridge. “You’re going to have to fly … I’m in no shape to get us up there safely. No theatrics, just try to blend in with the rest of the traffic evacuating.”
“You want me to pick up our wayward drone?” Twingo asked. 
“If we can do it discreetly,” Jason said. “It’s an expensive bit of gear I’d rather not lose.”
“What happened to Carolyn?” Kage asked. “Did you meet up with her?” 
“We were attacked.” Jason shook his head. “Her ship was rigged to blow and I saw no sign of her. We’ll have to withdraw and regroup.”
Jason let himself collapse into one of the overstuffed chairs in the lounge area as he felt the throb of the engines coming online and the slightly disorienting effect of the main drive starting up. It was amazing how quickly things had gone wrong, even by their standards. 
Was the fact that he’d been suddenly thrust into a situation that required him to interact with other humans throwing him off his game? There was no way he should have blithely walked into such an obvious ambush, especially when his instincts had been screaming at him the entire time to get the hell out of there. What worried him more than anything, more than his own safety, was the risk it posed to his crew if his judgment had been compromised. They relied on him to make not-stupid decisions and followed him without question … mostly.
The pain from his myriad injuries began to set in as the shock wore off and he realized just how much of a wallop he’d taken from being so close to the bomb. That in and of itself was another mystery: Who the hell planted that thing? Jason had instantly recognized the type and even the manufacturer – there was a case of them sitting in his own armory – but he had serious doubts that the humans from that colony planet had ventured far enough out to obtain some of their own
The engines throttled back and there were no alarms or shouts from his crew, so Jason assumed they’d made it safely away from Camdaren-2 after trashing the place and fleeing … again. His eyes dropped and soon his chin was on his chest, rising and falling with his gentle snoring.
****
“How is he?”
“Not great,” Doc said, jumping slightly as Jason walked silently into the infirmary. “Thanks to my extensive experience patching you up, I was able to quickly program the neural stimulators to regulate his autonomous functions. His spine is broken just at the base of the neck—here—and the resulting damage to the spinal cord means that when, or if, he wakes up he won’t be able to move.”
“Will he be able to talk?” Jason asked. Doc eyed him a moment before answering.
“There was minimal damage to his brain when I scanned it, not even the swelling I’d normally associate with a concussive hit of that magnitude,” he said. “So yes, if he regains consciousness I think he’ll be able to talk. I won’t know about the likelihood of repairing his spinal cord until the soft tissue damage is addressed and I can begin a more thorough scan.”
“I’m not being coldhearted.” Jason had picked up on the look Doc had given him. “And to answer your unspoken question: Yes, if it’s possible, you are authorized to treat your patient’s more serious injuries once you know more. But in the immediate I need information that he likely has. Carolyn didn’t give us a lot to go on so for right now this guy is all I have.”
“Understood, Captain,” Doc nodded. “I’ll alert you when he awakes.”
“Thank you.” Jason left the infirmary and made his way to the bridge. He was still sore all over and just felt rundown, but his enhancements coupled with Doc’s nanobots meant that he was well on the mend. Even though he’d managed to take cover when he saw the mine arm itself, and thankfully whoever planted it hadn’t programmed it to suppress the audible warning, the blast had been immense. A quick look at the sensor data from their escape clearly showed the fighter had been completely destroyed. Whoever had set that mine had dialed in the maximum yield, which told Jason that nobody was supposed to walk away from the blast. But why the amateurish placement? Carolyn Whitney was an experienced bounty hunter; did they really think she wouldn’t notice the disc slapped onto the tail of her ship? Or did she plant it herself?
“Hello, Captain,” Lucky said as he slid out of the pilot’s seat. 
“Anything to report?” Jason asked.
“No, sir.”
“Sir?” Jason was taken aback, looking at his friend more closely. “I take it you’re still not happy with me.”
“It is not my place to be either pleased or—”
“Lucky! Give me a straight answer … please,” Jason said. 
“Very well,” Lucky said quietly, but Jason could just detect something simmering below the surface, no mean feat when trying to gauge a being incapable of facial expressions. “You were needlessly reckless during this encounter. Against my better judgment, I again allowed you to convince me to not perform my duty and accompany you when you were going into a potentially dangerous situation.”
“Lucky, I’m not a child,” Jason said. “What we do is inherently dangerous … there’s no way we can completely eliminate that risk.” 
The battlesynth stood and stared at him impassively for a moment.
“If there is nothing else, Captain,” he finally said.
“No,” Jason sighed. “Thanks, Lucky.” Once his friend had left he tried to put the strange behavior out of his mind and pulled up the com node’s queue to see if there had been any responses to his messages. 
There was one from Annada that was enthusiastic as usual, but didn’t really contain anything of substance. In hindsight, he wasn’t actually sure what he expected from her. Although fiercely intelligent, she was also well-insulated from the outside world by virtue of her position. She wouldn’t be likely to know anything about the unknown aliens he’d encountered, nor would her father’s intelligence service be willing to provide her with anything they knew she’d just pass on to some grubby mercenary that was well outside the borders of the Avarian Empire.
After watching her message twice, he copied it over to his personal folder and then pulled up a new one that still had a flag telling him that not even Kage had accessed it yet.
“Greetings, young Captain,” the smiling face of Saditava Mok appeared on the screen. “I have finally taken a moment to review what you sent me. There are many demands on my time and without you having any firm ties to our organization I find that I can’t readily drop everything when you come seeking help.” Jason rolled his eyes, but continued on with the message. Mok had something, and it was likely something good which was why he was dragging out the beginning of the message and getting his shots in while he could.
“The imagery you sent me is very interesting … allow me to get to the point, as you like to so often say. The species that is cavorting around with your own kind are called ‘ull.’
The word is both the singular and plural form for their kind. Allow me, if you will, a brief history lesson.” Jason leaned back as Mok steepled his long, narrow fingers and seemed to be carefully considering his next words.
“The ull are a reclusive species that control four planets down the Orion Arm, even further from ConFed influence than Breaker’s World or any of the other frontier havens. They have always rebuffed any offers of alliance or trade, always making it clear they have no desire to deal with ‘unclean’ beings or outsiders. 
“They do, however, have a few technological exports that qualified them for an exception within the ConFed council and allowed them to purchase controlled items like slip-drive components and weaponry. In that regards, they also deal directly with the Eshquarians for heavy weapons and basic starship designs, but they build all their own ships in orbit over Ull, the name of their planet. As a sidebar, it occurs to me that the term ‘Ull’ is more akin to a state of being rather than a proper name.”
“Get to the point, you windy bastard!” Jason shouted at the screen.
“Which brings me to my point,” Mok said. “While I have great interest in why the ull have reached out and taken your people under their wing, I don’t have any answers that are likely to help you. My own limited interactions with them have not provided me a channel of communication that would even allow me to inquire about it. I find the entire affair fascinating and would appreciate if you kept me apprised of what you find. I would, in fact, consider it a service worthy of significant payment. Good luck, Captain Burke.”
“The bastard talks for ten minutes and manages to say nothing!” Jason ground out, knowing that wasn’t entirely true. He now had a name and a rough location for this new species, these ull. Just by glancing at the accompanying data he could see that the planet Ull was about a third of the way to Earth if one were to fly directly from Breaker’s World, so the proximity made sense. He just hoped that it wasn’t his actions that had alerted this species of Earth’s existence as he had little doubt that whatever the ull had in store for humanity it likely wasn’t good. From what he’d just heard they didn’t strike him as the selflessly benevolent type. But what the hell could Earth offer them in exchange for the technological jumpstart? 
As he settled in for his split shift at the helm, just seven hours until Kage came up to relieve him, he tried to use the quiet time to organize his thoughts. He had to get something tangible to go on and get to the bottom of this ull business. There was also the problem with Lucky’s unusual behavior after the incident on Camdaren-2, the unconscious human laying in his infirmary, and the disappearance of Carolyn Whitney. The last item concerned him the most. While he didn’t fully trust Carolyn, he also didn’t want to see her captured or worse. She knew a lot about them; if she was compromised that took away the option of just eliminating the kill team and ignoring the situation. If the ull, or those on that Earth colony, gained information about where they were based out of or specifics about the Phoenix, it meant they would have to see it through to the end no matter what.
“Nothing is ever easy,” he griped.
 



Chapter 12
 
“So you just left him there?” Abiyah was incredulous.
“Russ was dead,” Marcus insisted. “That bomb took him and Burke out. End of story. What I want to know is who planted it on that woman’s ship. Where is she?”
“The Skinny has had her isolated back in that restricted area,” an enlisted armorer with his feet on a table indicated over his shoulder with his thumb.
“Let’s go, Abiyah,” Marcus said, taking his left hand and shoving the insolent troop’s feet off the table. “I think I’ve had about enough of these ‘restricted areas’ on a human ship.”
The pair walked down the main corridor, through the cargo bay, back to the aft section of the ship that contained the reactors, engines, and the hatches that were marked with warnings in English for them to stay out. Marcus walked up and keyed in an override code that had been given to him by one of the Coronado’s engineers back on Terranovus. She’d claimed that the code wasn’t something that even the Skinnies were generally aware of.
Once the code was punched into the keypad there was a moment of buzzing, blinking status lights, and then nothing. Before Marcus could utter a curse about the incompetence of the engineer, the lock gave one last mournful beep before the hatch release popped and they were able to enter.
“Oh, holy shit!” Abiyah said, scrunching up his nose. The atmosphere within the chamber was very humid and smelled like rotting garbage with just a twinge of chlorine.
“This must be more like what their planet’s atmosphere is,” Marcus shrugged before raising his voice. “Hello? Anybody in here?” Without waiting for an answer he pushed ahead, his hand resting lightly on the sidearm in its holster.
There was nothing overtly incriminating in the two rooms they passed through and Marcus was beginning to think the Skinnies just wanted their privacy … until he walked through another open hatchway and found himself in what seemed to be a cross between a medical chamber and something straight out of the Spanish Inquisition.
“What’s going on here?” he demanded loudly, drawing the sidearm and flicking the safety off.
“Commander, look,” Abiyah said quietly. 
Strapped down on the table in the center of the room was the human female, but the reason Marcus hadn’t immediately noticed her was because she was much smaller than the last time he’d seen her. That was mostly due to her limbs having been removed with the exception of her left upper arm. There were electrical cables and fluid carrying tubes puncturing into her torso at seemingly random locations with a few more snaking into her open mouth and down her throat. Her face was locked in an expression of absolute terror.
“What in the—” He didn’t finish his sentence because as he approached the abomination—he almost couldn’t think of her as still human—the eyes moved and locked onto him. Despite not a single facial muscle even twitching, Marcus could sense the desperate pleading in those eyes.
“You should not be here,” a voice hissed from behind him. Marcus spun and jammed the muzzle of the pistol hard against the rock hard torso. Abiyah also drew his weapon and moved back to better cover him.
“What in the hell is all this?” Marcus was furious. “Talk!”
“This is an interrogation,” the Skinny said, showing no sign of fear or even comprehension of having two guns trained on it. 
“This looks like a torture session, and it’s not something we condone … especially not on our ship,” Marcus said. “You have maimed this woman horribly—”
“If you are referring to the removal of her prosthetics, I can assure you we caused her no pain,” the Skinny hissed reasonably. “This woman is not what she appears to be and is far too dangerous to be left intact aboard this ship. She would have killed all of you without hesitation had I not disabled her.”
“Prosthetics?” Abiyah asked, lowering his weapon slightly. 
“This human female has been extensively modified to perform her function as an assassin,” the Skinny said, still no reacting to the weapon in its gut. “In addition to the overwhelming strength of her prosthetic limbs, she had extensive weaponry and espionage equipment located throughout her body.”
“Okay,” Marcus took a step back but didn’t lower his pistol. “Who is she?”
“Do you wish to know why she is here, or who she is?”
“Both,” Marcus said.
“Carolyn Agatha Whitney, born on the planet Earth in what you would recognize as the year 1927,” the Skinny hissed, obviously reciting a dossier it had memorized. “She was abducted from your planet in 1945 by a species known as Ka’adekks during the confusion caused by a great planetary war on Earth. It was an exploratory mission that had found Earth and they were later interested in seeing if there was a demand for humans on the open market. It is believed they took many hundreds of your kind. 
“Whitney was purchased in one of the Ka’adekks’ slave markets by an unknown party who wished to use her anonymity and small physical stature as a weapon. She was crafted into an assassin that later became known as the ‘Viper.’ There are many who have died at her hand.” 
As Marcus tried to process what he was being told, he was dimly aware that this was the most the Skinny had ever said to him, and certainly the most conversational manner in which it’d ever communicated with any human so far as he knew.
“Okay,” he said. “So why is she here?”
“We hired her to discreetly track down Jason Burke and deliver his location to us,” the Skinny said. “Instead, she made contact with him, warned him of your intentions, and then disclosed the location of Terranovus. Jason Burke appeared in the Terranovus system not long after and destroyed one of our frigates, a small attack craft, and your planet’s communication satellites. I am now in the process of discerning how much she may know and how much she divulged to him.”
“I see,” Marcus lowered his weapon and turned to look at the … woman … who was still staring at him. He no longer saw pleading in her eyes nor did he feel any sympathy for her. “Please keep me in the loop on what she tells you. Is there any way for us to contact Terranovus?”
“Not until the slip-com node has been replaced,” the Skinny said. Abiyah opened his mouth to speak but Marcus waved him silent. 
“Very well,” he said. “We will leave you for now.”
“What was that all about?” Abiyah demanded once they’d retreated back through the outer hatch. 
“It’s lying,” Marcus said. “For some reason it doesn’t want us talking to Terranovus.” Abiyah looked confused for a moment before the realization dawned on his face. 
“If we had no way to communicate with them, how did it know that Burke had attacked and caused all that damage,” he said. “So they either have a second ship there more than capable of relaying com traffic for us, or Burke never attacked the planet.”
“Let’s keep this to ourselves for now,” Marcus said. “But keep your eyes and ears open for any more of these little slip-ups. This is starting to smell very, very bad.”
“I hear that.”
****
“Jason Fucking Burke,” the prisoner spat as his eyes focused and locked onto the face above him.
“How’s it going?” Jason said lightly, checking a display over the top of the bed. “Comfy? Need anything?”
“Untie me and I’ll have everything I need,” the man said. “Gonna keep me strapped down, huh? Yeah … you’re a real hardass.”
“You’re not strapped down, tough guy,” Jason said. “Your spine is broken. You’re paralyzed. You want me to roll you off onto the floor and you can try to bite my feet until I bleed out?”
“You lying son of a … when I get up … come on!” Jason could see the concentration on the man’s face as he tried to will his limbs to do something, anything. When they remained immobile Jason shook his head in mock sympathy. He reached over and slapped the man across the face. 
“Hey!”
“Feel that?” Jason asked.
“You’re gonna feel it too in a minute—” 
Jason balled a fist and punched him in the arm, then the upper leg. “Feel that?”
“No,” the man said quietly after a moment. “No, I didn’t.”
“So here’s the deal,” Jason said, moving back to lean against the counter. “I know you were sent to kill me. I also know that, looking like the big, badass, soldier you likely are you followed those orders without question. Who knows … they may have even sold you a bullshit story to swallow about how I led an invasion force to Earth.
“Now … while I would love to debate the finer points of the situation with you, the truth is I don’t really have the time. I don’t give a shit what you believe. What I do care about is that Earth has seemingly entered into an alliance with a species that doesn’t likely have its best interests at heart, and I need to find out why.”
“You don’t expect me to actually tell you anything, do you?” the prisoner said calmly. “You killed Olber on the ramp back there.”
“That big, dumb sonofabitch that charged at me? Believe it or not, I didn’t mean to kill him,” Jason shrugged. “It’s been awhile since I’ve been around normal humans. I forgot how fragile you are.”
“I see.”
“But getting past that, I don’t really need your help,” Jason went on. “We spotted your ship in orbit over Camdaren-2 and put a tracker on it capable of transmitting position through slip-space. We’re on an intercept course as we speak. I plan to get all the answers I want when I fire upon your ship, disable it, and board it.”
“So you just came here to gloat?”
“Nope. Not my style,” Jason lied. Actually, that’s exactly my style. “I came here because, despite what you may have heard or what you believe, I have no desire to harm you. In fact, we can fix your spine.”
“Why should I believe you?”
“You don’t have to,” Jason said. “I’m just tossing it out there. Odds are good that once this gets straightened out you could be returned to Earth. You’re not my enemy, soldier. My offer is in good faith with no strings attached, other than once you regain use of your enormous limbs you’ll probably need to be a guest in the brig for a bit. Anyway … think about it.” He straightened up and turned to leave.
“Russ,” the man said as he reached the hatchway.
“Excuse me?” 
“My name is Russ. Russ Johnson … I was Army before I was recruited for this unit.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Russ,” Jason said. “Even under the current circumstances of you being hired to kill me. I’m truly sorry about your friend, Olber.” He ducked out the door and left Russ to ponder his fate as they both tried to figure out their next move.
“That is a seriously slow ship,” Kage said without preamble as he walked onto the bridge. 
“We already catch it?” Jason asked, waving Lucky back into the pilot’s seat and walking along the forward section of the bridge.
“Caught it and had to seriously reduce power to keep from overshooting it,” Twingo said. “Underpowered as it is, we can now say unequivocally that humans have access to slip-drive technology.”
“This is the dawn of a whole new era for your people, Jason,” Doc said, his tendency towards melodrama flaring. “Think of how much—”
“Doc, you’ve seen what one, slightly dull human can do out here when left unsupervised,” Crusher interrupted. “Do you really want to contemplate entire fleets of his kind spreading across the quadrant? No offense, Captain.”
“Doc I don’t think humanity is quite ready to deal with the realities of quadrant politics,” Jason decided to take the high road and not respond to Crusher. “Not to mention the societal shift that will need to occur before they’re ready to deal with alien beings on an individual level.”
“Perhaps,” Doc said “But perhaps you underestimate them.” Jason just shrugged, not wanting to discuss it further. 
“How do you want to deal with this?” Kage asked, gesturing to the tactical display he had put up on the main canopy projection that showed the latest known location and projected course of the target.
“We don’t have a whole hell of a lot of choices,” Jason said. “Continue pursuit until they drop out of slip-space and then we’ll try and track them down from there.” The tracker that they had affixed to the human cruiser had one major drawback to go along with its advantage of being able to transmit its location while in slip-space: Once the ship dropped back into real-space it could no longer use the slip-space engines to broadcast a signal, and it wasn’t a continuously transmitting device. If the slip-space engines shut down somewhere between burst transmissions, that left an enormous area where the ship could be once the tracking station realized that it was off the air since the tracker had no way to know when the ship would jump back to real-space.
“You know that will still leave us with an enormous area to track,” Kage said.
“Let’s go ahead and risk increasing the rate of transmission from the tracker,” Jason said after a moment. “I think given how slow their ship is we can be safe in assuming the sensors are also equally primitive. I doubt they’ll detect such a minute variance in their own slip-space fields. Adjust it to whatever rate you think would be best in order to get a location when they drop.”
“That will help a lot,” Doc said from his sensor station. “Then what are we going to do?”
“Crusher, Lucky and I will do what we do best,” Jason said with a smile. “I’m sure there’s an ull aboard that cruiser that will be able to answer many of our questions.”
“Now we’re talking!” Crusher clapped his hands together enthusiastically.
****
Carolyn was in excruciating pain. It was the sort of pain that seemed to permeate every cell of her being, and she was helpless to stop it. She’d actually lost track of how much of her body she’d had replaced with cybernetic devices until that ull had begun taking her apart. Once it had disassembled her body it had been able to interface with her neural systems and literally broadcast pain throughout her entire body. She could even feel it in the limbs that were sitting on shelves across the room.
She realized she should have fought back against the stronger alien when it had grabbed her, but she didn’t figure that it knew far more about her activities than it should. It had been telling the truth when it told that dullard that she’d been hired to track down Jason Burke, but she wasn’t an assassin. She had worked as a bounty hunter, a highly discriminating bounty hunter, and as such had the unique skills needed to track down someone as elusive as Burke. Her disappointment and surprise had been great when she’d found out the idiot had actually put down roots and was operating his powerful warship out of a hangar like he was just your everyday delivery business. Not smart. His outfit’s major advantage was that they were so elusive and nearly impossible to track.
Somehow the ull handler here had figured out that she’d double-crossed them and was angry. She was being tortured for no other reason than punishment for finding Burke and, instead of killing him, turning him and his team loose to disrupt the entire operation they were running on the human colony world. She really wasn’t sure what the ull were after or why they were working with humans, but she knew that it wasn’t in the best interests of Earth. No matter how distant she had become, she was still human.
“I’m going to try and figure out how to turn this off,” a voice whispered at her ear. She moved her eyes but could see no one. How had someone been so silent as to sneak up on her? There was the sound of fumbling about and, for a split second, the pain actually increased before it disappeared. The sudden absence of the constant pain was, in itself, painful. She gasped in a breath and realized that her motor control has also been restored.
“Ull eh ines ou o aye outh!” she struggled to get out. Thankfully, she was understood as she felt the cables that had been shoved down her throat snaked carefully out. “Thank you, thank you!”
“Quiet!” the man said, walking around to where she could turn her head and see him. It was the good-looking olive-skinned man with the long hair that had been in the room before with the American who had been asking all the questions. “That Skinny is up on the bridge and I won’t get any warning before it comes back. My commander sent me down here … what do you need me to do?”
“You see my arms and legs over there on that table? Bring them to me.”
****
 
“Captain Burke to the infirmary, please.”
“Tell Doc I’m on my way,” Jason said as he tossed his food tray into the recycler.
“Acknowledged, Captain,” the computer said.
“What’s up?” he asked, walking into the infirmary and not seeing Doc anywhere.
“I asked your ship to call for you,” Russ Johnson said. “I think we’d probably better talk.”
“You want your back fixed?” Jason asked.
“Yes,” Russ said simply.
“And what do I get out of this?” Jason’s demeanor was pleasant, but his eyes were cold. “No free lunches here. You want to have the ability to reach around and scratch your ass ever again, I want some answers. I’d say that’s more than fair since most people who try to hunt me down and kill me normally get tossed out an airlock.” 
“You’re asking me to betray my oath,” Russ said. “Is that something you’d be comfortable with?”
“You’re not soldiers anymore,” Jason said. “You stopped being a soldier when you signed on with the CIA, or whoever they’re calling themselves on that planet.” 
Russ seemed to go through some internal battle before turning back to Jason. “I can’t spend the rest of my life like this,” he said. “I won’t tell you everything, my honor still means something, but I’ll tell you what I can. After that you decide whether it’s worth fixing me.” 
Jason didn’t answer, still trying to cling to the burning anger of being targeted despite the creeping feelings of respect and sympathy towards the man lying on the table. Instead he just made an impatient gesture for Russ to continue.
Over the next two and half hours Russ told him about the general mood on Earth, the new planet they’d colonized, and what the team had been told about him. Jason was alarmed to learn that the general population of Earth was largely kept in the dark about the new fleet of starships, the new colony planet, and especially the new alliance with the ull. That could only mean that the controlling entity that was managing the new colony planned on using it as a means to secure power for themselves. At one time Jason would have cynically labeled that as typically human, but after so many years in space he had to concede that the trait was more the rule rather than the exception.
While the conversation was interesting and informative, Russ seemed to genuinely not know why the ull had entered into an alliance with Earth in the first place. He’d been forthcoming about areas he didn’t want to comment on and Jason saw no reason to doubt his sincerity when he claimed ignorance. Even for someone as closely connected to the colonial government, at least at an operations level, Russ hadn’t even known what the name of the species was that was providing all the new and wonderful technology. 
“Phoenix, call Doc into the infirmary,” Jason said, standing up.
“Was it enough?” Russ asked.
“Yes,” Jason said. “We’ll fix your spine. I wouldn’t have denied you that either way, but I appreciate your candor. For the record, things aren’t always what they seem. I won’t bore you with the details, but the ull aren’t quite the friends you think they are nor am I the enemy. Hopefully we can sort that out by the time we catch up to your friends.”
“Thank you,” Russ said emotionally. “Although I suppose I can look forward to many years of rehabilitation and physical therapy after an injury like this.”
“You’ll be up and walking within the next twelve hours,” Doc answered the question as he walked in. “Captain, obviously I’ll need to put him under to complete the procedure.”
“Of course,” Jason said. “I’ll be on the bridge. I’ll send Lucky down to keep watch on our friend.”
“Still suspicious?” Doc asked. Jason was getting ready to frame his answer carefully until he realized that Russ couldn’t understand Doc. They’d pulled out and destroyed his translator earpiece as a precaution.
“Always,” Jason answered in Jenovian Standard. “He’s highly trained and motivated. I wouldn’t put it past him to play along until he gets his mobility back and then take another crack at killing me.”
“Just try to stay relaxed and the anesthesia will work more quickly,” Doc said to Russ, allowing the computer to translate to English through the overhead speakers. Jason walked out of the infirmary just as the buzz of the sterilization field started up. He didn’t hold the decisions of Terranovus’—How lazy can you be when naming a planet? New Earth?—leadership against foot soldiers like Russ. Hell, he’d been in his position before. That didn’t mean he unequivocally trusted the man after one conversation, however, and he doubted the reciprocal was true. He was a likable guy though … hopefully he wouldn’t be forced to kill him later. 
 
 



Chapter 13
 
Carolyn waited patiently as her neural sub-processors completed the self-calibration cycle on her legs, the last step before they were fully operational. Everything had reattached without issue and even the internal weapon systems seemed undamaged from the ull’s less-than-gentle method of pulling her apart. All the synthetic skin had come back to life and resealed itself over the openings in her torso so that she again felt whole and human. The only thing that detracted from that feeling was the look of disgust and horror plastered on the cute Arab’s—or was he Persian?—face. 
“Am I really so revolting?” she asked. 
“No, ma’am,” he said. “I’m still just trying to … adjust … to the way things are out here. My name is Abiyah.”
“I’m Carolyn,” she said, hopping off the table and balancing perfectly on the balls of her feet. “So, Abiyah … what is it your commander would like me to do?”
“Technically nothing,” Abiyah said. “We’re going to subdue the Skinnies on the ship and then we’re going to go back to Terranovus for clarification of our orders. We were sent out here to track and eliminate imminent threats. Commander Webb doesn’t feel that a human woman who hasn’t been heard from since World War II qualifies as that.”
“I can take care of myself,” Carolyn said. “But thank you. For the record, I’m not an assassin and the reason I was being tortured was for much the same reason you decided to free me.”
“Come again?”
“I refused to hand over Jason Burke,” she said. “He also is not an enemy of Earth or whatever the hell you called your other planet. He didn’t deserve to have a team of assassins hunt him down and kill him like a stray dog.” 
Abiyah showed no emotion at the jab but instead gestured for her to follow him through the hatch.
“How many Skinnies are aboard?” she asked.
“We think two,” Abiyah said. “But we usually only see one at a time.”
“They must work in shifts,” she mused. “I’ll bet you a Gibbons that the other one is back here still.”
“A what?”
“It’s a beer.” She looked at his blank expression. “It’s not important. Keep this door covered. They’re tougher than they look, so you better stick that pistol in its face and empty the magazine.”
“Do you need a weapon?” Abiyah asked. Carolyn just winked at him and slipped out of the makeshift torture chamber. 
She moved quickly though a short corridor and into a dark antechamber, stopping to switch her ocular implants over to infrared. There were two other hatches in the room and she thought she could hear a faint rustling just inside the one on the right. In a decisive moment she put her right palm out and deployed a twenty-centimeter spike that came out just under her wrist, pulled the hatch handle and yanked it open.
As she’d hoped, the Skinny that had been torturing her blinked in the flood of light, its eyes narrowing as it recognized her. It hissed in disbelief just before she jammed the spike into its chest, burying it to her palm.
“Hello, handsome. I told you I’d return the favor,” she whispered seductively into its aural receptor just before she energized the spike. Current flooded from the weapon directly into its chest cavity as it writhed and hissed in agony. The smell of burning flesh that was totally alien to her own stung her eyes, but she didn’t let up until the body slipped off the spike with a scraping sound as the cauterized wound rasped against the alloy of her weapon. 
“Was it good for you?” she asked as she cleaned the spike off on the Skinny’s flowing outer garment before letting it slide back into her arm. She quickly retraced her steps and found Abiyah waiting patiently by the outer hatch that would let them back into the human-controlled section of the ship.
“Let’s hurry and get the other one and then we can have a little chat about what we do before Omega Force finds this cruiser and blows it out of the sky,” she said.
“What the hell is Omega Force?” Abiyah asked. 
“Better that than Burke decides to board us with a battlesynth and a pissed-off Galvetic warrior at his side,” she ignored his question. “At least the Phoenix’s plasma cannons would make it a quick and painless death.”
 Abiyah said nothing more as they moved quickly up the main corridor to the forward command sections of the ship. They made it almost to the bridge when the second Skinny walked out, its eyes almost closing in surprise as it saw Carolyn coming towards it.
“Shoot it!” she shouted at Abiyah, backpedaling to stay out of arm’s reach. With the element of surprise gone the alien was now very dangerous. The concussive blast of a pistol fired in close quarters caused everyone, including the Skinny, to flinch. Carolyn used the distraction to dive in low, sliding like a baseball player across the smooth deck, and slam both of her booted feet into the Skinny’s right knee. 
It gave with a sickening, wet crunch and the alien let out a screeching hiss. She couldn’t roll over and get up before he fell atop her, its skeletal hands like steel claws as they sought her throat. While she was trying to get a hand up to deploy her arm spike again she saw the muzzle of a pistol come into view, right against the Skinny’s temple, just before Abiyah pulled the trigger.
The alien’s skull was tough and the round didn’t penetrate all the way through, which was actually much worse for it as the round bounced around inside instead. It was dead before it collapsed in a heap on top of her. 
“Get this disgusting thing off of me!” she shouted. When it was lifted off and she could look around she saw that Marcus Webb, Abiyah, and three other men in black fatigues were standing around her, looking down at the dead alien.
“The other one is already dead,” Abiyah said. “Carolyn killed it back in the off-limits area.”
“I guess now we need to try and convince the little guys driving the ship to take us back home,” Marcus said. “They were provided by the Skinnies so I’m not sure where their loyalties lie.”
“I’ve got a better idea,” Carolyn said as she climbed to her feet. “Let’s find the nearest safe place to drop out of slip-space and wait for Burke to track us down. There’s a lot we should probably talk about before he decides to take out his frustration on you.”
“Burke is dead,” Marcus said hotly. “He died in the same blast that killed Russ Johnson.”
“I didn’t see it,” she shrugged. “But I’m telling you I’ve tracked his movements for a long time. If you managed to kill him with a lucky grenade toss I will be very, very surprised.” 
Marcus looked at her, his eyes narrowing. “Does he have the same sort of … work … done to him that you do?” he asked, obviously referring to her cybernetic augments.
“No,” she shook her head. “He went a different route. There’s a skilled geneticist on his crew that has somehow tweaked his DNA until he’s stronger and faster than any human on Earth, but he’s still human. Look … there will be plenty of time to—”
“What?” Marcus said, watching her as she swayed on her feet a bit.
“We’ve dropped out of slip-space,” she said with a frown. “Something is wrong … that was an emergency drop.”
“Go secure the bridge!” Marcus snapped at the others. “Physically pull them out of the seat if you have to!” Thirty seconds later Carolyn and Abiyah walked onto the bridge and surveyed the scene. 
“Why did you drop out of slip-space?” she demanded of the je’ekin at the helm, speaking to him in his own language, startling both him and her human companions.
“We are following the instructions given to us by the ship master,” the alien practically groveled. “In the event the creatures aboard try to take over we’re to secure from slip-space flight and send out a distress.”
“Did you send the distress signal yet?” she demanded.
“No, not yet,” he said. 
“That’s very, very good,” Carolyn said, bending over to put her face at the squat alien’s level. “I’m going to fill you in on the realities of the situation. The angry-looking man behind me is, and always has been, the master of this vessel. This is a human ship. The two other beings you were working for had taken it under false pretense … I’m sure you don’t want it getting back to your guild that you assisted in the mutinous theft of a warship, do you?”
“No!” the little alien cried. “Of course not! What are your orders?”
“Stand by,” she said, smiling widely while being careful not to show her teeth.
“Carolyn?” Abiyah asked.
“They’re called je’ekins,” she said in English. “They’re excitable and curious by nature but also friendly and eager to help. They’re master navigators and spacers, and they operate a guild that hires out complete crews to run starships for species that seem to not be able to grasp the finer nuances of navigating in space. Our friend here has just accepted Commander Webb’s status as ship master and is awaiting orders.”
“You speak their language?” Marcus asked, shocked. 
“It’s no mean trick,” she tapped her temple. “I have a neural implant that makes it easy. Your skinny friends, however, are unknown to me so I wouldn’t have been able to communicate with them if they hadn’t already been speaking English.” Before Marcus could answer, one of the other je’ekins started jabbering away a mile a minute and waved Carolyn over.
“Visitors,” she said tightly. She stood behind the sensor operator as it resolved the contact and began displaying the data for her to read.
“Open a com channel to that ship!” she barked at yet another of the short aliens. “Quickly! Our lives depend on in.”
****
“Incoming com channel request from the ship, Captain,” Kage said. “Audio only.”
“Put it through,” Jason said as he slipped the Phoenix behind and under the smallish cruiser, lining up his main guns on the engines and caressing the trigger gently.
“Captain Burke, this is Carolyn Whitney,” the familiar voice came over the bridge speakers. “Please do not fire upon this fine human vessel. We have dispatched the skinny interlopers and are now in charge. We’d like to negotiate.”
“You want to negotiate?” Jason said, reluctantly safing his weapons. “What the hell is going on, Carolyn? Talk fast.”
“We’ve taken control of the ship from the aliens who were running the show here,” she said. “Likely the same ones you tangled with over the new human colony world. The commanding officer, a Marcus Webb, would like to at least speak face to face before resuming hostilities.”
“Damnit!” Crusher raged, tossing his body armor on the floor and stalking off the bridge.
“Very well, Carolyn,” Jason said. “Just a friendly heads-up, any surprises and I won’t leave anyone alive on that ship. Anyone. Are we clear?”
“No need for threats, Captain,” Carolyn said. “We’ll meet you at the starboard airlock. Whitney out.” 
“Crusher! Get back up here and get your clothes,” Jason shouted. “We’re docking with that ship and boarding.”
****
Jason stepped cautiously through the hatch, flanked on either side by Crusher and Lucky, and into a small room where Carolyn and two human men stood. He recognized the one from Camdaren-2 and figured he must be Webb. When his companions fully came in the room and stood up he could see the two men recoil a bit at their appearance and he had to suppress a small smile.
“Well,” he said finally. “This is awkward. So who wants to start? Oh! Before we go any further, your man, Russ, is going to be okay. He’s on my ship right now and will be brought over after we’re sure ourselves what’s going on.”
“Russ is alive?” Webb blurted. “I thought he died in that explosion after you—” He trailed off and eyed Lucky and Crusher again.
“Yes, after I killed your friend, Olber,” Jason said. “I’m sorry it happened, but I’m not going to pretend it was a mistake. I have the right to defend myself, but let’s not get sidetracked down that road and turn this airlock into the O.K. Corral. You said you took this ship away from the ull, you mean to tell me you’ve been flying around in a human ship that you didn’t have command of?”
“Ull?” Carolyn frowned. “Apparently your sources are better than mine. There are some facts that have come to light that I think we should all discuss … calmly. If we finish with that and decide the war is back on, we’ll deal with that then. Who wants to start?”
“I will,” Jason said, holding up Carolyn’s flashdrive. “Given where this came from, I’m going to guess you have a computer aboard that can read it?”
“This way,” Webb said, waving them towards the hatch. “Welcome aboard the Coronado, Burke.”
 
 



Chapter 14
 
“I’ve seen him, but I don’t know his name,” Marcus said as Jason pulled up the image of the CIA agent that had been standing in front of the Phoenix on Terranovus. “He was always hovering around our handler: Margaret Jansen.”
“Is this her?” Jason asked, zooming the image out.
“It is,” Marcus said.
“Okay, can you tell me what these ships are going to be used for?” The next image showed eight hulls being constructed in the shipyard that was south of the city Jason had overflown. He’d had Kage put up a scale on the image so that they could get an idea of the size. “They’re all identical, and each is significantly larger than the Coronado. This facility was approximately sixty kilometers south of the coastal city we found your handler in.”
“I’ve never seen these,” Marcus shook his head. “I’m sorry … I’m given very specific orders with very little extraneous detail. I wouldn’t be privy to any expansions of our current fleet.” 
Jason looked at him for a moment before continuing. “Do you know that there were Ull military vessels patrolling through your system?” he asked. “This seems less and less like a mutually beneficial relationship and more like Earth is being used by the ull. I’d like to know why. Is there anything else you can think of that might get us moving in the right direction?”
“What about that kid we grabbed off that planet?” Abiyah asked. “Breaker’s World, was it?”
“That was you?” Jason said sharply before pulling his com unit. “Kage! Get me a sitrep update on the Eshquarian Empire and Saabror Protectorate situation.”
“Stand by.”
“You clowns may have just sparked off an interstellar war,” Jason snarled at the humans milling around the data station he was using. 
“It’s bad, Captain,” Kage’s voice came back. “There was an initial push into Eshquarian space once the body of the regent was found aboard a crashed Eshquarian military shuttle. The Protectorate accused them of the abduction and holds them responsible for the death. The ConFed is already moving two full task forces into the area to defuse the situation.”
“Which is going to have the opposite effect,” Carolyn said before Jason shushed her.
“She’s right, Captain,” Kage went on. “The Eshquarians are on full wartime footing and have moved a fleet into the area that’s larger than anyone thought they had. They’re publicly telling the ConFed to back off and that they’ll conduct their own internal investigation and share the results, but that any violation of their borders will be met with immediate force. I’ll stay on top of it.”
“While you assholes may not care about alien life,” Jason began slowly, holding his temper in check, “you may have helped cause the deaths of thousands, maybe millions, if the ConFed and the Eshquarians engage in even a small border skirmish.”
“We didn’t know,” Abiyah said softly. 
“That’s right. You didn’t,” Jason snapped, now getting a full head of steam and standing up. “What were you idiots thinking?! Did randomly kidnapping someone who was obviously a child make any sense to you? You want to talk to me about putting Earth at risk? If the Protectorate finds out it was your team that took the regent they will send a fleet and not rest until our upstart species is wiped out and nobody will care. We’re not even recognized by any of the major powers … there will be nobody to come to our aid.”
“Our aid?” Marcus pushed back. “Where were you when all of this was going on? You show up in your ship, tear the place up, and leave? You could have avoided this by staying like you should have, like was your duty, and helped Earth prepare for what was—”
“And what would you have done with a ship like mine?” Jason laughed without humor. “You took a little tin can like this and ended up likely kicking off a major, bloody war. Humanity is not ready to be out here and you know it.”
“Then why do you get to be out here?” Marcus demanded.
“You still don’t get it, do you?” Jason hissed, advancing on the ex-SEAL. “I don’t get to be out here. I have to be out here. I can never go home thanks to circumstances out of my control. I’ve lived out here for years and made sure that, no matter what, nobody else found out about one fragile, primitive little planet out past the frontier. You arrogant little prick, if it wasn’t for people like you and those you work for I would have gladly gone back home and picked up my life were I left it!” He punctuated his tirade by slamming his palm into the rear bulkhead, completely deforming the metal and tearing loose a monitor. The casual act of destruction caused all the other humans on the bridge to take an involuntary step back.
“Now that we’ve covered that,” Jason went on calmly. “We need to see about mitigating the potential damage.”
“What can we do?” Carolyn said. “Do you still have any contacts within the Empire?”
“You did do your research, didn’t you?” Jason said, sitting back down. “No … there’s been a complete turnover within the Eshquarian government and our involvement in the Shorret-3 incident was a closely guarded secret. I think they even explained the whole thing in their media as a failure of the platform tether.” 
 As he was talking to Carolyn, Jason could see Marcus and Abiyah hanging on every word. He thought back to the incident in question with a shudder. They’d been so lucky in that operation, hired by Crisstof to do something they were woefully ill-prepared for. But, they’d come through it stronger for the experience. 
“Let’s work big to small,” he continued. “We don’t know enough to go blundering around between two battle fleets trying to find out what they may, or may not know about human involvement in the incident. For now, let’s just keep in mind that the ull were up to something by having this team grab the little shit. That was something they could have easily handled themselves … it wouldn’t surprise me if there’s a high-res recording of you guys charging in and whisking the regent away in a dropship of human construct.”
“So what’s first?” Marcus asked.
“Kage, tell Twingo to send Mr. Johnson through the airlock,” Jason said into his com unit before turning to Marcus. “I’ve come to have a bit of respect for the troop you abandoned on the tarmac, but if he hurts one of my friends over there when they let him out of berthing I will kill everyone on this ship … starting with you.” 
Marcus had no reaction other than to fix Jason with a stare that could freeze water. 
He may be dumber than a post, but at least he’s not lacking in guts.

“Jesus, Burke,” Carolyn whispered. “Let’s try to be a bit more diplomatic here, shall we?”
“Master Pilot,” Jason ignored her and addressed the je’ekin standing near the helm, speaking in his own language rather than Jenovian Standard as a sign of respect. “I realize that the circumstances you find your crew in are somewhat unusual. Would you be willing to enter into contract with me to continue operating this vessel?” 
The alien seemed to mull it for a moment.
“I would, honored Ship Master,” the pilot said, correctly guessing that Jason was in command of the ship docked to the Coronado. “But our original contract did not take into account these … irregularities and risks. Our rate will necessarily increase.”
“I’ll take care of that.” Jason bowed his head to the pilot in thanks. “My thanks.”
“What was that about?” Abiyah asked. Jason saw that of the Coronado’s human compliment, Abiyah was the only one wearing a translation earpiece.
“Our je’ekin friends here have agreed to continue flying the Coronado,” Jason said. “We’ll get you guys set up with earpieces that have the full Known Translation Matrix loaded in them so you can understand both their language and Jenovian Standard. Ideally we’d put neural implants in, but I don’t think we have that sort of time.”
“Commander,” Russ Johnson said as he walked onto the bridge, raising his eyebrows at the smashed-in bulkhead. “Is everything okay?”
“Is it, Captain?” Marcus asked. Jason took the use of the title “captain” over “sergeant” as an olive branch between two people who still didn’t trust each other or even particularly like each other.
“It is as far as us not resuming hostilities,” Jason said. “And we won’t be causing any further damage to your ship. I won’t pretend to be running the show here and I’m not giving you any orders, Commander, but I think we need to take another look in the Terranovus system and find out what we can about that fleet and the extent of the ull presence there.”
“If you’ve settled the contractual issues with these li—our crew, I mean—we’ll get underway and make the best possible time back to base,” Marcus said. 
“Take this with the spirit in which it’s intended,” Jason said carefully, trying not to laugh. “But your ship is slower than molasses and I’m afraid that what we might find there will be too much for you to handle. We fired off a couple ship-busters at the light frigates they had there before we bugged out, so for all I know there could be an ull battlewagon sitting in orbit over Terranovus when we go back.”
“Can your gunship handle a battleship?” Carolyn asked, her tone indicating it was a challenge. 
“We’ve got a few more surprises,” Jason winked at her. “In addition to that, we can get there much, much faster than this cruiser. We’ll go there first and recon the system and then message the Coronado about what we’ve found including the raw sensor feeds.
“Let me be clear … I’m doing this because I think there’s a genuine risk to Earth’s safety that warrants me breaking my policy of staying away no matter what. I’m not doing this to help you and I think we can all agree this is an uneasy alliance at best. Let’s all try to stay focused on what’s important.”
“Where do you want me?” Carolyn asked.
“That’s up to you,” Jason shrugged. “Like I said … I’m not giving any orders here.”
****
“The Coronado hasn’t reported in,” Margaret said as ‘Fred’, as she’d come to call the CIA agent, walked in. “It’s missed its last ten check-ins, actually, and that’s just since long-range com capabilities have been restored.”
“You think there’s a problem?”
“I think that maybe you were right,” she said, the bile rising in her throat as she forced herself to admit it. “I’d hoped Marcus could take Jason Burke by surprise, but my best guess is that the bastard likely killed the whole team.”
“Burke is not an indiscriminate, mad dog killer,” Fred lectured her. “It would behoove you to keep reality versus what you tell your ops teams firmly in mind.”
“So what do you think happened? Do you think the Coronado had something go wrong?” she asked.
“There’s that possibility,” he nodded. “Or they encountered something that your chaperones weren’t able to talk them out of. But I think it’s more likely that Burke made contact and now both teams are comparing notes. He’s going to realize immediately that the propulsion system used on our Gen II starships has nothing in common with the ship he left crashed in the river outside DC.”
“I can’t believe that Marcus would hold up his team long enough for Burke to fast-talk them,” she scoffed. “There’s nothing in his record that indicates Jason is that persuasive … or even particularly intelligent.”
“Your insistence on underestimating everybody is going to be the very thing that eventually brings you down,” Fred remarked, cleaning his sunglasses with his rumpled tie. 
“Meaning what?” she snapped. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“I was up early this morning, enjoying the sunrise,” he said, walking to the window. “I could just make out eight Gen III starships lifting off out of the construction cradles and pushing up to orbit.”
“So?”
“I also know there was another, identical formation departing from a secret shipyard elsewhere on the planet.” Fred turned to her. “Sixteen ships leaving simultaneously. Do not think that I am stupid, Margaret. This far exceeds your claimed production capacity.”
“Meaning what?” Margaret repeated while simultaneously pressing a button under her desk.
“Meaning that you have either altered the deal with our alien benefactors without informing Earth, or you have made a side deal of your own,” he said. “Either way, I will have to report this and they will likely recall you.”
“Oh, Fred,” she laughed, his face scrunching up in confusion at the name. “For an intelligence operative you’re woefully behind the eight ball. This isn’t Earth. Nobody here is afraid of the nameless man in the bad-fitting suit. Ah … here we are.” The door to the office banged open and three men in light green fatigues walked in, two holding a weapon on Fred and the third patting him down.
“You realize that they’ll just replace me,” he said, looking resigned to what was about to happen.
“They’ll never know you’re gone,” she shrugged. “We’ve been monitoring your back channel to Earth the entire time. Your text-only reports won’t be difficult to fake for the short amount of time it will still matter. Get him out of here.”
“What should we do with him, ma’am?” one of the guards asked. 
Margaret pretended to mull it over. “I suppose we should put him in the holding facility,” she said finally. “Make sure your people know that despite looking like an accountant this man is a highly trained CIA operative and to secure him accordingly.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She turned back to her computer, well aware that she had just crossed a threshold that made it impossible to turn back what she had set in motion just a few short years before. The problem was that the shortsighted bastards on Earth, specifically in Washington DC, Moscow, and London simply refused to see the inevitable: they were an emerging power in a galactic community and they needed to prepare for the eventuality that they’d be challenged.
All the individual governments of Earth continued to bicker and speculate, all the while wasting precious time and wearing thin the patience of their benefactors, the ull. They had something the aliens wanted, the aliens had something Earth needed … what the hell was the holdup? Finalize the deal, strike a treaty, and get on with propping up Earth’s first space military to begin projecting force in their locality. 
 It was a genuine fear that chilled her to the core that someone else would show up before they were ready to defend themselves. If that sack of crap Jason Burke had turned over that ship he had somehow gained procession of, there was no telling how far along they’d be. Earth’s best and brightest bashed their heads against a wall for years trying to glean anything useful out of that damn heap he’d left in the Potomac. After all that time and money wasted, about the only thing they’d gotten was a better thrust motor, some interesting new designs for batteries, and a mountain of paperwork as all they wanted to do was pure research and not bother with practical application.
In the end the project had been suspended and the wreckage cleaned up and squirreled away to parts unknown. That was just before Margaret was brought in and told that they’d been contacted by yet another alien species, the ull. The powers that be wanted to keep it as hush-hush as possible, but the understanding was that Earth was negotiating from a place of power and the ull were willing to honor that and help give them a leg up in developing their spaceflight capabilities. It galled her to no end that after all the alien ships that had rained down on their planet they had to bend the knee and wait with their hands out while the ull technology and support flowed at a glacial pace. It was during this time, early in her duties as the Terranovus project administrator, that her hatred for Sergeant Jason Burke, USAF, had burned brightly. Sending the strike team when she did was likely premature, but once the Coronado had been ready and Marcus’ men had been brought up to speed and given their immunizations she just couldn’t wait to pull the trigger. Now all she’d accomplished was to give that asshole fair warning that humans had achieved spaceflight in spite of him and were now after him.
“Shit,” she spat, standing up so abruptly her chair slid back and crashed into the filing cabinet. “Hopefully he just finds another hole to crawl into and stays there. I’ll deal with him once I get another tac team spun up.”
“Ma’am?” her orderly said, putting his head in the door.
“Shut up,” she growled. “I wasn’t talking to you.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
 



Chapter 15
 
“We’re up to eighty-five percent of maximum slip velocity,” Twingo said loudly as he walked onto the bridge. “Kage is making our guest comfortable in starboard berthing. You need anything else before I hit the rack?”
“Nope, I’m good, bud,” Jason said from where he was slouching in the pilot’s seat. “I’ll tell the computer to keep an eye on our new friend and then I guess it’s a boring, long slip-space flight back to Terranovus.”
“Not quite,” Twingo said. “We have to stop off and reprovision. The rations Kage brought with him are already almost gone and the processor may have just gasped its last breath. It was leaking some sort of sludge out the back and the smell is pretty bad when you get close to it. I wouldn’t suggest eating anything that comes out of it.”
“How the hell are we out of rations already?”
“I think Crusher may have been eating two or three at a time,” Twingo said uncomfortably. “Or four.”
“That fat sack of crap,” Jason griped, sitting up straight and punching up a menu on his navigation panel. “Fine. I’ll pick us a waypoint. Go ahead and get some rack time, but your first priority on your next watch is to pull that processor and get it down to the cargo bay. We’re tossing it out the back when we’re over a planet.”
“We could just disassemble it and feed it into the recycler,” Twingo said.
“That damn thing has been the bane of my existence ever since we reformed this outfit,” Jason shook his head. “I want it and its bad juju off my ship.”
“You’re the boss,” Twingo shrugged. “Whatever the hell juju is will soon be a fiery streak through some poor bastard’s atmosphere soon enough.”
“That’s what I like to hear. Sleep well.” Jason was scrolling through a list of known ports of call and calculating the time and distance it would take to divert the Phoenix there, grab supplies, and be on their way again. “For a big man you are very, very quiet,” he said after a moment. “Some would even say sneaky.”
“You mind if I come up here?” Russ Johnson asked from the bridge hatchway.
“Knock yourself out,” Jason said. Russ turned a few times on the bridge before settling for a sensor station along the port side that was inactive, spinning the seat around so he could look out at the simulated starfield and see Jason at the same time.
“I feel like I’m part of a prisoner exchange program.”
“I had nothing to do with that,” Jason shrugged. “Carolyn wanted to stay aboard the Coronado for some reason, and your commander wanted someone to come with us. I don’t necessarily trust her any more than any of you, so to me it’s just one more extra person onboard.”
“So … we’re cool, man?” Russ asked, the hesitation evident in his voice. “I mean, you’re not going to toss me out of an airlock or anything, are you?”
“No,” Jason chuckled in spite of himself. “I understand following orders and I’m willing to take you at your word that you’re as interested in learning the truth about what’s going on as I am. I’m not looking for any sort of misguided revenge. I will give you a word of advice though: Don’t let Crusher talk you into any ‘training’ sessions. He won’t kill you, but he’ll beat you badly enough that Doc will have to work on you again.” 
Russ just swallowed hard and nodded. “Is he as badass as he looks?” he asked after a moment.
“More so,” Jason said. “He’s from a race of warriors who are trained to fight from early childhood, and he even stands out among them. His real name is Felex Tezakar and he’s their Guardian Archon, which is a sort of title of nobility.”
“And the robot?”
“Just as another friendly warning: Don’t call him a robot,” Jason shook his head. “His kind takes it as a pretty serious insult. Lucky is a fully sentient, artificial being. I guess ‘android’ would be the closest thing we have in English to describe it. He’s also the combat variety of his race; even Crusher can’t beat him, although he’ll lie and say they’re evenly matched.
“The being that attacked Earth back when I showed up the last time was another of their kind. His name was Deetz … he was the one who originally took me off the planet when he made an emergency landing with this ship near my cabin in Colorado.” 
Once he started talking, Jason discovered a deep-seated need to communicate with another of his own species. It was a desire that surprised him in its intensity. 
“So our handler told us you served during in Iraq and Afghanistan, but you look younger than all of us,” Russ said. “Was she lying about that too?”
“No, I don’t age the same anymore thanks to Doc tinkering with my genetic code,” Jason said. “I was in Iraq in ’04 and then Afghanistan in ’06 and into ’07.”
“Second Battle for Fallujah?”
“I was further north at the time,” Jason shook his head. “Up past Mosul. Iraq wasn’t a bad deployment given what was going on then. Afghanistan was a bitch.”
“You don’t have to say if you don’t feel like it, but how the hell did you end up out here?” Russ asked. “I understand being taken, but now you’re a running gun, riding with a warrior prince and an android soldier?”
“Eh, we’ve got some time to kill,” Jason said, checking over his instruments one more time before leaning back and giving a brief account of his time in space. He rationalized it by telling himself that at least one person would have the real story back home, since it seemed like everyone else viewed him as public enemy number one.
****
“We’re ready back here, Captain,” Twingo said over the intercom. “You’re sure you want to do this?”
“I can’t think of a more deserving place,” Jason replied. “You may eject when ready.”
“Ejecting,” Twingo said. On the monitor Jason watched as the food processing unit, which was much bigger than he’d originally thought, was shoved out the back of the cargo bay just as the Phoenix kissed the threshold of the thermosphere. As per his programming, the aft optical sensors tracked it as it began to glow and then grew a fiery tail as it screamed through the atmosphere.
“Are there any other insults you’d like to heap upon the citizens of this planet while we’re back here?”
“Once we’re overflying the city you can dump the waste containment tanks if you’d like,” Jason said, prompting a snort of laughter from Kage. 
“Copy that,” Twingo said. Jason had been mostly joking about the tank purge, but he saw no need to stop Twingo if he was actually going to do it.
“You got some kind of hard-on for this place?” Russ asked.
“It’s not one of my favorites,” Jason admitted. “It’s officially named Prreta Prime, but everyone just calls it ‘End of the Line.’ It has an indigenous population and its own industry, but it’s about one of the dirtiest, most unfriendly places I’ve ever been.”
“Then why stop here?” Russ asked.
“Because it’s the last planet along the way that will have what we need,” Jason said. “The nickname comes from the fact that this is as far as anyone normally travels down the Orion Arm. After this it’s Breaker’s World, Ull and the worlds they hold, and then the Solar System. I have no idea what’s beyond that. It’s uncharted and I’m sure as hell not poking around in deep space in a ship this small.”
“Breaker’s World would have attracted less attention,” Crusher remarked.
“But we can’t be sure we can even get provisions there,” Kage said. “We also don’t know if the ull have decided to release the fact it was humans that took the Saabror regent. It’s probably better to just avoid that planet for the time being.” 
Crusher just grunted.
“Avoiding that place is always good advice,” Jason said as the Phoenix broke into the lower atmosphere. “I’d like to land someplace that respects anonymity without having to engage in a running gunfight as the ship is being fueled.”
The rest of the flight to the sprawling, disorganized spaceport was uneventful as a bored-sounding controller gave them clearance to land near the commercial port. It had actually taken Kage a few tries to get someone on the com from the landing authority to make sure they wouldn’t be met by armed troops when they dropped the ramp. 
Jason had only been to Prreta twice before, but there seemed to be a feeling of decline and a general malaise that made him think the world was destined to be just as much a slum as Breaker’s World, maybe more so given the sheer number of people who called Prreta home and really had nowhere else to go. The Phoenix had overflown entire cities that appeared abandoned and obviously disused industrial complexes on the way in, all of which at one time had been thriving. It was depressing to see how quickly things could change for the worse.
“Drop the gear,” he told Kage. “Crusher, Lucky … and Russ … meet me in the armory once we land.”
“Expecting trouble?” Kage asked as the landing gear extended with the usual complaints of pops and bangs reverberating through the hull.
“I’m not not expecting trouble,” Jason shrugged. “It just seems to happen. Go ahead and get a fuel team out here and while we’re at it call for a general service. The water could probably be exchanged and let’s top off the atmospheric consumables.”
“Got it.” Kage’s head bobbed forward as Jason executed one of his least graceful landings in a while, the nose gear slamming into the tarmac. “Nice landing.”
“Damnit!” Jason grunted. “See if you can get me a line on a supplier for rations too. Look up my medical file and grab one of Doc’s initial evaluations to make sure we take Russ’s dietary needs into account. My system has adapted quite a bit over the years and I’d hate to accidentally kill him because he ate the wrong thing.” 
“I know this is hard to believe, but I’m actually fairly intelligent,” Kage said belligerently. “I can handle buying food without screwing it up.” 
Jason opened his mouth to reply, but instead just climbed out of his seat and walked off the bridge. He also made a mental note to have Doc check on the incoming supplies. Russ would be dead on the floor and Kage would argue for hours how it wasn’t his fault.
When Jason walked into the armory Lucky was doing his usual stand-in-the-corner-and-watch routine, but Crusher was in rare form. With a new, captive audience he was explaining his love of edge weapons in great detail and brandishing a number of wicked-looking blades in a careless fashion that seemed to be greatly distressing Russ, who watched in wide-eyed silence.
“Now this one … this is one of my favorites,” Crusher said, pulling a curved short sword off the wall rack. “I killed three Korkarans and one of them was carrying this. I’m not sure where he got it from, but it’s a damn good blade”—he swung it casually, the blade whistling through the air near Russ’s face—“and holds an edge well. You see the reversed spikes along the top? When you jam it into someone they latch on and really do some damage on the way out. Makes a mess, but it takes the fight out of them quickly.”
“We’re going to go out light,” Jason said. “This place is fairly lax about people being openly armed, but let’s not draw any unwanted attention by carrying an arsenal.”
“Now this one …” Crusher continued, ignoring Jason. “What the hell? Where is it?”
“Where is what?” Jason asked, trying to keep his voice neutral.
“The Krostak,” Crusher growled. “It’s usually hanging right here. What did you do with it?!”
“I don’t even know what you’re talking about!” Jason snapped, meeting force with force. At least that part is true. I actually have no idea what he’s talking about.

“It’s the ceremonial blade that normally hangs right here!” Crusher jabbed a clawed finger at the open spot on the wall. “It was given to me at the ceremony that marked my ascension into the ranks of the Legion. Every warrior receives one and it is very important. I want to know where it is!”
“Did you leave it on Galvetor?” Lucky asked reasonably.
“I would leave it nowhere!” Crusher thundered. “It’s a highly personalized item, no two are alike.”
Oh shit…
“I’m sure it has to be either back in the hangar armory or in your home,” Jason said. “It’s not like it can just up and leave on its own.”
“I will get to the truth of this!” Crusher declared dramatically before stomping out of the armory through the open hatch to the cargo bay. Russ turned and gave Jason a puzzled, wild-eyed look. Jason just smiled and shrugged before going back to prepping his gear.
“I may have made a mistake coming along,” Russ said finally.
“We get that a lot,” Jason said, not looking up.
 



Chapter 16
 
“Madam President, Director Stiles is here to see you.”
“Send him in.” President Abigail Hightower leaned back in her chair. The CIA director rarely came to her in person, and when he did it was never because he had good news.
“Thank you for seeing me on such short—”
“Yes, yes, Richard,” Abigail waved him to a seat in front of the Resolute Desk with impatience. “To what do I owe the dubious pleasure of your company?”
“We have lost contact with … Site B,” Stiles said, waving his hand to indicate he knew the recording devices in the Oval Office were still active. 
“I just read the latest transcripts from Site B via the NSO brief,” Abigail frowned. “It was in the transmission that came in last night.”
“Yes, Madam President, I read those too,” Stiles nodded. “As you know, I had a back-channel source of information installed at Site B in order to keep tabs on the project manager—”
“Margaret Jansen, the woman you vouched for.”
“—and the asset has missed the last few routine updates. There are protocols built in so that in the event there isn’t satellite availability we don’t panic, but we’ve crossed one of our trigger thresholds that leads me to believe that Site B might be compromised.”
“Explain,” Abigail said, now no longer impatiently waiting for Stiles to get to the point. Now she was dreading what the man would say next. Ever since being sworn in and briefed, she’d never been comfortable with the level of involvement their first off-planet colony had with an alien species, especially considering most of that contact was without direct oversight by any Earth government.
“The updates from Site B’s management team indicate that everything is going along in a routine manner and that the construction schedule milestones are being hit almost exactly,” Stiles said. “That by itself is a level-one indicator that something is amiss … no project holds so exactly to a projected schedule for so long. The next was when my asset, someone who has worked on this project since the Potomac Incident, is now no longer reporting.”
“There’s something else, isn’t there,” Abigail said. “I can see it on your face.” 
Without a word, Stiles passed her an unmarked manila envelope. She opened the flap and pulled out a series of high-resolution photos that she immediately identified as Site B, but what she was seeing was not only advanced infrastructure but evidence of heavy construction. The hulls of multiple spaceships were clearly visible in the next photo and it was obvious that they’d been taken from quite a distance.
“As you can see, Madam President, Ms. Jansen has not been completely honest about the construction efforts,” Stiles said. “At this point there should be three pre-fab cities nearing completion and being prepped for the arrival of the first true civilian colonists from Earth. Instead we see two small outpost towns and a shipyard complex that is far ahead of anything we planned for many years.”
“And these ships?”
“Unknown configuration,” Stiles said. “Our best guess is that they’re an unknown, advanced class of starship designed and built with the help of our new friends. There’s something else … please look at the last few images.” Abigail flipped through the stack and sucked her breath in when she caught sight of the last image.
“Is this—”
“Yes,” Stiles said. “Our image analysts all agree this is the same ship that came to our defense during the attack everyone has dubbed the Potomac Incident and then again when it fought off the attackers at Alcatraz.”
“You’re sure it came to our defense?” Abigail scoffed. “I thought there was some argument over that.”
“In the media, yes.” Stiles looked exceedingly uncomfortable. “However, our own information is much more reliable.”
“Start talking,” Abigail said. “Now.”
“This was something the administration at the time put on the executive need-to-know list,” Stiles squirmed. “We know for a fact that the ship was coming to our defense. It was not in any of your incoming briefs because it was thought that it was a closed case issue.”
“It would appear you were quite wrong, considering the fact it’s hovering over the airfield at Site B. So why are you so sure that ship is friendly?” 
At this point Richard Stiles looked as uncomfortable as Abigail could remember seeing him. “It’s commanded by Jason Burke, formerly Technical Sergeant Jason Burke, United States Air Force,” Stiles went on in a rush. “He’d been abducted at some point, found a way to rescue himself, along with a few others, and commandeered that ship. He then made his way back here when he found out Earth had been attacked the first time and returned again in the later attack. We had direct contact with him after the Alcatraz episode and tried to get him to turn over the ship, but he refused.”
“Interesting,” Abigail said icily. 
“We knew of a personal relation to him, a Taryn Brown who was actually taken aboard this ship for a short time, but she has since disappeared,” Stiles said. “In the spirit of full disclosure, my man on the ground at Site B was one of the two people who had made contact with Burke.”
“Did Mr. Burke give any indication as to why he wouldn’t hand over the ship he himself stole?” Abigail asked.
“He said he didn’t trust us,” Stiles said. “His reasoning was that humanity wasn’t ready to be handed that level of technology and that if he gave it to the United States it would just be used as a bludgeon. That’s what our agent reported, anyway.”
“Quite the philosopher,” Abigail remarked as she flipped back through the images. “Let’s put that distraction aside for a moment. What is Margaret Jansen up to?”
“She’s secretly building a fleet of unknown capability and sending false reports to hide it,” Stiles said. “I think we now have to consider the very real possibility that she now poses a serious threat to Earth.”
“And we have almost no recourse?”
“Nothing that can be implemented quickly,” Stiles said. “The original stipulations of the treaty and subsequent alliance deliberately isolated Earth from Site B as a precaution. In light of recent events, that may have been a grave mistake.”
“So we’re screwed,” Abigail said. It wasn’t a question.
“We still hold the original bargaining chip,” Stiles disagreed. “The devices we promised our new allies are still hidden and Jansen has no idea where. Our best hope is that she is acting independently of their direction and if her actions pose a risk to what we’ve promised them they may intercede.”
“That’s not something I’m willing to bet the house on,” Abigail rolled her eyes. “What else have you got?”
“Jason Burke has been poking around Site B for some reason,” Stiles said. “He may be coming here next.” 
“So I repeat: we’re screwed.”
“Honestly? Yes, Madam President, we are.”
****
“Bad news, boys,” Jason said as he walked down the ramp to where his three companions stood. “Kage said the place we’re getting supplies from requires that we go there and pay up front before they’ll deliver anything to the pad.”
“Why’s that?” Russ asked.
“They were probably tired of sending deliveries out and getting nothing in return but dead delivery drivers,” Crusher said. “How far is it?”
“It’s here on the complex,” Jason said. “Not too far.”
The four strolled across the tarmac laughing and telling jokes and the whole affair had more the feel of a holiday than the precursor to another potentially dangerous operation. Jason had one of his new railguns slung across his back and no sidearm, Crusher was only carrying a couple of blades, and of course Lucky was armed to the teeth since he carried his weaponry wherever he went. They’d decided not to provide Russ Johnson with a weapon just yet for not only the obvious trust reason but also because he’d not had time to familiarize himself with all the exotic arms in the Phoenix’s armory.
All in all, it wasn’t an unpleasant afternoon. Jason was glad to get out of the ship and stretch his legs a little, and he had to admit that having another human, and a U.S. serviceman at that, was a nice change of pace from having to explain cultural context to one of his crew.
He should have suspected that it would all go wrong.
****
Russ Johnson had almost forgotten that, for all intents and purposes, he was a prisoner of the three beings he was walking with. But he found that the brotherhood of the profession of arms transcended species and soon he was joking and laughing with the others as they all rehashed and wildly embellished old war stories. 
They were walking just past one of the ubiquitous metal buildings that dotted the spaceport when a long, pink arm shot out from around the corner and contacted Jason’s face when a crack. Russ watched helplessly as Burke was flung through the air from the force of the impact, landing in a heap over ten yards away with his weapon clattering to the pavement. He turned back just in time to see a Skinny—I think these dudes are called ulls or something—step fully around the corner and face off with them, its eyes directly on him.
It all happened in the blink of an eye, and before Russ could even organize his thoughts he heard a bellowing, savage roar that caused his ass to clinch shut and scrambled his thoughts. He turned and saw Crusher whip out a clawed hand and grab the Skinny by the throat and, for the first time, saw a change of expression on one of the aliens’ faces. If he had to guess, it looked to be a mixture of surprise and fear. 
Crusher wasted no time and slammed a massive fist into the skeletal torso. All the Skinny’s limbs seemed to reverberate with the shock and it emitted a strange, warbling screech. Russ could see it happening in slow-motion, but didn’t seem to be able to get his own body in action. He saw the Skinny had managed to disengage from Crusher and was limping backwards just as three more armed Skinnies walked around the building. 
Russ watched in horror as one took aim, but as it fired Crusher just snarled and rolled away so fast he almost couldn’t track him. There was a loud pop/whine and Lucky’s eyes glowed a brilliant red right before he fired some sort of energy weapon mounted in each of his arms. Two Skinnies went down under the barrage just as Crusher ran down the first one, grabbing its head and smashing it into the ground over and over.
Now that his brain and ass were now running at the same speed, Russ was able to break out of his semi-paralysis. He was no fool and realized he was wildly outmatched, so he ran back to where Jason had fallen and checked on him. He was breathing regularly and his eyes were fluttering, but he wasn’t getting up. Russ wasted no time in trying to revive him and dove for the weapon.
“Get that last one!” Crusher shouted at him, pointing at a Skinny now at a full sprint, covering ground at an incredible speed. Russ looked at the weapon, recognized it immediately as being very similar to an M4 carbine, and hoped for the best. He flicked the fire selector to what would have been ‘SEMI’ on the M4 and sighted down through what looked like a prism optic on top of the weapon. 
It immediately began projecting ranging and velocity data in front of his eye via some sort of holograph. He propped up into a seated prone position, lined up on the Skinny, and let out a slow, smooth breath. The trigger break was crisp and firm and the roaring report of the weapon was juxtaposed to the nonexistent recoil. His aim was off slightly and the hypersonic round blew the right leg of the fleeing Skinny clean off, sending it sprawling to the ground.
“Ha! Nice shot!” Crusher shouted, smiling hugely as he ran after the downed alien. 
“I was aiming for his damn skinny torso,” Russ grumbled, climbing to his feet. 
 ****
Jason’s eyes snapped open. He was aware that his face really, really hurt and that Russ Johnson was in a stable shooting position getting ready to fire his rail gun. He was still a little fuzzy about what happened, so he wasn’t even sure that Russ hadn’t sucker punched him and was now about to shoot his friends, but that didn’t seem right. Before he could get his brain back in gear Russ safed and lowered the railgun, turning to look at him.
“You good?” he asked.
“Good,” Jason grunted, rolling over to prop himself up. Russ walked over and offered a hand, pulling Jason up onto his feet.
“One of those Skinnies, an ull, sneak-attacked us,” Russ said, leaning down close and looking at Jason intently. “It punched you right in the face … your jaw should be splinters.”
“Part of the magic of technology,” Jason smiled and rapped a knuckle on his head. “Can’t break it. Still hurts like hell though. Where are Crusher and Lucky?”
“Crusher is retrieving an ull I shot the leg off of and Lucky just took off.”
“Probably backtracking them,” Jason said. “Why’d you shoot its leg off? That’s sort of sadistic.”
“I wasn’t trying to,” Russ replied.
“Not that I’m one to judge,” Jason shrugged. “Was it the one that punched me?”
“No. Crusher smashed that one’s head into the ground,” Russ pointed. “Over there.”
“Gross,” Jason remarked, pulling out his com unit. “Kage, has the fuel team showed up yet?”
“They’re almost done,” Kage said right away. 
“Chase them off and prep the ship for immediate departure,” Jason nodded to Russ for him to follow. “We were just ambushed by an ull team of four … teen. Repeat, fourteen. We killed most of them and Lucky’s tracking them back to what’s probably either a shuttle or long-range scout ship. Start looking for something like that on sensors.”
“Fourteen!” Kage said. “I’ll start looking and get Twingo running her back up.”
“There were only four,” Russ said as Jason put his com unit away.
“I’m not admitting to that little bastard that we got surprised and I was knocked out by only four ull,” Jason shook his head. “Let’s go. We’ll go up and around this way to see if we can’t collect Crusher and then we’ll get to the ship. Lucky can take care of himself.”
He took off at what he felt was a moderate pace but had to hold back a bit when he saw that Russ was huffing and puffing beside him after barely half a kilometer. They’d just broke into the clear and could see the Phoenix, exhaust plumes wavering from her dorsal vents indicating that the reactor was up to normal-flight power levels, when his com unit chirped.
“I’m almost there, Kage,” Jason said after he’d fished the unit out, cursing himself for not making them all wear earpieces before leaving the ship.
“You’d better move it then,” Kage said. “Lucky has reported that he’s snuck aboard an ull scout ship that he found across the port and it’s prepping for takeoff.”
“Tell him to get off that thing!” Jason shouted into the unit.
“He’s cut off coms,” Kage said. “I’ll try to stall the ship by messing with the departure control system.”
“Damnit! Tell Twingo the ship had better be ready by the time my ass slides into the seat,” Jason barked, breaking into a full sprint for the last few hundred meters. He didn’t bother looking to see how Russ would fare. He figured the Ranger would at least be able to get up onto the ramp by the time Crusher met them.
He leapt from the ground into the cargo bay, bypassing the ramp, and then shoved off again and sailed up onto the mezzanine that allowed access to the main deck.
“Holy crap!” he heard Russ exclaim behind him as he easily cleared the rail. At least the normal human had not bothered asking any stupid questions and had put everything he had into that last sprint. 
“Where’s Crusher?” Jason asked as he leapt into the pilot’s seat and began taking stock of the ship.
“Unknown,” Kage said.
“Keep trying his com unit,” Jason replied as he began bringing the main drive online and put the big plasma thrust engines into ‘pre-heat.’
“We’re leaving without him?” 
“We can’t let that ship leave with Lucky,” Jason said. “We’ll come back around for Crusher afterwards. Put that message on a loop and send it to his com unit. Where’s the ship?”
“It just lifted off,” Kage said. “It’s ignoring the automated commands to put back down. There’s a general alert that’s been sounded … it might be related to you guys.”
“Give me a vector,” Jason said before feeding power to the main drive and lifting off the pad. “All hands, better strap your asses in, it could get bumpy. Kage, clean us up.”
“Rear ramp closed, landing gear coming up,” Kage said. “You’re clear to begin maneuvering, target vector coming to your side now.” 
Jason saw the fly-to arrows pop up on his reticle and shoved the throttle forward even as he began the handshake procedure to integrate his neural implant partially with the ship. For this sort of intercept he just wanted the optical sensors relaying data to him.
A moment after that split second of vertigo a reticle popped up into his field of view and ranging data was being fed to him directly from the tactical computer. He angled the Phoenix over and pulled the nose up a bit to allow the tracking sensors to get a better angle on the fleeing scout ship. It was still lumbering away, apparently wanting to clear the spaceport before breaking for orbit. The small, boxy scout was similar in size to the gunship, but it wasn’t designed to be as nimble or fast in an atmosphere: advantage Phoenix. 
“Full combat mode,” Jason said. “We’re putting that ship on the ground before they can break for orbit.”
“Lucky is on that—”
“And he’s much more likely to survive a controlled crash than being blown up at high altitude,” Jason snapped. “Now follow my orders!”
“Full combat mode,” Kage said, cowed. “Shields and weapons active. We’ll be within—Incoming!! Everybody brace!” 
Jason snapped his head around just in time to look up “through” the dorsal hull plates to see another ull scout ship descending, still firing at them. The first shots splashed against the Phoenix’s shields and forced Jason to break off his pursuit. He rolled ninety degrees to starboard and snatched the stick back into his lap, turning tightly in the opposite direction of the new target’s approach angle. The Phoenix groaned under the g-load as vapor poured off the upper control surfaces in the humid air. 
During the violent maneuver, Jason kept his eyes firmly on the ship carrying his friend while only giving a cursory glance to the second scout ship that had now overshot them and was trying to execute a clumsy turn to bring its forward weapons to bear.
“Tac analysis,” Jason said. 
“Neither ship poses a significant threat based on the detected leakage of their primary energy weapons,” the computer chimed in. “Unknown ballistic or expendable munition capability.”
“That doesn’t mean we can just sit and take sustained hits from either, Jason,” Doc warned. 
Jason ignored him and continued trying to track around on the first scout that still didn’t seem to be trying to climb up off the deck.
“Something is wrong with that ship.” Kage seemed to be reading his mind. “Power output is fluctuating. I’m not sure they can make their ascent.”
“Lucky,” Jason grunted. “Target their port engine with the chin turret … just enough power to degrade it. I do not want that ship making orbit.”
“I don’t know if I can target it precisely enough to not destroy it,” Kage said.
“I don’t want your damn excuses, I want you to get the job done!” Jason snarled. 
Kage jumped as if struck and Doc turned away from the sensors to look at him.
“Jason, we’re trying—”
“Look out!” Kage shouted just before the Phoenix was rocked by a powerful explosion. Alarms began blaring on the bridge and the red flashing lights were both ominous and distracting.
“Thermobaric warhead detonated on the aft, starboard quadrant!” Kage called as the first wisps of smoke began filtering in through the air vents. “Main drive is failing!”
“Switching over!” Jason said and flipped the mains to ‘START/RUN.’ The main engines lit off immediately with a reassuring BOOM and the repulsors automatically kicked in to take up the slack as the grav-drive failed completely. 
“Captain! We need to land—”
“Shut up!” Jason snapped, shutting down the grav-drive and trying to reacquire his target. “Get me a vector—”
“Second ship is lining up for another shot!” Doc cut him off. “Our aft shields are degraded to thirty percent, we can’t take another hit.” 
Jason let out an unintelligible growl from deep in his chest and yanked the stick back while slamming the throttle to the stop.
The Phoenix stood on her tail and rocketed up and away from the engagement, the main engines pouring out millions of pounds of thrust. Jason continued up and over, rolling to level flight at the top of the loop in a half-Cuban before rolling the Phoenix over and starting a sharp, spiraling dive. He let go of the throttle long enough to reset his armament panel before lining up on the second ship that had been harassing them.
“Captain, that power setting this close to the ground—” Before Kage could finish his sentence, Jason squeezed the trigger and held it, unleashing a blistering salvo from the main plasma cannons. Brilliant red bolts rained down as Jason began the fine-course corrections to bring his fire on target.
The first shots began impacting the forest below and the destruction was breathtaking. Trees with trunks over a meter in diameter were blown to kindling and sent flying high into the air as the plasma bolts shredded the landscape. Jason kept a wary eye on the temperature of his weapons as he made one last correction and watched with fascination as seven shots in quick succession broke the scout ship into three large chunks that were send careening off into the surrounding trees before exploding upon impact.
Jason throttled back and pulled up out the dive. “Scan for the primary target and get those plasma cannons cooled down. Use the auxiliary system if you have to.”
“Target is not appearing on sensors,” Kage said, sounding afraid of delivering the news. 
“I have an impact plume up ahead,” Doc said, saving Kage from another savage berating from his captain. “Looks like the first ship has gone in.”
Jason didn’t say anything as he pulled up and flew to where Doc had indicated, just being able to make out the dust still hanging in the air from something impacting the ground with force. There was no smoke, so Jason was hopeful it was a controlled ditch and not a crash that his friend may or may not have been able to survive. Battlesynths were unbelievably tough, but they weren’t indestructible.
He pulled the ship into a tight circle over the crash and saw that the ship had come down mostly intact. There was the expected crumpling along the prow and the entire hull was misshapen, but it was sitting level and in one piece so he was hopeful. 
“Doc, you’re up,” Jason said, flipping the autopilot to ‘HOVER/HOLD’ and hopping out of the seat. “Kage, activate the transit beam.”
Before anybody could answer or argue he was already on the main deck and sprinting towards the cargo bay. To Kage’s credit, by the time he was leaping off the mezzanine the floor hatch was open and the wavering blue light of the transit beam was already active. He didn’t hesitate a moment and leapt through the hatch the instant he hit deck.
****
Russ had followed Jason off the bridge, but unable to keep pace or leap from the top of each set of stairs, fell behind. He was carrying Jason’s amazing M4-style weapon and figured he could be of more use with the human than sitting on the bridge with the two aliens while they piloted the ship. Having just barely gotten accustomed to the Clipper dropships, the ride aboard the gunship against the two ull scouts had been nothing short of terrifying.
So too was Jason Burke’s change in behavior. The man seemed manic, almost unhinged, as he chased after the fleeing ship. Russ could see that Jason’s crew saw the change too. They seemed almost afraid of him. What the hell was going on? From what he understood, this sort of thing was what Lucky specialized in and routinely performed much more dangerous missions.
He got to the cargo bay just in time to see Burke leap through a hole in the floor that was emitting a wavering blue light. It took him barely a second to get down the steps and over to the opening so he could peer down through it. He could just make out the ground and saw that Burke was nowhere to be seen.
“Sometimes I hate this damn job.” Russ gritted his teeth and stepped off the ledge. The peculiar sensation of what felt like fingers moving him along disappeared in an instant and he saw he was standing on the soft soil of the forest floor. When he looked up he could see the Phoenix hovering a few hundred feet in the air. After a quick look around he ran in the direction of the crashed ship, still not seeing Jason.
He crested a shallow rise just in time to see Jason sprinting towards a group of three ull, who apparently saw him and were waiting. With a savage cry Jason leapt into the air and drove his fist into the head of the first ull that had turned to meet him. Russ was astonished at the speed and ferocity of the attack and could see that the alien was likely dead before it hit the ground. Jason then leapt up and grabbed another ull around the head and executed a wild, leg-swinging roll, using his body weight as leverage to take down the taller being. Just as the last ull seemed to be ready to get in on the action a single energy weapon blast from inside the ship dropped it. 
Russ was still running up to the scene when he saw Lucky walk out of the deformed airlock and, to make the situation even more bizarre, watched Jason haul back and punch the battlesynth in the face hard enough that he could see blood fly from the human’s shredded knuckles. Lucky’s head barely budged from the blow and he made no move to retaliate.
“What the hell were you thinking?!” Jason exploded. 
“I have successfully disabled the ship and eliminated most of the crew,” Lucky said calmly. “I have also gathered needed intel—”
“I don’t give a shit about any of that!” Jason fumed. “Why are you just boarding enemy ships by yourself?”
“It was the most expedient way to get the information we needed,” Lucky sounded genuinely confused. “I fail to see why you are so angry with me.”
“This is how we lost Crusher!” Jason looked ready to hit his friend again before apparently deciding it would be unwise. “I can’t have you taking these sorts of risks.”
“Where is Crusher?” Lucky looked around, nodding to Russ.
“He’s around,” Jason said evasively. 
 
 



Chapter 17
 
“You left me again?!” Crusher was incensed as he climbed up the ramp.
“Where’s your ull?” Jason asked.
“Dead,” Crusher said. “And no … I had nothing to do with it. We were hiding in that service building over there and next thing I know it’s flopping around on the floor with its eyes bulging out.”
“Must’ve poisoned itself,” Jason mused. 
“Obviously,” Crusher said, still sounding unhappy. “Why are we on repulsors?”
“Grav-drive was taken out with a lucky missile shot,” Jason said as the ramp closed and he could feel the ship throttle up. Doc was at the controls while Twingo was accessing what damage there was to the starboard engine. “Came out of nowhere.”
“So no slip-drive?” 
“No slip-drive,” Jason confirmed. “We’re going to get ourselves into high-orbit and let Twingo see what he can do. The scuffle with the ull scout ships was over an unpopulated area and it isn’t being reported on the open-channel. If we need parts we’ll hit up that spaceport on the other side of the planet.”
“Did any of the ull ships escape?” Crusher asked as they walked through the main deck.
“No. Destroyed one, blew up the other that Lucky forced down once we pulled all the intel off it that we could,” Jason said. “Kage will be going through all that now so you’ve got some time to grab one ration pack and get some rest.”
“I take it we bugged out before we provisioned?” 
“Unfortunately,” Jason said. “This was a disaster … I don’t think those ull were waiting on us, but they recognized us. We walked right into a hasty ambush and then shot the countryside up afterwards and still didn’t even get what we came to this shithole planet for.”
“So … standard operating procedure?”
“More or less,” Jason said after failing to think of a sarcastic comeback. 
After Crusher had walked back to his quarters, Jason went down to starboard engineering to see how Twingo was doing. After a length, profanity-laced tirade that questioned his piloting, tactical decision-making ability, leaderships skills, and questionable parentage, he retreated back to the galley.
“You’ll need those bandaged,” Doc nodded at his still-bleeding hand. “The skin was completely torn away. It will take some time to heal, even for you.”
“I’ll get it,” Jason waved him off.
“Let’s do it now,” Doc insisted and motioned towards the infirmary. 
Jason was surprised at how much damage there really was. He was also ashamed and embarrassed at how completely he’d lost his cool. An apology to Lucky was obviously needed and he hoped that would be enough. Just because he was made of an impervious metal gave Jason no right to strike him because he was frustrated. 
It took Doc the better part of the hour to trim away the skin that couldn’t be salvaged, repair the damage with a temporary synthetic skin, and then bandage the whole thing up in such a way that he could still use the hand. Jason thanked Doc and escaped the infirmary as quickly as he could. It would only be a matter of time before his friend launched into one of his infamous well-meaning but sanctimonious lectures on the virtues of leadership.
“So what the hell was that all about?” Russ asked when Jason had grabbed something to eat and sat down at the galley table.
“What was what about?”
“Don’t give me that shit,” Russ snorted. “I may not know you, but I know people. You lost it back there. This whole time you’ve been smooth and in control, but back there you could have gotten us all killed.”
“I don’t owe you an explanation for shit,” Jason said irritably. “Nobody asked you to come along anyway.”
“That’s alright, man … you can lash out at me,” Russ said. “Your misplaced anger aside, I see you didn’t bother trying to answer the question.”
“And I’m not going to.” Jason leveled a cold stare at the larger man. “We’re not friends. After this job is over I’m dropping your ass back off on Earth and leaving just as soon as I can. I’m here because I’d rather not see the entire species get dragged into a bad situation, or worse, wiped out. It’s not because I have any overwhelming desire to have any interaction with humans again. Please keep that in mind.”
“Or what?” Russ challenged. “You’ll kill me with one punch like you did that ull? Have Crusher tear me limb from limb? That’s fine, Jason … believe it or not I can almost sympathize with your situation. But you’re on the edge. Something must have gone very wrong out here and you’re not facing it. 
“I assume it has something to do with Lucky … you and that battlesynth need to go to couples therapy the way you act towards each other, and the rest of your team can see it. You served in small specialized units and you know that sort of disharmony is a cancer. You may think you have a lid on it, but it’s peeking out and it’ll kill you if you don’t own it.”
“When I want to be psychoanalyzed by some Ranger-turned-mercenary I’ll let you know,” Jason said and continued eating. Russ just shrugged and went back to his own meal, occasionally making faces as something he bit into something he couldn’t quite identify. The uncomfortable silence continued on for another ten minutes before Jason, realizing that Russ wouldn’t be the first to retreat, gave in.
“We used to pull work from someone we thought we could trust,” he began. “Against my better judgment, I agreed to allow Crusher to go undercover into a prison that makes San Quintin look like a Caribbean resort. We lost him. Somehow he had been compromised and then quickly moved off the planet to an even worse prison. It took us months to track him down and get him back. If I hadn’t let myself be pushed into letting him go in there …”
“He seems like a big boy,” Russ said. “You obviously got him back alive.”
“Barely,” Jason said. “Another few minutes and he would have been dead. It was afterwards that everything really went to shit. Crusher left, then Doc and Kage, then Twingo … the outfit was done. I had even put the Phoenix in a sort of long-term storage because I couldn’t bring myself to sell her, but I never really expected to see her again. It was a pretty dark time for me.”
“And?” Russ asked, his tone hovering between conversational and mild disinterest. Jason took no offense. He and Russ were soldiers and neither felt the need to coddle.
“In that entire time, while I was wasting away in a downward spiral of dead-end work and drunkenness, Lucky never left my side. He’s one of the most unique beings in this part of the galaxy and could have easily found new purpose somewhere else, but he stuck by me until he had the opportunity to drag me up out of that hole.”
“Loyalty is funny like that,” Russ said. “You know you punched him in the face, right?” 
“Yeah I need to go talk to him,” Jason sighed, feeling disgusted with himself all over again.
“Have you ever thought that he feels the same about you?” Russ asked, pushing his tray away. “You’re both like a couple of mother hens, chasing each other around and trying to keep other safe. You two better reach some sort of consensus before you get each other killed. Any word on when we’ll be able to get out of here?” 
Jason blinked at the abrupt subject change. “Twingo should be letting me know soon if we need to put down again for repairs or if he can get the grav-drive going himself,” he said. “We should still easily beat the Coronado to Terranovus.”
“I hope so,” Russ said, getting up and walking off.
“Me too,” Jason said to himself. 
****
“What’s it saying?” Marcus asked impatiently. They were standing on the bridge of the Coronado, which had meshed in just outside the Terranovus system over twenty hours ago. So far there was no sign of Jason Burke’s ship and Marcus was painfully aware how out of his element he really was. As a result, he was forced to defer more and more to Carolyn Whitney.
“He is saying that passive sensors are detecting slip-space signatures consistent with the drives used by ull ships, but at a higher concentration than there should be in this system. If you’d wear your translator, you’d know that yourself,” Carolyn said. In addition to being so arrogant that he didn’t feel the need to be able to directly communicate with the people running his ship, he seemed to constantly forget that they could understand English just fine, including all of the casually insensitive and insulting remarks. The je’ekin were professionals, but Carolyn could tell they were quickly becoming fed up with the foolish bipeds that owned the primitive ship. 
“And still no word from Burke,” Marcus fumed. “You think he screwed us?”
“If I were you I’d be far more concerned with why there is a heavy ull presence in this system,” Carolyn said shortly. “Yes, I think you’ve been screwed … not by the poor bastard you went out to murder, but by the people your boss climbed into bed with.”
“I didn’t come up here to start a fight,” Marcus said. “What are we going to do?”
“The only thing we can do,” Carolyn said. “Sit and wait. This ship is no match for even a single ull cruiser and there are no allies to flee to. The best thing we can do is sit and listen and wait for an opening to act.”
“Does the silly human in charge know that we are reading twelve unique engine signatures belonging to ull capital warships?” the je’ekin standing behind the helm asked Carolyn in its own language.
“I do not wish to concern him with things he cannot understand, Master Pilot,” Carolyn answered in Jenovian Standard.
“That is probably best,” the pilot nodded. “He seems quite limited.”
“What did it say?” Marcus asked suspiciously before correcting himself. “I mean he.”
“He was just giving me an update on the situation down in the system,” Carolyn lied smoothly. “No change.”
Marcus’s fretting was beginning to wear on Carolyn’s nerves, but she had to admit to herself that the Phoenix’s absence concerned her as well. Burke should have easily made it here before the Coronado, so there had to be some reason he wasn’t. She didn’t think even twelve ull cruisers would be enough to take him out, and even the relatively primitive sensors aboard the Coronado should have been able to pick up any evidence of a battle had the Phoenix meshed in and got jumped by the ull fleet orbiting over Terranovus.
There was also the question of why the ull were there in the first place. There were no thermal blooms on the surface of the planet that indicated orbital bombardment and Carolyn knew that, despite their physical strength, the ull preferred not to fight engagements on the ground if they could help it. She had to assume that they were looking for the Coronado … or for her. 
“Keep me up to speed on the situation if you please, Master Pilot,” she said to the je’ekin by the helm again. “We will be staying here until more information becomes available.”
“A wise decision,” the pilot nodded.
 
 



Chapter 18
 
“Would you care to explain why you have an armada in orbit over my planet?” Margaret Jansen said, struggling to keep her temper under control. The Terranovus fleet that had taken to orbit a couple of weeks earlier had been sent out for a simultaneous shakedown cruise for each ship and training maneuver for the crews. When they had left the system the ull fleet had appeared and had taken up a threatening, low-orbit formation while ignoring all radio communication attempts from the ground. Eventually her liaison had arrived after repeated requests.
“We have lost contact with the Coronado,” it said. “Neither of our agents aboard reported in or activated their emergency beacons.”
“I take it you have suspicions?” Margaret said. If that idiot Marcus did something to screw this up—
“We have also lost two of our own scout ships that stopped at a planet called Prreta when one required repairs,” the ull said. “There was a brief message from one of the crews saying they thought they had spotted a group of humans and were going to investigate. They were not heard from again. We have dispatched another ship to Prreta to investigate.”
“That doesn’t answer my question about the ships in orbit,” Margaret said, putting some steel into her voice to cover her fear.
“We grow impatient with inaction,” the ull said sharply. “We have more than fulfilled our obligations and now we demand that you satisfy yours.”
“As I’ve told you, I don’t have what you want or I would have turned it over once the Coronado took flight as per the agreement as I understood it,” Margaret said. “Earth’s governments are waffling on the details and their decisions are driven largely by fear.”
“The details of your internal squabbles do not concern us.”
“Well you had better become concerned if you ever want to put your hands on the prize,” Margaret said, standing up and smoothing out her rumpled blazer. “Allow me to execute my plan and then you’ll get everything that was promised. If you act rashly or attempt to force their hand, President Hightower will make sure you never get it.” 
“Our patience is almost out,” the ull repeated. “What do you propose?”
“I need guarantees for myself and my staff,” she said, now feeling that she had an opening to negotiate. “I’m willing to try and strong arm the Earth politicians, but even with the new ships they still might decide to fight back. If you want to recover the system undamaged this will need to be done quickly and with minimal loss of life.”
“Your internal politics interest us not at all,” the alien said. “Provide me with the details of your plan and what you wish for us to do and let us be done with this alliance that neither of us truly enjoys.”
****
“The emitter is damaged, but it’s still functional and stable,” Twingo said as he flopped down in a seat on the bridge, his ears drooping in exhaustion. “Ideally I’d like to replace it, but there won’t be any place on Prreta that can manufacture a suitable substitute … at least not in the amount of time we have to give them.”
“And S’Tora is too far away to try and make it there, repair the engine with the spares we have in the hangar and then make it all the way back out to Terranovus,” Jason said. “Damn … bad luck.”
“How the hell can you claim that with a straight face?” Kage asked shrilly from the copilot seat. “It wasn’t bad luck, it was your meltdown in the pilot’s seat that almost got us all killed.” 
Jason sucked in a breath to return fire, but his friend was right. 
“I know,” he said, letting the breath out slowly. “I screwed up … badly.” 
Kage could only sit there and blink at the frank admission, apparently unable to formulate a response after having won an argument. “Well, it was understandable,” he said finally, surprisingly gracious in victory. A chiming from one of the Veran’s panels saved Jason from having to come up with a reply. “The computer has finished decrypting and translating the data dump we stole off that ull scout.”
“I’ll meet you in the com room,” Jason climbed out of the seat. “How long until we’re slip-space capable, Twingo?”
“Five more hours,” the engineer answered without hesitation. “The hard part is done, right now the computer is going through the process of recalibrating the starboard engine and then it will have to take those results and do the same for the port engine. We’ll have reduced maximum slip velocity and charge times will be slightly longer, but you shouldn’t notice much difference in grav-drive performance in real-space.”
“Thanks,” Jason said over his shoulder as he walked through the hatch. “You’re on bridge watch. Call Doc up if you want to grab some sleep.” 
The review of the data dump took about four hours, most of it contextually undecipherable since the ull were reclusive enough for the computer to not be able to give full equivalency translations. But the parts that were important, specifically the parts dealing with Earth and Terranovus, were quite clear. They also painted a picture much worse than what Jason had originally feared. 
Then there was another bit of information, something in an embedded file that set Jason’s blood to boiling. It was the security video feed from an unknown location that clearly showed two ull seated across from Carolyn Whitney, neither party appearing especially combative towards the other.
“Play it,” Jason said.
“Your reputation is quite impressive, Viper,” one of the ull was saying, the hissing sound of its voice making the attempt at Jenovian Standard difficult to understand. “You understand why we wanted to see you.”
“You want me to hunt down another of my kind,” Carolyn shrugged. “Nothing easier. I’ve actually encountered him once before. The man you want isn’t exactly what you’d call subtle. I should have no difficulty locating him. Why do you want him?”
“We do not,” the ull said. “It is part of a trade negotiation we’re involved in that this particular human be neutralized. It was by specific request. Is this a problem?”
“Not for me,” Carolyn said. “But what am I supposed to do with him? I don’t kill for hire.”
“We just need his location,” the ull insisted. “The client has a group already trained and waiting to deal with him directly.” At this the second ull passed a cube across the table, a wavering holographic display springing to life when it moved its hand away. Jason could just make out the faces of the Terranovus kill team that Russ Johnson had been a member of scrolling across.
“These are all human?” Carolyn sounded surprised. “Where did they come from?”
“Their species, your species, has settled on a planet within our sphere of control,” the ull said. “Rather than remove them or force them to leave, we have decided that a mutually beneficial arrangement can be made.” 
“What the hell could humanity have to offer you?” Carolyn challenged. “I haven’t been gone that long and they were barely able to fire chemical rockets into low orbit when I left. How do they have a colony planet already?”
“It isn’t necessary to answer your questions in order for you to do your job,” the ull said. “Are you willing to enter into contract with us or not?”
“All I have to do is find this clown and tell you where he is?”
“Correct … then the human assassins will take over,” the ull said. “Do we have an agreement?”
“We have an agreement,” Carolyn said after a moment. The ull dipped their heads once in what Jason assumed was the same as a nod and then quickly left the room. Carolyn looked directly up at the camera for a moment, looking as if she was trying to decide something, before standing and leaving herself.
“I’m not sure where this was taken at,” Kage said as he scrolled through the other data associated with that video.
“So she was working with the ull from the beginning,” Jason leaned back. “This doesn’t necessarily mean she was dishonest, although she omitted quite a bit of information. I still think she’s on our side.”
“What about the explosion that almost took you out?” Kage asked. 
“What about it?” Jason was instantly suspicious.
“You know … the origin of the anti-personnel mine?” Kage’s voice trailed off. “I forgot to tell you, didn’t I?”
“Start talking,” Jason sighed, willing himself to not to be reactionary and get angry at his flighty friend. How the hell someone who is almost thirty percent brain can routinely forget important details is beyond me.
“We were able to take some spectrometer scans of the explosion from our vantage point and I began running an analysis to try and match up the chemical makeup to any known weapons,” Kage said. “You’d mentioned that you spotted the mine just before it blew, and I also entered in the physical description you gave me to narrow the field. It turns out it was manufactured on a planet called Vanganal-4. They’re similar in construction to the ones you and Crusher have down in the armory, but they have a slightly higher yield.”
“You were able to determine that from examining the spectral graph of an explosion two klicks away?” Jason was thoroughly impressed.
“No,” Kage said. “The scans we took from the Phoenix’s sensors were useless. The chemical compounds of the explosive were quite common.”
“Then how the hell did you find out where it came from?” Jason asked, feeling his cheeks flush as his blood pressure climbed. 
“Doc pulled a piece of shrapnel out of Russ Johnson that came from the mine,” Kage said. 
“That could have come from Carolyn’s ship,” Jason argued.
“The piece had a molecular identifier that was registered in a ConFed database I have a backdoor into,” Kage shook his head. “But, the origin of manufacturer does indicate that it was her that set the bomb on her own ship. Once I was able to backtrack to the actual manufacturer via the identifier, I found that they also built not only her ship, but also specialize in weapons-grade cybernetic enhancements. The Phoenix’s scans of her person match.” 
Jason took in the information, now forgetting how frustrating dragging it out of Kage could be.
“So she rigged her own ship to blow with a stick-it mine.” Jason rubbed his chin thoughtfully, looking at the data Kage had pulled up on one of his screens that clearly showed the device in question. He reached over and manipulated the screen, reading the spec sheet quickly. “I’m guessing she either had it triggered for proximity or remote detonation. If it’s the second option that leaves little doubt that I was the target.”
“You don’t think it was Russ?”
“She could have killed him at any time,” Jason shook his head. “The boys from the Coronado are a bunch of badass, steely-eyed killers from Earth, but they’re no match for her. She could have taken out the entire team before they knew what hit them … not to mention blowing up your super-advanced starfighter isn’t exactly the most economical way to eliminate what essentially is a soft-target.”
“Oh yeah, I was reading the tech data on her fighter,” Kage said. “You weren’t kidding when you said ‘super-advanced.’ That particular one was a prototype. The ship is actually still in the developmental phase and is being touted as the next major advancement in small combat craft.”
“I believe it,” Jason said, thinking back to how much trouble the Phoenix had catching it before Carolyn had meshed out within a planet’s atmosphere. “Let’s put that aside for a moment. What else do we have on the ull themselves? Carolyn is a distraction at this point and they’re the main players. I need to find out why they’re getting involved with Earth.”
“Ah, I do have that,” Kage said. “It took some digging and the decryption wasn’t easy. The computer was taking too long so I actually performed the task manually.” 
Jason knew Kage was fishing for compliments, but he also knew that the task the little Veran was so casually remarking about was an unbelievably complex task. “Just give me the broad strokes and then we’ll drill down into the details,” he said.
“Somehow the ull found out about the ship you left crashed on your homeworld,” Kage said. “They want it.” When it was clear that was all he was going to say, Jason gave him a flat, unfriendly stare. 
“You know what? I’m tired of this!” Kage exclaimed, rising out of his seat. “If I give too much detail I’m told to shut up, if I give too little I’m threatened with physical violence. None of you other barely-sentient—”
“Hey!” Jason barked. “Sit down and just give me the basics … use a little common sense on how much I need to know at this juncture.”
“Here,” Kage turned and brought up a few more screens on Jason’s terminal. “Read it yourself.” He got up and stormed out of the com room before Jason could turn back to him.
“What a baby.” Jason said to himself before shrugging and turning to the monitors. Out of everyone, Kage was easily the most emotionally complex and more than a little unpredictable. Jason had theorized that because of the way Kage could actually divide his consciousness into autonomous segments, perhaps this sort of instability was just something Verans were prone to. He also thought it might be bad manners to suggest that as a species they were fundamentally insane, so he kept it to himself.
It didn’t take long to glean the pertinent details out of the text that Kage had put up. The news wasn’t good, either. The more he dug down, the less good it got. 
“Computer, call everyone up into the command deck conference room and then establish a two-way slip-com channel to the Coronado and pipe it into the room,” Jason stood up. “I want it ready in the next fifteen minutes.”
“You got it, buddy,” the computer replied cheerfully. 
“What in the hell did you just say to me?” 
****
“Okay, two things before we finalize the slip-link with the Coronado—and by the way, we’re way overdue in checking in with them—just to make sure we don’t let something slip we shouldn’t,” Jason said as the last of them maneuvered into the small room and sat down. 
“Aren’t we all on the same team right now?” Russ asked. Jason frowned, debating on whether or not it was wise to have the ex-Ranger in the room while they were discussing strategy.
“We have the same goals,” Jason said carefully, “but I wouldn’t go so far yet as to say we’re on the same team.”
“Whatever,” Russ said, crossing his massive arms over his chest and clearly unhappy with the answer.
“First … Kage, change that damn personality on the ship’s computer back to something between neutral and non-existent,” Jason went on. “It’s really becoming an annoying distraction as it evolves. Second item, also for Kage, let’s keep the findings of the Camdaren-2 investigation private for now.”
“I’ll take care of both,” Kage said, apparently completely over his previous bout of peevishness. “The adaptive personality sub-system is integrated in the new interface, it’s not so easy as just flipping it off.”
“Just take care of it,” Jason waved away the details with his hand. “We all good? Okay, go ahead and open the link.”
“Captain Burke,” Marcus Webb said with a nod. “We were beginning to worry.”
“We’re forwarding a brief synopsis of our encounter with two ull scout ships,” Jason said. “Our slip-drive was damaged and rendered inoperable during the encounter … we’re just about to get underway. The engagement ended up being very helpful, though. We recovered a lot of data off one of the scouts regarding the ull operations with Terranovus and Earth.” Jason thought he saw Carolyn Whitney squirm in her seat on the feed but couldn’t be sure.
“How bad is it?” Marcus correctly surmised that the ull didn’t have humanity’s best interests at heart.
“Bad,” Jason said. “It’s bad for not only Earth in the short term, but if they’re successful Ull will quickly become a major power in the region, at least for a while. How much do you know about the ship that we shot down over Washington DC?”
“Almost nothing,” Marcus admitted. “It was big news for a while and then there seemed to be a media blackout and the pieces were moved out and that was about it. We always assumed that our new space travel capability came from that.”
“Nope,” Jason shook his head. “Your ships are utilizing a common variant of slip-drive technology, the same as practically every other species in this quadrant of the galaxy. The ship we shot down didn’t. It was a ship that had a drive that was a derivative from technology developed by a much more advanced, ancient civilization. 
“The drive allows ships to instantaneously ‘jump’ from one point in space to another, the only limitation being the available power. The A’arcooni were using an underperforming fusion powerplant to drive their ships. If someone were to adapt that drive to a modern anti-matter reactor—” Jason let it hang.
“There would be almost no way to stop an invasion fleet using that sort of drive,” Carolyn spoke up. “But that alone wouldn’t be enough to subjugate the stronger worlds that have extensive planetary defense networks.”
“That brings us to the next item,” Jason said. “The ships also employed a sort of sub-atomic particle weapon that had the ability to shut down power sources almost instantaneously. We were hit with it while we were chasing those ships back to Earth. It killed our main reactor, the backups, the battery power … even Lucky went down. We’ve developed a defense for it, but the vast majority of ConFed space is completely unaware this weapon exists. If it was adapted into a version powerful enough to hit a planet—”
“It would nullify any planetary defense system,” Carolyn finished. “So they can pop in and out to avoid defending fleets, and then shut down any opposing weapon when they decide to attack. Is that about it?”
“That’s about it,” Jason nodded. “It’s now obvious why the ull have decided to reach out a helping hand to humanity and provide technology that you’d otherwise be centuries away from developing on your own. At least Earth’s leadership was smart enough not to hand it over first.”
“So where does Margaret Jansen fit into all of this?” Abiyah asked from where he sat next to Carolyn. Jason noticed that the two were sitting closer than would be normal for just teammates.
“Who exactly is she?” Jason asked.
“Her title is ‘Project Manager,’” Marcus said. “But that’s a little misleading. She’s the de facto ruler of Terranovus. She was charged with getting the first cities set up for instant habitation when the first true colonists came from Earth, and given almost zero oversight. She was to hand over operations to the first colonial government whenever they began propping up a civilian presence.”
“Ah,” Jason said. “She’s not mentioned by name in the ull documentation, but there’s little doubt that she’s who they’re referring to when they describe their side deals with the ‘human in charge of the second planet.’ Apparently Earth was completely comfortable with Margaret taking point in dealing with the ull. That was a costly mistake.”
“What do you mean?” Russ asked.
“It’s not spelled out specifically, but I think that Margaret Jansen has some ambition to make herself the ruler of all humanity,” Jason shook his head, holding up his hand to stop any argument. “Think about it: What the hell could Earth do when she shows up with over a dozen advanced starships parked in orbit and demands their surrender? The ull will back her play because it means that she’ll be able to hand over the Traveler derelict ship without further debate from a civilian authority, and it will mean, by default, that she’ll rule over both Earth and Terranovus.”
“My God,” Marcus said softly as the implications of the scope of Jansen’s plan sunk in. “How the hell do we stop her?”
“The thing you should be asking yourself is how do we stop the ull after she subjugates Earth?” Jason asked. “They’re not going to stand idly by while their first easy conquest goes about their business. After Margaret gets what she wants, it will be instantly taken away from her. Humanity will likely be stripped of its technology and be farmed out as a labor caste. A few billion breeding workers will be helpful if you’re a weak, four-planet enclave with aspirations of empire.”
“I think I’m going to be sick,” Russ said. 
Jason ignored him. “So what’s the word on your end?” he asked. 
Over the next thirty minutes the crew aboard the Coronado briefed him on the large ull presence in the Terranovus system as well as the absence of any human ships.
Jason was very much concerned with that much military power in orbit over a human planet. The obvious problem was that nobody moved that many ships that far without some intent to use them. Another was that the Phoenix had no chance against that many capital warships and the Coronado would be next to useless if it came down to a gunfight. 
He also had no doubt that there was some hidden kill-switch somewhere on the Coronado. The ull would not have turned over a functional warship to humans with just a couple of chaperones unless they had the ability to reach out and disable it remotely. Otherwise, why go through all the trouble of building the ship at all? There were a dozen shipbuilders that Jason could think of off the top of his head that could have been commissioned to build the Coronado to spec without the hassle of all the infrastructure and learning curve. Hell … if he ever lost the Phoenix the first place he would be going with his money was to the Aracoria Shipyards to have a new keel laid and get rid of all the things that irritated him about the older Jepsen design. 
“Keep an eye on them but hold your position for now. I also would like your best-guess assessment on all forces deployed on that planet,” Jason said once Marcus’ briefing had wound down. “Continue ignoring requests from your controllers on Terranovus and keep us updated, we’ll keep this node open specifically to receive data from the Coronado. Does anybody have anything else?”
“Shouldn’t we be making best speed for Earth right now?” Abiyah asked. “It might be better if we’re there before they decide to make a move.”
“I’m going to be completely honest: We don’t stand a chance if it comes to a battle between the combined fleets of Ull and Terranovus and our two little ships,” Jason said. “We have to figure out a way to even the odds even if that means giving up ground in the short term. If there’s nothing else, we all have a lot to do. We’re going to be heading for your position now. The Phoenix isn’t capable of her maximum slip-space velocity, but I still think we can make it in a few days. Burke out.” He made a chopping motion across his throat to let Kage know he wanted the two-way channel severed. 
“I’m not happy about us sitting on the sidelines—”
“Lucky for you this isn’t a democracy,” Jason cut Russ off. “I’m not pissing away our lives in a meaningless gesture of defiance.” He tempered his tone before continuing. “We’ve done this sort of thing before. Trust me: we know what we’re doing. Our best—our only—shot at keeping Earth from Margaret Jansen is to do it the right way. We’ll sit back and keep stock of the situation and strike only when and if we can maximize damage to the enemy.” 
Russ appeared unconvinced, but offered no further argument. 
Without another word, Jason left the cramped room and made his way to the bridge to begin prepping the Phoenix for a slip-space flight on her patched-together engines. It pissed him off to no end that had the new engines been ready and installed the shot from that ull missile wouldn’t have caused any damage. Now, with his homeworld hanging in the balance, he had to limp her further down the Orion Arm, a risky proposition all its own given the complete lack of logistical support.
“Engines are as ready as they’re going to get under the circumstances,” Twingo said. “I’m turning over control to the bridge. I’ll be down there monitoring things for a bit to be sure, but let’s start out easy and then we can begin cranking her up.”
“Agreed,” Jason said. “Setting course for Terranovus system at thirty-five percent slip and I’ll wait for the go-ahead from you to increase velocity.” 
A little over an hour after they’d all walked out of the conference room, the Phoenix roared out of the Prreta system to her mesh-out point and winked out of real-space. Jason had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach as they drew closer to Terranovus. There was a very real threat to the future of his species, at least a future in which they were a self-determining free people, and it was just the toss of a coin on whether or not he would have ever found out about it. 
That line of thinking also brought him to some uncomfortable thoughts about Carolyn Whitney, aka the Viper. There was no doubt that at some point she’d been working for the ull by tracking him down, but her motivations after that were somewhat of a mystery. She did break contract and warn him about the kill team on his tail, but then again she did almost kill him by planting a bomb where she knew he’d be likely to walk.
After some consideration, he decided that at his earliest convenience he had better confront her. She was wily, smart, and tough … he couldn’t afford to just ignore the situation and let her have a second crack at him. He’d discreetly let Crusher and Lucky know to be ready when he made his move; there was no point in tipping off Russ Johnson, either. 
As the crew filed off the bridge to find something to fill the time during the flight, Jason began to dig deeper into the assessment on the Terranovus forces sent by the Coronado as well as the raw data taken from the ull scout. If there was a weakness somewhere, he would have to find and exploit it if he hoped to have any chance of stopping whatever the ull and Margaret’s crews had in mind.
 
 



Chapter 19
 
“Another large formation has moved into the system,” Carolyn said, translating what the je’ekin had reported. “Similar drive signature but significantly lower power output … I’m guessing our missing human fleet has reappeared.”
“What happens now?” Abiyah asked, whispering.
“They can’t hear you,” Carolyn said, smiling indulgently. “But to answer your question: I have no idea. We’re not seeing the ull fleet redeploying and no shield or energy weapon signatures detected. I’d guess that the human ships were expected and are not the cavalry coming to the rescue. We’ll know more in a couple of hours.”
“So what happens after this?” Abiyah asked. 
“While I think it’s cute you think we’re going to survive, what do you mean ‘after?’” she asked. 
“Will you stay back with your own kind or leave again?” Abiyah said quietly.
“Look … you’re really very sweet, and the last few days have been fun, but there’s nothing left for me on Earth,” Carolyn said gently. She’d warned herself about getting involved with the charming, soft-spoken soldier. Now she wished she’d listened as Abiyah was showing all the warning signs of a burgeoning infatuation.
“Besides, once Jason finds out the truth of what I’ve done he’ll likely kill me.”
“You’re faster than he is, no?” Abiyah asked. 
“No,” she laughed gently. “One-on-one his genetic modifications are far superior to my augments. He’s faster and stronger and, when he thinks he’s on the right side of a fight, utterly ruthless. Even if I could win against him nobody would stand a chance against his battlesynth bodyguard.” 
One night after Abiyah had come to her quarters she had come clean and told him of her involvement with the ull. He seemed to take it on faith that she’d had a change of heart and wasn’t still working with them, and she was impressed with his capacity to forgive. She had no illusions about Burke. At first he’d been a curiosity that she had tracked from a distance, getting word here and there about his exploits when he first appeared out of nowhere and had single-handedly turned the entire power structure of the quadrant’s underworld on its head. 
Then, without warning, Omega Force had just disappeared. She’d even actively gone searching and turned up nearly nothing. When they popped back up it had been among rumors that the ConFed Starfleet had gotten spanked by the powerful Avarian Empire, out beyond the expanse, in an incident that had cost Crisstof Dalton his life. Details were few and vague, but the consensus between people in the know about such things was that Burke had been right in the middle of it. Suffice to say that despite his impulsiveness and seeming bumbling about, Carolyn had a very healthy fear of him and had seen what happened to those that didn’t.
“Maybe you and I can just get the hell out of here, slip away before he finds out,” Abiyah kept pushing. 
“Maybe,” she smiled again before turning back to the sensor array. She didn’t feel like discussing the issue anymore and besides, what was left of her ship was likely in a Camdaren impound, if there had even been any pieces big enough to confiscate.
****
It was another two days before there was any action to speak of. The crew of the Coronado was restless, all except the consummately professional je’ekin ship masters, and they were all hoping for something to happen just to break up the monotony. 
The formations around Terranovus were so tightly packed that the passive sensors could no longer resolve individual ships at that distance. Carolyn had ordered the Coronado into a low-power mode, arguing with Marcus that stealth at all costs was the only way to ensure their survival. The ship wouldn’t survive ten minutes against the combined armada down in the system, so there was little point in maintaining power to weapons that constantly leaked energy and made it more likely they’d be detected.
“They’re moving to a higher orbit,” Carolyn announced. “The formations are spreading out and it looks like they’re pushing for a departure vector.”
“You can understand this display?” Marcus asked her.
“Yes,” she said distractedly. “I’ve been piloting alien ships for over fifty years. The most logical mesh-out point to Earth will be here”—she pointed to a section of the display—“so as soon as we see them begin to redeploy and move out along there we’ll alert the Phoenix.”
“Where else would they be going besides Earth?” Abiyah asked. 
“No idea,” Carolyn shrugged. “But I don’t think we should be jumping to conclusions this early in the game. We’ll wait and see what they do.”
As she expected, the sensors began detecting higher drive outputs and plotted individual formations pushing along the course she would have set herself towards the logical mesh-out point if they were flying directly to Earth. She waited another six hours as all the ships began pushing up and away from Terranovus, a total of twenty-eight warships heading to a planet that had no orbital defenses, no starfleet, and no allies. The thought of what could happen to her homeworld and her fellow humans sickened her, and she was genuinely surprised at the strength of that emotion.
“Get on that open channel,” she said finally. “Tell Burke that they’re making their move and that he’d better get his ass here in a hurry.”
****
“We received word from the Coronado,” Lucky said as Jason walked onto the bridge to start his watch. “The human fleet arrived and then departed along with the ull fleet. They’re holding position as requested.”
“Why didn’t you wake me?” Jason asked.
“Twingo assured me the Phoenix is flying as fast as he dares to push her,” Lucky said. “There seemed no point in waking you when there is nothing to be done but wait further.”
“Fair enough,” Jason said, his stomach growling loudly as he slid into the pilot’s seat.
“I can maintain watch while you get something to eat, Captain,” Lucky said.
“That would be a great idea if we weren’t out of food,” Jason griped. “I mean seriously … how the hell do we run out of food? God, we suck at this sometimes.”
“What is your plan to rectify the situation?” Lucky said innocently. “I ask because if Crusher becomes delirious from hunger he may wish to consume your human friend.”
“I’d rather he eat Kage or Twingo,” Jason said. “But to answer your question, we’re less than six hours from the Coronado at which time I will request that they send us over enough rations for the six biologicals aboard … if they refuse I’m hoisting the Jolly Roger and we’re going full pirate and taking it. Past that, I have to assume there are provisions on the surface of Terranovus if they’re propping up an entire fleet.” 
“A sensible plan, Captain,” Lucky deadpanned.
Five and a half hours later the Phoenix popped back into real-space and Doc was easily able to pick the Coronado out, the cruiser’s engines still producing a lot of thermal waste even at low-power.
Jason wasted no time in talking Marcus Webb into letting them hard-dock the gunship to the cruiser to get his crew fed while they all sat down and compared notes before moving ahead with any plan. As Carolyn and Abiyah gave him the rundown on what they’d observed, he saw more than a few problems crop up. First and foremost the Coronado’s sensors were woefully inadequate when it came to passively tracking ships at such a distance.
“I hate to burst your bubble, but all the ships didn’t leave,” Jason said around a mouthful of spaghetti and meatball that tasted so close to an old MRE meal that he felt like he was having a flashback. “One of the two frigates we encountered the first time we were here is in high polar orbit over Terranovus.”
“How can you tell?” Marcus asked. 
“My sensors are much better than yours,” Jason grinned. “The Phoenix catalogs and stores every unique engine signature we come across so that we can build a profile for each ship and add it to our database for later reference, even when we’re just waiting in orbit to land for fuel. That’s one of the ships and, judging from the still-radiating debris further out in the system, I’d say one of our missiles hit home and took out the other.”
“If you so easily destroyed one, why not go in there and just do it again?” Abiyah asked. It sounded enough like a challenge that Jason leaned back and stared at him for a moment, trying to figure out what the issue might be. 
“We could,” he said finally. “But it would see us coming and be able to get a message off to its friends. We don’t know if that armada left as an elaborate ruse to draw you in. That frigate is running cold and trying to hide by not being in one of the normal parking or transfer orbits.”
As Jason was talking, another human that he assumed was an enlisted steward began passing out mugs as the dinner plates were collected. He was just about to go into detail of what he proposed when the smell hit him.
“Is something wrong, Captain?” Marcus asked.
“Sweet merciful mother of God,” Jason breathed reverently, his hands trembling. “Is this … is this coffee?”
“Uh, yeah … it is,” Marcus looked confused. “Are you crying?”
“Yes.”
“This is what you’ve been going on and on about?” Kage sniffed, making a face at the first sip. Crusher, however, was thoughtfully sipping his cup, the vessel looking absurdly small in his hands. After a moment he nodded his head in approval. 
“This is very good,” he favored the steward with a wide, toothy smile. “Thank you for bringing it, I think I’ll have a bit more.” The steward, not able to understand a single word of the guttural Galvetic language, began shaking uncontrollably as Crusher thrust the mug towards him while still smiling.
“Anyway,” Jason said, turning back to the display on the wall that showed a two-dimensional depiction of the system. “We could likely sneak down there close enough to make a run on it and hope to nail it before they get a message off, but that’s a bit dicey.” 
“How about one of the XTX-4s?” Kage asked.
“You have XTX-4s?” Carolyn sat up straighter. “Where in the hell did you come across those? They’re illegal to even possess in most systems.”
“I know a gal who knew a guy,” Jason said with a wink. “But no … I don’t want to waste one of them on a frigate. Who knows what we’ll come up against eventually in this operation, and I don’t want to be one ship-buster short of winning a battle.”
“So what are you thinking?” Doc asked, also seeming to be thoroughly enjoying the coffee. 
“All they know for sure is that the Coronado has been out of contact.” Jason narrowed his eyes as he thought. “That could be easily explained away by a faulty slip-com node.”
“What are you thinking?” Twingo echoed Doc.
“You think you can rig this ship’s drive to give one big burst of slip-energy without blowing out the plasma conduits?” Jason asked. Twingo looked completely baffled for a moment before smiling, the corners of his mouth and his ears rising in unison.
“Why yes, I think I can,” he said. “This could work.”
“Would you two care to fill in those of us that are riding on this ship?” Marcus asked. 
****
“There they go,” Doc said as they watched the thrusters on the Coronado flare and push the cruiser slowly away. 
“We’re all set,” Twingo said, leaning against the pilot’s seat. “It’s all automatic: once the ship hits .24c the slip-drive will flare and their transponders will kick on, including the distress beacon.”
“Good … that’s a believable mesh-in velocity and should at least provide the distraction we need,” Jason said. “I want full active countermeasures. Let’s sneak in as quietly as we can; we’ll get underway once they’re fifty thousand kilometers out.”
“Might want to make that seventy-five to a hundred, Captain,” Doc said. “The ull ship will likely focus their active sensors on the Coronado when they seem to appear out of nowhere. If we’re at fifty there’s a chance of burn-through.”
“One hundred it is,” Jason said, making the adjustments on his nav panel. “That ship is so damn slow we could make it five hundred and this would still work.”
After what seemed like an absurd amount of time for a ship as small as the Coronado to cover a hundred thousand kilometers, Jason gently throttled up the main drive and turned over helm control to the computer. It was far better at maintaining the precise positioning their plan required than he would be when flying in the vast nothing of space. Without external reference points his human brain just wasn’t up to the task of making the hundreds of tiny corrections per minute that would be needed. 
Once they were on the way and committed to the plan, Jason began rotating people off the bridge to prepare for any eventuality. He wanted Doc ready to administer any emergency aid and wanted Crusher armed and ready for either ship-to-ship or surface combat. Twingo took the opportunity to continue making minor repairs to the main drive, and Jason went down and pulled out his new heavy armor, checking the power supplies and pulling his own personal armament. Kage had wanted to do his part and offered to begin an active intrusion into Terranovus’ data networks that were tied to their slip-com node, but Jason decided to hold him in check and not risk being discovered. 
“Aahhh!!!” Kage’s screech as Jason walked onto the bridge caused him to clench up, which in turn caused his armor to switch over to combat mode. Shielding blossomed around all of the vulnerable joints and two small shoulder-mounted cannons popped up from their storage place on the back of the suit and began tracking for targets.
“What the hell!?” Jason yelled, forcing the armor back into a normal mode of operation. Apparently the processors aboard the suit were still trying to learn reactions from the feedback they received from his neural implant.
“Don’t yell at me!” Kage cried indignantly. “Why is your helmet shaped like that?!”
“Cool, isn’t it?” Jason smiled as he commanded the stylized skull-like helmet to open and retract. “I wanted to have something that was a little more intimidating than the utilitarian armor I’ve always had. Seems to work.”
“Screw you!” Kage yelled, still breathing hard.
“What’s going on?” Crusher bellowed as he ran onto the bridge, startling Jason and triggering the armor into a protective mode that snapped the helmet back into place. When he turned to answer, Crusher took one look at the smiling skull and kicked Jason in the chest hard enough to send him flying.
“Have you lost your mind?!” Jason roared, his voice amplified by the helmet.
“Captain?” Crusher asked, his weapon half-drawn.
“Who the hell else would it be?” Jason snapped, climbing to his feet. 
“Huh,” Crusher grunted. “Nice helmet.” 
“Damn idiot,” Jason griped as he retracted the helmet again and commanded it to locked open. “If we’re all done being stupid, what’s our status?”
“About thirty minutes until the party starts,” Kage said. “So far there’s no indication that we’ve been spotted. The ull frigate is still in its original orbit and hasn’t even changed orientation to meet us.”
“That’s all good news.” Jason slipped into the pilot’s seat and waited while it tried to come to terms with the size and bulk of the armor. He kicked himself mentally for not having already tried to fly the ship while wearing the new suit. “Tell Twingo to stand by … when it happens it’ll happen all at once. We need to be ready to come to full power in a very short amount of time.”
“I’ll let him know,” Kage said as Lucky walked silently onto the bridge and took up his usual spot by the hatchway.
They were all in position twenty-six minutes later when the canopy automatically dimmed from the brilliant burst of slip-space energy release far ahead of them from the Coronado’s drive forming and collapsing a slip-space field behind it within the span of a few microseconds. Even before the light from the event had fully faded they began hearing a mayday squawking over multiple frequencies on the UHF band. The message was on a loop and repeated continuously while the Coronado fired her main engines again and began making way for Terranovus. Jason had made sure they’d been flying an indirect course before the drive flare so that no sharp-eyed sensor operator aboard the frigate would get suspicious that a missing ship just happened to mesh-in from slip-space on a direct course for the planet.
“We’re getting a reaction,” Doc reported a tense forty minutes later. Jason did the math and figured that was about how long it would have taken for the light of the slip-drive flash and the radio waves to reach Terranovus plus a few minutes for them to digest it. It was an important fact because it told Jason the frigate wasn’t even running active FTL sensors and thus was likely not expecting any sort of trouble. Hell, they might even be too damaged to accompany the rest of the flotilla. 
“The ull frigate is transmitting a challenge on the open-channel,” Doc continued. “It’s on the local band slip-com node; the Coronado is ignoring it and pressing ahead with their radio broadcast.”
“Now we’ll see just how overconfident these guys are,” Jason said, flexing his fingers in the gauntlets to loosen them up. “Ideally they’ll come out to intercept before bothering to fire up a long-haul com node to report the incident.” The beauty of slip-com nodes was that they were difficult to detect and impossible to jam. The bitch about slip-com nodes was the same. As talented as Kage was, he could do nothing to prevent the ull ship from transmitting a warning, and if they did the Phoenix didn’t have the specialized equipment to be able to detect it.
“The frigate is breaking orbit,” Doc said. “Slowly coming about and heading on an intercept vector for the Coronado. Given their new course, it doesn’t look like they’ll be pushing too hard to meet them nor do they expect the cruiser to do anything but continue towards the planet.”
“Perfect,” Jason smiled. “Executing first course change now.” He pressed the icon on his nav panel and the computer slowly swung the gunship out from behind the Coronado and pushed it away gently at an angle that would take it further away from both ships. All three players in the stellar ballet were cooperating and staying on the ecliptic plane, which made things easier for the Phoenix. She could take advantage of the natural gravitational conditions to assist in keeping the drive signature muted while still getting into position in time. Jason was now extremely confident that the crew of the ull frigate was focused on one thing and it was the loudly shouting human cruiser stumbling blindly into the system.
Once the Phoenix had opened the gap to over a million kilometers, Jason executed another course correction and swung back in towards the two closing ships and began accelerating again. Jason could see on the tactical display that the ull cruiser was still wholly focused on the Coronado and didn’t react to their increased engine output, minimal though it was. Once they reached the velocity the computer had decided would put them exactly where they needed to be when they wanted to be there, it cut the power to the main drive, the throttle sliding back to the idle position on its own. 
“Get ready, Twingo,” Jason said over the intercom.
“All set!” Twingo called back. 
“Computer, you’re clear to fire at the optimal range,” Jason said. “I’ll authorize weapons release at the stick.”
“You bet!” 
“Damnit, Kage!” Jason said.
“Hey! I haven’t had time to dig into it yet,” Kage said, holding his two smaller arms up in a helpless gesture. “I will admit that it’s getting worse, though. I’m not sure where it’s picking up the slang.” 
Jason didn’t answer as he selected the main plasma cannons on his armament panel, squeezed once quickly, and then again, holding it for two seconds to authorize the computer to fire the weapons.
There was nothing outside the canopy to indicate they were even close to either ship, but right on cue the power levels of the Phoenix surged and the offensive systems came online, including the active tactical sensors. The frigate was immediately bracketed and targeted as the computer picked it out and began making the final course corrections for their pass. Jason’s fingers twitched with the desire to manually pilot the ship, but the rate of closure was simply too great for his biological reflexes. They’d be past the enemy ship before it even registered in his brain that he should fire.
“Here we go!” Jason said as the Phoenix began to accelerate hard towards the target. “The operation is now live.”
****
“They’re getting very close,” Marcus fretted. “Still no sign of the Phoenix?”
“They’re running silent,” Carolyn said. “You won’t see her until they want you to.” She sat pensively on the bridge of the Coronado, waiting as they all were while the ull frigate began to slow and come about, obviously intending to line up alongside them. The previous meeting with Omega Force had been off-putting for her, as was Burke’s happy-go-lucky routine while he described the upcoming op. 
She’d fully expected him to come in with his backup muscle and accuse her in front of the other humans, then just burn her down where she stood. There was no way that he hadn’t figured out by now that the ull had hired her themselves, but when he’d walked aboard the Coronado he had greeted her in a cordial, almost friendly manner and then had proceeded with his briefing. There hadn’t even been any hard looks or passive aggressive behavior when she’d interrupted during the brief. Maybe he’d found out and just didn’t think it important? Or maybe he planned to kill her once she’d outlived her usefulness. 
“Here they come!” the je’ekin sensor operator exclaimed, putting the tactical plot from the passive sensors and the optical sensor feed up on two monitors respectively. Carolyn could see that the Phoenix had flared into existence very close and was coming in hard, her active sensors partially washing out their own passives.
It was over before any of them could register that it had begun. There was just a barely perceptible flash of red on the monitor showing the external optical feed and then the ull frigate was consumed in a massive explosion that blasted debris in all directions. 
“Direct hit on both main reactors,” the sensor operator reported. “Stand by, we’re flying through some of the lighter debris.” The explosion had been so energetic that most of the larger chunks were thrown clear well before the Coronado passed through the area. There were some bumps and bangs as the cruiser’s shields were hit with some smaller chunks of still-glowing alloy, but soon they were past it and in the clear.
“Master Pilot, you may rig the ship for normal operations,” Carolyn said in Jenovian Standard. “Please set course for Terranovus and put us in a low parking orbit.”
“Of course,” the pilot said with a bow before turning and issuing orders. 
“You’re committed now,” Carolyn turned to Marcus. “You’ve just engaged in combat operations against an ally of the legal government of Terranovus. The Coronado is now a rogue ship.”
“Then let’s hope that you and Jason Burke weren’t lying about this entire thing,” he said, leveling an unfriendly look in her direction before walking off the bridge.
“Must not be a fan either,” Carolyn shrugged as the Coronado accelerated onto her new course.
 
 



Chapter 20
 
“Whoa!” Crusher shouted, laughing. “That was better than I thought it would be.”
“Yeah, the main cannons don’t mess around when there aren’t any shields in the way,” Jason said. He’d taken control of the ship again and moved them out away from the engagement, accelerating away from the Coronado. 
“Com-node satellite and its inert backup are targeted,” Kage said. “One Pixie missile apiece, fire when ready.”
“Firing,” Jason said. “While it doesn’t say much about my species’ overall intelligence, I’m glad they didn’t learn their lesson about putting their long-haul com systems on orbiting satellites.” The “Pixie” missiles were something Kage and Twingo had developed for small jobs that weren’t big enough for an expensive ship-buster but still needed to be taken out via a standoff weapon. The tiny missiles were hard to track and delivered just enough of a punch to knock down a target like an unshielded com satellite. They used a variable payload warhead and were small enough that they could pack a couple dozen on two racks in the aft weapons bay.
“Missiles tracking clean,” Kage said. “Doc, you’re clear to begin your high-res scans.”
“Beginning full system scan,” Doc said. 
While the Coronado lumbered towards Terranovus, Jason had decided that it would be prudent to conduct a full, high-power active scan of the system. They’d already lit off an anti-matter explosion when they blew up that frigate, so bombarding the system with tachyons from the sensor array wouldn’t be much of a risk. By the time they were done, the Coronado should be slipping into orbit and preparing to launch dropships, and their two homebrewed missiles would have taken out Terranovus’ ability to contact its fleet or Earth.
The scan took less than an hour and required the Phoenix to run hard between the orbits of the two gas giants in the system, one an impressive super-Jupiter, to make sure they had total coverage. Unsurprisingly and to everyone’s relief, the system was empty. Jason wasted no time reacquiring the Coronado, now in orbit over Terranovus, and sliding into orbit just behind them.
“Put me on the open channel between ships,” Jason said. 
“You’re on,” Kage replied.
“This is Captain Burke … we’re now behind and below you and ready to begin ground operations,” he said, hesitating before continuing on. “We’ll be attacking the facility at New Panama. The Phoenix will provide cover for your dropships and then commence close air support while you disembark … let’s all be clear about this: We will have to kill humans before this is over. I know this isn’t what you signed up for, but keep the big picture in mind. We take out the garrison here, or we allow the ull to have their way with seven billion people back home. We’ll start the mission clock when the first dropship disengages from the Coronado. Phoenix out.”
“Inspirational, Captain,” Kage said. 
“Shut up.”
The first dropship broke free from the Coronado with a lurch and a puff of atmosphere escaping from around the airlock. Jason watched as its retrothrusters fired, slowing its descent through the atmosphere just as their target appeared on the horizon. He waited a few more minutes before pushing the nose of the Phoenix over and throttling up the main drive. They shot forward and under the Coronado, the gunship buffeting as the shields encountered the thicker air of the mesosphere. 
Jason felt like he had a ball of ice in his stomach as he leveled the ship out and raced ahead to make sure their superior defensive capability was able to cover the bouncing Clipper dropship. He knew this was utterly necessary, but the idea of turning the weapons of his ship on other humans, especially humans who were likely only doing their jobs and had no means to defend themselves, wasn’t something he was looking forward to. Most of the poor slobs down there probably weren’t all that different from him: ex-military with a set of skills and training that meant jack in the civilian world. He didn’t blame them for taking a contract and, like him, they probably weren’t all that political or even aware of the motivations behind the orders given. 
But none of that changed the fact that if they didn’t subdue the presence here and learn what they could, the potential for death and suffering on Earth increased by an order of magnitude. Of that he was certain. The ull were ambitious and hungry. They cared nothing about the jabbering, hairless apes they’d found on some planet deep down in one of the spiral arms, it was only their proximity to something they wanted that made them even tolerate their human charges. 
“We’re being hit with two tracking radars,” Kage said, looking over at him. “How would you like to handle it?”
“It was too much to ask that this would be bloodless,” Jason sighed. “Begin targeting all radar installations with Pixies, I’m switching weapons release authority over to you. Let’s get to work.”
****
Marcus leaned back and looked out the small porthole when he sensed the subsonic thrum in the seat of his pants of the Phoenix’s main drive. He just caught a glimpse of the black, sleek ship passing under their dropship at close range. The amount of faith he was putting in the man who not so long ago had been a fugitive his team had been actively hunting was uncomfortable, to say the least. But the hard evidence Burke had presented had made a stronger case than the vague accusations Margaret Jansen had used, and in the end Marcus had been forced to decide where his loyalties truly were: to the arbitrary orders of his superiors or to humanity as a whole.
“Commander, you’ll want to come up to the flightdeck and watch this,” the crew chief yelled into his ear over the rumble of the atmospheric engines. Marcus nodded and unhooked his harness to follow the enlisted man up the short set of steps to a cramped flightdeck. He nodded to the pilots and watched out the forward windshield just in time to see six missiles streak away from the Phoenix and head for different targets. There was a buzzing noise followed by a loud pop as the crew chief grabbed the cord for Marcus’s headset and plugged it into an intercom jack.
“That big bastard is keeping just ahead of us for now,” the pilot was saying. “Their pilot said they’re going to break hard for the north side of the compound outside of New Panama, take out all their automated air defense and come back around to see how everyone on the ground reacts.”
The Phoenix kept pace ahead of them just until the lights of New Panama became visible in the early morning light and then, in a maneuver that made everyone on the flightdeck jump, the gunship’s drive emitters flared slightly and it shot away at incredible speed, diving down for the deck as it did.
“Wow!” the pilot said over the intercom. “Even if we had the power for that sort of thing, the g-forces from it would easily kill us.” A moment later there were large explosions on the horizon as the Phoenix began her work. They were too far away still to make out the gunship itself, but twice they could just make out the red streams of energy from her plasma cannons before something else would erupt in a billowing mushroom cloud of fire and smoke. Marcus could sense the mood on the flightdeck darken.
“He’s not any happier about having to do this than we are,” he reminded them. “We all sat through the briefings … it’s either this or risk the safety of our families back home. Let’s do this right and get it done with a minimal amount of collateral damage.”
“Yes, sir,” the pilot replied soberly. Marcus decided against further misguided efforts at inspiring his troops and yanked the headset cord from the intercom socket. He nodded to the crew chief and went back to the main compartment to check one more time on his team. Carolyn Whitney was sitting next to Abiyah, her eyes closed and seeming to be dozing off, while the rest of the team was nervously rechecking weapons or some other similar repetitive task. 
Russ had decided to stay aboard the Phoenix and make the landing with Jason and his two terrifying compatriots. Marcus had already noticed, and not without any small amount of envy, that the big man was already outfitted from Burke’s armory with new protective gear, something that looked like a pistol straight out of a science fiction movie, and a sleek weapon that resembled an M4 but was undoubtedly much more powerful than the chemically fired projectile carbines his team carried. 
He hoped he wasn’t about to lose one of his best men. The life Jason Burke had been living was likely to appeal to many former soldiers looking for new purpose in life, and he’d be lying to himself if he claimed he wasn’t tempted. As he looked over to where Abiyah was sitting next to Carolyn, their knees discreetly touching, he amended his thought: He had the sudden realization that he was likely about to lose two of his best men.
“Listen up!” he shouted over the engines. “We’re minutes out! Do your final gear checks and be ready to hit the beach running! The Phoenix is taking out New Panama’s air defenses now, but they won’t attack the barracks directly because of the non-combatant population! Be ready to sort it out and DO NOT HESITATE!” 
A ragged chorus of affirmatives met his order as he took his seat and waited for the ready light at the back of the compartment to turn from red to amber, the signal that they were seconds from touching down. While he didn’t consider himself to be an overly religious man, he bowed his head and said a quick prayer that the men on the ground would see the futility in fighting and would surrender without forcing the issue. 
****
“Set grav-drive to null and prepare to switch over to the main engines,” Jason said as he pulled the nose up and set the Phoenix streaking up over the sparse cloud cover. “We can’t just raze the barracks, since the technicians and support staff are also housed there. I think a show of force may help keep heads down while Marcus gets his team off the dropships and in position.”
“Grav-drive set to one-g null,” Kage said. Instantly the ship felt different through the controls as the main drive stopped propelling the ship and simply held its position by nullifying the gravitational influence of the planet below. The Phoenix drifted through the air as if weightless as he flipped the switches for the mains to ‘START/STANDBY’ and waited for the telltale rumble from the aft of the ship that they had responded.
“I was able to confirm on that last pass three small-arms storage facilities. Can I assume that anybody entering those could be considered a combatant?” Kage asked. Jason thought about it for a moment.
“You may,” he said. “Feel free to send a few Pixies to take care of those.”
“Will do,” Kage said. 
BOOM—BOOM-BOOM!!
“Main engines engaged,” the computer said helpfully. Jason gritted his teeth at the annoyance of the machine now offering unsolicited information, but said nothing. Berating Kage further about it wouldn’t make it go away.
He nosed the ship over and advanced the throttle, smiling to himself despite the gravity of the situation. The main grav-drive was a miracle of technology, but there was nothing quite like pushing the throttle up on the four monstrous, plasma-thrust engines that Jepsen had fitted the DL7 with. It was that visceral experience that Jason hoped would stave off any real fighting between the two human forces … when he’d been in Afghanistan he’d seen JTACs routinely call in fighters to buzz the enemy when they were engaged too closely to risk close air support fire. It was surprisingly effective. There was something unsettling about having an afterburning warplane screaming past your position, and it tends to be distracting enough to make you reconsider your plan.
“All three Pixies hit their targets,” Kage said as they swung back down towards the city. “There were some casualties, but I can’t tell how many.”
“If they were heading to the armories that quickly we can assume they were combatants,” Jason said, swallowing down the bile that had risen in his throat, his fantasy of a zero-casualty engagement now shattered. 
“Both dropships are on the ground,” Doc said. “Looks like there’s some sporadic small arms fire being exchanged, but the sensors are having trouble telling how much. Both sides are using chemically propelled slug throwers.”
“Let’s make our first pass and then we’ll get down there and go to work,” Jason said. “Doc, you’ll take the Phoenix and continue flying around the area making noise and threatening gestures. Don’t open fire unless I order it.”
The Phoenix dropped back down below the clouds and Jason could now see the Clipper dropships from the Coronado on the tarmac, their noses pointed towards where a handful of defenders were taking cover behind the service buildings. Without having had any time to practice the procedure he didn’t want to integrate his neural implant into the ship’s sensors while also wearing the new armor. He pulled out of the steep dive and angled over, coming up behind the defenders, and pushed the throttle all the way up. 
He was shoved back into his seat as the main engines wound up to full power, the compensators not able to completely keep up. The gunship had descended to one hundred and twenty meters before Jason leveled out their flight completely. He could go a bit lower, but at the speed he would be travelling it would be less of a “show of force” and more of an “Oops, I killed everyone.” 
****
“Hold fast!” Marcus shouted as random fire pinged off the armored hulls of his dropships. His team was huddled up behind them, the Clippers’ noses aimed at the direction of incoming fire, and they were waiting for Burke to try and clear the area out a bit more. He risked a quick look around the aft engine trunnion in time to see the Phoenix descending out of the clouds behind the enemy’s line, looking like a black avenging angel before she leveled out. “Stand by!” he shouted.
The gunship thundered over their position, the wake vortex from her passing lifting the dropships up slightly on their struts and sending his men to the ground in agony. Marcus had seen that Burke had yanked the ship into a vertical climb before reaching their position, minimizing the effect of the downward-directed shockwave caused by the Phoenix’s severe wing sweep angle. He couldn’t imagine what the other side was going through, especially having had no warning. 
All incoming fire had stopped after the flyby, giving his team a moment to recover and get organized. Marcus saw the Phoenix swing back around and flare as she descended to about fifty meters off the tarmac between the two lines. When the gunship leveled off into a hover, a blue beam shot out from the belly and as soon as it touched the surface he could see four figured descending within it. As soon as the beam retracted into the ship he heard the engines throttle up and the gunship roared off towards the coast. 
“Is everybody okay?” a terrifying apparition with a grinning skull for a face asked in a harsh, metallic voice. “Marcus!”
“Burke?” Marcus shook his head. “Yeah, we’re all fine. What the hell are you—”
“Crusher and Russ will stay here and cover your position with their superior weaponry,” Jason said, raising a hand to cut off Crusher’s protest. “Lucky and I, as the only two completely impervious to your bullets, will approach the defenders and attempt to subdue them without further loss of life. Are we clear?”
“Yes, sir,” Marcus said automatically, kicking himself mentally for giving the appearance he was subordinate in front of his men. 
“What about me?” Carolyn asked. The grinning skull seemed to think about that, its head cocked to one side.
“You’re with us,” Jason said. “Let’s move.”
Marcus watched as the trio broke into a run towards the disorganized and stunned group that was likely already confused after being attacked by their own dropships. He shook his head in astonishment and another bout of envy as Jason and Carolyn kept up with the sprinting battlesynth, achieving a speed that even the greatest athletes on Earth could only dream of. 
“Can you understand the big guy there?” Marcus asked Russ quietly, his eyes flicking towards Crusher.
“Yes, sir,” Russ said. “He can also understand you perfectly … and he has hearing like a German Shepherd. Might want to pass that on so there aren’t any … misunderstandings.”
“Good idea,” Marcus said, looking up at the hulking warrior who was now regarding him silently with baleful yellow eyes that shone with a fierce intelligence. “We certainly don’t want any misunderstandings.”
****
Jason leapt over the first of the low, squat service buildings that dotted the perimeter of the landing area, crashing down among a group of thirteen troops he’d spotted from the air. They all froze, varying degrees of horror showing on their faces, as Jason stood up straight and dropped a concussion grenade right at his own feet. WHUMP! The explosion sent them all to the ground again, holding their ears and writhing in pain. Jason calmly stepped to each of them and, using the armor’s enhanced strength, physically mangled all of their weapons to render them inoperable.
He heard more cries of dismay as Lucky’s stunners fired again and again, dropping the disorganized troops where they’d set up a hasty defensive position. Jason jogged over to where the battlesynth now stood among two dozen scattered human troops. 
“There aren’t any ull among the humans on this base,” Carolyn said. 
“I was just thinking that,” Jason nodded. “That’s not good news.”
“It’s not?” she asked. 
“If they pulled out all of their people that would seem to indicate that they have either lost interest in this planet or that it has already served its purpose.” Jason looked up as his armor’s sensors picked up some movement further back into the compound. “Let’s finish neutralizing this location before someone finds an anti-tank weapon and gets a shot off at one of us.”
The three of them moved further into the complex of temporary buildings, Jason bringing up the rear and covering their “six” with his sensors while allowing Lucky’s far superior hardware to track any targets ahead of them. Every once in a while he would hear the Phoenix roar by overhead before nosing up and climbing hard back into the low-hanging cloud cover. He didn’t bother trying to contact Kage or Doc for a sitrep; if there was something they saw from up top that he needed to know, he trusted that they’d tell him in time. 
“Captain, you’re completely clear all the way to what looks like their operations center.” Kage, as if on cue, broke in over their open team channel. “Crusher is reporting that a few hundred humans have approached their position and surrendered near the dropships. He said it looks like a mix of soldiers and civilians.” 
“Tell Crusher to stay sharp and not to trust any of them,” Jason said. “Anything else?”
“The third building ahead and to your immediate left is a lot more heavily built than the others around you,” Kage reported. “It also shows signs of still having a few people inside.”
“Understood,” Jason said. “You and Doc stay airborne for now until we have this totally sorted.” Lucky and Carolyn had been on the open channel and were already heading for the building in question before Jason was done talking to Kage. 
Jason could see that it was indeed a heavier building, but still obviously a prefabricated structure that had been hastily erected when they’d propped up the base in anticipation of a true colony. The heavy steel door looked formidable, but Jason was more nervous about what might be hiding behind it … like a couple of guards wielding heavy weapons. He sized up the building, testing the composite walls, before deciding on his best course of action.
Without a word to Lucky, he fired his armor’s repulsors and was lifted up and over the building’s ten-meter-tall wall and then touched down gently on the roof. He could have jumped the height with the suit’s enhanced actuators, but he preferred to float down in a controlled descent with his weapon up and ready. The roof was everything he expected it to be: gravel over some sort of tar with air handlers and vents popping up randomly. He grabbed one of the large vent stacks near the middle, crunching the metal down with his gauntlets, and tore it free from the roof, tossing it negligently over the side despite the fact it easily weighed six hundred pounds. 
The vent had been a simple air evacuation fan, so once it was gone Jason was looking straight down into the interior of the building rather than into a large air duct. It seemed to be one large, cavernous interior and the lights were off. He couldn’t detect any signs that his hastily installed entrance had attracted any attention, so he decided to risk going in alone. When he stepped off the edge of the hole his armor automatically adjusted both his ocular implants and the helmet’s optical sensors to provide him with an optimized view of the room. 
He slammed into the concrete floor, his sabatons cracking the material and kicking up a cloud of dust. Once he made a full circle scan of the room, he lowered his weapon and walked over to where the entry portcullis was situated around the heavy exterior door.
“We’re clear,” he said after he swung the door open to let Lucky and Carolyn in. “This is a detention facility. There are a few prisoners that were left behind in the confusion … those were the signatures Kage was seeing.”
“Should we bother checking the cells?” Carolyn asked as she flipped a series of switches on the wall of the guard’s office that bathed the open interior in a harsh, white light. 
“Let’s,” Jason said. “Crusher and Marcus can handle all the surrenders and who knows … anybody that Margaret Jansen locked up in here might be someone worth talking to.”
“Maybe,” Carolyn sounded unconvinced. “More than likely we’re going to find a handful of drunks that missed duty from partaking a bit too heavily in their own homebrewed prison wine.”
“Cynic,” Jason said, walking down the first row of cells. The occupied cells seemed to indicate that Carolyn had accurately predicted the population’s makeup. It wasn’t until he was coming back up the second row that he found someone he’d least expected to see.
“Well, well, well,” he said, his voice harsh through the helmet. “And how are we today, Lieutenant?”
“Sergeant Jason Burke, I presume.” The familiar, albeit much older-looking CIA agent walked up to the slotted door. “Fancy meeting you here.”
“I spotted you the last time we were here,” Jason said, retracting his helmet. “Can I assume that these aren’t your normal quarters?”
“Amazing,” the agent breathed. “It’s like you haven’t aged at all … imagine what that sort of technology could do for the state of your own planet’s medical treatment—”
“Do not start with me,” Jason warned with a brittle edge to his voice. “Now … why are you in here? The last time I saw you was when you were standing next to Margaret Jansen. Now you’re in a cell. If you want out, spill it.”
“Ah,” the agent smiled. “So I was right. You managed to subdue and convince her kill team that you weren’t a threat. I told her that Marcus wasn’t ready.
“I was never a member of Margaret’s ‘management team.’ My job was simple: provide back-channel reports directly to my boss so that the President could keep an eye, so to speak, on what was going on here. I made a tactical error by admitting to Jansen that her secret fleet of starships might be something the governments of Earth would be interested in.”
“That wasn’t very smart,” Jason remarked. “Not unless you were already there with the authority and muscle to take her into custody … or you were prepared to eliminate her directly.”
“Perhaps,” the agent conceded. “So how the hell did you sneak into New Panama and subdue the guards? How did you even know I was here?”
“Pump the brakes on your ego,” Jason shook his head. “Finding you is just a lucky bonus and we didn’t have to sneak in anywhere. Margaret and her fleet are gone along with what I suspect is a sizable contingent of human military personnel loyal to her.”
“Shit!” the agent spit out. “And you didn’t find any of her alien friends here?”
“The ull?” Jason asked. “No, they’ve taken their dozen or so warships and headed to Earth with her. And before you ask … no, my little gunship isn’t able to take on over two dozen cruiser-class capital ships.”
“Is there any chance you can let me out of here?” the agent asked.
“Yes, but it’s a slim one.”
“What do you want?” 
“I want your real name and I want to know everything you know about Margaret’s operation here on Terranovus,” Jason said. “It wouldn’t hurt if you brought me up to speed on Earth’s geopolitical climate either … feel free to include all the juicy classified bits.” 
The agent looked about his cell for a moment, his face a mask of discomfort. He’d be violating his oath, but it was the only way Jason was going to let him out of the cell.
“Deal,” he said finally.
 
 



Chapter 21
 
“I remember him,” Russ said. 
“So do I,” Crusher rumbled, startling everyone standing near the dropship. After they were able to take control of the base outside of New Panama with surprisingly little bloodshed and with no reinforcements coming in from the city the team really had very little to do. The only excitement was when Jason Burke had led out a familiar man in a poor-fitting suit.
“You do?” Russ asked in English. “From when you were here before?”
“No,” Crusher said. “When the captain saved your planet the first time that snecka was pretending to be a military officer when your government tried to confiscate our ship.” Russ didn’t bother translating the comment to Marcus. There was already an underlying tension between the two crews even as they learned that they’d been lied to about Burke’s activities. Though they’d seemingly made peace, Russ didn’t blame Burke and his crew for harboring a bit of a grudge. 
“What the hell is a snecka?” he asked instead.
“A small, eight-legged rodent from my homeworld,” Crusher said. “They are very sneaky and very destructive.” Russ wasn’t sure if he was being screwed with so he stayed silent. One thing he’d learned during his time as a “guest” on the Phoenix was that the crew seemed to thrive on lying, stealing from each other, and a whole creative litany of borderline dangerous pranks. He’d quickly found that Kage and Crusher were by far the least trustworthy of the six with Jason coming in a distant third.
“This is Agent Michael Welford,” Jason announced when he walked up to the group. “He’s here to give the Director of the CIA an unvarnished version of things happening here on Terranovus.”
“How’s that going?” Marcus asked Welford.
“Not as well as I’d like,” the agent admitted.
“Kage, have Doc bring her down right behind the dropships,” Jason said over the team channel. 
“On our way.”
“What’s your plan?” Crusher asked.
“I think it would be helpful if he made his report,” Jason smiled to the utter confusion of everyone else.
****
“This is Martin-Two-Two requesting a high-res secure channel with Mother,” Welford said when the two-way audio channel had been established to the slip-com node address he’d provided.
“What’s your condition, Martin?”
“Alpha, Oscar, Kilo,” Welford said with a quick look to Jason. 
“Stand by.”
“I don’t think I have to tell you what will happen if you screw us,” Crusher leaned in and whispered menacingly to Welford. The agent paled and looked at the up-close visage of the warrior, a slight tremble starting in his hands.
“For the last time, Crusher … they can’t understand you,” Jason rolled his eyes. Crusher’s well-meaning gesture to keep the agent honest only succeeded in terrifying the man to the point that Jason thought he might piss himself.
“Stand by,” the voice over the channel said again just before the monitor in the main conference room on the Phoenix flickered and they were looking at the haggard face of a middle-aged human sitting in what looked like the confines of a SCIF (Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility.) 
“Director Stiles,” Welford said. “We’ve had some developments.”
“You don’t say,” Director Richard Stiles said flatly. “Ah … the video is resolving on this end—what the fuck?!”
“Director, may I introduce—”
“Jason Burke,” Stiles finished, recovering his composure. “And the rest of his crew and a couple members of Margaret Jansen’s private team of assassins. This promises to be quite the story, Mr. Welford.” 
Jason noticed the tick of Marcus Webb’s cheek when he’d been so casually referred to as an assassin. 
“Yes, sir,” Welford said. “But first I feel that I need to alert you to a grave and imminent threat heading your way. We believe that Margaret Jansen is heading to Earth as we speak with a large fleet of warships that she’s constructed in secret here at Site B.”
“We’ve assumed as much when you dropped off the grid,” Stiles nodded. 
“She’s also being accompanied by a sizable contingent of ships from an alien power, specifically the species that has been … mentoring … us here on this planet,” Welford said. 
“My God,” Stiles leaned back in his seat.
“We don’t have enough firepower to stop her,” Jason interrupted. “She’ll have over two dozen ships when she arrives and I think we can both guess her plan. The ull, the species that’s been helping you will only go along with this for so long. If they don’t get the alien jump drive from the ship I shot down the last time I was there, I’m not sure how much longer their patience for the alliance will last.”
“What can we do?” Stiles said.
“Honestly? Nothing,” Jason said bluntly. “Alert the President and be prepared to take defensive actions with what you have … just blasting the surface from orbit will not accomplish their goals so eventually they’re going to have to land troops. When that happens you’ll have a numerical advantage.
“We’ll be working things from this end, but whatever happens please don’t start shooting nuclear missiles into the sky. Your fusion warheads won’t pack enough punch to damage a ship with modern shields, and the EMP and fallout will just come back on you.”
“So we’re screwed?” Stiles asked, sounding resigned.
“Pretty much,” Jason said. “Time isn’t on our side here. If you have to concede to their demands in order to save lives, I would suggest doing it. I’d prefer the Traveler drive and inhibitor weaponry not fall into ull hands, but I also don’t want them taking out entire countries as an object lesson. Like I said … we’ll keep working things from this end.”
“What good will that do?” Stiles laughed humorlessly. “Unless you just happen to know somebody with a fleet of warships laying around.”
“I know two, actually,” Jason said. 
****
“Kage … you’re up,” Jason said after everyone had filed out of the conference room and Lucky had escorted the non-Omega Force people off the ship. “I need to know where the Defiant is.”
“That’s your big plan?” Kage asked incredulously. “Can’t you ask your princess in the Avarian Empire if her father could loan you a battlefleet or two?”
“Annada doesn’t command her father’s military,” Jason said. “And they’re too far away to make it here in time since they’d have to skirt around ConFed space. Kellea might allow me a moment to talk if we can get within sensor range of her ship.”
“Or … more likely … she’ll blow us out of the sky as soon as we mesh-in,” Kage argued. 
“Just get me the information I need, then we’ll worry about the details,” Jason said. “It may turn out that her fleet is halfway back to Galvetor and won’t be any closer than an Avarian taskforce.” 
“I’ll try, but that won’t be an insignificant task,” Kage said. “She’s made sure we can never repeat our little game of hacking in through their unsecure com nodes. I’ll have to try and track them down by—”
“I have faith in you,” Jason cut him off. “Consider this your highest priority.”
“Sure,” Kage shrugged and reversed his course to go back to the com room instead of onto the bridge.
Since Crisstof Dalton’s death the shakeup within his immense organization had been a shock to many, including Jason. Apparently the eldest daughter had stepped into a place of prominence within the family after the Firstson, Steader, had been killed in a scheme he’d been working on to destabilize independent planets and bring them into the ConFed’s warm embrace. 
With the continued decay and rot at the core of the ConFed, the Firstdaughter, Seeladas, decided to declare the Dalton financial and commercial empire sovereign in a bold move that took many by surprise. Overnight they’d gone from being one of the most influential organizations in quadrant politics to a major power, complete with a fleet of advanced warships to put the muscle behind their declarations. So instead of being down and out, Kellea Colleren had been advanced within the organization, now a government, and given much leeway to project the influence of the Cridal Cooperative, as they were now known, and to make sure everyone knew they were serious. 
The name may have sounded like a purely corporate enterprise that they’d made up by smashing their patriarch’s name together, but Jason knew how much military power Crisstof had that wasn’t necessarily widely known. The first group to step up and challenge them would be in for a very nasty surprise. He’d never met Seeladas, but from what he’d been able to glean from afar she was shrewd and ambitious. He just hoped that she also had a strong moral center. Crisstof had begun with grand ideals and Jason had no doubt that every little slip had been justified to himself along the way until the end when the poor bastard found that he was standing on the opposite side from where he started. 
Jason also gave another brief thought to reaching out to Annada for help, the heir apparent to the monarchy of the Avarian Empire, but quickly dismissed it. He was still very fond of the spirited princess, but she had no real authority when it came to sending ships and their crews into potential combat. Her father, the Sovereign, had made some noise when he’d returned Annada to them safe and sound about returning the favor if he ever needed anything, but Jason recognized that for what it was: a one-time offer with an expiration date. 
Even if he was so inclined—and if he didn’t have reservations about his daughter consorting with a known criminal and mercenary—Jason knew that the Avarian fleet was simply too far away. It would take a convoy three months of hard flying just to get to Terranovus. The expense would be daunting for something that was of no strategic or economic importance. The Avarian Empire might technically be a monarchy, but Jason didn’t think the Sovereign would last long if he began committing forces on such inexplicable causes. 
As he walked back to his quarters, his mind wandered further and he thought that maybe Saditava Mok might have the necessary forces at his disposal to repel the ull/human invasion force. He quickly shook his head at that thought. Mok probably did have the firepower and would be willing to use it, but at what cost? The strange alien that had stepped into Bondrasss place had motivations that were all his own, and Jason had yet to guess what they might be. He seemed to have power and influence, but where that stemmed from was a mystery. Jason operated along the dividing line of the seedy underbelly of the quadrant and legitimate enterprise and he’d yet to find anything tangible Mok seemed to actually have his hands in. Besides, just repelling a single medium-sized fleet wasn’t the answer. Earth didn’t need just saving, she needed an ally.
That final though cemented his decision. It was Kellea Colleren or nothing. If he could convince her to help this time than maybe he could convince her to petition her boss on behalf of Earth and offer some sort of declared protection that would keep the ull from getting any ideas after things settled down. If he couldn’t do any of those things it looked like Earth was on its own for the time being.
 
 



Chapter 22
 
“We’ve lost contact with Terranovus, ma’am.”
“Again?!” Margaret wanted to throw something.
“It could be an equipment issue on their end, ma’am,” her aide said. “We still have slip-space com capability with the rest of the fleet.”
“Plausible, but doubtful,” Margaret said. “We have to assume that Burke has made his way back. If he discovers a skeleton crew and no human ships in the system he may try and push on to Earth.”
“Will that be an issue?” the captain of her flagship asked. “His one little gunboat against the entire Terranovus Starfleet?” 
Margaret gave him a withering look until he turned back to the monitors that surrounded his seat. The man was intelligent and competent, but he was a born bootlicker and she feared that was going to cause problems later.
“Have the com section notify our ull liaison that we’ve lost contact with home,” she told her aide, ignoring her captain. “Ask them if they might ask the ship they left behind if there have been any developments.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
****
“You’re not going to believe this.” Kage walked into Jason’s quarters without asking or announcing himself.
“I might,” Jason ignored the breach in manners. “What’ve you got?”
“I was actually able to track them down,” Kage said proudly, holding up a tablet. “Through a press release, no less. Apparently Crisstof’s former empire is bringing another planet into the fold.”
“Which planet?” Jason continued dressing. 
“Ka’am,” Kage said. “Heard of it?”
“Nope. How close is it?”
“Looks like a little under seven days without pushing our damaged engines any more than is wise,” Kage tossed the tablet on Jason’s bunk. “I already ran the numbers with Twingo.”
“Thanks.” Jason grabbed the tablet and read the details. Ka’am was a relatively insignificant planet if you looked at population and level of technology; even its location wasn’t especially helpful. But digging deeper Jason could see that the mean temperature, total landmass, and atmospheric composition were almost perfect for serious agricultural production. For a farm planet it would be quite a grab for Seeladas.
“Go ahead and start getting our departure set up. I’ll go talk to Marcus about provisions and maybe borrowing Russ Johnson for the trip,” he said. “I have one more detail to take care of and then we can be on our way.”
****
Jason left the Phoenix, made a big show of checking his armor over, and then walked back off towards the detention center. Special Agent Welford watched him curiously from where he was restrained, but said nothing. Jason didn’t look around or make eye contact with anyone, but he made sure his gait and demeanor telegraphed that he was in a hurry and that it might be something urgent. 
His armor’s sensors told him that the ruse worked, so he kept on. He wasn’t at all looking forward to what was coming next. He’d rationalized it in his head over a dozen times, but it was still something that was just instinctually repugnant to him. 
“So … what’re you looking for in here?” he heard Carolyn ask from behind him as he made it to the first cell. He held up a small, rectangular device with only a few buttons on it.
“What’s that?” she asked just before he pressed the red button. “Ungh!” He heard her collapse onto the floor like someone had dropped a sack of flour. 
“I think you know what this is about,” he said, turning around. “Kage was not only able to dig out the details of your deal with the ull, but he was also able to backtrack the origin of your cybernetic augments. Once he sliced all the specs out of the manufacturer’s database it was fairly easy for Twingo to make this device that allows me to shut down your primary and secondary systems at will.” Jason’s voice was emotionless as he grabbed her and propped her up on the steel shelf that doubled as a bunk.
“That means that with another press of a button your autonomous systems stop and you go to sleep and never wake up,” Jason said. Her eyes were tracking him, but she was helpless to move. The augmentations she’d had done over the decades had been so invasive that they could be controlled to the point that even the parts of her that were still human were affected. “I’m going to give you back your ability to talk, and then we’re going to have a discussion about how far you’ve gone in selling us out. I truly hope that I’m going to like the answers you give me. I’m sorry to have to do it this way, but you’re too dangerous to try and take head-on without both of us getting hurt.” 
“I’ll understand if you kill me,” Carolyn said after Jason had pressed another series of buttons on his device. “I’d do the same in your shoes. I’ll tell you everything, but it isn’t likely much more than you found out from the ull ship’s computer. Just promise me one thing.”
“What’s that?” Jason asked. 
“Don’t tell Abiyah what happened here,” she said, a tear sliding down her cheek. “And don’t let me die like a wounded animal unable to move. Give me a clean, soldier’s death.”
****
“Doc, get us in the air and the hell off this planet,” Jason said into the intercom as the rear ramp closed and locked. The thought of what he’d just done left a hot, sour taste in his mouth and his stomach was in knots. He could intellectually justify his actions due to Carolyn’s willing betrayal and the damage she could do if directly confronted, but it gave him no solace. Reaching in with that device and controlling her body to subdue and scare her had been a violation. He could not have felt grubbier if he had physically struck her … at least then she would have been on equal footing and able to defend herself.
“Did it work?” Twingo asked as Jason was climbing down out of his armor.
“Yes.”
“Did she have anything more to say that we didn’t already know?” his friend pressed.
“No.”
“So where’s the remote?” Twingo seemed to getting irritated with Jason’s monosyllabic answers.
“I gave it to her with the promise that we would destroy all knowledge of the remote coding here and that Kage would erase it off the manufacturer’s database,” Jason said as he stripped off the base layers.
“Wait, what!?” Twingo said sharply. “You left her alive?”
“Yes, I did,” Jason turned to face the engineer. “She didn’t deserve to die for taking the job. She came clean when she realized what was at stake and she’s risked as much as we—”
“She tried to kill you with a bomb!” Twingo argued.
“Oh, that … actually she didn’t,” Jason said. “She planted the mine on her own ship as a precaution. It’s part of her SOP when she’s on a hostile planet. It was proximity detonated. When that ull grabbed her and took off in its shuttle the hold signal was lost and it went off.”
“And you believe that?”
“I do,” Jason said. “At that point she had no reason to lie. She thought I was going to kill her either way, assuming that I wouldn’t want to leave any enemies behind me.”
“Well she does have a point there,” Twingo huffed.
“She won’t be coming after us,” Jason shook his head. “I think she might be contemplating a career change anyway.” Their conversation was interrupted by the throb of the main drive powering up and the slight vertigo as the artificial gravity fought against the grav-drive stabilizing for flight.
Jason waited until they’d meshed-out of the system before going back to his quarters to clean up. He’d believed Carolyn when she said that she wouldn’t be seeking revenge and understood Jason’s position. He desperately hoped he wasn’t making yet another mistake that might get them all killed. 
****
“Citizens of the world … please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Margaret Jansen. I was the appointed administrator of Earth’s first colony world, a planet graciously given to us by a benevolent and generous people called the ull. As part of the exchange for the miraculous faster than light technology and the permission to colonize a planet that they owned, we were to provide them something in return … something small and, in truth, completely useless to us: the wrecked ship that was left here seventeen years ago when we were viciously attacked.
“Although we ourselves had no use for the outdated and, frankly, dangerous wreckage that was left here, your governments have seen fit to go back on the deal they agreed to. I do not know why they have decided to act so dishonorably, but it has put our alliance with the powerful ull at risk. I am here now to try and facilitate the rectifying of that mistake. You will be hearing reports in the coming days of how we’ve arrived in a fleet of ships that have encircled Earth … you will also likely hear wild speculation about what it means. Understand this: We seek nothing more than a peaceful resolution to this egregious breach of contract. We are not a threat to you, but your own governments are. Please keep this message in mind when you hear the inevitable propaganda from them as we strive to work behind the scenes for a way for everyone to get what they want. Thank you.”
“We control ninety-seven percent of the broadcast satellites and that message is being pumped out every few hours in dozens of languages. We’ll have full coverage within the day.”
“Thank you, Alex,” Margaret said to her director of communications, a fairly hollow title since he was “director” of himself and a single assistant. “And I assume we’re being bombarded with requests from nearly every corner of the globe?”
“Oh, yes,” Alex chuckled. “Every frequency, every protocol … there isn’t a governmental agency down there that isn’t trying to get us to answer them.”
“Continue ignoring them until all of our ships are in position,” she said. “What is the ull fleet doing?”
“Still holding back near Mars,” Alex read off his tablet. “Their commanding officer said that they’d rather not get involved unless needed, but that we don’t have an especially long time to get what they were promised. They didn’t specify a time, though.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Margaret waved her hand at him. “Have all our ships on alert for any stupid move by the American or Russian military. I don’t think the others have weaponry that can hit us at this altitude.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Once he’d left, Margaret stood and walked over to the tall, oval porthole and looked down at the blue planet of her birth. How odd that it had only taken a few years before she began to think of everyone down there as “them.” She’d always been ambitious, but she could hardly believe the opportunity that had been presented to her when the consortium of governments on Earth had foolishly given the control of an entire planet to one person. While they thought she and her crews were toiling away building pre-fabbed cities to begin the serious colonization efforts, she had quickly realized she had a much, much larger opportunity as well as a willing partner in the ull. 
Director Stiles had seemed to suspect something and sent that snake in the grass agent out to spy on her, but once again the unimaginably vast distance between Earth and Terranovus worked in her favor. She’d stored the troublesome agent in their hastily built jail and Stiles had no way of even officially inquiring as to where the man might have gone. 
She would let the people down there wallow in fear for a few days, maybe even a few object lessons to show she was serious, and when they saw the carnage and saw the ships every day they’d practically roll out the red carpet for her. Anything to make the uncertainty stop. If there was one thing the human animal adored above all other things, it was familiarity. It could be horrible beyond belief, but as long as it was familiar the masses took a certain comfort in it. She was almost embarrassed at how easily her species could be manipulated. This would all be over soon and then she would deal with that thorn in her side, Sergeant Burke, before he could screw things up yet again.
“How the hell one man is able to cause that much trouble is beyond me,” she muttered as she looked down upon her world.
 
 



Chapter 23
 
“Captain, we just picked up a ship on sensors … it’s not making any overt moves towards any of our ships and isn’t even all that impressive, but it popped up on our ‘Watch For and Alert’ database.”
“What’s her registry,” Kellea Colleren asked while simultaneously working on a tablet computer.
“She’s not running a valid registry, Captain,” the sensor operator said.
“Then how did it flag on the … What’s the make and origin?” Kellea had a sinking feeling about what she would hear next.
“Well that’s another strange thing—”
“Just show me,” Kellea snapped. The terminal next to her flashed up with a grainy long-range scan of the incoming ship, and it was just as she’d suspected.
“That no-good sack of—”
“Captain?”
“You’re dismissed,” she said brusquely. “Tactical Officer! Lock weapons on the small, Jepsen Aero DL7 that is approaching from our fore, starboard quadrant.”
“Sensors locked on, Captain. Bringing weapons online.”
“Stand by,” Kellea sat in her seat. “Let’s wait until this idiot calls over before we do anything rash.”
****
“She’s locked on weapons, Captain,” Kage said. 
“What the—” Jason looked at his tactical panel in surprise.
“Well, you did get her boss killed after almost ruining her career, but not quite before you traded her in for a nice, young princess,” Kage said. “She’s bound to harbor some lingering resentment.”
“Whose side are you on?” Jason asked.
“The truth has no side,” Kage declared righteously. 
“Keep laughing, idiot … you’re on this ship too,” Crusher said. “She can’t exactly get to him without killing all of us.”
“You take the fun out of everything,” Kage sighed. “Shall I request a com channel?”
“Uh, no,” Jason said. “Let’s just send this message via plain text to her personal com node and see how that goes.”
“Let’s see what you’ve got,” Crusher walked over and leaned in close to see what Jason was typing. “No, no, no … you can’t lead off like that. Tell her that you miss her and have decided that if she won’t talk to you that you’re going to take your own life.”
“What the hell good does that do?!” Jason smacked a few of Crusher’s “dreadlocks” out of his face. “She might take me up on that offer!”
“It’s not without risk,” Crusher said.
“Tell her that you made a mistake with that Avarian Princess and that you’re ready to have a litter or two with her,” Kage said. “Females can’t resist a male who is ready to commit to a dozen or so young.”
“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” Twingo chimed in. “Women like to feel needed … tell her—”
“Enough!” Jason shoved Crusher away from the pilot’s station. “I’m not taking romantic advice from someone who routinely hires his companionship at the sleaziest ports of call we visit, someone who hasn’t had the company of a female since I’ve met him, and another whose mate tossed him out on his ass.”
“Sometimes you can be so hurtful,” Twingo said. 
“I’ve been with a female recently,” Kage said indignantly.
“Liar,” Crusher flopped back into his usual seat near the front of the bridge.
“Captain, whatever you’re going to say, say it quickly,” Doc said. “We’re drifting closer to the Defiant and she might take the silence as an insult.” 
Jason quickly finished his note and sent it to the local area com system himself to avoid any of Kage’s creative additions. They didn’t have to wait long for a response.
“You never change, do you?” Kage read aloud for everyone else’s pleasure. “I suppose it was too much to expect that you would be contrite in any way. I’m not allowing that flying bit of scrap you’re riding around in to land in my hangar bay. I will be transmitting coordinates for you, and only you, to meet me on the surface in two hours. I hope this is not a waste of my time.”
“I told you that message was just going to make things worse,” Crusher laughed. 
“I honestly don’t know why she’s so pissed at me,” Jason said, genuinely baffled. “I thought we had parted ways fairly amicably when we left the Avarian capital.”
“You poor, clueless bastard,” Crusher shook his head.
****
Ninety minutes later Jason was sitting in an open air café outside of some nondescript cargo spaceport. He wasn’t visibly armed and he was wearing one of his nicer set of civilian clothes, opting out of the grey “uniform” that he routinely wore while aboard the ship.
He couldn’t figure out why he was so nervous. He’d make his case and either she would agree to help him, tell him to get bent, or there was an outside chance she’d order the Defiant to destroy the Phoenix where she sat on the tarmac. It had been a nearly twenty-minute discussion during their landing to persuade Lucky and Crusher that under no circumstances were they to follow him. 
“I see you’re still as early as always,” a voice said from behind him. He stood up and turned to see Kellea, also dressed in civilian attire, and looking lovely as ever. The stress of command and the responsibility of managing an entire fleet had not noticeably affected her physical appearance as he had almost expected. A human would have aged ten years under the yoke of that burden. 
“How are you?” he said, not sure if he should go in for a hug or offer his hand or what. She took the initiative and squeezed him gently on the upper arm before stepping around him and taking a seat at the table. 
“I’ve been well,” she said. “I’m sure you know about my expanded role within the organization if you were able to track my ship down without having your code slicer break into her this time.” Jason could hear the implied question.
“No, no,” he said, taking his seat. “Kage found a press release about your organization—you’re still calling it that?—bringing this planet under the umbrella. We took a chance that you’d still be here.”
“Ah,” she said disinterestedly, looking away. “So what do you need to talk to me about?” Jason suddenly realized how bad it looked, reaching out to her after so long without contact, and now asking for a very big favor.
“Look, Kellea,” he said, deciding on direct and honest, “I know I handled things badly, and I meant it when I said I was sorry about all that. I’m sensing a level of genuine hostility from you that confuses me, but right now I need to put all that aside. There have been some developments on Earth, apparently, and they’ve gotten themselves a colony planet and a handful of slip-drive ships.”
“So this is a friendly warning that there will be more like you on the way?” Kellea asked. Jason couldn’t tell if she was joking. “What do you mean there have apparently been some developments? Have there or haven’t there?”
“I hadn’t been keeping track of them,” he said. “I just recently found out how far they’d advanced and assumed they’d successfully reverse-engineered the Traveler ship we’d left there. I was wrong. They’ve allied themselves with a species called the ull and I’m afraid they’ve gotten themselves in over their head.”
“How did you find out about this if you haven’t been keeping track?” she asked. “Earth is extremely far down the spiral arm.”
“They sent a team to kill me,” he said. “I found out from them.”
“Oh, Jason,” she laughed after a moment, shaking her head. “It will never change with you, will it?” Jason was again unsure if the comment was a barb or a joke.
“Anyway, there’s currently a fleet of ships heading to Earth with the intent of subjugating the population in order to get what both parties want,” he went on. “The ull get the Traveler jump drive and the head of the colony gets to become the ruler of Earth, although I’m sure she’ll adopt a suitably benign title.”
“And this is where I come in,” she nodded. “After all this time, the only reason you’ve contacted me is to try and talk me into flying in to rescue you. Again.”
“I’m not in need of rescue,” Jason said, struggling to control his temper. “There are over seven billion people on that planet, Kellea. They’re taking their first steps into this big wide galaxy and they’ve already stepped right into a trap. 
“I don’t believe the ull have any intention of letting humanity control its own destiny and I doubt they want the jump drive to use for interstellar commerce. This used to be the sort of thing that would interest you and your organization.”
“You can’t pull another miracle out of thin air?” she asked with bite. “Charge in recklessly and, somehow, not only survive but manage to save the day?” 
Jason just sighed heavily and stood up.
“I’m sorry I’ve wasted both our time,” he said, looking down at her. “Take care of yourself, Kellea.” He walked away from the café, angrier with himself for how he’d handled the meeting than with her. It was too much to think that she’d be able to divert enough military power to fly all the way to Earth and make any kind of difference. The reality of her new position was that she was no longer the captain of Crisstof’s private warship that he flew around, investing in pet projects here and there like Omega Force. She was, in reality, an admiral that answered directly to a head of state. 
The walk back to the Phoenix was long and lonely. He wasn’t sure if it was the uncomfortable reunion with someone he used to—still did?—love or the continued proximity to humans lately, but he felt more and more like he was destined to die a bitter man, alone and with nothing but a mountain of regrets at the end. Sadly, he wasn’t even sure where to start when it came to remedying that.
He clomped up the ramp of his ship, checking at the aft cargo bay terminal if perhaps there were any messages. There weren’t. He closed up the ship and walked dejectedly back up to the bridge where his crew was waiting expectantly. 
“The short amount of time you were gone tells me it went well,” Kage said. “But the look on your face tells me that we’re screwed.”
“We’re screwed,” Jason nodded and slipped into his seat to begin prepping for launch.
“How screwed?” Twingo asked.
“We’re now getting ready to implement Plan D,” Jason said.
“We’ve already gone through A, B, and C?” Kage asked.
 
 



Chapter 24
 
“So what the hell is ‘Plan D?’” Crusher asked.
“We’re out of any viable options at this point, fellas,” Jason said, turning over piloting duties to the computer while he turned and looked at his crew. “Here’s the breakdown: there’s nowhere we can turn to borrow enough military power to head off this invasion, which would likely only be a temporary solution anyway. I can’t stand by idly while my homeworld is plunged into what could be generations of servitude to a species like the ull. I’m also unwilling to go out in one suicidal blaze that would kill us all in one pointless gesture of defiance.”
“Sounds hopeful so far,” Kage muttered to Doc. 
“So here’s where Plan D comes in,” Jason went on. “The Phoenix can sneak into Earth’s atmosphere under the noses of the ships that will be forming the picket line. I’m going to load up with my armor, a bunch of those Galvetic railguns, and whatever other equipment I can scrounge up and have you drop me off.
“I’ll go underground and begin operating as a guerrilla once it becomes clearer how the ull plan to pacify the population. I want you to take the Phoenix and get the hell out of there. I’d take it as a favor if you’d take out a few ships with our load of XTX-4s, preferably the one Margaret Jansen is on if we can pick it out.”
“When do we come back and get you?” Doc asked.
“You don’t,” Jason shook his head slowly. “This fight will likely outlast me, so I want you to take the ship and do what you will … preferably carry on what we’ve been doing and find others that need your help.”
“No. No!” Twingo stood up and slapped his chair. “No damnit! There’s another way than just throwing your life away! We always find one!”
“I don’t think there is this time,” Jason shrugged. “I also don’t think fighting for the freedom of my species is throwing my life away. I’m sorry, buddy … the deck is just too stacked against us on this one. I’m going to send a message to the Coronado and inform them of our status … it’s likely that some of them will want to join me. Doc, get us into slip-space and heading towards the Solar system as fast as you can.”
Jason ducked back off the bridge as quickly as he could in order to avoid any long emotional speeches from the others. He’d made his decision on the walk back from his ill-fated meeting with Kellea and he didn’t want them trying to change it. Crusher in particular looked like he was choking back a serious emotional display that would likely go on for the better part of an hour. 
“Captain,” Lucky said from the doorway of Jason’s quarters. “May I enter?”
“Of course,” Jason said. “But if you’re going to try and talk me out of this don’t bother.”
“No, I was going to ask that I be allowed to join you,” Lucky said. 
“This is a one-way ticket, Lucky, and you’re going to outlive me by many, many years,” Jason said. “Once I’m gone you’ll be alone on a strange planet with people who will likely be terrified of you.”
“I have considered this carefully,” Lucky said in his quietly dignified way. “My place is with you, wherever that might be.” 
Jason was now the one having to choke back to avoid making an emotional scene. After he’d blinked a few times to make sure his eyes were dry he turned to look at his friend.
“I won’t dishonor your decision by trying to talk you out of it,” Jason said. “I’ll be happy to have you with me, as always.”
“Thank you, Captain … Jason,” Lucky said and walked back out the hatchway. With a burst of clarity Jason suddenly understood his friend’s recent strange behavior. Lucky was truly angry with him when he went and put himself in danger and especially so when he went alone and couldn’t be protected. 
Lucky was an incomprehensible being, hundreds of years old and with a mind more capable than anyone else on the crew, even Kage with his unique gifts. Jason didn’t think that it was a good idea for him to come along, for Lucky’s sake, but the decision wasn’t his. The battlesynth, for whatever reason, was his self-appointed guardian angel and there was nothing that would stop him from performing that task. Jason recalled his earlier thoughts about being alone and amended that … he would always have at least one friend by his side. Even though that friend was an alien from a different world, the thought was still comforting.
****
The Coronado was getting underway and Carolyn couldn’t have been happier about that. She couldn’t wait to put this godforsaken world behind her and never look back. Her last encounter with Burke had been particularly unsettling and she had deeply conflicting emotions about it. There was fear and revulsion at what the man had done, shutting her body down with such cold, calculating ease … but there was also a glimmer of respect and admiration that he had given her the chance to come clean and then did the honorable thing by turning over the device and promising to make sure nobody could exploit that previously unknown weakness again. Oddly enough, she truly believed that he would keep his word and destroy the log entries in that database that held the access codes to her augments. It shamed her when she couldn’t honestly answer if she would have made the same decision were the roles reversed. It was about eighty to twenty that she would have killed him just to be safe. She hadn’t lived so long as a bounty hunter by taking needless risks out of sentimentality. 
Her new priorities were to survive the upcoming engagement—somehow—acquire a new ship, and haul ass for one of the unknown regions along the frontier where she could get back to her normal life. She’d had about enough of the Omega Force brand of heroism … how the hell any of those idiots were still alive was a mystery to her. 
“Did you see this?” Abiyah asked, walking up and handing her a printed-out hardcopy. She shook her head with good-natured humor that on a starship capable of travelling many times faster than light they were still printing out messages on paper.
“What is it?”
“It came in from the Phoenix a few hours ago,” he said. “It doesn’t look promising.”
Carolyn was dismayed the moment she began to read it, struggling a bit at having to read English for the first time in decades. Apparently Jason’s bluster about knowing multiple people with extensive fleets of warships didn’t quite live up to the hype. The message said that the Phoenix was en route to Earth and that he’d been unable to secure the services of even a single ship. Not even a resupply ship. She snorted in disgust and read on, hoping that Jason’s next sentence would be about withdrawing and regrouping, upon which time she would make a discreet exit, access her own hidden funds, and make good on the plan she’d just been daydreaming about. But the next part of the message was as disappointing as the first.
“He can’t be serious,” she muttered. “One ship? He’s just going to go out in a blaze of glory.” 
Abiyah frowned. “Read on,” he said, so she did. Ah! That made a little more sense. He was going to insert himself and live out his days as a freedom fighter, being a thorn in the side of Margaret and the ull. Romantic notion, but ultimately pointless. If the ull found out that he was down there, attacking outposts using the advanced weaponry he’d likely take with him, they’d begin razing entire cities from orbit in response. They cared nothing for human life and by the third or fourth time they went scorched earth to get him the local populace would turn on him. 
“I wonder if the Phoenix will be looking for a new captain,” she mumbled when she read that some of his crew would be staying with him.
“What?”
“Nothing,” she shook her head. “So what’s our plan?”
“We go and back up Burke,” Abiyah said as if it were the most obvious thing in the universe.
“Listen, love,” she said. “I adore the fact that you’re willing to lay it on the line for a cause, even a hopeless one, but the Coronado won’t stand up to even the newer human ships, to say nothing of an ull cruiser.”
“What do you suggest?” he asked, crossing his arms.
“We live to fight another day,” she said, looking him in the eye. “Nothing will be gained by turning this ship into slag. Let’s go out on our own, maybe even hook up with the rest of Jason’s crew, and regroup. Then we can more objectively look at our options for freeing Earth.”
“I’ll take your proposal to Marcus,” Abiyah said, his voice making it clear he was disappointed in her. She shrugged and walked past him, slapping the printout onto his chest as she did. 
“I hate idealists,” she ground out as soon as she was out of earshot. She wasn’t a coward and she was just as upset as anyone about the situation Earth found itself in, but she was, above all other things, a realist. Two ships, one a dinky little gunship and the other a primitive, glorified scow, were going to make zero difference. Then, once they were all dead and forgotten, there would be nobody left that might help.
Unfortunately, she could think of no way to separate herself at this point. They were already flying as hard as the Coronado could manage to the mesh-out point and they carried no slip-space capable shuttles. No matter her feelings on this, she was along for the ride.
****
Once the noises of the rest of the crew retiring to their quarters subsided, Lucky checked all the indicators to make sure the Phoenix was still running as she should and then walked silently off the bridge. With one last look down the stairs that led to the main deck, he walked quickly into the com room, first brought up one of the terminal screens to display the ship’s vitals, and next pulled up another to access one of the slip-com nodes.
He quickly typed out his message, paused for a split second as he considered what he was about to do, and then sent it. Jason was going to be livid when he found out, but that was a risk Lucky was more than willing to take. He had no fear of dying himself; he had lived a long time and, overall, was satisfied with how his life had gone. What he couldn’t abide, however, was Jason’s short life being snuffed out before he had the chance to realize his full potential.
Nothing would make Lucky happier than to see Jason leave this life of violence and death and find some peace and happiness, perhaps even a family. Those who stayed in the profession of arms too long became bitter, broken people who lived out their final days full of regret. This was especially true in a high-speed, specialized unit like Omega Force. For all their absurd childishness Lucky was proud of the good they’d been able to accomplish in such a short time, but he knew that it couldn’t go on forever. That sentiment aside, he wasn’t ready to give it up just yet. He’d just played his last card, one last ditch effort to salvage the situation, and if it failed he would take his place with his friend on Earth and try to protect him as best he could there.
Lucky quickly backed out of the com system screens he’d accessed, carefully erased all traces of the node’s use from the ship’s logs, and left the com room before someone woke up and asked him what he was up to. Once back on the bridge, he verified that the ship was still on course and the drive was still running within set parameters before sitting at one of the sensor stations and accessing Jason’s personal files. He wanted to find out as much about Earth as he could since it seemed likely that he’d be there for a very long time. 
 
 



Chapter 25
 
The Phoenix burst back in to real-space well outside the heliopause of the Solar system. The Sun was just a barely brighter speck against the starfield and Jason started to get the irrational uneasy feeling he always got when the ship was sitting with her engines at idle in interstellar space. As if dying from a hull rupture within sight of a planet was somehow preferable to it happening out in deep space.
“Report,” he said crisply. 
“Nothing,” Doc said. “We’re picking up a lot of individual slip-drive signatures on the passive sensors and a whole lot of radiated RF from your planet, but no active scans aimed our way.”
“Twingo, let’s rig her for silent running,” Jason said. “Engines at minimal output. Doc, go ahead and bring up our countermeasures and deploy the towed passive arrays. We’re going in slow and silent.”
“I hate this part,” Crusher griped. “We’re all on edge and we won’t even be close for another two days.”
Jason was sitting in the form-fitting base layer and one of his new armor suits was secured to the floor of the bridge, splayed open in case he had to hop into it quickly. He had them prepped for instant action when they were getting ready to mesh-in just in case the ull had been using wide patrols in the system, but it looked like they weren’t expecting any trouble. They likely (and correctly) didn’t view the single gunship as a significant threat. 
Now that they were pushing into the outer system, the grav-drive providing a constant 1.5g of acceleration, he knew he would need to stand down the crew and have them splitting shifts so they weren’t exhausted before they even got close to trying to run the blockade around Earth. It wasn’t even six hours before their carefully planned incursion went to hell.
“Another slip-space engine signature just appeared,” Doc said. “The mesh-in point was pretty close to Earth.”
“A straggler from the invasion fleet?” Jason asked.
“It’s the Coronado!” Kage said. “Why did they jump in so close?”
“Those are the only coordinates they know,” Jason groaned. “They probably just told their je’ekin crew to ‘take us to Earth.’ How far out are they?”
“Impossible to pinpoint with the passive system,” Doc said. “Go active?”
“Not yet,” Jason said. “Let’s give this a moment to play out.” He reached over and commanded the engines up to full throttle, feeling it was a calculated risk while they were operating in a low-power mode.
“They’re being challenged by one of the human ships in the picket fleet,” Kage said. “Local com-node, but it’s encrypted.”
“Try and mark that ship!” Jason leaned forward. “That’ll be Jansen’s flagship.”
“Sorry, Captain,” Kage said. “It was a short transmission and at this distance the passive array can’t pick it out of such a tightly clustered group of ships.”
“Bring the tactical systems to standby,” Jason said. “Arm the XTX-4s and the XTC-7s, we’ll wait to upload a target package. Twingo! Go ahead and bring the reactor up to normal operating mode.”
“We’re going in?” Crusher asked. 
“The plan is still valid,” Jason said. “But our timetable just got compressed. We may be dodging some cruisers on the way in, but I’d like to give the Coronado time to extend and escape. Didn’t they get our message? Why the hell are they even here?”
Soon the Phoenix was roaring down into the system, her engines no longer in a reduced output mode, but the extensive countermeasures suite seemed to still be doing its job as they’d not been challenged or actively scanned. There was a lot of sensor emissions in the system with twenty-seven ships all pinging actively, but Jason didn’t want to risk flipping his own array on just yet. The closer they could get before initiating a targeting scan the more likely their missiles would take out one target apiece and create enough confusion for him to slip down to the surface and disembark. 
“We’re close enough to be able to populate the threat board by using the engine signatures,” Kage said. “Stand by.”
A moment later Jason’s tactical panel came to life and individual ships began popping up to correspond to the individual drive signatures. Since the emitted tachyons that almost all grav-drives put out were one of those oddball particles in the universe that was able to skirt the laws of Newtonian physics, the passive sensors were able to update the ship positions in real-time. It wasn’t nearly as accurate as the active sensors, but it was better than nothing. 
From what they could see the Coronado had turned and was now running for its life, pursued by three of the new generation human-built cruisers. Jason bracketed them on his panel and sent it to Kage to let him know that he wanted those ships targeted first.
“Use the XTC-7s on any human ship, XTX-4s on at least the first ull cruiser until we figure out how tough a nut they are to crack,” Jason said. “Doc! Any idea what the situation on the surface is like?”
“I was just about to tell you that they’ve begun landing troops,” Doc said as he manipulated multiple screens. “Your news media is showing videos of ull troops walking through streets and the human ships have deployed some sort of small attack craft, smaller than a normal fighter, that are engaged with your planet’s militaries. There’s one more thing … if I’m understanding this correctly, Margaret Jansen is at a white house? How is that helpful? I saw hundreds of white houses when we came—”
“The White House, not a white house,” Jason corrected. “It’s where the President of my country lives. Margaret is also an American so she’d have gone to DC before the Kremlin or Westminster if she wanted to make a statement.”
“DC?”
“It’s not important,” Jason shook his head. “But it does mean I know where you’re dropping me off. If I can take out Jansen it might seriously put a hamper on this invasion.”
“Wouldn’t it be a coup if it’s humans attacking humans for control of the government?” Kage asked.
“Really? You’re going to quibble about semantics now? While we’re flying straight into a battle where we’re outnumbered over twenty to one?” Jason asked incredulously.
“Right is right,” Kage replied loftily. “The truth doesn’t care if we’re in the middle of a battle.”
“I think I may kill you once this is over,” Crusher said to Kage conversationally. He made the threat often, but Jason thought he might mean it this time. “I’m also coming with you two”—he pointed to Jason and Lucky—“and I don’t want any grief about it. I’m going to go get my things.”
“Stupid,” Kage said, making sure Crusher was gone first. “If he gets off with you guys how will he be able to kill me?”
“I think he’s being wildly optimistic that this will be over quickly or that we’ll survive the ingress in the first place,” Twingo said over his shoulder. 
“We’ll survive that part,” Jason said confidently while nodding in Doc’s direction. “You’ll probably be shot down on the egress with Magoo over there driving.” The others laughed while Doc, for his part, just looked confused, then pissed. 
“Those three cruisers are having issues catching the Coronado,” Kage said. “You guys are in trouble if you don’t start making better ships.”
“I don’t think that’s—” 
A blaring alarm cut Jason off as the passives picked up a new contact that the computer really didn’t like.
“What is that?!” Kage practically screamed. The contact appeared in the outer system and, according to its drive signature, it was much, much bigger than anything flying around in the area.
“Ull reinforcements?” Doc asked.
“I don’t … wait! It’s breaking into two distinct contacts,” Kage said. “It’s two ships.”
“They’re still damn big,” Jason remarked. “The Defiant and an escort?”
“Negative,” Kage shook his head. “Not even close. Completely different engine type.” 
“That rules out it being a friendly,” Jason sighed. “Message the Coronado and tell them to stand by, we’ll clear their tail and then I want them to mesh-out. We’ll press on and try to do what we came here to do. You guys bug out in the opposite direction of those newcomers and try to make it back home safe.”
“We’re … we’re really doing this?” Kage asked in a small voice. “We’re really splitting up like this?”
“Yes, Kage,” Jason snapped. “You think we came all this way for shits and giggles? Go active and target the three tangos trailing the Coronado and prep me one XTC missile for each.”
“Sensors going active,” Kage said. 
“Doc, go ahead and try to resolve those new contacts,” Jason said. “We’ll be going silent as soon as these three missiles are away.”
“They’re Aracorian in origin,” Doc shook his head. “That’s all I can tell. They’re not running an active transponder. The computer puts them in the destroyer-class based on mass.”
“Great … so we know the hulls were built by one of the two largest commercial shipbuilders in the quadrant,” Jason snarled sarcastically. “So damn helpful. It narrows it down to only everybody. That wasn’t directed at you, Doc.”
“No offense taken,” Doc said distractedly. “We’ve just been noticed. Three ull ships peeling off and coming this way.”
“Kage?”
“Weapons locked. You’re clear to fire,” Kage said. 
Jason squeezed the trigger and sent the three missiles streaking away on their plasma-booster first stage. Each missile also had a small, one-time-use grav-drive that would kick in and push the weapon to near-relativistic speeds making it much harder to stop. They weren’t as good as the XTX-4s with their actual slip-drives, but they’d be more than enough for the three comparatively primitive human ships. 
He felt a momentary pang of guilt for taking out every person on those ships, but he reminded himself that they were actively trying to run down one of their own. Any captain worth a damn would question those orders, especially after just being asked to fly back to Earth and establish an illegal blockade. Screw ‘em. 
“Coronado acknowledges our message,” Kage said. “They’ll be meshing-out as soon as our missiles clear the way. Commander Webb says thanks, good luck, and that they’ll be back.”
“Go silent,” Jason said. “Back to passives and bring the countermeasures back up.” 
“We have a message coming in on the area-local channel,” Kage said. “It’s addressed to us, but it’s a channel-wide broadcast.”
“That would be Margaret Jansen getting ready to make with the threats,” Jason said. “Put it through.”
“Greetings on behalf of the Cridal Cooperative, Captain Burke,” the deep male voice said. “Seeladas Dalton asks us to convey her warmest regards and looks forward to meeting you in person. If it would please you, we are prepared to remove this irksome and illegal formation of warships from your beautiful planet’s skies.” 
“Uh, sure,” Jason said, looking at his bewildered friends and shrugging. “Thanks, I guess.”
“Transponders just lit up,” Doc said. “Those are Fend-class heavy destroyers.”
“Well this just got a lot more interesting,” Jason said. “Kage, put me through on the wide-area channel as well.”
“You’re on.”
“Attention all human warships currently participating in the illegal picket line in support of the hostile takeover of Earth’s governments,” he said, the convoluted sentence earning a look of disapproval from Kage. “This is Captain Jason Burke aboard the gunship that just killed three of your cruisers with one shot. As you heard, we have some backup … you will not survive a battle with two Aracorian Fend-class destroyers.
“Take your ships away from Earth and put yourselves in close orbit over the moon. Do not recover any dropships and do not open fire on the surface. Any such action will lead to your instant destruction. You have three minutes to begin complying. Burke out.” 
“What about the ull fleet around the fourth planet?” Kage asked. 
“If you’d be so kind as to message the Fends and tell them that the ull fleet is the main target,” Jason said. “We’ll give the human fleet a bit of a chance.”
“Message sent.”
“Okay … change of plan, I guess,” Jason let out a breath. “Full combat mode! I want it all: shields, weapons, and sensors.”
“Reactor is coming up to full power,” Twingo said. “You have guns and shields now.” 
The Phoenix seemed to hum as power coursed through her tactical systems and new displays began popping up on the bridge. The lighting dimmed and took on a subdued red tinge as she prepared herself for the coming fight.
“We have a message coming from the surface,” Kage said. “It says that if we don’t abandon our approach and leave this system all ships will begin opening fire on civilian targets.”
“Send this: Margaret Jansen, if one civilian dies by your order I will come down and get you. I will then take you to one of the worst places in the known galaxy and pay many, many credits to guarantee you suffer an agonizing death that will last a long, long time. Your choice,” Jason said.
“Nice,” Kage nodded.
****
“Ma’am, our captains want to confirm their orders,” a man sitting by a portable com system said.
“Confirmed!” Margaret nearly shouted. “It’s one man in one little ship! Tell them to commence firing and let our allies handle whoever the hell these newcomers are! Who are the Cridal, anyway?”
“Unknown, ma’am,” the com operator said.
“It’s crumbling around you, Margaret,” Abigail Hightower said. The President of the United States was still sitting behind the Resolute Desk as she’d been ordered to do when three Clipper dropships swooped in and landed on the South Lawn, disgorging a group of troops, techs, and the would-be ruler of Earth before lifting back off. Their security measures had been woefully inadequate and soon the White House was firmly under enemy control. 
“I would barely call this a setback,” Margaret sneered at her. “Now stay put. You’re still going to go on TV in a minute and let the good people of the world know that the game has changed.” Abigail opened her mouth to say something, looked at the rigor-stiffened corpse of CIA Director Richard Stiles on the floor, and decided discretion was the better part of valor. For now. 
“Both squadrons confirm the order to fire at target package bravo,” the com operator said. “No response from the ull fleet.”
“Keep trying,” Margaret said and continued her pacing. Burke had claimed to take out three of her ships, and it was true that they had lost contact with the trio chasing the Coronado, but she refused to believe the small ship she’d seen hovering over New Panama had the power to take out three of her new cruisers.
She did have to concede that the man was proving to be more of a dagger in her side rather than a simple thorn. Maybe she should have tried to bribe him. He’d apparently been working as a mercenary, perhaps she’d been mistaken in sending Marcus’ team to try and kill him when the offer of money or power would have worked better.
“Recall one of the dropships and send word to the Columbus to descend to recovery altitude,” she told her com operator quietly. “We can just as easily broadcast from the ship as we can here.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
President Hightower pretended to not hear, but the whispered comment sent her pulse to racing. Apparently things were really not going well up there, but how could she turn that to her advantage?
****
“It took some convincing, but the Fends are going to go and try to box in the ull fleet,” Kage said. “It also looks like only three of your ships are going to take you up on your warning. They’ve broken orbit and are moving to Earth’s moon. Another is actually moving down into a lower orbit and the others are—Damn! They’re opening fire, multiple shots from some sort of kinetic weapon.”
“Railguns?” Jason asked as he throttled all the way up.
“No, they’re firing some sort of hardened alloy rods at low speeds,” Doc said, also confused. “Given the size and speed they won’t cause all that much damage when they hit the surface.”
“They’ll cause enough,” Jason shook his head. “We’re still going in, but it’s going to be a hard hit; bias our shields forward and line up a shot for the main cannons on the four ships in equatorial orbit dead ahead.”
“Targeting vector is on your tactical display,” Kage said. “I’d suggest letting the computer take the shot.” 
Jason didn’t argue and selected the icon for the firing program Kage had sent over. When he squeezed the trigger and held it to execute the program the Phoenix began to slew slightly to port before the main guns opened up, bathing the inside of the ship a brilliant red.
Jason’s shots began walking down the tightly packed line of cruisers, blowing the drive section out of the first, obliterating the second, and tearing a series of gaping holes into the third. He pulled up, came back to starboard to let the debris field clear his path, and lined up for his entry vector. After that first run he actually thought about using the Phoenix’s more powerful drive to stick and move, darting in and out to strafe the slower, ungainly cruisers. He dismissed it just as quickly, however. Getting down to Washington and getting his hands on Margaret would not only end the attack but it would ensure that the lunacy stopped with her. He also knew that if the cruisers began to coordinate their attack, and if they carried any sort of modern ship-to-ship weaponry, he’d be taking a real risk against that many targets by himself.
“Everybody brace!” he shouted as the Phoenix slammed into Earth’s thermosphere, the shields flaring as plasma streamed around them. The ship groaned in protest, but Jason just advanced the throttle a bit more as she fought down into the denser atmosphere at the steep angle of attack.
“The Fends are reporting that the ull fleet at first tried to make a stand,” Kage said as the view cleared in front of them and they found themselves flying over the Pacific Ocean. “They took out seven ships in their first volley and the others scattered. One is heading back this way.”
“Damn!” Jason said. “They’re going to pick up the ground troops they left.”
“What do you want to do?” Doc asked.
“We press on,” Jason said after a moment. “We can’t realistically try and intercept anything more than half a dozen dropships, and that’s only if they’re close to each other. Let’s focus on getting Jansen and let the Fends keep after the rest of the ull fleet. What’s the human fleet doing?”
“Two ships still in orbit, the others are moving off,” Doc said. “They’re not surrendering though … it looks like they’re accelerating to a mesh-out point.”
“We’re going to lose them too,” Jason said in frustration. “At least they’re not attacking the civilian population still.” 
“Coming up on the coastline,” Kage said. “Keep an eye out, Doc. They’re going to have some attack craft mixed in with those dropships.”
“I’m watching,” Doc confirmed.
 
 



Chapter 26
 
“Time?” Kellea asked again for the tenth time.
“We’ll be meshing-in within the next twenty minutes, Captain.”
“Any updates from the advance element?”
“No, ma’am,” her com officer said. “Last report was that they’d encountered light resistance. There were a lot of targets but nothing with very much firepower.”
“You seem more stressed than usual, Captain Colleren,” Seeladas Dalton said from the observer’s seat to Kellea’s left.
“Perhaps,” Kellea conceded, remembering with some bit of sadness the last time there was a Dalton on her bridge. It was just before Crisstof had relieved her of command and had almost started a war between two superpowers. Even after all that, she’d been devastated when the Avarians had killed him following that sham of a trial. 
“Everything will happen as it will,” Seeladas mouthed another of her infuriating, clichéd sayings. Kellea liked and respected her, but it seemed like she was always “on,” as if she thought her every waking moment was being recorded for a press release.
“You don’t know this man, Chancellor,” Kellea said. “It’s like he’s distilled and concentrated chaos. If something can go wrong it will go wrong if he’s involved.” 
Seeladas smiled indulgently, but said nothing.
How can he get me to do these things for him, even after all this time?
****
BOOM!
“Report!” Jason said, yanking the Phoenix into a high, spiraling climb while trying to see what had hit them.
“Missile strike to the dorsal, aft shielding,” Kage said. “All noise, no teeth. We’re fine. That fighter is coming around for another shot though—no, make that two fighters. Ull in design.”
“Two more of the same type descending from the stratosphere, all converging on our tail,” Doc said.
“Now it’s a party!” Jason smiled and shoved the throttle forward, nosing the Phoenix over. She pitched down and dove for the deck, looking like an angry falcon with four sparrows harassing her tail.
The gunship leveled out over the treetops as they shot across the evergreen forests of the Pacific Northwest. Jason selected his point defense turrets on the tactical panel and throttled back a bit to allow the four converging fighters to close the gap even more. He let the ship drift down another five meters before he moved his left thumb over on the throttle and pressed a red, recessed button marked ‘EMER STP.’ 
Instantly the grav-drive reversed its fields and the inertial compensators were taxed to their limit as the big gunship was hauled to a stop in midair while Jason pushed forward even more, the Phoenix now actually brushing through the trees, the slaps against the hull of their topmost fronds clearly heard over the shouts of surprise by his crew.
The pursuing craft were either completely taken by surprise or unable to duplicate the maneuver as two shot overhead as the point defense turrets chewed into their ventral surfaces. A third had followed Jason into the dive and clipped the trees, but the smaller ship wasn’t able to just push through the foliage and they watched as it bounced through the canopy and exploded into an enormous fireball when it hit the ground. The fourth pilot, obviously much more skilled, hadn’t tried to match the maneuver nor was it foolish enough to overshoot the gunship. Instead it did exactly what Jason would have done and pulled up into a high, vertical loop to gain separation. 
Normally the move would have given the fighter a huge advantage: it was already maneuvering at high speed and coming back around while the gunship was now stationary and with its dorsal surface exposed. Even with the awesome power of the main drive on tap Jason knew that he couldn’t overcome the fighter’s advantage by just running. Instead, he flipped the drive to ‘GRAV-NULL’ and rotated the ship around where she sat, pulling the stick back until the nose was pointing up out of the trees and facing the incoming fighter.
If the fighter pilot recognized the danger, it didn’t seem to show it as it continued its powered dive towards them. Jason selected the main cannons and let the computer fine correct the ship’s position before opening up with a full-power salvo. Red bolts of pure energy tore up from the trees and, though the first few missed, several shots hit the craft square on the nose, causing it to practically vaporize into an expanding ball of fire and debris.
“Slick,” Twingo approved as they sat there, looking up into the sky. “But your little stunt with the emergency stop while in a planet’s gravity well just finished off our already damaged drive. You have no slip-drive and only about fifteen percent forward bias available for maneuvering and I wouldn’t even recommend using that.”
“Can I still use the drive for grav-null?” Jason asked.
“We’re still floating here, aren’t we?” Twingo answered. 
“I hope there aren’t any bears or deer down below us,” Jason said as he flipped his main engine switches up to ‘START.’ “Because it’s about to get hot.” The satisfying rumble of plasma being diverted into the pressure chambers of the massive main engines tucked up in pairs in the two nacelles that were just under each wing root warmed his heart. With the reactor already at full power it didn’t take them long to go through their start cycle.
BOOM!
The trees were shoved out from the pressure wave of the main engines lighting off and the shallow valley they were in reverberated with the thunder of all four motors roaring to life. Jason shoved up the throttle and for a split second the ship hung still before rising up out of the trees on a column of superheated plasma and flames from the trees it was consuming. He pulled the stick back and over to roll them horizontal to minimize the collateral damage and get them back on course. Soon the Phoenix was racing east again, quickly going hypersonic and terrifying the civilians she overflew. 
****
Abigail Hightower watched as a steady stream of people filtered through the Oval Office to report in person to Margaret Jansen. She could see from the Site B project manager’s face that the news was not good. The fact that she was restrained to her chair and unable to know what was going on outside was infuriating. Once she’d discovered just how badly they were outmatched, she’d given the Pentagon the order to stand down, afraid that it would be needlessly throwing away the lives of her servicemen and women on a fight they’d already lost while risking civilians. Before they stormed the White House property she had sent messages to other world leaders begging them to do the same. 
She was now beginning to second-guess that decision. It had been made in no small part due to the fact that Jason Burke, a man she’d had no prior knowledge of, had warned that the fleet Jansen was fielding couldn’t be stopped even with their nuclear arsenal. More than that, though, she was viscerally angry that they’d even been put in this position. How could they have been so utterly naive? The original idea had been to slowly wean the citizens of Earth onto the fact that they now belonged to a greater, interstellar community, allow them time to adjust before seeing starships and aliens became commonplace. 
But instead of protecting her people, all the Earth’s people, she’d handed an incredible power to a politically connected administrator without fully understanding just how tempting that would be to anyone, doubly so to a woman with as corrupt a constitution as Margaret Jansen.
“No!” the woman in question screamed. “I will not leave! We’ve almost got it! Tell them to hold the line!” The underling that had been whispering to her leaned in again and said something.
“What other ship? What the hell is going on up there?!” Margaret was beginning to completely lose it. Just then a Clipper dropship circled slowly and flared, preparing to land. It had just completed its turn when it exploded into a brilliant fireball. Abigail could just make out streaks of red flying by as well from where she’d turned her chair to look out the window. 
 Before anyone could speak, the White House was rocked by what felt like an earthquake and the President saw a large, black craft shoot overhead, pulling back over where the dropship had been and climbing up, its engines still shaking the building.
“That’s it, ma’am,” the aide tugging on Margaret’s sleeve said. “It’s over. Let’s go. Now!” 
Abigail was barely aware that a screeching Margaret Jansen was being physically dragged from the office as the black ship came back into view, circling once before its landing gear dropped and it looked like it was going to settle into the spot the dropship had been trying to get to.
She watched in horrified fascination, not entirely certain that the ship on the South Lawn was actually the one in the photos she’d seen, the one Dick Stiles said Jason Burke flew on. The ship touched down gently and a ramp appeared from the back before three towering figures walked out. Two she recognized instantly as the aliens from the Alcatraz incident, but the third wasn’t familiar. It was shorter than the others, appeared to be also made of metal, but its face was morphed into a grotesque death’s head mask.
“Please be the good guys,” she whispered to herself.
 
 



Chapter 27
 
Jason stepped onto the South Lawn and looked around, taking in the moment. They’d heard from the Cridal destroyers that some of the ull fleet had escaped, and the rest had been destroyed. Only a few more human ships had been destroyed; the others had either joined their fellows in orbit around the moon and surrendered or escaped, meshing-out with the ull ships. Jason figured he’d need to head back to Terranovus once he’d taken care of things on Earth to clean up the remnants that had likely fled back there. 
“Our last report was that Jansen was holed up here,” he told Crusher and Lucky. “Let’s go finish this.”
“So this is the palace of your leader?” Crusher sniffed. “Not very imposing.” 
Jason opened his mouth to correct the major flaws in that statement, then just waved it off.
“Let’s move.”
They started taking fire almost immediately and Jason was dismayed to see it was from humans. From the black fatigues he could tell it was Jansen’s people. Why couldn’t they just figure out that they were beat? A round found its mark and Jason felt the bullet ping off his helmet.
“Not a bad shot,” he said admiringly, as the culprit was firing under duress and from around a barricade. He raised his railgun and fired two rounds into the doorway, the hypersonic rounds obliterating the decorative armored door and sending debris bouncing around the enclosed space. There were a couple of screams and then silence.
Lucky moved forward first, firing one shot into the lone survivor and then waiting for Jason to take the lead again. Jason hesitated, not wanting to let on that he had no idea where he was going once he got into the building. He’d been sick in the fifth grade and missed the fieldtrip to the capital. 
After some trial and error, and a few more small skirmishes with Jansen’s troops, Jason recognized the doorway ahead of him from photos and broke into a jog. He was not surprised when he came in and saw that Margaret Jansen had apparently made a hasty retreat. The ingress into the White House had been too easy and there was almost no resistance along the way, but he must have just missed her judging by the communications equipment strewn all about.
He looked over and saw a terrified President Hightower staring at them with wide eyes. Jason retracted his helmet and slung his weapon before walking over to her. 
“President Hightower, I’m Captain Jason Burke,” he said, reaching out and breaking her restraints with his gauntlets. “We’re here to help. Where is Jansen?”
“She … she escaped,” Abigail said, rubbing her wrists. “When you shot down her dropship she fled off the grounds, probably through the Pennsylvania Avenue tunnel.”
“Those actually exist? Cool,” Jason said casually, suppressing the urge to scream profanities in front of the President. “The situation is this: Her allies, the ull fleet, have been dispersed and the human collaborators in those new ships they showed up in have also been neutralized, sort of. We had to destroy a few, some escaped, but there were eight that decided to surrender and are in orbit around the moon.”
“You were able to accomplish this with only the ship you arrived in?” Abigail asked.
“No,” Jason said uncomfortably. “We had help from someone whom I’ve worked with in the past. They sent two destroyers that were able to take out all the smaller cruisers that were in orbit over Earth.”
“And what will they want in return?” she asked.
“Likely nothing,” Jason said. “You entered into a partnership with the ull without—”
“Captain?” Kage’s voice broke in over the external com since he had opened his helmet. 
“Go ahead, Kage,” Jason said.
“The Defiant has just arrived in-system. Kellea has sent word that her boss will want to talk with your queen.”
“President, Kage, not queen,” Jason answered in English, getting a perverse kick out of the look on Abigail’s face as he did. “How does she want to do this? We’re about ten seconds from the U.S. military flooding back into this place and I’m not sure another alien ship landing here is such a good idea.”
“Wait,” Abigail said, holding up her hand and standing. “I’m assuming your … allies … would like a meeting with me?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Jason said. “The big boss has actually come to talk to you … this could be a very big deal for Earth. I suggest you take the meeting, but if you refuse they will simply turn around and fly away.”
“Why should I take the meeting, Captain Burke?” Abigail’s eyes bore into his.
“Margaret Jansen isn’t done, ma’am,” Jason said, meeting her gaze. “And the ull didn’t get their prize. You need friends.”
“Camp David,” Abigail said after a moment. “Just a small delegation should land discreetly at Camp David. We’ll do it there.”
“Good idea,” Jason nodded. “Would you like us to move the Phoenix so you can get Marine One in here?”
“I was hoping, as an upstanding expat, that you would offer the President and her entourage a ride,” Abigail said.
“We’d be honored.” Jason nodded before turning to Lucky and speaking in Jenovian Standard. “Please have Kage get his dirty laundry out of the lounge area.” 
****
Jason was standing in the background with the other aides, dignitaries, and Secret Service agents as a familiar shuttle flared and gently set down on the grass next to the Phoenix. The President was standing in front of a group of three other people Jason assumed were senators or cabinet members, waiting on their guests to disembark. He’d been impressed with how quickly President Hightower was on her feet. Instead of being indecisive or fearful after an event like a failed planetary coup, she had immediately taken charge of the situation.
He knew that her desire to fly the Phoenix up to Camp David had been strategic. She had no clue who was coming down to meet her, but she knew that they knew him at least well enough to provide military support, so she also assumed that seeing his familiar ship would be a good starting point. This was confirmed when, as the hatch to the shuttle was opening, she turned and looked around until she spotted him and then waved for him to join her.
Jason pushed through the group until he was standing with the three behind the President. She turned and shook her head, pointing to the spot directly to her left. He took a look behind him to make sure his crew was okay. There had been some discomfort when Crusher had tried to mingle with the security detail, but mostly everyone seemed enamored with Twingo’s ears and Kage’s second set of arms. Kage actually spoke decent English and his vocal organs were compatible with the sounds, so he’d spent the hours since they’d landed telling outlandish lies of the dangers in the quadrant, exaggerating Omega Force’s exploits, and posing for “selfies” with all the female staffers.
“We welcome you to Earth, Chancellor Seeladas Dalton,” Abigail said as Seeladas came to a stop a meter or so in front of the group.
“And we in turn thank you for your invitation, President Abigail Hightower,” Seeladas said in flawless English. Jason must not have been able to fully keep the look of shock off his face because the chancellor turned and gave him a sly smile. “And hello to you, Captain Jason Burke. You seem surprised at my fluency with your language.”
“I can guess where you got the translation matrix from, Chancellor,” Jason said, nodding his head. “I am in your debt for the help you provided my homeworld.”
“Careful, Captain … you never want to volunteer a favor like that willingly,” Seeladas said, her voice full of humor. “Perhaps, President Hightower, we may dispense with the usual tedious ceremony that would usually accompany such a meeting and instead spend our time discussing how we might be able to work together for the benefit of our citizens.”
“I couldn’t have said it better, Chancellor Dalton,” Abigail said. “If you’d care to join me inside?” 
Jason stepped out of the way as those that needed to be involved in the meeting filed past. Soon he was standing there with just Kellea, who had accompanied her boss.
“Thanks for reconsidering,” he said simply.
“I didn’t,” she said without emotion. “I made the mistake of mentioning it in front of Seeladas and she insisted I send help. She seems to think that Earth would make an ideal new member for the Cooperative.”
“I thank you anyway,” Jason said, mirroring her flat tone and walking away towards his ship. 
****
Kellea watched Jason walk away for a long moment as he strode towards the Phoenix. He never looked back. She wasn’t sure why she’d felt the need to get that one last dig in. Maybe she wasn’t ready to reopen a dialogue between the two of them … there was still a lot of scar tissue from what he’d done and she didn’t know if she could ever truly forgive him. Besides, it wasn’t like he’d made any overt gesture indicating he wanted to talk to her about anything other than business. 
She stood stock-still as the rest of Omega Force silently filed past her as they followed their captain. She felt a gentle pat on the shoulder as Lucky went by, so gentle she almost couldn’t be sure it had actually happened. Once they’d all disappeared up the ramp, she walked over to an empty bench along the winding footpath and pulled out her com unit, wanting to read the message just one more time.
Kellea,
Jason does not know I am sending you this message. It is disheartening to see two people who care about each other so much pretend that they do not. He still loves you. That has to mean something, even after all that has happened. Your kind does not live so long that you can afford to throw away a gift like what you shared with him. He intends to go to Earth anyway, without your help. He knows his ship is not up to the task and he will not throw our lives away needlessly. His wishes are to be dropped off where he can spend the rest of his days as a freedom fighter while the others take the Phoenix and escape. I do not want to see his life ended so early and I hope that you will reconsider sending help, if not for him, then for the billions that would suffer otherwise. 
I do not know your feelings for him, but I know his for you. I hope that before it is too late you will have been able to find again what it is you lost.
Lucky
Kellea’s finger hovered over the icon that would delete the message out of the device, but instead moved over to permanently archive it. She looked up in time to wipe the tears from her eyes and see the Phoenix lift smoothly off the grass and climb gently into the darkening sky. 
****
“So are we heroes of Earth now?” Kage asked. “There has to be some sort of reward that goes with saving this dump again.”
“Hey! Watch it,” Jason said. “And no, we’re not getting a parade or anything. In fact, we’re sort of being declared outlaws. Again.”
“What?”
“Apparently President Hightower said it would be … awkward … if a government-appointed administrator tried to lead a planetary invasion,” Jason shrugged. “So it’ll be leaked that we had something to do with it. It’ll be an easy sell with all the footage from the last time we were here.”
“So we walk away empty-handed?” Kage was incensed. 
“I didn’t say that,” Jason laughed as he turned the Phoenix into a sweeping turn over one of the most famous places that didn’t exist, waiting for permission to land. An alert caught his attention and he looked down, frowning at his com panel as something pinged that shouldn’t have, or at least hadn’t in a very long time. He’d deal with that later, although he should have expected it.
In the direct aftermath of the attack there had been, of course, wall-to-wall news coverage of the incident. These included shots of Abigail and Seeladas sitting at a table talking, some footage of other Cooperative worlds that had been provided by the Chancellor’s staff, and the ever-popular shot of the Aracorian battlecruiser, Defiant, buzzing the comparatively tiny International Space Station. The lab was no longer in use but was still in orbit. 
Jason had taken the Phoenix, with permission, to Edwards AFB and allowed Twingo the time he needed to get the slip-drive operational again while he spent much of his time helping along the negotiations between Earth and the Cooperative. They were just to the point of bringing in the other leaders of Earth, a necessary step if they were to move forward.
“Keep us in this pattern until they give us word,” Jason told Doc. “There’s something I need to take care of.” Without waiting for a response, he turned over control of the ship to the computer and walked off the bridge and into his quarters. He locked his door and then pulled out a laptop computer he’d swiped from one of the big SUVs that were parked around Camp David. He’d already set up the interface between it and the disposable computer he’d gotten from Twingo.
“Here goes nothing,” he muttered, plugging in the hard-line from his neural interface to the computer he’d gotten from Twingo. “Computer, access storage. Find file PandorasBox.”
“File found.”
“Decrypt on my authorization and execute interface,” Jason said, his heart racing at what he was about to do. He’d packed away the knowledge he’d gained from the AI that had been aboard the Machine, the terrible gravity weapon that had parts of its “key” hidden aboard the Phoenix. He’d been unsure what he was supposed to do with it at the time, but not willing to have it lost forever. Now here he was, about to access it for personal reasons … maybe he just should have destroyed it. 
“Activate AI interface for the archive,” he ordered when the program executed.
“What can I do for you, Captain Burke?” the voice asked.
“Access the archives aboard this vessel,” Jason said. “Let me know when you’re familiar with the state of the art, specifically weaponology and ship design.”
“Task complete,” it said after just over five minutes. “It would be more efficient if I was integrated into this ship’s more powerful computer.”
“That’s not happening,” Jason said. “Okay, I want an interactive program developed on the computer to my right, can you access it?”
“Confirmed.”
“Good,” Jason said. “Let’s start with the basics of slip-drive theory and then we’ll move into ship designs, weaponry, and planetary defense systems.”
Over the next three hours Jason used the knowledge of the Ancients to build a step-by-step guide that would allow Earth to leapfrog over thousands of years of natural development. He hoped he was being careful in how he did it, giving them just enough to put them on par, or just a little ahead, of the other major players in the quadrant. 
He knew what he was doing was fundamentally wrong, but he was desperate. Earth was too far away for Seeladas to protect forever no matter how honorable her intentions were, and the ull would be back for what they wanted, this time with far more than a handful of underpowered cruisers. If he just was able to give them enough of an edge, just enough tech to be able to defend themselves, it should be okay. Or … he’d be personally responsible for getting the entire species wiped out. 
When he was done, he carefully backed out of the interface, repacked and encrypted the file and stored it in his neural implant, again unwilling to delete it. He grabbed the laptop, destroyed the other computer, and went back to the bridge.
“They just gave us the go-ahead,” Kage said. “Coordinates are on your nav panel. What were you doing back there all that time? The ration packs finally catch up with you?” Jason just gave him a disgusted look and took command of the ship from the computer. 
****
“Welcome to Groom Lake, Captain. Or … Area 51, if you prefer,” Michael Welford said as the ramp dropped. “Lucky, welcome. Contrary to legend you are now officially the first alien being to step foot on this ground.”
“Agent Welford,” Lucky nodded, greeting him in English.
“You’ve got what I want?” Jason asked, rubbing his hands together.
“I do, though for the life of me I can’t figure out what in the hell you’re going to do with this stuff,” Welford said. “I sort of assumed you’d be asking for gold and diamonds.”
“Don’t you worry about that,” Jason said, actually bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Let’s start getting it loaded.”
“Okay,” Welford waved the loading crews forwards with the palletized cargo. “We have one 1967 Chevrolet Camaro RS/SS convertible”—Jason slapped Crusher’s hand away as he reached out to touch the glistening red car that was strapped down to the load pallet—“we also have ten tons of freeze-dried Arabica bean coffee, the good stuff, along with—and I’m sorry, Jason, this is the weird part—four hundred mature Coffea Arabica plants in soil. What else? Oh, this.” He dug around in his shirt pocket and pulled out a thumb drive. “A USB drive with the last ten years of heavy metal and rock music. I also put another drive with a selection of movies and shows in the passenger seat of the Camaro.”
“Well then, I guess we’re about set,” Jason said as Twingo supervised the loading. He motioned Welford to follow him away from the activity and handed him the laptop.
“What’s this?”
“That is me putting an incredible amount of trust in you,” Jason said. “This computer has been modified with an interface that will walk you through all you need to know in order to build your own starships. Real starships, true capital ships that can go head to head with anything the Eshquarian Empire builds, not those beer cans up by the moon. There’s also a lot of stuff in there for a planetary defense system and some logistical technologies that will help with the colonization of Mars and when you go back to Terranovus.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“I’m still human,” Jason said, somewhat defensively. “You’re known now. The ull won’t be the last to come and see if you have something they can take. And there’s still the matter of your Boy Scouts kidnapping the prince regent of the Saabror Protectorate who then ended up being found dead. Seeladas might be able to help smooth that out if it comes up, but if not I don’t want to see Earth not at least have a chance to hit back.”
“I’m not going to even ask how you have this sort of information at your fingertips,” Welford said. “But aren’t you afraid that we’ll just have another Margaret Jansen episode but with more firepower?”
“I’m afraid we don’t have much choice,” Jason said. “Some species go extinct without ever realizing there is anything else out there, others get to evolve for millennia before that first contact, then there are those like us who get tossed into the deep end without water wings. Make sure that gets to where it should go.”
“I will,” Welford said. “I owe you an apology, Captain. And … thank you.” 
Jason just winked at him and walked back to where the final pallet was being strapped down. 
“You two sure about this?” he asked his passengers. 
“I’m sure,” Abiyah said. “I know humans will eventually be out there and seeing all the things you and Carolyn have already seen, but I’m not a patient man.” Jason laughed and walked past the two as Carolyn wrapped an arm around Abiyah’s waist.
“Let’s roll!” Jason shouted, in a jubilant mood as he walked past his cargo.
Minutes later, the Phoenix was lifting off the tarmac of the Groom Lake Facility, a surreal experience for all the humans involved, not only those aboard the ship. Jason waited until they were in low-orbit before finally checking on the com alert he had received earlier. He had to read through it four or five times before what it said sank in. 
“Everything okay, Captain,” Kage asked. 
“Yeah,” Jason said, too loudly. “Everything is great! Is everybody ready to get the hell out of here and back to where there aren’t so many damn humans around?” His brash call was met with cheers and good-natured jeers as the Phoenix swung around the equator and passed by the Defiant at high speed. 
“Set a course for S’Tora and let’s head home.”
 



Epilogue
 
“Your failure will have us all killed,” the ull commander hissed into Margaret’s face.
“I told you there were risks,” she blustered. “Tell your government that this has been a temporary setback.”
“My government is unaware of this operation,” it said. “Now that the Cridal Cooperative is involved, and likely to report this to the ConFed Council, we will be discovered. We will be put to death.”
“So this was all just some underground operation run by a bunch of rogues?” Margaret asked, the reality of it sinking in. “We don’t have the support of the Ull government?”
“As I said … they will kill us all,” the commander said.
“Then let’s not give them the opportunity,” Margaret countered. “All is not lost. Let’s go and regroup and really think about how to salvage this … for both our sakes.” 
The ull stared at her for a long moment before turning away.
“Set course for Ull,” it said finally. “We will need to act fast and solidify our allies before news of this comes out.”
“That’s better now—”
“Our fates are now conjoined,” the ull moved quickly to put its face inches from Margaret’s. “If you had any designs of betraying us before, know that our failure now means your failure, and your death.” Margaret just swallowed and nodded her head.
“I understand,” she said finally.
****
“I can’t do this,” Jason said from the top of the ramp. He’d been just about ready to mesh-out of the Solar system when he’d received that unexpected and unwelcome message that stopped him short. He should have just left anyway, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.
“Yes you can,” Lucky said. “We will be with you, Captain.”
“Let’s just go down there,” Crusher said. “You can lean on us this time.” 
The Phoenix was sitting in a field in Iowa that was well off any main road, and he’d made sure nobody spotted them coming in, waiting until night to land. He walked down the ramp, followed by his crew, and made his way towards the three humans standing by a truck on the access road. 
“Hello Ed, Jess,” Jason said once he was up on the road. His crew stood back respectfully. 
“Oh my God, Jason!” Jess Brown said and ran to embrace him fiercely. The Browns, Taryn’s parents, looked so aged and frail it alarmed him.
“It’s good to see you, son,” Ed said and put his hand out. “And look at you … don’t people age in space?”
“Well, I don’t,” Jason said uncomfortably. “I—” he began before his voice choked off. 
“We know,” Jess hugged him again as a single sob escaped from his throat. “We should have told you earlier.”
“How?” he managed to get out, disentangling himself from Jess.
“Car accident,” Ed said. “Wasn’t her fault, wasn’t really theirs either. Just one of those things that happens.”
“That’s not why we asked you here though,” Jess said, waving the third person forward. “This is Jacob.” 
“Hello, Jacob,” Jason said, completely confused. 
“He’s named after his grandfather,” Jess said. “Taryn always liked the name.”
“Huh,” Jason grunted. “My father’s name was Jacob.”
“Yes … I know, Jason.”
He took a harder look at the boy. About fifteen or sixteen, a headful of coarse, unruly hair and a serious, almost stern expression. It was like looking into some sort of … 
“Oh my God,” he said finally.
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From the author
 
 
              This was one of the more difficult Omega books I’ve written, not because I didn’t like the story but because I knew this particular storyline was one that people often message me about. (Unrelated to that, I can’t believe that we’re up to book eight already in this series.) There has been a definite expressed desire by many readers to see more humans, not just a few more random people like Jason and Carolyn, but Earth entering the picture on a global scale.
              There were a few challenges with that, mostly with the timeline. It stretches the suspension of disbelief to breaking to think that humans could reverse engineer a crashed ship and field their own starships in less than two decades (if you don’t believe me take a look at F-35 program.) I began sketching out the idea of the ull around the time I was writing book six because I knew that in order for the crew to live long enough to see Earth as an emerging power I’d need something to jump start their development. 
              We also have some new characters that I hope people found interesting and it provided an opportunity in this book I didn’t really have in the previous seven. For almost the entire series you see everything happen through Jason’s eyes and his perceptions. Now, with a few more humans, I was able to look at Jason with a different perspective. Carolyn’s impressions were especially useful, I thought, in bringing our boy down a peg or two and shine a light on some of his more glaring character flaws. Jason can be very sanctimonious, mildly hypocritical, and a tad preachy at times. He also has the tendency to take shockingly violent action when he feels he’s on firm moral ground. These aren’t always easy to convey when you’re describing it from his perspective, at least not without making him completely unlikable for the reader (which definitely isn’t the goal.) 
              That also ties in to something people may not have enjoyed as much in this book: I did shift POVs a lot more than I normally like to. As important as it was to “humanize” Jason through the observations of others, I also wanted to highlight how much he wasn’t like other people through his experiences and medical modifications. Hopefully it wasn’t too disorienting to have three or four POV shifts in what was essentially a single scene.
              As you likely saw, there will be a book nine. To be perfectly honest I really don’t know where this series will go once this second story arc that started in book seven is complete, but I’m hoping that I’m able to keep it going if for no other reason than they’re incredible fun to write. As always, thank you so much for the continued support of this series. It’s been the drive I’ve needed to be able to put out three and four books a year, a feat I would have found impossible a few years ago. 
 
Cheers!
 
Josh
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This was sent to me by a personal friend and reader of the series and I loved it so much I wanted to share it in the next book. She took words and phrases from Omega Rising and arranged them into a beautiful poem that I feel captures the essence of the series for me, especially that wide-eyed excitement at the beginning when I was just becoming acquainted with my guys. I hope you enjoy it as much as I did.
 
 
UNINTENDED
By: Melinda McIntosh  - 09/03/2015
Using words/phrases from Omega Rising by Joshua Dalzelle
 
He begins a silent stalk
Swam towards the light
 
Slip-space
Change of pace
Like the guys in The Right Stuff
 
The furthest human from Earth
A mug of chroot. Wishing for a touch of vanilla creamer
Hypersonic
 
Alien devices surgically implanted
During his unintended flight
Twenty-eight tall, rectangular modules
 
Stasis pods
Flight for freedom or live and die as a slave. Or worse
Being stared down by a predator
 
Just peachy
Larger-than life
Power and control
 
On a lazy arc
The gunship screamed
Fat, painful raindrops
 
Captain of the Phoenix
------------
 
©Melinda McIntosh, 2015
 
For more of Melinda’s work, check out:
A Bit of Tickle for the Mind
http://www.amazon.com/BIT-TICKLE-MIND-Poetry-ebook/dp/B0104AG4H8
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