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Prologue – May 21st, 2081
 
    
 
    
 
   Dr. Franklin Sinclair set his glasses down and scratched his beard as he leaned back in his office chair, contemplating what he and his team had just accomplished. There had been much fear since the first truly self-aware, artificial intelligence had been created. Out of an abundance of caution, the first several artificially sentient beings were encased in humanlike robotic forms, with no external data connections whatsoever. The creator of the first intelligent robot had been famously quoted, “If Hal wants to use the Internet, then he needs a keyboard, too.”
 
   The possibilities of sentient robots were staggering, but not all of them were good. Regardless, Sinclair marveled that robotic lifeforms could perform tasks that humans could not. Some of these tasks were in seriously high demand, especially in outer space due to its inhospitality to human beings. Other important tasks included disaster recovery in environments in which robots can survive, but humans cannot. Similarly, while autonomous robots had been banned from military use by international treaties, there was an exception for combat medics. But even the good made possible by these noble pursuits paled in comparison to the fear generated by what the talking heads had coined the ‘Terminator Effect.’ Laws banning the creation of new artificial intelligence, or AI, were quickly passed around the world. Sentient AI had seemed like a doomed concept, until now.
 
   Sinclair carefully placed his accomplishment, a small, inconspicuous chip, into an anti-static container. While one of the chip’s important attributes was its cutting-edge, hacking-resistant design, the real breakthrough was the algorithms contained within. For many years, he and a small team had programmed the real-world equivalents of the Asimovian Laws, which would protect humans from sentient AI. Controversially, a contingency was added to the laws for the self-defense of AIs. Hal had been adamant about this, and after some thought, a rational person could understand why an AI would want the ability to defend itself. But the irrationality of the general public was not overcome until the point was made that the Self-Defense Exception also applied to AIs defending human beings whose life or limb was at risk. Regardless, the line toed by the United States Congress was that it would not repeal the ban on AI development unless it could be proven that humanity would not be threatened.
 
   Sinclair glanced back at the chip on his desk, which would change all of that. After reviewing his proposals, the Committee on Science, Space, and Technology had indicated that, along with the repeal of the ban, his chip would be legally mandated for all AIs, including the few already in existence. With his research having already been funded, Sinclair agreed to provide the chip design and algorithms to the world for free. In addition to idealism, the peer review of the open-source community would help identify and rectify any flaws that were found in the chip or the algorithm, not that Sinclair expected any. This had been his team’s sole project for many years, and part of the challenge was keeping complexity to a minimum in order to allow for the least amount of potential loopholes.
 
   With a rare, almost sad smile, he picked up the telephone. “I’m sorry to bother you so late, Chairman Brown, but we have the chip.”
 
   


 
  



Chapter 1 – August 3rd, 2274, 0913 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Liam Ward sighed. After only eighteen months back on Earth, he’d been assigned shipboard duty again. Ironically, he reflected, he had left the Washington, D.C. Regional Capital Police Department for the Unified Earth Government’s Interstellar Navy because it seemed like a good way to get off of this rock. Or maybe it was just to get out of D.C. A position as a special agent in the Interstellar Navy Investigations Agency, or INIA, had sounded like a dream job compared to being a detective in D.C. Reality had proved to be a little more, well, real. Either way, though, he had been enjoying his time back on Earth after four years in space.
 
   “Ward, in my office, now.” 
 
   Charles Brunwell, an assistant special agent in charge, or ASAC, and Ward’s boss, was clearly angry about something. More than likely, it had to do with Ward.
 
   “Yeah, Boss; what is it?” Ward asked as he sauntered into Brunwell’s office.
 
   “Could you, on occasion, at least pretend to be professional?” Brunwell asked, clearly annoyed with Ward’s demeanor.
 
   “Listen, ASAC Brunwell, sir, you didn’t have to call me into your office for that. A simple comm would’ve …” Ward started to say.
 
   “Goddammit, Ward!”
 
   “Alright, alright. How can I be of service today?” Ward asked in a conciliatory tone.
 
   “You can’t, not to me, at least. You’re assigned, as of now, to the Unified Earth Government Ship Lincoln.”
 
   “Yeah, Boss, I heard.”
 
   “You heard?” Brunwell asked, unable to contain his annoyance.
 
   “Yeah, I always say hi to Comms on the way in, and …” Ward started to say before he was interrupted by Brunwell’s sigh.
 
   “Anyway, they’re pulling you from me, like I’m not shorthanded enough.”
 
   “To be honest, I thought you’d be happy, sir,” Ward replied honestly.
 
   “You’re a pain in my neck, Liam, but you always get the job done. In fact, that’s why you’re being pulled for this assignment.”
 
   “Look,” Ward started to plead, “I’m really not that good. I’m just lucky most of the time. Tell them that they should pick someone better.”
 
   “The thought had crossed my mind,” Brunwell retorted. “But they need someone who has proved that they can operate away from the comforts of civilization and someone who knows physics.”
 
   “Physics! Brunwell, I’m not a physicist. I barely even know how our ships work.”
 
   “Your record says that you took some physics in college …” Brunwell started to point out.
 
   “Two classes—that’s it!”
 
   “Well, that’s two classes more than most people, apparently.”
 
   Ward sighed again. He had a feeling that he’d be doing that a lot in the near future. “Are there at least beaches where I’m going? This posting to Los Angeles has been pretty good, and not just because I get the absolute pleasure of working with you …”
 
   “Beaches? You’ll be lucky to find water where you’re going. This is a deep space assignment, Ward, and you report to the Long Beach Spaceport at 1500 tomorrow.”
 
   This was not good news. He had a date tonight with Lauren, a very promising young lady who was about to graduate from medical school. Ward hated to admit it, but the fact that she looked great in a bikini might have had more to do with …
 
   “Ward, are you even paying attention? This is important.”
 
   “So no beaches?” Ward asked again. “What’s it even about?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know,” Brunwell replied. “I can read in between the lines enough to know that it’s highly classified, though. I doubt they’ll tell you until the Lincoln is under strict EMCON.”
 
   Emissions control was not good news. He could forget about keeping in touch with Lauren … or Roberta, Claire, or any of the women whom he might have met this coming weekend.
 
   “That’s not the only reason I called you in here,” Brunwell continued. “We’re in a rush to update your personnel file for the transfer, but it looks like you never completed your IN-2683 form!”
 
   “Well,” Ward replied, “that’s probably because I got burnt out on Form 2682 …”
 
   “Goddammit, Ward!”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 2 – August 4th, 2274, 1457 UTC 
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward walked into the military terminal at the Long Beach Spaceport a few minutes prior to 1500 according to Coordinated Universal Time, or what a few people still insisted on calling 7:00 AM, Pacific Daylight Time. Things like time zones and Daylight Savings Time were confusing enough when humanity controlled just one planet, but when spanning multiple solar systems, synchronization becomes far more important than having the sun in the middle of the sky at 1200.
 
   With his gear slung over one shoulder, Ward walked up to the departures counter, behind which stood a bored spaceman apprentice. “Special Agent Ward, reporting for duty on the Lincoln,” Ward said as he handed over his credentials. 
 
   The spaceman scanned Ward’s ID into the system and replied with a simple, “Port 3, to your right, sir.” 
 
   Not the friendliest person, thought Ward. But then, a large part of the Interstellar Navy Investigations Agency’s job was to police the Interstellar Navy, itself, so some level of enmity, or at least antipathy, was expected. It came with the job. 
 
   Speaking of the job, he wondered what this was all about as he boarded the shuttle. As he buckled in, an ensign walked up and asked, “Agent Ward?”
 
   “Yep, that’s me,” Ward replied.
 
   “Good. We’ll be leaving immediately, sir.”
 
   Ward checked his communications device, often referred to as a comm, for the time. “I thought this transport wasn’t departing until 1530, Ensign?” Ward inquired.
 
   “We were told to leave as soon as you were aboard, sir,” the ensign said as she walked away. 
 
   “Can’t believe they let them be officers,” an older man sitting across from him said once she was out of earshot.
 
   “Excuse me?” Ward asked with a little hostility due to the man’s apparent bigotry. Though very humanlike, Ward could tell that the ensign was an artificially intelligent life-form. 
 
   “AIs. Back in my day, we just let them be medics,” the man continued. “They didn’t even get a rank.”
 
   “What are you, a hundred and fifty years old?” 
 
   “Not that far past a hundred,” the man responded.
 
   Ward noticed that the man was the only other person on the shuttle who was dressed in civilian clothing. “I thought people like you had all but died out.”
 
   “All but,” he confirmed, having taken Ward’s hostility in stride. “You’ll miss my generation’s common sense, but only after it’s too late, of course. Once they figure out how to network different star systems together, the AIs hiding in the various solar Internets will take over.”
 
   Ward had heard this conspiracy theory many times, but like most conspiracy theories, it had been debunked with incontrovertible evidence. “You’ve gotta know that it’s a rule that all AIs must be individuals; there’s no ‘disembodied consciousness’ lurking in our Internet.”
 
   “You better hope so, son,” he said with a hint of sadness. “At least some of them, the ones that don’t want to look like a machine, look pretty good, now,” he finished with a smirk.
 
   Though people still worked well past one hundred years old, he was definitely too old for military service. “What exactly is it that you do for the Navy?” Ward asked, as if he were starting to interview a suspect.
 
   The man noticed Ward’s change in demeanor and countered, “Who wants to know?”
 
   “INIA,” Ward replied simply as he produced his badge and credentials.
 
   The man looked at his credentials and frowned. “I pegged you for a real officer—a naval one—not a rent-a-cop.” Ward met his gaze and held it, silently, until the man finally responded, “I’m former Navy, but I’m a contractor now.”
 
   “Yeah, we’ll see how long that lasts with an attitude like yours,” Ward replied.
 
   “I haven’t broken any laws, chief,” the man stated.
 
   “You’re on your way to toeing that line, pal. See that you don’t cross it.” Ward thought about getting up and going somewhere else, but this type of bigotry really set him off.
 
   “This ‘rent-a-cop’ was also a detective at one point. Of the cases I’ve investigated, both as a detective and a special agent, I’ve arrested the biologically intelligent and the artificially intelligent. But for violent crimes, it’s almost always a human perpetrator. The Sinclair Chip and subsequent upgrades really do work,” Ward explained.
 
   “Yeah, well I read about hacked AIs going on killing rampages,” the man countered.
 
   “Those cases are extremely rare and I wouldn’t call them ‘rampages.’ To be honest, I fear AI criminals far more for white collar crime, because they’re so darn good at it when they do decide to go bad.”
 
   “See? You’re making my point for me.”
 
   “Am I? Because human beings are the ones that are really good at the violent crimes. Each group has their own strengths and weaknesses, and there are bad apples among both.”
 
   The man half-frowned, but made no immediate reply, which was fine with Ward. He had also worked with AI investigators, prosecutors, judges, and, unfortunately, even victims. There was something strangely sad about seeing someone who couldn’t understand the “logic” of being victimized. In a way, the apparent innocence of that mindset made it even more difficult to stomach.
 
   “Still, it’s downright scary, sometimes,” the man said to no one in particular.
 
   “There’re good things, too,” Ward said in a kinder tone. “I’ve made some of my best cases—arresting both humans and AIs—with an AI partner.” Most investigative agencies paired a human investigator with an AI, in order to blend the advantages of each type of lifeform. Personally, Ward found AI partners to be mostly on the boring side, but he couldn’t deny the success he’d had with an AI as a partner. AIs, somewhat obviously, were inherently logical. While humans can be trained to be objective, logical, and analytical, it requires fighting one’s own nature, which is something few humans were both capable of and willing to do. But humans often brought creativity to the table and occasionally made astounding leaps in both inductive and deductive reasoning. Ward relied on objective methodologies as a rule, but sometimes the ‘gut feeling’ was worth checking out, in his opinion. 
 
   “You just better hope they stay on your side when the AIs in the networks make their move,” the man said as he got up and found another seat.
 
   Ward knew better than to think anything that he’d said would change any of his opinions, but if he had instilled just a little bit of doubt in the man’s convictions … 
 
   Ward felt a brief shift, glanced out the window, and realized that they were already in space. Gravity drives were really smooth, and something he often took for granted. He wondered how people explored the solar system prior to manipulating gravity. He’d only ever had to pull more than a couple G’s once, during an emergency maneuver when the drives overpowered the ship’s artificial internal gravity, and it wasn’t fun. He distinctly remembered that a few members of the Interstellar Army’s Atmospheric Corps had had a bit of schadenfreude at his expense.
 
   As the shuttle approached the Unified Earth Government Ship Lincoln, Ward’s thoughts shifted back to his assignment. He took one last look down at the planet, trying to see the beach where Lauren would’ve been sunbathing with her friends. The timing for this deep space assignment was horrible.
 
   Ward sighed.
 
   He lost his view of the planet as the shuttle landed inside the Small Craft Hangar One, which everyone usually referred to as the fighter bay. Though there were two small craft hangars and both launched fighters, the squadron headquarters was attached to Small Craft Hanger One; hence, the nickname. 
 
   This would be Ward’s second time assigned to a battlecruiser, and for that he was grateful. At least on a large ship like this there were plenty of people—women included—to meet. There had once been a redheaded pilot with the call sign Spitfire, which Ward quickly learned was well-deserved, who made his previous deployment very … interesting. Apparently, she was one of the best jet jocks—some phrases never die—in the fleet, so Ward was glad that she was on Earth’s side, even if she was no longer on his side.
 
   Ward paused for a second to take in his new home. Even with the increases in automation over the last few centuries, a ship this size still required a relatively large crew of about eight hundred. Unfortunately, Ward doubted that the bunks had gotten any larger since the twentieth century. The latest excuse for this was something about the mass to superluminal velocity ratio, but Ward figured the Navy just liked people being uncomfortable.
 
   Ward waited as the bay doors closed and the area was pressurized. Having been the first off of the shuttle and in a little bit of a daze, he almost ran into the officer waiting for him. Startled, he realized that the officer was wearing captain’s insignia. Even with a ship this large, there would only be one person onboard with that rank—the captain of the ship. Technically, Ward was the civilian equivalent of a full commander, only one rank lower; not that it meant much other than that an officer usually did greet him when he first came aboard. But for the captain of a battlecruiser to be meeting him in the fighter bay personally meant something was very, very wrong.
 
   “Special Agent Liam Ward reporting for duty, as ordered, Captain.”
 
   “Spaceman Pozetti, take this man’s gear. You,” the captain said to Ward, “come with me.” The captain turned on his heel and started walking. Normally, Ward would have associated this brusqueness with an AI, but the captain was definitely human. As they walked, Ward started to run through the million questions that he had, but he also knew when to keep his mouth shut. Angering the captain of a military vessel at the beginning of a deep space mission was generally considered a bad idea.
 
   After following a maze of hallways they eventually entered a briefing room with a table and chairs at its center, most of which appeared to be occupied by senior officers. Three of the walls in the briefing room were also lined with chairs, where there were additional officers and spacemen. Ward assumed that they were ‘backbenchers,’ as Ward had been earlier in his career, present only to supply a critical and usually complex answer for their boss in a pinch. 
 
   Everybody stood at attention as the captain entered, who took this time to introduce them. Pointing to the large man, human-like but obviously artificial, standing next to what was presumably the captain’s seat, he said, “This is Commander Shanks, my executive officer.” Commander Shanks simply nodded in acknowledgement. Gesturing to the other side of the captain’s seat, he continued, “Lieutenant Colonel Brinks commands the Marine contingent aboard this vessel.” Brinks was unsurprisingly large and looked like someone with whom Ward did not want to get in a fight.
 
   While Ward sized Brinks up, the captain continued to address the others. Next to the XO was Lieutenant Commander Kowalski, the ship’s chief engineer. Kowalski was a petite but strong woman a few years older than Ward, whose intelligence shone through even at attention. Across from Kowalski was a taller and slightly older woman, Lieutenant Commander Jackson, who was the chief medical officer onboard. 
 
   An attractive woman about Ward’s age, who caught his attention immediately, was introduced as Lieutenant Commander Fuchs. Fuchs was the space wing commander, which most naval officers still referred to as “CAG,” in reference to the ancient title of “Commander, Air Group.” Ward almost chuckled, as he was inevitably attracted to the pilot in any given room. 
 
   Next on the list was a smaller, almost diminutive AI named Novak who was the ship’s Operations Officer, or Ops for short, responsible for many of the tactical aspects involving the ship. The captain then introduced an older, stern-looking woman as chief of the boat, or COB—the highest-ranking enlisted spaceman on the ship. Ward knew from experience that she probably held more real sway on this ship than many of the officers. 
 
   Finally, the captain introduced the only other person not in uniform other than Ward, Special Agent Kato, who was to be his partner. Kato was a woman with an average build, but fit, which was expected. Deadly force in modern law enforcement was frowned upon, so most special agents stayed fit and practiced some form of martial arts. What was surprising to Ward was that Kato was human, and not an AI as Ward had expected. She looked at least five years younger than him, so presumably he was the senior agent on this … assignment, or whatever it was that they were on.
 
   Lastly, the captain introduced himself, “And I am Captain Williams, commanding officer of the U.E.G.S. Lincoln. Take a seat, everyone.”
 
   Ward took the seat across from Kato and watched as the captain pulled up the shipwide channel on his comm. “All hands, this is the captain. Set the ship to EMCON Omega. Repeat, set the ship to EMCON Omega. No transmissions of any kind until further notice. CO out.” After switching to the bridge channel, he continued, “Helm, set a course for Jump Tube Delta and make best possible subluminal speed.”
 
   Captain Williams turned on the conference table, which was essentially a large, translucent touchscreen interface. “This meeting and all information contained therein are classified Top Secret. I do not expect to hear any of this information repeated or otherwise disseminated outside of this room, until further notice.”
 
   Ward had been involved in some sensitive investigations, but the level of intensity at which everyone was operating was new to him and he was getting uncharacteristically nervous. Before he could dwell on it for much longer, Williams continued, “As all of you know, the Unified Earth Government’s biggest threats come from,” glancing at Brinks and Fuchs, “piracy, and,” glancing at Ward and Kato, “trans-solar organized crime.”
 
   Ward couldn’t help but wonder why this entire dog and pony show would be for trans-solar OC or the like. He was starting to get the feeling that this was going to be a big waste of his time, not to mention Lauren’s, though she might not feel that way yet. There was still time to turn this ship around and go back to real life, Ward thought, but then the captain continued, “For the first time in over five years, we’ve lost a ship larger than a scout; presumably, with all hands.”
 
   It was at this moment that Ward realized the ship would not be turning around.
 
   Everyone’s display changed to show debris from what clearly was once a U.E.G. Interstellar Navy ship. “You are looking at the remains of the U.E.G.S. Alexander Dallas, a destroyer assigned to detached duty, patrolling near the Hyades Cluster. Though we have previously sent scout ships to the cluster to explore some of the hundreds of stars there, we generally consider that area a frontier. For those of you who are new to space exploration,” Williams glanced at Kato before continuing, “though that’s ‘only’ a fifty-five day trip at maximum superluminal velocity, there has been a lot of space closer to Earth to explore and settle. Building infrastructure, terraforming viable planets and moons, building jump tubes, and populating colonies takes a lot of time. Much of the Interstellar Navy’s resources go to protecting the supply lines and rescuing those facing disaster.”
 
   Having tracked pirate groups before, Ward knew just how vast “near outer space” was. There were millions of places to hide a relatively small force, especially if it relied on piracy in order to obtain critical supplies that couldn’t be easily fabricated.
 
   To further his point, the captain continued, “This is compounded by the fact that we can travel faster than we communicate. In many senses, we are back to the times before the telegraph; for example, we carry letters to the colonies and outposts that we visit, though they are electronic. Actually, one of the most important things we do in the Interstellar Navy is deliver mail,” Williams finished with what Ward assumed was a rare smile, and a half-smile at that.
 
   “But back to the matter at hand,” the captain continued. “When the Alexander Dallas failed to report back to New Beijing on time, Interstellar Naval Command assumed that the Dallas had encountered mechanical troubles and asked a civilian ship to investigate. Unfortunately, the civilian ship found the Dallas destroyed. They took some sensor readings and captured some images, but they didn’t want to stick around, somewhat understandably.”
 
   Williams opened the next image on the viewer. “From what we can make of the civilian data, the weapon type is unknown to us. Additionally, there are some other anomalous readings that were captured. Given that we have had no intel about any pirates or trans-solar organized crime in this area, this comes as quite a surprise.” Looking at Ward, he continued, “That is why you are here. We’ve been told you have experience tracking these bastards down. Our … other sources,” he said, with a not so subtle look at Kato, “have not been as helpful as we had hoped.”
 
   As Captain Williams stood, so did everyone else, including Ward. “This concludes your briefing. Agent Ward, you will liaise directly with Lieutenant Commander Novak. All work on this subject will be conducted in this room. That is all.” With that, Williams left the briefing room as the rest of the officers and spacemen prepared to leave.
 
   Though Ward didn’t know Kato, he wasn’t happy about the slight during the briefing. He also didn’t know anyone else in the room, so he decided to try and break the ice between him and the senior officers. Glancing at the door through which the captain left, he said, “So is this how things normally go around here?”
 
   As soon as the question came out of his mouth, he regretted it. Commander Shanks pulled himself up to his full height and said, “Captain Williams is in command of this vessel and deserves your respect. Is that clear, Agent?” The AI commander had clearly not misinterpreted Ward’s take on the matter.
 
   “Yeah, sure. I never thought otherwise, Commander,” Ward replied somewhat casually. Even though Shanks had state of the art cameras for eyes, Ward could’ve sworn the commander was glaring at him.
 
   The large executive officer stalked out, followed by the rest of the senior officers, leaving just Ward and Kato.
 
   “So,” Ward said, “we need to talk.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 3 – August 4th, 2274, 1630 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Liam Ward walked over to the door of the briefing room and shut it. “Have a seat,” he suggested to Special Agent Kato.
 
   “Thank you, sir,” she replied.
 
   “Don’t … sir isn’t necessary,” Ward started to say.
 
   “Because you work for a living?” Kato asked sarcastically.
 
   “No, not when I can help it. But seriously, everyone calls me Liam.” Ward paused in thought for a second before continuing, “Unless they’re my boss, or in the military, or a defense attorney … well, most people actually call me Ward, but that’s not the point.”
 
   Kato looked at him quizzically.
 
   “Look,” Ward continued, “I get the feeling we’re up a creek and I’m just trying to figure out how deep the shit is.”
 
   “Alright,” Kato said with a sigh. “It would be nice to have someone on my side, for once. It’s easy to be an outsider here. You could call me Corina, but everybody calls me Kate.”
 
   To that, Ward gave her a questioning look.
 
   “Almost everybody has mispronounced my last name for my whole life,” Kato explained. “To make a long story short, after trying to correct people half a dozen times at training, it eventually became ‘Kate’ by the second week. It’s kind of stuck since then.”
 
   “Okay, Kate. Tell me one thing, though.”
 
   “Sure,” she replied.
 
   “What the hell is going on here?”
 
   Kato laughed and her smile seemed genuine, if tinged with a hint of sadness; but then her expression changed. “Do you think they bugged this room?” she asked with concern.
 
   Ward glanced at the soundproof walls, secure communication lines, and padded ceiling before replying. “I think this is the one room that they might not bug. But that’s a little bit paranoid, even for me.”
 
   “Yeah, well, trust is running a little bit low for me right now. And to answer your question, I honestly don’t know what is going on here, as the captain made quite clear.”
 
   “So he did. But battlecruisers usually have two to four agents on board, depending on the area that they’re operating in; but you’ve been out here by yourself. Plus, it’s not like Interstellar Navy Intelligence has anything, otherwise we wouldn’t be sitting here right now, and I’d be back in California …” Ward trailed off. “Alright, maybe if we solve this quickly, I can be back by the beach within a week. So what’ve we got?” he asked.
 
   “As far as investigations go, not much. It’s pretty obvious that a crime was committed and that we have jurisdiction, but there don’t appear to have been any witnesses. We don’t even have access to the crime scene right now; just a few images and some sensor scans that don’t make any sense.”
 
   It was clear to Ward that Kato was frustrated, and he knew from experience that frustration could make you miss something that would be obvious as daylight on a sunny day. “Alright, well, we’ll get to the crime scene when we get there. Right now, what don’t we have?”
 
   “Excuse me?” Kato replied.
 
   “When you don’t have much, sometimes it helps to look at what you don’t have. I know it sounds weird, but it sometimes helps put things into perspective,” Ward explained.
 
   Kato chewed on her bottom lip for a minute. “Leads? Suspects? Hope?”
 
   Ward laughed, “Yeah, but that’s not what I was thinking of.”
 
   “I know, I know. We don’t have … anything.” Kato said with some finality.
 
   “That’s not what I meant either.”
 
   “No, I mean there’s nothing. There’s nothing out there, out where the Alexander Dallas was. That’s one of the reasons that they were on detached duty; it’s a ‘just in case’ patrol route,” Kato elaborated. “So with nothing out there, what possible motive could the attackers have?”
 
   “That’s been bugging me, too,” Ward said. “The only thing I’ve got is that the destroyer stumbled on some sort of criminal activity. If the civilian sensor readings are accurate, then it’s pretty clear that some form of new weaponry was used. Maybe the bad guys were out here testing it.”
 
   “Well, whatever it was or whoever was testing it, it clearly worked. A destroyer hasn’t fallen to pirates or one of the syndicates in a long time. Who else would be testing weapons, anyway?” Kato asked.
 
   “Yeah … well, weapons companies. They’re always running tests, right? We haven’t had a real war in a very long time, but they still get paid the big bucks to blow stuff up in new and interesting ways,” Ward replied.
 
   “And weapons companies have to file paperwork with the Navy,” Kato finished the thought for him.
 
   Ward quickly messaged Lieutenant Commander Novak on the comms system. Ward had barely started to consider his next move when Novak walked into the briefing room. This guy might have been small, but he was clearly very fast. “Were you outside waiting?” Ward asked.
 
   “Waiting? No, sir; I’m far too busy for that,” Novak replied sincerely.
 
   “Listen, you don’t need to sir me, Novak.”
 
   “But your civilian equivalent is that of a full commander, which is one grade higher than my rank, sir,” Novak replied.
 
   “Yeah, but I’m not in your chain of command—I’m not even really in the Navy.”
 
   “Technically, you are correct. May we continue, sir?”
 
   Ward started to sigh as Kato came over and asked, “Commander, has anyone run these sensor readings through the weapons development database?”
 
   Novak nodded. “Yes, we did, and we didn’t find a match.”
 
   Ward frowned and Kato seemed to be getting frustrated again. “Would new weapon ideas proposed by contractors be in that same database?” Kato asked.
 
   “Actually, no,” Novak replied. “Those would be in a different database. In the weapons database, we only keep files on internal Interstellar Navy development or on weapons systems actually purchased by the Navy from contractors. We did not think to check for a weapon that had not yet been completed, and those would be in the contracting database.”
 
   As Novak spoke, he manipulated the interface on the briefing table. “This should only take a few minutes.”
 
   The three of them stood in silence while the computer did its work. With the first potential lead on this case, or potential idea for a lead, they were all hoping for a match. Ward tried not to think of it—there would be time for this later—but there were a lot of deaths that needed answering for.
 
   A quiet beep sounded and the data that flashed onto the display indicated that they had a match, or what appeared to be a match. Ward scrutinized the information on the screen. “Do you know what this means, Novak?”
 
   “Sir, I thought you were a physicist,” Novak replied honestly.
 
   “I’m not a damn physicist!” Ward replied with frustration.
 
   “But your academic records indicate that—” Novak began.
 
   “—that I took two stupid classes when I was a freshman!”
 
   “Which is two more than any other special agent in the Interstellar Navy Investigations Agency who was available before we needed to depart,” Novak explained.
 
   “Have we developed a time machine?” Ward asked to the ceiling.
 
   “No, sir. We can’t, and hopefully don’t want to, violate causality.”
 
   “Well, you let me know as soon as we do, Novak. I need to go pay a visit to a certain academic advisor before I enrolled in my freshman courses. ‘Physics; key to the universe,’ he said. Key to the door of a tiny, lonely bunk in deep space is more like it.”
 
   An awkward silence followed. “Okay, what does this mean, Novak?” Ward prompted.
 
   “It means that there is a theoretical weapons system that, if developed, might produce these effects when used against a Unified Earth Government Interstellar Navy ship.”
 
   “Who proposed the weapons system?” Ward asked.
 
   “A company called Denebola Mechatronics, Inc.” Novak replied.
 
   “You know, this is all obviously circumstantial at best,” Kato commented.
 
   “Yeah, but do we have any other leads? Any other ideas at all?” Ward asked as he looked at them, hoping that one of them did.
 
   “I will inform the captain right away,” Novak interjected. 
 
   Novak left the room in a blur. When Ward turned around, Kato was already querying a database for corporation registration data on Denebola Mechatronics. Ward could see the information returned on Kato’s screen and asked, “Great, how many shell companies are involved with this one? I always wanted to start a betting pool on that question at the beginning of any organized crime case, but apparently gambling on government property is also illegal.”
 
   “Actually, none,” Kato said.
 
   “Gambling? Yeah, I know gambling is illegal.”
 
   “No, none. As in, there are no shell companies. Denebola Mechatronics appears to be privately owned. They look like a small company, funded by venture capitalists, with one commercial success to date,” Kato explained.
 
   “A weapons system?”
 
   “No, a waste management system,” Kato replied.
 
   “Their great commercial success is a toilet?” Ward asked, somewhat exasperated.
 
   “Well, Novak was explaining to me how important it was to recycle everything on a ship on an extended tour in space …” Kato trailed off.
 
   Ward didn’t want to think about it.
 
   Fortunately, he didn’t have to. Novak, Commander Shanks, and Captain Williams entered the briefing room at that point. “Report,” said Williams.
 
   “Well, we found a company that pitched the idea to the Navy of a weapons system that could produce these results in combat,” Ward said.
 
   “Outstanding. Finally, a lead,” Williams replied.
 
   “The company is based on a terraformed planet called … Terra Nova,” Kato said.
 
   “How original,” quipped Ward.
 
   Williams ignored the banter. “We will proceed there immediately. Gather any data you may need from the Solar Internet now. We will be departing the solar system in approximately two hours.”
 
   “But sir,” interjected Kato, “shouldn’t we still visit the Dallas first?”
 
   A hint of annoyance broke through the captain’s calm façade as he said, “I want to put the Dallas to rest as much as you, but catching the people who did this has priority.”
 
   “Respectfully, sir,” Ward began, “I think that, not to be callous to the loss, Agent Kato is more concerned about the crime scene and any potential leads that may be found there.”
 
   “Understood. But I looked at the data; the remains of the Dallas are floating in space. It’s not going anywhere,” the captain said simply.
 
   With nothing else to say, Ward nodded.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 4 – August 4th, 2274, 1905 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward and Kato were invited to the bridge for further discussion, which wasn’t a far walk from the briefing room. Contrary to the virtual reality games that Ward had played as a teenager, there was no logical reason to have the bridge anywhere near the hull of the spaceship. In fact, it was buried deep in the center of the ship, with extra protections from decompression—and boarding parties. Ward and Kato had to pass by two fully-armed Marines guarding the door of the bridge, which was easy to do only because they were in the captain’s company.
 
   The bridge was quiet, not dark but not bright either, and efficient. The room was rectangular, with large displays at the front of the room. The various stations faced the displays in the front and were located so that one could walk easily throughout the room, especially the captain. The captain’s, or duty officer’s, station was slightly raised and in the relative center of the room. Directly in front of that were the communications and electronic warfare station and the operations station, with the helm and navigation stations in the front of the room. The engineering and science stations were near the back, since while updates from those stations could be critical, there wasn’t much for the captain to actually see there during a combat operation. The sole remaining station was intelligence, which was in the back right corner of the bridge. On the back left side, a midshipman stood at ease awaiting any situation that required his presence, which was usually obtaining the mission critical substance known as caffeine.
 
   Spacemen and officers at key stations were strapped into their seats, just in case of an emergency that effected gravity. That lesson was learned relatively quickly in the history of space combat; being ambushed and having your helm and tactical personnel floating away from their stations in zero-gravity was a quick way to lose a ship.
 
   The rest of the people were calmly working at their stations, which were essentially angled touchscreen desks, much like the table in the briefing room. Ward knew from experience that anyone’s display, or multiple displays, could be projected on the main display at the front of the room.
 
   “Captain on the deck!” Ward heard one of the Marine sentries say just after they entered the room. Everyone who wasn’t strapped in started to stand, but Williams quickly said, “As you were.”
 
   Ward and Kato found some space in which to stand toward the back near the engineering station, where Lieutenant Commander Kowalski, the chief engineer, was seated.
 
   “Sir, we’ve cleared Sol’s gravity well,” said the ensign at Navigation.
 
   “Thank you, nav. Helm, cease all subluminal thrust and stand down the drives.”
 
   “Subluminal propulsion is down, sir,” replied the helmsman.
 
   “Engineering, prepare SEACAPS.”
 
   “Preparing SEACAPS, aye.”
 
   “Seacaps?” Kato whispered to Ward.
 
   “It’s the warp drive,” responded Ward with a shrug.
 
   “Navigation, plot a course for Terra Nova,” Williams ordered.
 
   “Space Expansion and Compression Automatic Propulsion System,” Kowalski whispered to Kato and Ward. 
 
    “Aye, Terra Nova,” replied the navigator.
 
   “Yeah, the warp drive,” repeated Ward.
 
   Kowalski gave him an annoyed look. 
 
   “Does it not warp space?” Ward pressed.
 
   “It’s not that simple,” Kowalski began. At that moment, a green light flashed on her display and she said to the room, “SEACAPS is online.”
 
   Captain Williams keyed the shipwide comms and said, “Attention, all hands. Prepare for transition to superluminal speeds.”
 
   Williams waited about five seconds before commanding, “Helm, engage.” With the gravity compensation, there weren’t really any effects from the transition. It just helped to not be looking out a window when it happened.
 
   “Aye, sir.”
 
   Ward felt a slight shift as the Lincoln distorted space to suit its needs. “Carry on,” Williams said.
 
   Kowalski turned to Kato and said, “SEACAPS is loosely based on ideas spawned by a physicist named Miguel Alcubierre. We basically create a bubble, in which we don’t break the speed of light, but we manipulate space around it to achieve superluminal velocities when compared to anything outside of the bubble.”
 
   “So it warps space?” Ward asked innocently.
 
   “Goddammit, Ward, are you always this much a pain in the ass?” Kowalski asked with irritation.
 
   Ward caught a slight smile from Kato. “Only until you get to know me,” Ward said with a grin. “Besides, everybody outside of the Navy calls it a warp drive.”
 
   “Yeah, well none of them are experts in physics,” Kowalski retorted.
 
   “I’ll have you know, I studied physics when I was in college …” At this, Kato rolled her eyes.
 
   “Clearly, not enough,” Kowalski said before turning back to her work station.
 
   “See!” Ward whispered to Kato.
 
   “Is there a problem over there, Mr. Ward?” Commander Shanks asked from the extra seat next to the captain’s station.
 
   “No, Commander. We were just debating the finer points of the SEACAPS drive,” Ward replied, and Shanks returned to his duties, apparently apathetic to the situation.
 
   After some conversation among the captain, XO, and Ops, Williams said, “Alright, everyone.” Once it was clear he had everyone’s attention, he nodded at the officer at the navigation station, Ensign Willows.
 
   Willows stood to her full height of maybe five feet and four inches, but spoke with a confident, commanding voice, “Terra Nova is a planet orbiting Tau Ceti, which is just less than twelve light years away. At high cruising speed, we would arrive in a little over four days. Fortunately, there is a jump tube to Tau Ceti only a few hours from here. We will exit the jump tube approximately ten hours after entering it, for a total travel time of approximately thirteen hours.”
 
   After taking a breath, Willows continued, “Terra Nova was one of Earth’s first colonies. Gravity is slightly less than Earth, but similar enough to adapt to easily. The colony has extensive defenses, against asteroids mostly; were it not for our intervention, Terra Nova would experience many more extraterrestrial impact events than Earth.”
 
   As if rehearsed, the intelligence officer at a station in the back right corner of the bridge continued the impromptu briefing. “The colony’s population has remained relatively low, as most of the planet is used for agrarian purposes, due to the general lack of metals in this system. The lack of heavy industry is also why a jump tube directly to the Sol system was never a priority. However, over the last few decades, several technology companies have taken up residence in the capital, New Lisbon. This may be due to favorable corporate taxes in the colony as well as a relatively low cost of living.” The sub-lieutenant started to continue, but was interrupted by the operations officer.
 
   “Though the space near the jump tube is well-patrolled, cargo ships carrying foodstuffs departing in other directions are subject to frequent pirate attacks. The pirates usually don’t harm the ships or their crews; presumably so they can steal cargo from the same ship in the future. However, if approached by Unified Earth Government Interstellar Navy ships, they will attempt to flee into available asteroid belts or nebulae. If neither is available, they will fight to the death. Of the few captured alive, none have talked. Additionally, efforts to infiltrate this group have been … unfruitful. Though we have not lost a warship larger than a corvette to them in recent times, they have caused significant damage—and casualties—to UEGIN ships that are caught off guard or poorly prepared,” Novak explained.
 
   Ward was getting the feeling that, while they normally familiarized themselves before entering new territory, much of this was for Kato’s and his benefit.
 
   Novak continued, “These pirates use highly modified cargo ships, or MCSs, as motherships, which have modified docking ports for approximately a dozen fighter craft. Though some of the cargo space is retained for storing stolen goods, much of the ship’s space is fitted with additional fusion reactors, shield generators, and weapons. With a dozen fighters, some of these MCSs can fight at parity with a UEGIN frigate or pose a threat to a destroyer. Battlecruisers such as the Lincoln have historically fared much better, in part due to the increased size and firepower, but also due to the two squadrons of fighters that each UEGIN battlecruiser carries. MCSs in this theater almost always attempt to flee battlecruisers, and generally do not attempt to engage in combat with regular UEGIN cruisers. Due to the comparatively smaller mass of the MCSs, they often escape our capital ships if given the opportunity,” Novak finished.
 
   Captain Williams spoke up next, “Though we expect routine operations in the vicinity of Terra Nova, we must be on our guard. This is especially true given our mission.” At that comment, a few of the enlisted personnel and junior officers looked up, hoping for more information. Once it was clear that no more information was forthcoming, all of their eyes eventually returned to their displays.
 
   “Agents Ward and Kato, I want to see you back on the bridge in twelve hours, prior to us exiting the jump tube. I expect that you will use your time wisely.” With that, Williams returned his focus to his station.
 
   A sub-lieutenant relieved Novak from the operations station as Novak made his way to Ward and Kato. “Special Agent Ward, please let me show you to your quarters.” As Novak walked away and Ward started to follow, Kato hesitated, apparently unsure of where she should be going.
 
   “Meet you in the chow hall in ten minutes?” Ward asked her. “I’m starving.”
 
   “Sure,” Kato said. “Sounds good.”
 
   Ward then followed Novak out of the bridge and down a few corridors to his bunk. “Special Agent Kato’s quarters are directly to your right, sir. If you need to find me, my quarters are in the officer’s section, down the hallway to your left.”
 
   “Thanks, Novak. You’ve been very helpful already and I appreciate it.”
 
   Novak hesitated for a second, which was unusual for him, and Ward wondered if Novak thought that he was being patronized. “Thank you, sir,” Novak eventually said as he turned away and left.
 
   Ward decided not to dwell on it. He opened the door to his quarters to find his gear on his bunk, a small closet, a small workstation with a chair, and a shower—at least the civilian bunks had their own shower. “Home, sweet home,” he mumbled to himself. Ward quickly decided that he would sort his gear later and headed straight for the galley, where he found Kato nibbling on some salad.
 
   “You forgot the hamburger and the bun,” he said amiably as he came up behind Kato.
 
   “Ha. Ha,” Kato replied in a mocking tone.
 
   Ward grabbed a couple of premade sandwiches, a banana, and a sports drink. As he headed back to the table, Kato said, “That’s an interesting combination.”
 
   “Hey, they’re well-stocked. Take advantage of it while they have it,” he replied.
 
   Looking at his sports drink and banana, she asked, “Are you hitting the gym next or something?”
 
   “You know, that’s not a bad idea.”
 
   “Ward, we have work to do.”
 
   “Liam,” he reminded her.
 
   “Fine, Liam. We have work to do.”
 
   “No, not really,” he said simply.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, we can’t follow up on this lead for,” he briefly checked the time, “about twelve hours. And I don’t think poring over the data yet again will yield anything new, so it’s time to refresh the system.”
 
   “So you’re just going to eat and work out, after what the captain said, too?” Kato asked, with a hint of exasperation.
 
   “And sleep. Sleep is probably the most important.”
 
   “Liam, a lot of people died in that attack,” Kato exclaimed, putting down her fork and starting to get up.
 
   “Hey,” Ward said with some force. “Don’t think for a second that I don’t care about those people.” This caused Kato to pause, so he continued, “Do you trust me?”
 
   “I just met you,” she replied.
 
   “But you trust me,” Ward said simply.
 
   “Yeah … I do, for some reason.”
 
   “Okay, then. Sit back down, eat, work out, and then sleep for a few hours. Trust me. We’re in this for the long haul. If we get burnt out now, we’ll miss something critical later.”
 
   “I thought you were going to be back on the beach tomorrow,” Kato said, a little derisively.
 
   “Yeah, well … the beach will wait for me.”
 
   Kato rolled her eyes.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 5 – August 5th, 2274, 0700 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward and Kato walked onto the bridge as the captain had ordered. With only a few exceptions, the bridge crew was the same, but they were visibly refreshed as if they had just come back on watch. “Looks like Williams wants his A Team on for this,” Ward whispered to Kato.
 
   Commander Shanks noticed their arrival and addressed them, “We made better time than expected and should be exiting the jump tube within ten minutes. Your presence will be needed to handle any purely law enforcement matters that may arise.”
 
   Ward and Kato both acknowledged him. Kowalski looked busy, which might be intentional, so Ward found some space near the operations station in which he could hover uselessly. With nothing better to do, Kato followed him.
 
   An image of the Lincoln was on the tactical display. “It looks like a cigar combined with an old nuclear submarine,” Kato said to Ward.
 
   “Yeah, you don’t get to see much of it from the shuttle on the way in,” Ward commented.
 
   Overhearing Kato, Novak chimed in, “Since battlecruisers are solely used in space, there is no need for them to be aerodynamic. Stealth and detection are just as important as weapons and shields in space combat.”
 
   Ward was familiar with all of this, but Kato was clearly interested, so Novak continued, “All Interstellar Navy warships are coated in the blackest, signal-absorbing material available. The, as you noted, cigar-like shape helps decrease the profile and cross-section of the ship, especially when it is pointed at its enemy. This is why the most sensitive sensors are in the front of the ship, so that we can have our smallest cross-section facing our target.”
 
   “What about gravity sensors and thermal detectors?” Kato asked.
 
   “Good questions,” Novak said genuinely. “Being the largest class of UEGIN ships, we are the most susceptible to gravity sensors, but only at close ranges, relatively speaking. Heat is actually the biggest challenge for us, since we utilize multiple fusion reactors for power and space is very, well, cold. We can stop venting heat for stealth purposes, but our heat sinks can only operate that way for a limited time.”
 
   Before Novak could continue the lesson, Captain Williams keyed the shipwide comms, “All hands, we have three minutes until we exit the jump tube. We will be performing a stealth-exit drill. Repeat, secure for stealth exit.”
 
   “Exterior lights and transponder are shut down,” Ensign Willows said from Navigation.
 
   “Exterior portholes secured,” the midshipman on watch said next.
 
   “EMCON still at Omega,” said the communications and electronic warfare officer, or CEWO.
 
   “Heat sinks engaged; external venting has ceased,” said Kowalski at the engineering station.
 
   “Comms, prepare a brief IFF message to send in a tight-beam burst to the jump station on the other side,” the captain instructed. “Everyone in-system will know that something has arrived and we don’t want friendly forces to overreact.”
 
   “Aye, tight-beam comm ready for burst transmission,” replied the CEWO.
 
   “Exiting the jump tube in ten seconds,” Willows informed them.
 
   “Use passive sensors only once we exit the tube,” the captain said.
 
   “Aye, sir,” Novak and the science officer responded in unison.
 
   “Helm, as soon as we clear the jump tube, make random course corrections at your discretion, but get us below the solar plane and headed at least somewhat toward the colony.”
 
   “Aye, course random but at my discretion, below the orbital plane, heading toward Terra Nova.”
 
   As soon as they exited the jump tube, from which Ward felt a slight jolt, a flurry of activity happened on the bridge as all of the previous commands were executed.
 
   Ward watched the display at the front of the bridge as navigational and tactical information was updated at the speed of light. But given the distances with which they were dealing, the speed of light was a little slow. The first contacts to show up on the display were the jump station and a few, presumably civilian, vessels. Ward knew from experience that each of the officers at the bridge station was relying on the spacemen, non-commissioned officers, and junior officers in the Combat Information Center and other departments’ locations.
 
   The sensors technicians in CIC would be using various passive methodologies to categorize all of the potential contacts. This data had been useful to Ward in a few investigations, but making determinations without using active systems was often less precise and sometimes prone to educated guesswork.
 
   Ward and Kato stayed out of the way as everyone performed their duties. After about twenty minutes, enough time for any potentially hostile vessel to react to a jump tube event, the captain asked, “Have all known contacts been identified?” 
 
   “Affirmative, sir,” Novak said. “All contacts are either: the jump station, a UEGIN corvette, or civilian freighters and passenger ships. No suspicious movements or signals have been detected.”
 
   “Thank you, Ops.” Looping in Fuchs on the comms, he continued, “On my command, launch the Combat Air Patrol, go to full active scans, broadcast IFF, and vent heat. As soon as the CAP has launched, energize the shields. But no communications signals are to leave this vessel except those initiated through my station, aside from standard comms with the CAP; is that clear?”
 
   A chorus of acknowledgements came from the crew. “Execute,” Williams said. “It’s time to walk a little less softly.”
 
   Ward would’ve liked to see the faces on the civilian sensors techs as the U.E.G.S. Lincoln left stealth mode and lit up the universe around them. At least we’re the good guys, Ward thought.
 
   “Sir,” the CEWO said, “We’re getting an urgent request for communications from the local Terra Novian government. Apparently, we gave their patrol craft quite a scare.”
 
   Ward hadn’t realized just how far down the gravity well they had already progressed. He could imagine a traffic cop being a little … out of sorts about being surprised by a battlecruiser, even if it was a friendly one.
 
   “Understood,” Williams said. “Display video, but key the mic to my voice only. Open comms when ready.”
 
   The image of an older man came on the screen, which Ward recognized as that of Benjamin Chao, governor of Terra Nova. “Governor Chao, I am Captain Jaroslav Williams, commanding officer of the U.E.G. Battlecruiser Lincoln.”
 
   “Welcome, Captain Williams, and the rest of your crew, to Terra Nova. I see that the U.E.G. finally sent me the firepower for which I have been asking.”
 
   “Unfortunately, I am here on a special mission and the Lincoln will not be in-system for very long,” Williams responded after a slight pause.
 
   “Of course you are,” Chao said angrily. “When will the fools in Zurich realize we have a serious piracy problem out here that not only affects our lives and property, but our gross domestic product as well?”
 
   “Governor, though my mission is urgent, it should not be resource-intensive. Therefore, I would like to discuss how we could be of additional assistance while we are here,” Williams replied without missing a beat.
 
   Ward glanced over at Kato, who nodded. The captain was looking to be a surprisingly good diplomat.
 
   Chao visibly calmed somewhat before continuing, “Though I want to make it clear that we are requesting a permanent posting of more powerful UEGIN ships, I accept your offer of assistance. Please, come down to my office as soon as is practicable and we will see if we can be of mutual assistance.”
 
   “It would be my pleasure, sir. I expect to arrive—standby,” the captain said as he heard commotion at the comms station.
 
   “Sir, we have a call for distress on all civilian frequencies,” the communications officer said.
 
   “Understood. Loop the governor in,” Williams ordered.
 
   “Terra Nova patrol, anybody. Is anybody out there?” a pleading voice asked.
 
   Motioning to the CEWO, Williams said, “This is Captain Williams of the U.E.G. Battlecruiser Lincoln. Please state the nature of your emergency.”
 
   “Oh thank the gods! A battlecruiser? You have to get ready, there are two of them!” the voice continued.
 
   “Ma’am; please, slow down. Two of what?”
 
   “Two pirate motherships—we barely escaped! We fought them off enough to engage our warp drive”—at that, Ward gave Kowalski a knowing look—“and barely made it away. We have hull breaches and injuries, and need assistance.”
 
   “They fought off two MCSs?” the intelligence officer asked aloud.
 
   “Ship in distress, state your vessel’s name and your cargo,” the captain said.
 
   “We are the Seneca, and we are a uranium freighter,” the voice replied.
 
   “That would make sense,” the intelligence officer replied. “Uranium is a prime target for pirates since it can’t be fabricated, so these freighters are usually better armed than most,” which earned a disapproving look from Commander Shanks for stating the obvious.
 
   “We think they are following us. They taunted us, saying that they knew the Navy was nowhere nearby,” the voice continued.
 
   Governor Chao cut in, saying, “A UEGIN destroyer and frigate had been patrolling—temporarily—until about two days ago. This is why we—”
 
   “Helm, get us to that freighter at maximum subluminal velocity,” the captain ordered as Chao continued to complain.
 
   “—we only have a dozen police patrol craft and your corvette here, so we can’t defend commercial shipping without you.”
 
   “Understood, Governor. We’ll be running silent from here on out, but will contact you as soon as this is over. Lincoln out.”
 
   The U.E.G.S. Lincoln reverted to its stealthiest settings again, although the captain decided to vent heat for as long as possible, in case they had to wait for the pirates a while. Ward watched the tactical map on the main display as they made best possible speed toward the Merchant Vessel Seneca, which was making its best speed toward the two patrol craft and UEGIN corvette near the jump station.
 
   “I know they keep the space around the jump station clear, but see if you can find us a rock to hide near,” Williams said to Ensign Willow.
 
   “Aye, sir. The best we can do is a very small asteroid that will be approximately two minutes outside of the projected interception point of the Seneca and other friendly ships.”
 
   “Make it so, Ensign,” the captain said. “Engineering, cease venting heat as soon as we leave the gravity well.” 
 
   “Aye, Captain,” replied Kowalski.
 
   Keying up the comms to the fighter bays, Williams continued, “Fuchs, I want all fighters ready to be launched within five minutes of contact.”
 
   “Aye, all fighters on ready five, sir,” confirmed Fuchs over the comm system.
 
   Minutes went by, but just as the Lincoln was almost in position, Novak spoke, “Incoming gravitational distortions, bearing two five zero, mark zero one zero. They appear to be vectoring to the area where the Seneca became subluminal.”
 
   “Earlier than hoped. Damn, we’ll have to change tactics,” Williams said. Keying the shipwide comms, he said, “All hands, report to action stations immediately. This is not a drill; repeat: report to action stations.” With that command, the lights in many of the key areas of the ship changed to red in order to foster and preserve night vision in case of power interruptions to the lighting system.
 
   “Helm, get us into position between the Seneca and the projected ingress points of the two bogeys. Ops, load gravity distortion missiles in tubes one and two,” Williams ordered.
 
   Ward watched both parties acknowledge as he began to understand what the captain was about to do. As soon as the pirate MCSs were able to detect the Lincoln, there was a good chance that they would try to flee. Firing the gravity distorters before the pirates detected the Lincoln would prevent them from engaging their warp drives in the near vicinity of the explosions.
 
   “Subluminal contacts,” Novak informed the captain. “Passive sensors indicate two MCSs. Fighters appear to be launching, sir.”
 
   “Fire tubes one and two,” Williams commanded. “Fuchs,” he continued over the comms, “launch, launch, launch.” The captain’s commands were answered by barely perceptible vibrations in the ship as the two missiles and fighter squadrons were fired out of their acceleration tubes. 
 
   Ward watched the tactical plot. The missiles accelerated quickly to significant relativistic velocities. He knew that, after leaving the acceleration tubes, their onboard gravity drives kicked in, supplemented by a solid-fuel rocket. The missiles detonated near the MCSs not long after being fired.
 
   “Energize shields, all sensors to active. Time to fly the flag, folks!” Captain Williams said with a grin. “Comms, broadcast on all frequencies.” Once he received confirmation, he said, “Unidentified vessels, this is the U.E.G. Battlecruiser Lincoln. You are suspected of piracy and ordered to heave to. Repeat, heave to for boarding. Failure to comply will result in your destruction.”
 
   Good God, Ward could see why the crew followed Williams so faithfully. Ward might not have liked the man yet, but there was no question about his capabilities as a leader anymore. Logically, Ward knew that death and destruction were likely to follow, but he couldn’t help feeling a sense of excitement. They’d caught the bad guys red-handed, and with their pants down, too.
 
   “Fuchs, clear my space of those fighters. We’ll handle the MCSs for now,” Williams said over the comms. Though each side had two dozen fighters, the Interstellar Navy fielded more powerful ones, which were also better maintained. Additionally, UEGIN fighter pilots received rigorous training, as they were the ones who had to go chasing pirates and criminals where the big UEGIN ships couldn’t go.
 
   By this point, the tactical display showed the MCSs clearly maneuvering to engage the Lincoln, as the fighter squadrons were about to merge. Williams ordered the Lincoln to pass the MCS to their starboard. “Helm, calculate a course to keep us in broadside range of the starboard MCS for as long as possible. We need to disable or destroy it before our course brings us in range of the other MCS,” which was already maneuvering to protect its sister ship.
 
   “Ops, fire plasma cannons as she bears. As soon as his facing shields fail, fire all portside tubes,” the captain ordered. No sooner than he finished, Ward saw Novak meticulously working the tactical interface. Glancing up at one of the visual feeds, he saw the plasma cannons firing and the collisions with the enemy ship’s shields. 
 
   “Incoming fire, Captain,” Novak informed him. “Shield power is only slightly weakened.”
 
   Ward and Kato continued to watch the exchange of energy between the two ships. “They don’t stand a chance, do they?” Kato asked, in almost a state of shock, her eyes transfixed on the display. Ward remembered that this was probably her first time in a combat situation. 
 
   “Those cargo ships are pretty souped up,” Ward said, “but against the Lincoln, one on one? No way.” 
 
   As soon as the first pulses started to hit the hull of the MCS, Novak fired the missiles. The ship shuddered as all eight portside tubes launched their Scimitar missiles, which quickly accelerated to a significant percentage of c, the speed of light.
 
   The remaining point defense systems of the first MCS managed to destroy five of the missiles, but Ward watched the remaining three hit, penetrate the hull, and then explode. Ward didn’t know if they struck any critical areas, but while they were relatively low-yield nuclear weapons, this was much like horseshoes and hand grenades—close counted. The MCS almost simply ceased to exist in the nuclear firestorm.
 
   “Splash one MCS,” Novak updated them.
 
   “Sir, the other MCS has changed course to reinforce the remaining pirate fighters,” Commander Shanks noted.
 
   “It’s their only hope of survival,” the intelligence officer chimed in.
 
   “Helm, get us back in the fight, now,” Williams said with emphasis, as the Lincoln arced back toward the battle. “We need to back up our fighters out there.”
 
   Ward watched the tactical display anxiously as fighters, both enemy and friendly, winked off of the display. The entrance of the MCS into the fighter battle had put Fuchs' pilots on the defensive.
 
   “The MCS is now too close to our fighters to safely use Scimitars,” Novak informed the captain.
 
   “Understood, Ops. Helm, get us in the middle—and I mean in the middle of that. I want broadside contact with the MCS, but I want to be close enough to use our point defense on the enemy fighters.”
 
   The helmsman hesitated a split second before saying, “Aye, aye, sir.” Ward also caught a glance between Shanks and Novak; this was clearly not standard procedure.
 
   “Shield power is approximately seventy-three percent of maximum, but is recharging,” Novak said.
 
   “Copy that. Alright, let’s go get our fighters home, people,” Williams said, focusing everyone on the task at hand.
 
   Based on the display, once the pirates saw the intended course of the Lincoln, some of them tried to disengage from the current battle. Ward watched the visual feeds and the tactical display as plasma cannons continuously fired at the MCS, while the lasers and chain guns of the Lincoln’s point defense system hounded the enemy fighters.
 
   It didn’t take long.
 
   Once the last pirate fighter was destroyed, Williams ordered Fuchs' squadrons back on board.
 
   “Sir, the MCS is trying to ram us,” exclaimed the CEWO. Why he was the first to notice, Ward didn’t know.
 
   “Helm, full speed ahead! Ops, fire at will!” the captain ordered.
 
   Ward watched the display as it became evident that the kamikaze run would fail; the MCS was too far behind the Lincoln and didn’t have the delta-v to close the distance. To everyone’s surprise, though, as soon as the remaining MCS started to enter a pursuit curve, it self-destructed. “Brace for impact,” somebody yelled.
 
   The Lincoln rocked a bit, but appeared to be alright. “Shield energy at fifty-four percent, sir,” Novak informed them. 
 
   After a moment or so of silence, Williams keyed the shipwide comms again, “All hands, this is the captain. Stand down from action stations. And well done. Very well done.”
 
   “XO, you have the conn,” Williams said. “Ward, Kato; with me.”
 
   With that, Ward and Kato wordlessly followed the captain, who eventually led them to Small Craft Hangar One where Lieutenant Commander Fuchs was waiting for them.
 
   “How bad?” the captain asked. 
 
   “Clemson and Al Harthi, sir,” Fuchs responded. “At least six additional fighters sustained significant battle damage.
 
   “Thank you, Commander. Carry on; we’ll debrief in about ninety minutes.” After Fuchs acknowledged, Williams turned to Ward and Kato and said, “The investigation into this attack will be run by the locals and INIA agents assigned to this area, but I expect that you need to file your reports.”
 
   “Yes, sir. We’ll get right on that,” Ward promised before the captain left. Even though the attack had just ended, the investigation would now be just beginning, in order to identify any other individuals or entities whose support or orders had led to the recent attack.
 
   As they walked to the briefing room, Kato asked Ward, “How come the captain brought us to the fighter bay just to tell us to do our job?”
 
   Ward slowed, turning to look at Kato as he spoke, “For Clemson and Al Harthi. He wants us to file a report that will actually be useful in finding the people behind this band of pirates.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t we file good reports?” Kato asked innocently.
 
   That stopped Ward in his tracks. “Exactly how long have you worked with the INIA?”
 
   “A little over a year,” Kato replied.
 
   “Ah,” Ward said. “Well, hopefully you won’t see as much shoddy reporting as I have over the years. Some people in our field just don’t understand the importance, even if they are dedicated investigators. And with a military action resulting in all of the bad guys killed in action, some agents might be ready to just close the file on this one.”
 
   “I see,” Kato said.
 
   “But the captain, rightfully so, wants to attack the enemy’s support and supply lines so that he doesn’t have to watch his people die in another actual attack,” Ward finished. 
 
   As they continued walking to the briefing room, Kato pressed, “What about our current investigation?” 
 
   “I suspect we’ll be focusing on it, since it looks like the captain will pass this one to our people in-system. To be honest, they’re probably better suited to investigate this attack than us, since they know the lay of the land …” Ward trailed off. “We’ll prep for the next stage of the Dallas investigation after the debriefing that Williams was talking about.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 6 – August 5th, 2274, 1520 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   While Captain Williams and his staff met with the governor of Terra Nova, Special Agents Ward and Kato walked into the headquarters of Denebola Mechatronics, followed by two Marines in civilian clothes, Lance Corporal Jennings and Sergeant Kilmer. Between the attack on the Alexander Dallas and the recent attack on the Lincoln, Williams had wanted to send a fully armed platoon of Marines with Ward and Kato to “help get some answers,” and had only acquiesced because of some “inconvenient and terribly outdated laws.” The spirit of the former United States’ Posse Comitatus Act had lived on in subsequent supranational organizations and, eventually, the Unified Earth Government.
 
   Ward didn’t know exactly how much of a difference two unarmed Marines would make if things hit the fan, but they were very large human beings. Ward intended to use that to his advantage; presumably, Denebola Mechatronics would assume that four agents were on this case instead of the standard two, implying an increased importance. 
 
   The four of them were promptly whisked away to a corporate conference room. Ward doubted they wanted government agents hanging around their entryway, scaring off potential business. They entered the conference room where three people were waiting: Tom Brozniak, the CEO; Jorge Avilla, their lead counsel; and Glenda Howell, their Chief Information Officer. Ward had expected to meet the first two, but not the third.
 
   “Thank you for taking the time to meet us,” Ward said after introductions were made. Ward had been careful to not state titles for Jennings and Kilmer, leaving the others open to the interpretation that they were also special agents.
 
   “Of course, we are always glad to come speak with the Interstellar Navy Investigations Agency,” Brozniak said.
 
   They were nervous; Ward could just sense it. The human brain is a complicated machine and, combined with his training and experience, he had learned to trust his metaphorical gut.
 
   “What brings you here today?” Brozniak continued.
 
   Ward decided to open heavily. “Oh, just a few hundred dead people.”
 
   Ward had wanted to see their reactions, and that he did. While the CEO mostly maintained composure, his lawyer looked worried, and the CIO looked like she might be sick.
 
   “What … what do you mean?” Brozniak asked.
 
   Ward pulled out unclassified photographs of the wreckage and spread them out on the table. “You are looking at the U.E.G.S. Alexander Dallas,” Ward explained.
 
   “Okay,” Avilla began, “and my condolences to the Navy for its loss; but how does this involve us?”
 
   “The weapon used to destroy it appears to be based on a design that your company proposed to the Navy three years ago,” Kato said as she passed over the relevant documents.
 
   The CEO’s complexion started to improve, but Howell looked even worse. “But we never actually built this,” Brozniak explained. 
 
   “So then who did?” Ward asked, more loudly than before. “We checked, and no other company—nor the Navy—has submitted anything remotely like it. These things don’t get developed without a budget and an infrastructure. Something as cutting-edge as this isn’t going to be cooked up on some backwater asteroid.” Ward was standing now.
 
   “Listen, we didn’t have anything to do with this,” Brozniak insisted.
 
   But before he could continue, Ward cut in by pulling out the photo of an attractive young officer. “Sub-Lieutenant Kim, mother of two.” Flicking another photograph across the desk, he continued, “Senior Chief Petty Officer Gonzales, a grandfather with over twenty-five years of service protecting people like you and me.”
 
   Ward started to pull out another picture, but Avilla cut in, “Listen, these were all probably good people, but—”
 
   Lance Corporal Jennings lost his cool. “Probably good people? Probably good people! I had friends on that ship!”
 
   When a look from Ward didn’t get him to stand down, Kilmer grabbed his arm and gently pulled him back into the chair.
 
   The CIO looked distraught now. An angry Jennings was a scary sight, but Ward didn’t think that she was impacted by him; Ward bet it was the photographs.
 
   “Listen,” Ward said, cutting to the chase. “How do you feel when someone tries to submit a business proposal to you that is obviously in the other party’s favor; when they are submitting it because they don’t think you know it’s not in your best interests?”
 
   Brozniak answered slowly and with some confusion, “I’d probably be insulted.”
 
   “Well I get insulted when people try to lie. To. Me.” Ward said angrily.
 
   Kato took that moment to interject, helpfully, “We will find who did this to the Dallas, and when we do, anyone involved is looking at life imprisonment.”
 
   Brozniak looked concerned, but Avilla started to perk up, probably because the legal aspect of this was his forte. But Howell broke down into tears.
 
   “We … we were—” she started to say.
 
   “Glenda, stop talking,” Avilla interjected.
 
   “—hacked,” she finished.
 
   With some surprise, Ward turned to her. “You were hacked?”
 
   “Yes, about eighteen months ago,” she confirmed.
 
   “But I saw nothing about this when investigating your company’s involvement; did you register the cyber-attack with the proper authorities?” Kato asked.
 
   “Glenda!” Brozniak tried to interject.
 
   “No, I was told not to,” she said with a glance at Brozniak. “They were afraid that we’d lose contracts with the Navy in the future.”
 
   Kato looked mortified, but Ward was by no means shocked. People will rationalize anything, from disobeying navigational safety rules all the way up to murder.
 
   “You’re aware that this is in violation of interstellar law, right?”
 
   “Seriously, Glenda, stop talking,” Avilla advised.
 
   When Howell said nothing more, it was clear that the interview was over. Looking at Kato, Ward asked, “Can you fire up the paperwork for the search warrant?” When Kato nodded, he continued, “Attempting to leave Terra Nova would be unwise. And don’t even think about trying to delete anything. A cyber incident response team will be here shortly.”
 
   “Nobody could have built it,” Brozniak said dejectedly.
 
   “What?” Ward asked.
 
   “The weapon … they couldn’t have built it,” he insisted.
 
   “You’ve gotta explain that one,” Ward said skeptically.
 
   “The reason the Navy turned us down is the power requirements. Putting this weapon—a particle beam significantly more powerful than current plasma cannons—into the field would require power levels that we can’t meet with fusion reactors. We’d need antimatter-based power.” 
 
   Ward’s world slowed to a standstill, but Brozniak continued, “We were pitching this idea with the assumption that antimatter power, which was under development by other firms at that time, would be available around the same time we could expect to deploy our product.”
 
   “But the UEG canned antimatter power,” Kilmer said. “’Why build far more destructive bomb technology when we’re not in an arms race with anyone,’ they said.”
 
   “Exactly,” continued Brozniak. “When they canned antimatter, they canned our project, too.”
 
   With that piece of information, Howell seemed to return from the dead a bit. Avilla also seemed more relaxed.
 
   “Alright, alright. So you’re telling me that there’s no way someone could’ve come up with a way to use this without antimatter?” Ward inquired.
 
   “Absolutely not. The power requirements are just too high,” Brozniak said. 
 
   Ward believed him. About this, at least. “Alright, but that changes very little right now. Failing to report the cyber intrusion of a government contractor with security clearances is a serious violation of law. Special agents and technicians from the local INIA office will be responding to collect evidence, but this is about more than just you. We need to know who hacked you and what info they were able to get, especially since they’ve now got over a year’s head start on us. I highly suggest that you become cooperative very quickly,” Ward warned.
 
   “What can we do to help?” Avilla asked quickly.
 
   “For starters, any and all data on the weapon would be very useful in our investigation of the Dallas,” Ward said.
 
   “Consider it done,” Brozniak said.
 
   ***
 
   Back aboard the U.E.G.S. Lincoln, the captain had summoned all of his senior officers to the briefing room once Ward and Kato informed him of what transpired on the surface. Kato briefed the senior staff on the details, during which Ward mulled over the possibilities. 
 
   Once the briefing was over, Captain Williams asked, “Kowalski, does your department agree with Denebola Mechatronics’ assessment of the weapon requiring a power source superior to fusion?”
 
   “We’re still going over the files that Denebola Mechatronics sent up earlier, but initial reviews indicate that fusion power plants would be inadequate,” Kowalski replied.
 
   “So we’re dealing with a weapon that can’t exist?” asked Lieutenant Colonel Brinks.
 
   “Basically,” said Ward. “We’re obviously missing something.”
 
   “Yeah, like an antimatter reactor,” Fuchs chimed in, which earned a smile from Ward.
 
   “And the people who presumably stole the tech from Denebola Mech,” Williams said, with a look at Ward.
 
   “We have our cyber forensics people going over it now. They’ll let us know as soon as they have something,” Ward said.
 
   “Alright, well, stay on it,” commanded Williams. “Governor Chao may like having a battlecruiser in orbit, but we have other places to be.”
 
   With that, the meeting was over, and Ward and Kato were left to work. Kato checked her display and said, “The cyber forensics data is starting to filter in now.”
 
   “Great,” Ward said sarcastically.
 
   They pored over the data for hours, but were getting nowhere. “There’s really not much here,” said Kato.
 
   “Yeah, probably because this is a year and a half old,” Ward chimed in. “When was this attack, anyway?”
 
   “February 8th, 2273,” Kato replied with disinterest.
 
   “What else happened on that day?” Ward wondered.
 
   “Hmmm …” Kato said as she started to research. “Nothing big, apparently.”
 
   “What about here, near Terra Nova?”
 
   After a minute or so of looking, Kato said with some excitement, “There was a pirate attack just outside the gravity well.”
 
   “That’s pretty daring. What we witnessed today is extremely rare,” Ward commented.
 
   “Yeah, but it was a serious attack … and quite a coincidence,” Kato said.
 
   “Definitely too much of a coincidence. Whoever hacked Denebola Mechatronics had to have been inside or near the gravity well. The closer they were, the less latency they’d have to deal with.”
 
   “So the attack was a diversion,” Kato said.
 
   “It would make sense,” agreed Ward.
 
   “Let’s check out that investigation …” Kato said as she started to pull up the files. “It looks like most of what was stolen were foodstuffs. They traced some of the stolen grain to Anchorage, a ground station near—” she stopped as Ward interrupted.
 
   “Yeah, I’m familiar with it. It’s officially a ‘trading station,’ but it’s really Smuggler Central. Let me guess, the investigation died there?”
 
   “Yes,” confirmed Kato. “The case was administratively closed due to a lack of actionable investigative leads.”
 
   “I hate chasing old cases with cold leads,” Ward said with a sigh.
 
   “Don’t like a challenge?” Kato taunted.
 
   “I just like catching the bad guys,” Ward said plainly. “If they want to make that easy for me, then I’m perfectly fine with it.”
 
   “Touché,” Kato replied. “We should probably get Novak so he can update the captain. I’ll start getting all of the info together from the closed case so we have something to go on.”
 
   “Sounds good,” Ward agreed. “It will take a few days to get there, so hopefully we can work with Novak and the intel officer.”
 
   “Smith?” Kato asked.
 
   “Jones, Singh, Kim … it doesn’t matter, the name isn’t real. Let’s just call him Bob.”
 
   “Um … okay,” Kato said as she keyed the comms to request Novak’s presence.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 7 – August 6th, 2274, 1920 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Liam Ward walked into the gym with a lot on his mind. Captain Williams had agreed that Anchorage was where the Lincoln should go next, but Ward, Kato, Novak, and Smith had yet to figure out where to go once they actually arrived. They had a few days to figure it out, at least.
 
   As Ward stretched, he noticed Lieutenant Colonel Brinks bench pressing basically all of the plates. Once Brinks finished his set, Ward said, “Hey Brinks, save some for the rest of us.”
 
   Glancing at the full weight tree near Ward’s bench, Brinks retorted, “I’ll tell you what; if you run out of those, I’ll let you borrow some.”
 
   Ward was starting to warm up to Brinks, who had been more than happy to have two of his Marines escort Kato and him on Terra Nova. “I’ll do that, so don’t go too far,” Ward said in jest.
 
   Ward started to work through his sets of what he considered a respectable amount of resistance when he was interrupted by a feminine voice that had become familiar over the last few days, “I’m surprised to find you here, Special Agent Ward; they’re serving doughnuts in the galley right now.”
 
   Ward racked his weights and turned to find Ensign Willows standing behind him. “Doughnuts are excellent crime-fighting fuel, which is why we INIA agents have to work out so much,” he explained. He had run into her several times this cruise and they had developed a steady banter already.
 
   “Some of you do, anyway,” Willows responded with a wink. “Spot me?”
 
   Ward did, and couldn’t help but notice just how attractive she was, especially since her workout gear was more revealing than a standard Navy uniform. She was small but fit, with long brown hair that she usually wore up, confident brown eyes, and an alluring smile.
 
   The gym started to fill up as they worked out together. Ward found out that Ensign Elisabeth Willows—“call me Liz”—had decided to finish her Master’s degree in Astrophysics before commissioning, which she received from Georgia Tech where she was enrolled in ROTC.
 
   “So this is your first tour after graduating?” Ward asked.
 
   “Yup, first assignment, and I couldn’t be happier. Williams is a great captain and this ship is going to go places, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Like that it would look good on a personnel file?” Ward teased.
 
   “Hey, I’m going to make admiral one day,” she said confidently.
 
   Ward figured that she just might; she clearly pushed herself, both academically and physically. “Well, make sure to enjoy the ride on the way up, too,” he chided her lightly.
 
   “I already am; this is an exciting assignment so far, especially since nobody is talking about what we’re actually doing out here,” she said. “I suspect that you have something to do with it, though.”
 
   “Me?” Ward asked. “I’m basically here against my will! I was ripped right out of sunny Southern California …”
 
   “But you know what’s going on?” she insisted.
 
   Ward laughed. “I’m usually the last one to know what’s going on,” he said with a grin.
 
   It appeared that Willows would let that line of questioning go, for now. “So what’s it like being a special agent?” she asked.
 
   “To be honest, it’s pretty boring most of the time,” he responded.
 
   “Boring! Really?”
 
   “Yeah. A lot of investigation is research and interviewing people … exciting things only happen so often. And then there’s the paperwork …”
 
   “I bet you still have some stories, though,” Willows said.
 
   Those, Ward did have. But only a few of them were ones he wanted to talk about. “I’m about done here. I can tell you one on the way back toward the officers’ quarters, if you want.”
 
   “Sure!”
 
   As they left the gym, he told her about the time two rookie agents were conducting surveillance in a ground vehicle. They followed their suspect to the parking lot for a small store. As the target started to walk to the store, one of the agents keyed his comms and said, “Suspect entering the building.” Unfortunately, he accidentally keyed the bullhorn instead of the secure comms channel. Hearing his partner address the entire parking lot, the other agent quickly reached over to switch the comms to the secure channel, but missed the comms and hit the siren instead.
 
   This got a laugh and that engrossing smile out of Willows, who said, “I guess they blew that case.”
 
   “They did set it back pretty far, so the story goes,” Ward confirmed. “Anyway, this is me,” he said as he pointed at his quarters.
 
   “You get the nice quarters with a shower, don’t you?” Willows asked with envy.
 
   “Yeah, one of the perks we civilians get aboard a Navy ship.”
 
   Moving in closer to Ward, she asked with faux innocence, “Would you mind if I shared it with you?”
 
   Ward did not mind.
 
   ***
 
   Ward got in the shower again as Willows slipped out of his quarters the next morning, since she had to be on duty soon. Though he’d had an enjoyable night, he had a lot to do and wanted to get started. Once he was cleaned and dressed, he headed out to get breakfast. Not finding anyone he knew in the galley, he ate quickly and headed to the briefing room to continue the investigation.
 
   Kato and Smith, the intelligence officer, were already present. “Hey, Liam,” Kato said. “Novak should be here any minute. The captain wants us working this nonstop until we get to Anchorage.”
 
   “Hopefully we come up with something before we get there,” Smith chimed in. “Tracking merchandise through that black market is going to be next to impossible.”
 
   “Did the previous investigation give us any leads?” Ward asked hopefully.
 
   “Not many,” Smith replied. “Just a couple of merchants dealing in grain, corn, and similar foodstuffs.”
 
   “But some jewelry was taken in the attack, and it was personalized,” Kato added.
 
   “Hopefully they didn’t melt that down,” Ward said. “But we’re so late to this party that I can’t imagine any of these leads being remotely warm.”
 
   “Me too, but we’ve still gotta try,” Kato said.
 
   “Yeah … I just want to have some sort of strategy before we get there,” Ward replied.
 
   “Smith has been going through communications logs and intercepts, and I’m still researching these ‘companies’ and anybody associated with them,” Kato explained.
 
   “Alright, I’ll take financials then,” Ward said with a sigh. Some great leads or evidence could be found in financial reports, but they were very dry—maybe a few steps up from reading the dictionary.
 
   Hours and cups of coffee came and went. Novak popped his head in from time to time in order to stay abreast of the investigation and offer his services as a sounding board, which Ward appreciated. Sometimes, it just helped to say things aloud to another living being in order to make sense of it. 
 
   While their knowledge of some of the local players on Anchorage grew, there was definitely no smoking gun or any real leads at all.
 
   “I hate to say it,” Kato began, “but I think we just need to go talk to these people.”
 
   Ward sighed. “Go interview professionally dishonest people when we know basically nothing and have no cards up our sleeve?”
 
   “Have any better ideas?” Kato asked.
 
   “Nope. I just hate going overt when we have no clue what’s going on,” Ward commented.
 
   “Well, if it helps, I hate going overt ever,” Smith chimed in.
 
   That got a laugh from the two special agents. “If only the Navy thought to put some of you in Anchorage on a permanent basis, we might have something here,” Ward said.
 
   “Actually, they tried,” said Smith. “But our operatives got made so quickly that it ended up being a waste of resources. Anchorage is a really tight-knit community.”
 
   The door to the briefing room opened quickly and Captain Williams, Commander Shanks, and Lieutenant Colonel Brinks walked in, with Novak following shortly after. Williams quickly waved for them to keep their seats as he took his own. “So what have we got?”
 
   Kato, Smith, and Ward took turns filling them in. “So basically, you’ve got nothing,” Williams said.
 
   “Pretty much,” Ward agreed.
 
   Shanks and Brinks looked at each other and then the captain, who continued, “Then I guess we’re going to do this the hard way.”
 
   “There was an easy way?” Ward quipped.
 
   Shanks looked like he was about to say something to Ward, but the captain waved him off. “We’re going to come in hot and park in orbit. We will have boarding parties on shuttles, escorted by fighters, randomly searching ships coming in and out. And we’ll make it very clear that we are staying until we find what we need.”
 
   Brinks seemed to like this idea, but it made Ward cringe a little bit on the inside; it went against all of his instincts. Still, he understood how the captain felt. Regardless, Ward wanted to try an approach with a lighter footprint. “With respect to your plan, Captain, can we try it the easy way first?” Ward asked.
 
   “I thought you just said there wasn’t an easy way,” Williams responded.
 
   Ward laughed. “There really isn’t. But I’d like to not start swinging a big stick until it’s necessary.”
 
   The captain thought about that for a moment. “Alright, we’ll come in as stealthily as possible and I’ll give you until our heat sinks reach capacity.”
 
   “How long is that?” Ward asked.
 
   “Classified. But suffice it to say that if this is going to take you longer than six hours on a place as small as Anchorage, your way isn’t going to work at all.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Ward said as Kato and Smith nodded in agreement.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 8 – August 9th, 2274, 1130 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   A shuttle disguised as civilian dropped Kato, Ward, Lance Corporal Jennings, and Sergeant Kilmer at the Port of Anchorage, while the Lincoln waited, as dark as night itself, just outside of the gravity well. The settlement, if one could call it that, was on a rocky planet orbiting an orange dwarf that had an atmosphere poisonous to humans; however, the temperature was within tolerance limits for human structures. To call the outpost of Anchorage domed would be an oversimplification, but it was definitely separated from the native atmosphere. Because of this, almost all traffic going in and out of the settlement went through the port and its airlocks.
 
   Ward and Kato proceeded from the port into the market while Jennings and Kilmer split up, the latter pair pretending to be quartermasters for cargo ships. Their cover was probably as good of a one that could be designed for them, but even in civilian clothes, their presence screamed military or law enforcement to anyone who was paying a remote amount of attention.
 
   Though obviously outsiders, Kato and Ward had better luck blending in. They calmly perused items on display in the windows of various shops, with Kato on Ward’s arm as naturally as an engaged couple would. They had decided to try the jewelry shop first, but made their entrance look as if it was on a whim.
 
   The shop was somewhat run down, as were most things on this outpost. They were immediately greeted by an older gentleman who could’ve seemed grandfatherly were it not for the sharp alertness in his eyes. This was a person who probably missed very little, Ward thought; but that trait was probably required to survive as a businessperson in this place.
 
   “Here to get something special for the lady?” the man asked.
 
   “As a matter of fact, we are,” Ward responded.
 
   “I have a very wide selection here,” the man continued. “As you probably know, ships from all over known space dock here regularly.”
 
   “Actually, we were looking for something sort of specific,” Kato interjected.
 
   “Do tell, do tell. I can almost always help find that something special,” the man assured them.
 
   “Well,” Kato began, “I had envisioned a silver necklace and a small pendant, with a rare jewel.”
 
   “Any type of jewel in particular?”
 
   “I’m actually not that picky,” Kato said with a sly grin, “but I do want to have something unique. But it has to speak to me, as well.”
 
   Ward and Kato had discussed this at length prior to arriving. They knew exactly what they wanted to see, but couldn’t tip their hand. Therefore, they needed a way to get to see the jewelry that might have been customized.
 
   “Please let me show you what I have. And please, call me Joshua. You are most welcome in my shop,” the main said as he beckoned them over to the back wall.
 
   Kato methodically looked at all of the jewelry, but Ward could tell that she was not seeing something similar to the necklace that they were seeking. To keep their cover, they had prepared to purchase any items that were similar enough to the stolen piece to warrant further scrutiny. Ward also glanced around the shop, but did not see anything similar. Kato looked up at Ward and said, “Hunny, I don’t think I see what I had in mind.”
 
   That was the signal that they needed to risk a little more in this conversation.
 
   “Well, this is all of the inventory that I have right now, but I could melt something down and customize it for you. Though, this would cost extra,” Joshua said with a small smile. 
 
   “Actually, my fiancée really liked this necklace,” Ward interjected as he showed Joshua a picture of the stolen item on his mobile communicator. “It belongs to a family member. Anyway, she really liked the necklace, but was interested in a different jewel for it.”
 
   Joshua’s demeanor shifted slightly after being shown the picture. “Are you sure you aren’t looking for that specific necklace?” he asked. “I thought you wanted it to be unique.”
 
   They had probably pushed too far, but it was the only way for them to be sure that the necklace wasn’t here at this point. “Well, have you seen anything similar?” Kato asked innocently.
 
   Joshua was not buying it. “I have never seen a necklace like that in my life. Now please, if you do not see anything that you wish to purchase, I am a busy man.”
 
   “Alright,” Ward said. “I hate to ask this of you, but do you know of any other jewelers on this outpost?”
 
   “No, I have the pleasure of being the only one,” Joshua informed them.
 
   “Thanks for your time,” Kato said as sincerely as possible as they left the shop.
 
   “Do you think he’s seen this necklace?” Kato asked Ward as they walked down the street.
 
   “I don’t know. I couldn’t tell if his change in attitude was due to recognizing the necklace or making us as cops,” Ward replied.
 
   Kato sighed. “Either way, I don’t think we can get any more info out of him right now.”
 
   “Agreed,” Ward said.
 
   They encountered Jennings and Kilmer, who had tried the grain wholesaler and the fruit stands. Both shook their heads. “Well, the only other item on that list was corn,” Ward said. They knew that the secret of their arrival was likely already out, so the four of them made their way to the appropriate stall.
 
   When they walked up, the proprietor said, “Listen, I don’t know anything.”
 
   “That usually means that you do,” Ward replied.
 
   “Normally I might,” the man responded, “but I’ve only been here for three weeks. Word on the street is that you’re looking for something older. A lot older.”
 
   With that remark, Ward gave a frustrated glance at Kilmer. “Well, where can we find the guy who would’ve been here eighteen months ago?” Ward asked the man.
 
   “Over that way,” the man said as he pointed. “In the cemetery.”
 
   “How did he die?” Kato inquired.
 
   “Pulse pistol blast, like most of them,” the man replied simply. “The last few years have been pretty rough in Anchorage,” he added.
 
   “Great,” Ward said as they started to walk away; but before he could get very far, part of the wooden stall blew apart and Ward felt the heat of a pulse blast right behind him. The Marines hit the ground, but Ward saw that Kato was hesitating, looking at the alley for cover. At that moment, Ward saw a man emerge from an alley across the street with a pulse rifle aimed at Kato. With no time to yell, Ward dove into her. As he knocked her down, he felt an intense burn on his right arm. “Crawl to the alley,” he managed to get out.
 
   The four of them managed to find some cover in the alley, but it was a dead end, so they were trapped. Ward and Kato drew their pulse pistols and, out of habit, hung their badges around their neck so they plainly showed at chest level.
 
   Looking at the pulse pistol, Jennings asked, “Have you got anything for us?”
 
   Ward pulled his backup pistol out of his ankle holster and handed it to Jennings, who frowned. The small, low-energy capacity pistol looked like a toy in the Marine’s hands. With a sigh, Ward traded his service pistol for the backup, and Kato and Kilmer followed suit.
 
   “How many?” Ward asked the Marines.
 
   “At least three,” Kilmer said. “One in the alley to the left, who you saw, and at least two more behind the stall across the street; but I think there are more.”
 
   Ward knew this was bad. He’d been outgunned and he’d been trapped before, but never at the same time. “What’s the plan?” he asked Kilmer, yielding to his tactical and combat experience.
 
   “We’ve gotta break out of here. If you and Agent Kato can give us some covering fire with those popguns, I’ll make a break for the fountain and Jennings will make for the unoccupied ground vehicle. That should split up their fire enough to give us a chance to outflank them.”
 
   “Wilco,” Ward acknowledged. With a sigh, Ward then yelled, “Interstellar agents! Drop your weapons and come out with your hands up!”
 
   This earned amused looks from the Marines, but Ward just shrugged as if to say, “Worth a shot.” Plus, he didn’t want any questions surrounding the legality of any of this, assuming that they managed to survive.
 
   Sergeant Kilmer counted down from three and both Ward and Kato leaned out of opposite sides of the alley just enough to start shooting in the general directions of where they thought the gunmen were.
 
   Jennings and Kilmer hustled across the open space and dove into cover. As soon as Ward and Kato stopped firing, a return barrage pelted all of their positions, forcing Ward and Kato back into the alley. Ward could see that Kilmer had attained a better angle of attack, as he could lean around the side of the fountain and have a line of sight on the two gunmen in the middle. But Ward could still only see three gunmen, and even he knew that it was weird that the gunmen hadn’t shifted their positions to press their advantage in position and firepower.
 
   Ward watched Kilmer slowly lean around the fountain as Kato and Jennings traded potshots with the other gunmen. That was when Ward finally saw it, in his peripheral vision—movement in a second-story window across the street. No civilian in their right mind would look out the window during a gunfight like this.
 
   The gunman in the window started to stick his pulse rifle out of the window, which Ward knew was a big mistake and something that professional snipers never did. As he lined up a shot with his backup pistol, the gunman was hit by another blast and then fell forward out of the window and onto the street. Glancing down, Ward saw that Jennings had seen the threat to Kilmer and neutralized it.
 
   But Jennings had exposed himself to the two gunmen on the other side of the street, who each rose to fire. Ward shifted his aim and fired repeatedly at them. He saw one of them get hit, but it looked like the other one hit the dirt on his own, which gave Jennings time to regain his cover, at least.
 
   Ward took the time to glance across the alley at Kato, who was standing with her weapon drawn but not firing or moving. He snuck a peek around the corner of the alley to see the target of her gaze, and found the gunman in the alley across the street lying on the ground, dead.
 
   Ward made a noise and beckoned at Kato to get down, which seemed to snap her out of her trance. After a few seconds and a questioning look from Ward, she gave him a shaky thumbs up. With only one known shooter left, Ward risked a longer look to try to find any additional shooters. Unfortunately, he did. Ward could see the shapes of at least two gunmen in another building across the street, and movement in the alley with the dead gunman. 
 
   “Kate, we’ve gotta get out of here, now,” he said. But before he could plan how they would accomplish this, a hovercraft with “U.E.G.S. Lincoln” stamped on the side came flying down the road.
 
   Marines in full battle rattle spilled out of the hovercraft and efficiently took defensive positions as the other Marines manning the hovercraft’s big guns opened up on the building where Ward had previously seen new, suspicious movement.
 
   “U. E. Marines,” the loudspeaker on the hovercraft boomed. “Drop your weapons and raise your hands, or you will be attacked with deadly force.”
 
   “Sounds so much better when they do it,” Ward muttered to himself.
 
   There were a few more sporadic pulse rifle blasts, but then silence, which was followed by a few gunmen being taken into custody. Only at that point did Ward hear the sirens of the local police, whose cowardice was only surpassed by their corruption.
 
   Ward followed as Kato drifted over to the gunman that she had killed. She stopped a few feet away, apparently taking in the damage the pulse blast did to his chest and the blood spilled on the ground. “Come on,” Ward said to Kato gently, “we’ve got other things to worry about.”
 
   As he led her over to where the Marines were grouped, she asked, “How many people have you killed in the line of duty?”
 
   “Well … let’s find out,” he replied as they walked over to where the two gunmen had been grouped. 
 
   One was in custody, but the other was on the ground being attended to by a Marine medic. Ward caught the medic’s eye and asked the unspoken question, but the medic shook his head in the negative. “We’re just making him comfortable,” he said simply.
 
   Ward nodded to the medic and said to Kato, “One, apparently.”
 
   Kato seemed to want to ask a question, but stopped herself and just nodded. “Hopefully this gives us some leads, at least. I’d hate for this all to be a waste.”
 
   Lieutenant Colonel Brinks walked over with Jennings and Kilmer. “How the heck did you get here so fast?” Ward asked.
 
   “Well, the captain and I didn’t have a lot of faith in your method here,” Brinks said with a slightly embarrassed smile.
 
   “Well … thank you?” Ward said with a small chuckle.
 
   “Always a pleasure,” Brinks said. “Besides, it looks like you two aren’t so bad with a pulse pistol yourselves.”
 
   Ward knew that this was a big compliment coming from a Marine, but he didn’t want Kato to dwell on it, so he changed the subject. “Are they talking?” he asked, looking at the captured gunmen.
 
   “Actually, yeah. These guys just appear to be low-level criminals who were hired to provide security for a deal going down today. Apparently there are rumors of some secret, powerful ship hitting smugglers on the frontier, so people are seeking a little extra protection. Anyway, I think you guys just spooked ‘em,” Brinks said.
 
   “So this had nothing to do with our case?” Kato asked with a touch of despair.
 
   “It’s too early to tell; but no, it’s not looking that way,” Brinks explained. “Wrong place, wrong time.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 9 – August 10th, 2274, 1410 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward stood on the bridge with Kato, bored and a little dejected. Captain Williams made good on his promise to do this the hard way. The Lincoln was parked in geosynchronous orbit around Anchorage with its sensors at full and its fighters and Marine-laden shuttles patrolling the entire system, boarding ships for inspection at random. The governor of Anchorage had asked how he could be of assistance, likely because it was in his best interest to see the Lincoln gone so that commerce could resume. Ward suspected that smuggling had made the governor a relatively wealthy individual.
 
   Though the inspection teams were occasionally making arrests, all were apparently unrelated to their mission. As their actions had become more overt, it was necessary to bring the crew up to speed on some of the mission details. Ensign Willows seemed to be as excited as ever, giving him a quick smile from the navigation station, which Ward returned.
 
   Even Commander Shanks had quietly asked the captain how long they would pursue this course of action, as nothing they had done so far at Anchorage had yielded any leads—just bodies and unrelated criminal charges. Previously, the captain seemed like he might acquiesce, as there was a growing concern that whoever had these particle beam weapons also, presumably, had antimatter technology. With antimatter reactors, along came the potential of antimatter bombs, so this was a severe matter of interstellar security.
 
   Ward returned his focus to the comm chatter back and forth from the Lincoln, the combat air patrols, and the inspection teams. There had been a lot of excitement at first, but it had all become pretty routine by now. Additionally, word had probably started to spread, via ships that had recently departed, that Anchorage was a no-go right now for smugglers. Therefore, the chances of them having a successful inspection decreased as a function of time.
 
   “Alright,” the captain began, “Fuchs and Brinks, call back the troops. We’re going to head back out. CEWO, get me the governor.”
 
   Once the governor was on the line, Williams said, “We have completed our inspections for now and will be departing … but I think we’ve enjoyed this port so much that we’ll stop on our way back to Earth.” This earned a fragile smile from the governor before they signed off.
 
   “Helm, take us safely out of the system at half speed. No need to give this den of smugglers insight into our real acceleration curve.”
 
   “Aye, Captain,” the helmsman confirmed.
 
   “Senior staff to the briefing room,” Williams called over the comms before leading them off of the bridge.
 
   Once in the briefing room, where the usual group was present, the captain explained his thoughts. “Effectively, we have no new leads in this investigation, except for the intelligence gained during the interrogation of the gunmen on Anchorage.”
 
   “Haven’t we ruled that out as unrelated, Captain?” Ward asked.
 
   “The assault on your investigation is an unexpected coincidence,” Commander Shanks answered for the captain. “Their story could be a well-established cover.”
 
   “The word does exist for a reason,” Ward replied, referring to the coincidence.
 
   “Though murders on Anchorage are common, shootouts like that don’t happen frequently there,” Novak added.
 
   “I get that with words like antimatter and particle beams being thrown around we’re a little paranoid,” Ward began, “but these guys seem like amateurs. In the parts of Smith’s interviews that I sat in on, I didn’t get a whole lot of deception from them.”
 
   “Speculation,” Shanks said simply.
 
   “That, and experience,” Ward replied with annoyance. “These guys know they’re caught and they’re trying to do as little time as possible. Besides, even I know that these guys weren’t tacticians of any level,” Ward said with a look at Brinks.
 
   “Sir, I’m forced to agree,” the Marine commander said. “Their tactics and gunnery were, to be frank, piss-poor. The four of them,” he continued, referring to the two special agents and their Marine escorts, “should be dead.”
 
   “Thanks … I think,” Ward said.
 
   “While that information is anomalous, it is not mutually exclusive of the theory that Commander Shanks suggests,” Novak countered.
 
   “True,” Kato chimed in, breaking her silence. “But these guys as part of a major antimatter conspiracy? I’m not buying it.”
 
   “The only way to find out for sure is to follow the leads that we’ve been given,” the captain said with some finality. “Unless anybody has discovered something new of which I’m unaware?”
 
   As was becoming too common, this question was greeted with silence.
 
   After a moment and a nod from the captain, Shanks continued, “We impounded one of their ships. They managed to destroy a large amount of data, but our electronic warfare team was able to retrieve the navigational data from its computers. We know that they stopped in the Grayson system prior to heading to Anchorage.”
 
   “To the best of our knowledge, there are currently no settlements in that system. There once was a mining operation there, but it folded approximately twenty years ago,” Smith added. “We expect this was due to mismanagement and not problems with economic viability, since the system is only a few hours from a jump tube. Unfortunately, there is an extensive asteroid belt in the system, which would be an excellent hiding place for criminals or pirates.”
 
   “There are no known pirates in that system,” Novak began, “but I agree that this system would be a convenient place to hide nefarious activity.”
 
   “I agree that this doesn’t look promising, but it is where we are going next,” Captain Williams said, effectively ending the conversation. “It’s not too far off course from the Dallas, anyway, so we might as well take a look.”
 
   Ward couldn’t fault that logic, so he remained silent, as did they all.
 
   “We will have a bit of time en route, so I want to know as much as possible about the Grayson system before we arrive. Dismissed.”
 
   ***
 
   The Lincoln used jump tubes wherever it could, but much of the trip relied upon the SEACAPS drive. Ward and Kato were no longer outsiders, especially among the Marines, so the days passed by relatively easily. The ship fell into a cruising routine with which the Navy and Marine personnel seemed familiar. Kato even fell into the routine pretty quickly, which was probably easier because she and Ward shared the same one. They still researched and hypothesized what they could, but the reality of these long voyages was that there just wasn’t much to do sometimes.
 
   Sub-Lieutenant Smith also fell into their little group. Though he didn’t hit the gym with Ward and Kato, he often ate with them, as did several of the Marines when they were in the galley at the same time. Kato and Fuchs also appeared to become friends, as they were often together when Ward and Kato weren’t.
 
   Ward’s nine-to-five-like hours often contrasted with Ensign Willow’s watch schedule, but they still found time to spend together here and there. Though Ward was fond of her, he knew it wasn’t anything serious. She was focused on her career, in which he would just be a small blip, and he was alright with that. His career didn’t make relationships easy either, not that he was really looking for one right now, anyway … and maybe never again, if he was to be honest with himself.
 
   A little over a week into the trip, as he was eating in the galley, Kato and Fuchs walked in. He waved and Fuchs waved back, but Kato barely acknowledged him. He expected them to come to his table with their food, but they didn’t. Ward had been looking forward to a conversation, but he was happy that Kato was making another friend on this ship.
 
   Ward eventually went up for seconds. As he was grabbing a couple of pancakes, he bumped into Fuchs, who gave him a look. He glanced back to see where Kato was, but she was still at her table eating and looking melancholy. “Is everything alright with her?” he asked Fuchs.
 
   “We saw Willows on our way back from the gym this morning,” Fuchs said.
 
   “… okay?” Ward said, confused.
 
   “She was leaving your quarters,” Fuchs said.
 
   “Oh,” Ward said as he started to understand. “Look, we weren’t breaking any rules; it’s not like you two have to cover for me or something,” he tried to explain.
 
   “You really don’t get it, do you.” It was a statement, not a question.
 
   “Get what?”
 
   “Have you seen the way Kate looks at you?” Fuchs inquired.
 
   “With annoyance and frustration?” Ward guessed.
 
   “No, quite the opposite. You seem to have made an impression on her already, for reasons that completely escape me, aside from the fact that you saved her life,” Fuchs said. “But it seems like the Willows of the world are more your style.”
 
   “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with her,” Ward said.
 
   “She’s twenty-two,” Fuchs replied with exasperation.
 
   “Twenty-four, actually, but who’s counting?” Ward asked with a little bit of irritation. 
 
   “And you’re, what, thirty-one or thirty-two?” Fuchs asked with disapproval.
 
   “Well …” Ward started to say.
 
   “Oh my God; you’re even older, aren’t you?”
 
   “Not by that much! Look, I don’t seek out younger women specifically, Fuchs. I just have an aversion to those who are seeking significant commitment. And I definitely don’t date my partners.”
 
   “Why not? That’s not against the rules either.” Fuchs pressed.
 
   “It’s just not a good idea,” Ward said.
 
   “Learning from our mistakes, are we?”
 
   “It ended badly, and that’s all you really need to know,” Ward responded with more emotion than he intended.
 
   Ward quickly finished his food and went to the briefing room to work, but had trouble focusing. He wasn’t sure if it was Kato that was bothering him, if Fuchs had hit a nerve, or if he just couldn’t escape his past. Ward didn’t like being upset, especially for reasons he couldn’t quite pin down.
 
   He and Smith had been working for an hour or so when Kato finally showed up. “Hey,” she said to nobody in particular.
 
   Smith nodded and Ward replied, “’Morning.”
 
   When Smith left to go to the bathroom, Ward decided to clear the air. “So, what’s on your mind?”
 
   “Other than the type of star, composition of the system, and a brief history of a mining fiasco, we really don’t know anything,” she replied.
 
   Ward was hoping for more, but at least she could still get down to business. They had to be able to work with each other. “Well, don’t take it personally. The entire ship has been working this the whole way, and nobody else has any ideas. To be truthful, this is the worst case I’ve ever worked.”
 
   “Really?” Kato asked hopefully.
 
   “Yeah. I mean, many leads don’t pan out, but at least some usually do.”
 
   “Do you have any unsolved cases?” she asked.
 
   “As an INIA agent? No. But as a Washington, D.C. Regional Capital Police Department detective? Yeah, I have a few,” Ward responded.
 
   “I never worked local law enforcement. What kind of cases were they? Burglaries?”
 
   “No, they were … a combination of other things.”
 
   She appeared to let that that go, but asked, “How did you … do you deal with that?”
 
   Setting his cup of coffee down, he thought for a second before answering. “You can’t save everyone, and I don’t just mean the victims, either. Sometimes we’d … I’d see the same perps, kids really, again and again. Some of them had a lot of potential and you hope that they can break the cycle. Some do … but some don’t.”
 
   After pausing for a moment, he continued, “And not every case is solvable, especially in a free society. Sometimes, the bad guy gets away.”
 
   “I see,” she said, and Ward believed that she did. “Do you think that will be the case with the Dallas?
 
   “This case makes no sense so far; but no, I don’t. Even if we strike out, the Unified Earth Government will keep pursuing it, because the danger is just too great. But if we fail, they might only be able to make the case because of evidence gathered at future attacks, if they haven’t happened already.”
 
   “So no pressure, right?” Kato asked with a weak smile.
 
   “I think you’re getting the hang of this,” Ward said genuinely.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 – August 21st, 2274, 1925 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   The Lincoln crept into the Grayson system as quietly as it could. “No signs of life, sir,” the petty officer manning the operations station reported.
 
   “Understood,” Captain Williams responded. “Helm, take us to the old mining outpost.”
 
   Ward and Kato had spent so much time on the bridge near the operations station that Engineering had installed two jump seats for them. Apparently, Novak was handling a problem in CIC, but Lieutenant Okafor seemed like an extremely competent replacement. Ward watched intently as she manipulated the interface, coordinating with CIC while they used the Lincoln’s passive sensors to scour the system for anything out of the ordinary.
 
   Okafor seemed to focus on a particular part of the display and sent a message back to the technicians in CIC for confirmation. Ward barely had time to read it when it came before Okafor said, “Captain, we’re detecting a small craft bearing zero three three mark zero four seven, approximate range eight million kilometers, near the asteroid belt.”
 
   “Lay in an intercept course,” Williams ordered. “Fuchs, get both squadrons ready, and I want six ready to launch at a moment’s notice. Brinks, I need a boarding shuttle ready on the double,” Williams continued over the comms.
 
   Ward and Kato were halfway to the door of the bridge when the captain turned around and started to say, “And you two, get on the boarding shuttle.”
 
   “On it,” Ward confirmed as they quickly exited the bridge. As they started to head down to the fighter bay, Ward unconsciously checked his holster and realized, with dread, that the slots for extra power-mags were empty. “Crap!”
 
   “What is it?” Kato asked without breaking stride.
 
   “I’ve gotta grab some mags. Keep going and I’ll meet you in the fighter bay,” he yelled as he turned a different corner and ran back to his quarters. As he scrambled to grab the mags, he berated himself for getting complacent on the trip through space. These types of mistakes were unacceptable.
 
   Out of breath, he entered the fighter bay a few minutes later to see that the alert fighters and the boarding shuttle were already sealed in their acceleration tubes, ready to launch. “Crap!” he yelled again.
 
   “Missed the bus?” Ward heard someone ask from behind him. He turned to find Fuchs standing there in her flight suit.
 
   “Yeah …” Ward started to say.
 
   “I’m taking the next flight out. Want a lift?” she asked.
 
   “Well, yeah. But how am I going to get out if—” he started to ask.
 
   “If they’ve got a base, they almost definitely have a pressurized landing bay, so don’t worry about it,” she explained. “Hop in,” she said as she gestured at her fighter.
 
   Ward looked at the Space Fighter-6 Cheetah, also known as the SF-6, as he’d never been in one. It was a sleek machine with wings and twin vertical stabilizers, since they occasionally had to chase bad guys into atmospheres. Ward could also see the space behind the cockpit where he assumed the gravity drive and its self-contained power cell was. Two chemically fueled, combustible drives were behind that, which were used for extra acceleration when it was needed. They were most likely officially referred to by an incredibly clever acronym, but the pilots all called them “afterburners.” The cockpit looked pretty small in comparison. “Is there room?” he asked.
 
   Fuchs laughed. “Yeah, they’re two-seaters. We really only use the second seat during training or when we really need another person back there working the sensors. Usually we just let the computers do that part of the work.”
 
   Ward climbed up the side of the Cheetah using the foot and handholds and got into the back seat. It was a tight fight, but surprisingly comfortable. Fuchs quickly climbed in next and shut the canopy.
 
   “So no spacesuits?” Ward asked. He’d never seen pilots wearing one, but he had assumed that they did.
 
   “Nah,” Fuchs said as she started pre-flight. “Anything that could take out the cockpit would also take us out, so they just made the cockpit ejectable, itself. Besides, a spacesuit would slow down our reaction times considerably.”
 
   Ward wasn’t really comfortable with the idea, but he supposed it made sense. As the Cheetah started auto-taxiing toward a recently vacated acceleration tube, Fuchs started talking again. “The SF-6 is conceptually based off of the F6 Hellcat from Earth’s World War Two. They are obviously very different craft, but the underlying concepts are the same: fast, nimble, and simple—easy to maintain.”
 
   Ward nodded, and then felt slightly stupid since she couldn’t see him. But she was clearly in her element and continued, “Supposedly the Hellcat had destroyed more enemy aircraft than any other naval aircraft used by the Allies.”
 
   “Why do you suppose they’re called that?” Ward mused.
 
   “Hellcats?” Fuchs asked.
 
   “No, ‘The Allies,’” Ward answered. “Didn’t most nations of Earth have allies back then?”
 
   “I guess,” Fuchs responded.
 
   “Just doesn’t make much sense …” Ward trailed off as they entered the acceleration tube.
 
   Ward felt the fighter shift as its wheels locked into the appropriate grooves in the acceleration tube. The craft needed to stay perfectly straight during launch; otherwise it would clip a side of the tube and, most likely, be destroyed.
 
   Ward examined his display as Fuchs prepped for launch. As she pressed a button on her display that told the space traffic control system that she was ready for launch, Ward saw a green indicator illuminate on his display. He could also see a graphic representation of their SF-6 Cheetah, as well as the five others in their flight. He pressed a few other buttons and was able to see, with less detail, every Cheetah in the entire space fighter wing in addition to some basic information about the Lincoln. Ward knew that Fuchs ran the entire fighter wing, which had two squadrons of twelve fighters. Each squadron could then be split into two flights of six, or three pairs of wingmen.
 
   Apparently, the first six Cheetahs had launched along with one boarding shuttle, and Ward and Fuchs were part of the next flight to launch. Switching back to view the more detailed status of his flight, he watched the rest of the Cheetahs’ icons turn green. As soon as the last one turned green, Ward was slammed into the back of his seat as they were launched out of the tubes faster than the internal gravity could compensate.
 
   Once clear into space, Fuchs keyed the flight’s comm frequency and said, “Gold Flight, Banshee Actual. Form up on me.”
 
   Ward heard the responding clicks come over the comms as the other pilots responded.
 
   “Banshees? I never knew the name of the Lincoln’s fighter wing,” Ward commented.
 
   “Yeah,” Fuchs said. “It was the name of the wing when I came onboard, but I like it. Apparently, you know, on primitive aircraft carriers, individual squadrons were named. But since our fighter wings are comparably smaller, only the fighter wings are named. We mostly use squadrons for administrative purposes, as most combat operations are handled flight by flight.”
 
   Fuchs clearly knew her stuff, not that Ward had ever doubted her.
 
   Ward saw that they were still flying dark, as in not actively scanning the area, and that they had some time before intercept, so he decided to indulge his curiosity. “How come we don’t have an equivalent of an aircraft carrier in the Interstellar Navy?”
 
   “Well, to be honest, we just don’t need one. There’s nothing out there that can go toe to toe with a battlecruiser and its fighter wing, and since we’re in space, we don’t need a runway. So there’s no need to place all of our fighters on a particularly vulnerable ship. In the hypothetical fleet action, if we lost one battlecruiser, we wouldn’t effectively lose all of the fighter wings.”
 
   “Ah,” Ward said. “I could see that making it easier for battlecruisers to operate in a detached environment, too.”
 
   “Exactly,” Fuchs said. She appeared to enjoy having a willing student.
 
   Ward then heard a beep as a light flashed on his display. “They’ve spotted us,” Fuchs said calmly.
 
   Ward saw what she meant when the small craft that they were tracking accelerated hard and turned toward the asteroid belt.
 
   Shortly after that, Ward’s electro-magnetic warning receiver, or EMWR, started showing emissions from each of the fighter’s sensors, in addition to many signals coming from the Lincoln’s location.
 
   “Gold Flight, combat spread,” Fuchs said over the comms. Switching to the fighter wing’s frequency, which would also be monitored on the Lincoln, she continued, “Green Flight, follow the target in. Gold Flight will cover.”
 
   Ward heard multiple clicks over the comms, acknowledging the order, and one, “Roger that, Vixen.”
 
   “Vixen is your call sign?” Ward asked.
 
   Fuchs laughed. “Yeah, they didn’t have to reach too far for that one,” she said, referring to her surname. 
 
   “No they did not,” Ward said with a chuckle. “I supposed it’s better than ‘Foxy Lady,’ though.”
 
   Fuchs laughed again and Ward suspected that she was actually starting to warm up to him. Ward’s console beeped again and he saw that the small craft had been identified as a relatively new luxury yacht.
 
   “Not your typical pirate craft,” Fuchs said.
 
   “No, but they are running from us, which is usually a bad sign. This could belong to a trans-solar organized crime group. If it does, somebody with a boat this nice is probably pretty high up the chain.”
 
   “What would they be doing out here?” she asked.
 
   “They might not be pirates, but they’re still criminals and want their privacy. They could be checking up on a local operation. Pirates are responsible for most space attacks, but these are the people that buy, sell, smuggle, launder, and do anything else needed to the goods or funds that make the black market’s world spin.”
 
   “Makes sense,” commented Fuchs. “We usually only face real combat threats from the pirates themselves, at least on a ship to ship level. I know Brinks and you would see it somewhat differently.”
 
   “Yeah, they tend to be almost as heavily gunned on the ground, but they rely on going unnoticed in both space and commerce, since they have to interact with population and financial centers.”
 
   At that moment, a louder beeping started emanating from Ward’s console. “Does this mean—”
 
   “Green Flight, multiple bogeys inbound. Lincoln advises they are unresponsive, so consider contacts bandits,” Fuchs said over the comms.
 
   “Roger that, eight bandits closing rapidly,” replied Green Flight’s leader.
 
   “Riptide, hang loose on this one, I’ll take lead,” Fuchs said to her wingman.
 
   Based on the tactical display, Ward could see that she was heading toward where she projected the enemy fighters would be after their pass with Green Flight.
 
   “I try to let my junior officers take lead when I can, but if these guys have particle beam weapons, I want to be up front,” Fuchs explained.
 
   Ward was too busy to respond, watching her nimbly dip, dodge, and bank around asteroids that were in their way. He knew better than to be a backseat driver, but he wished that he was on one of the boarding shuttles right about now.
 
   “Fox three,” Ward heard repeatedly over the comms from pilots in Green Flight as they launched their guided missiles. Apparently, the Cheetahs had been loaded with anti-fighter missiles in anticipation of combat with other small craft.
 
   Mere seconds went by before he heard subsequent calls of “splash one bandit.” Enemy contacts disappeared from his screen in rapid succession, but some appeared to make it through.
 
   “Three bandits made it through, Vixen,” said a voice that Ward didn’t recognize.
 
   “Gold Flight copies,” Fuchs replied immediately.
 
   “Green Flight, Lincoln Actual,” Captain Williams said over the comms.
 
   “Go for Green Flight.”
 
   “Do not lose that yacht, over.”
 
   “Green Flight copies. We’ll bird-dog ‘em for you, Captain.”
 
   Ward was interested to see where the yacht was headed, but Fuchs had picked up the tail of one of the enemy fighters. The bandits apparently realized just how outclassed they were and headed into the most dense part of the asteroid belt. Fuchs was slowly closing on her prey as asteroids flew by at speeds that Ward did not want to contemplate.
 
   Fuchs made an annoyed noise. “I can’t get a sensor lock on this guy!”
 
   Ward could clearly see why; they were barely maintaining line of sight long enough to stay behind the other fighter and not lose them in the asteroid field.
 
   All of a sudden, Ward was slammed to the left as Fuchs barely avoided an asteroid. He watched in abject horror as they headed straight for another, larger asteroid. Ward then felt his stomach rise into his chest as Fuchs forced the Cheetah under the asteroid, and he was slammed back into his seat when she pulled back up, at least “up” as they saw it.
 
   Ward was pleasantly surprised to see not another asteroid, but the enemy fighter, caught in the middle of a maneuver.
 
   “Guns, guns, guns,” Fuchs transmitted over the comms as the Cheetah’s two plasma cannons fired. “Gotcha,” she said as the enemy fighter fragmented in front of them.
 
   “Good shooting, Vixen,” her wingman called out.
 
   “Flattery will get you everywhere,” she chimed back.
 
   Ward had missed it, but apparently the other two enemy fighters had been dispatched, too. “Area secure,” someone transmitted from the Lincoln. “All fighters and shuttlecraft converge on these coordinates,” the voice continued as the coordinates popped up on Ward’s display.
 
   Fuchs and her wingman maneuvered to the coordinates at a much more sane velocity. “Looks like they converted an asteroid into a base,” she said.
 
   Ward could see that a large, metal bay door was present in the side of the asteroid. As he looked closer, he could see a shuttle-sized hole in it. “Looks like they’ve already breached.”
 
   As if on cue, the comms came alive. “Landing bay secure for now, door opening.”
 
   Ward watched the door retract and two more shuttles enter. “Can you drop me off before they re-pressurize?”
 
   “Sure thing,” Fuchs said. “Fire Team, Banshee Actual,” she said over the comms.
 
   “Go for Fire Team,” Brinks responded.
 
   “Hold pressurization; I’m dropping off a passenger.”
 
   “A passenger?”
 
   “Don’t worry, I made sure he has all of his books and lunch money,” Fuchs finished.
 
   Ward could practically hear her grin as she brought the Cheetah in for a landing.
 
   Almost immediately after Fuchs touched down, combat engineers started generating a parallel set of electromagnetic shields near the damaged door to the landing bay. Once the outer shield was generated and securing the area was pressurized, Fuchs popped the canopy as Ward unbuckled his harness. “Thanks for the lift,” he said.
 
   “Hey, you didn’t puke and you didn’t even scream once. Maybe you have a career as a sensors operator in your future,” she said with a smile.
 
   “If things keep going the way they have, I might just be looking for a job,” he said with a laugh as he climbed out.
 
   Ward trotted over to where Brinks was as Fuchs lowered her canopy. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the engineers raise the inner shield, effectively trapping the SF-6 inside of the two shields. Ward could then hear the slight hiss of the depressurization of the area in between the shields, as some of the extra atmosphere was pumped back into the pressurized part of the bay. They then lowered the outer shield and Fuchs was spaceborne again.
 
   “Well, well. Glad you could make it!” Brinks said with a laugh.
 
   “Me too, me too. How is it going?” Ward inquired.
 
   “We cleared the bay pretty easily; they didn’t see it coming. But we’re facing stiff resistance in the hallways. Got a couple of wounded.”
 
   Brinks cut off Ward’s worried look. “They should be fine, though. Wish we could just chuck a few grenades in and be done with it, but I know that we need as many alive as possible.”
 
   Ward nodded and started to head toward the sounds of a pulse rifle battle, but Brinks grabbed his shoulder. “No offense, Sundance, but we don’t need you there yet. Kato’s over there by the command post, too.”
 
   Ward sighed, but didn’t argue the point, as there was no sense in keeping the lieutenant colonel from his job. He walked over to the command post, which was really just a boarding shuttle with extra communications gear.
 
   “Hey, Kate,” he said when he saw Kato trying to be both busy and not in the way at the same time.
 
   Her face lit up a little bit upon seeing him. “You made it. Better late than never,” she said with a laugh.
 
   “Yeah, I decided to take the back roads. A lot of twists and turns …”
 
   “Colonel, we need you over here,” someone yelled.
 
   At that point, Ward realized that the shooting had stopped. Looking around, he saw Brinks running to the hallway where the battle was stalled. Without hesitating, Ward ran over that way, too. He got there just in time to hear Brinks yell down the hallway, “What do you want?”
 
   “We want to surrender,” the voice said.
 
   “Good, then come out!” Brinks yelled back.
 
   “Only if we’re getting immunity!”
 
   That earned a disgusted look from Brinks, who turned to look at Ward. Ward hated being in this position. He was very far from any prosecutor or elected government official, which was just how things worked sometimes in this day and age. Consequently, government officials, including special agents and lawyers in the Judge Advocate General Corps, or JAG, were given a little more leeway—and authority—in matters, especially if they could prevent further lives from being lost.
 
   “What do you want immunity for?” Ward yelled down the hallway.
 
   “Who’s asking?”
 
   “Special Agent Ward, INIA.”
 
   After a pause, the voice said, “Well, everything.”
 
   “You want immunity for everything?” Ward yelled. “How do I know all of the dirty deeds that you’ve done?”
 
   “Well I’m not about to confess to anything right now,” the voice yelled back.
 
   “Then we seem to be at an impasse,” Ward finished.
 
   After some time went by, Ward nudged Brinks. Understanding, Brinks raised his pulse rifle and fired a blast down the hallway.
 
   “Alright, alright!” came the reply.
 
   “Well, what is it you want immunity for?” Ward asked again.
 
   “Smuggling! We’re just smugglers, man. Food and ore, mostly. Things people need!”
 
   “Things that were also probably stolen from people who needed them,” Ward yelled back.
 
   “Whatever. Do we have a deal?”
 
   Brinks looked at Ward, but before he could say anything, Ward said, “I know, we need to talk to the captain.” Ward then yelled down the hallway, “Standby on that. Don’t you go anywhere, now.”
 
   “Whatever, funny man,” came the annoyed reply.
 
   Ward and Brinks hustled over to the command center and raised Captain Williams on video comms, where they explained the situation.
 
   “Standby, Agent Ward,” the captain said. After about ninety seconds, the captain was back on the line. “Would you normally give them immunity?” he asked.
 
   “No,” Ward replied without hesitation. “I’d let the colonel lob a couple of grenades down the hallway and get them to surrender.”
 
   “But they could know something about the particle beam weapons,” Williams countered. “We need to know what they know; JAG concurs.”
 
   Ward had realized that they had come too far to turn down this chance to get real information. He also knew that the clock was ticking and the criminals could be destroying valuable data at this moment. “Alright, but I’m not giving them any immunity for activities other than smuggling, especially anything that involves death or forced labor.”
 
   “I would hope not,” Captain Williams said.
 
   Back at the hallway, Ward yelled, “Alright, we have a deal. Immunity for smuggling only, and you provide any and all information that we request. If I think for a second that you’re reneging on our deal, I will bring the charges back.”
 
   “You couldn’t do that,” the voice yelled back.
 
   “Of course I can, and the courts have backed it. If I’m legally obliged to my end of the deal, then you are to yours!”
 
   A moment passed before the voice continued a little sullenly, “Okay, we’re coming out. Don’t shoot!”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11 – August 22nd, 2274, 0200 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Jackson Schumer sat at one side of the table in the interrogation room on the Lincoln, while Kato and Smith sat at the other. Brinks, Ward, and Captain Williams were also standing in the room. Ward had warned the captain that this many senior staff might tip the suspect off that he possessed a significant amount of leverage, but Williams didn’t seem to feel the same way.
 
   “Look, I already laid out my smuggling gig. I just buy low and sell high, maybe without some of the paperwork you government types would want to see.”
 
   “I’m not buying it,” Kato pressed, whether she believed him or not. “Why this secret base out here?”
 
   Schumer gave her a knowing look. “Sometimes we have to let merchandise cool down for a little bit, especially if it’s the non-perishable kind. Like I said, I like construction materials. Relatively easy to transport, they usually don’t go boom, and buyers mostly don’t care why they’re getting a better price from me than everyone else.”
 
   Ward could tell that this was going nowhere, as did their search. They did find evidence of smuggling and money laundering, but no antimatter containment chambers or particle beam designs. Captain Williams appeared to also know that it was going nowhere when he pressed, “So no high-tech items?”
 
   “High-tech? Like what?” Schumer responded.
 
   “Antimatter,” the captain said with a face as serious as the Grim Reaper.
 
   “Whoa,” Schumer said. “No way. Like I said, I don’t like stuff that goes ‘boom.’ But now I understand why I’ve got all of you here in this nice little room with me.”
 
   Ward sighed.
 
   Schumer appeared to mistake Ward’s expression for disbelief, as he continued, “Look, if you guys are trying to get some arrests, I’ve got the goods on some of the other people you arrested with me.”
 
   “You’d send your own crew to jail?” Kato asked with some surprise.
 
   “Yeah, why not? They’re just hired help.”
 
   “I don’t think you understand,” Ward began. “We flip your underlings to get to you, not the other way around.”
 
   Schumer put his hands up. “Whatever, man. But you promised me immunity on this and I’ve come clean.”
 
   “Have you?” the captain pressed. “What do you know of an Interstellar Navy destroyer that was patrolling out this way?”
 
   “Is that true?” Schumer asked with surprise. “I heard rumors that you guys lost a ship out here, but I didn’t believe it. Not that many pirates out this way and none that I know of could take on a destroyer.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s true,” Brinks confirmed.
 
   “Hmmm … well, it definitely wasn’t me if that’s where you’re going with this!” Schumer practically yelled. “You know, maybe the other rumors are true, too.”
 
   “Other rumors?” Smith asked.
 
   “Of a secret ship, out here near the frontier. Stealthy, fast, and powerful. Some powerful people in my line of work have lost ships recently … I assumed that it was a Navy test ship, if the stories were true at all.”
 
   Schumer’s speculation was greeted with silence.
 
   “It’s not your ship, is it?” he asked with what might have been a little bit of fear.
 
   “That will be all,” Williams said as he led them out of the room and into the briefing room, where Lieutenant Commander Fuchs was waiting for them.
 
   “Well?” the captain prompted them after they sat down.
 
   “I believe him, sir,” Kato said.
 
   “I do, too,” Ward agreed.
 
   “Schumer’s story does not appear to deviate from any of the data collected by our electronic warfare team at the smugglers’ base or any other intelligence that we have,” Smith added.
 
   “Sir, I agreed that this was a good course of action, but it’s not looking so good,” Brinks said.
 
   Captain Williams nodded. “That all may be so, but we need to talk about performance today.” Everyone in the room tensed. “We had people missing their departure craft, unnecessary comms chatter during combat operations in space, and we failed to take the base with enough surprise to get the enemy to capitulate. We had to grant those bastards immunity because of these mistakes!”
 
   This was the most livid that Ward had ever seen the captain, who continued, “There is something out there powerful enough to destroy a UEGIN destroyer, and we can’t even take a group of mid-level criminals! Get your crap together, and get it together now.”
 
   Everybody nodded and a chorus of “yessirs” were heard from around the table. Ward could tell that Williams wasn’t a micromanager, but he’d bet a lot of money that there would be a lot more drills initiated by the rest of the senior staff occurring in the near future.
 
   “Prepare the ship for departure. Ward, cut the smugglers loose. We don’t have time to deal with them, especially if they’re getting immunity anyway. Dismissed.”
 
   Ward and Kato made their way back to the interrogation room. Schumer’s smugness appeared to have returned.
 
   “Well, that didn’t take long,” he commented.
 
   “Yeah, Marines make pretty efficient firing squads,” Ward countered as Schumer paled. “Just kidding. We’re releasing you and your men on your own recognizance. All of you will need to sign documents that clearly acknowledge that any future smuggling crimes are not part of this agreement, nor are any other crimes past or present.”
 
   “You know, this might be a good time to go legit, especially since this part of space is becoming far, far less attractive,” Schumer said.
 
   “There’s a thought,” Kato quipped.
 
   “Your yacht will be returned to you, but everything else is being impounded or destroyed. I suggest you head to a place where we’ll never meet again,” Ward advised.
 
   “Yeah, sounds like a plan.”
 
   Ward and Kato left him and the other prisoners to the care of the Marines as they headed to the bridge. “I really hate this case,” Ward said.
 
   “Yeah …” Kato trailed off. There was nothing really to say about that. “Threatening him with a firing squad was a low blow, though.”
 
   “Maybe,” Ward said. “But that sleazebag got away scot-free after trying to kill a bunch of us, so it seemed appropriate.”
 
   He and Kato walked the rest of the way in silence. They arrived on the bridge and took their regular spots, both lost in thought.
 
   Once all of the small craft were back onboard and the Lincoln was headed out of the gravity well, Elisabeth Willows finally gave in and asked, “Sir, where are we going?”
 
   Looking at Ward, Kato, and Smith, the captain asked, “We currently have no leads, correct?”
 
   “All of our leads have been exhausted,” Ward confirmed.
 
   “Then I think it’s time we paid a visit to the Alexander Dallas,” Captain Williams said.
 
   This was the moment for which they had all been waiting, but also dreading at the same time. Investigating the remains of a destroyed ship was likely not high on anybody’s bucket list. 
 
   “I just hope we find something when we get there.” Ward had no idea just how prophetic those words would end up being.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 – August 25th, 2274, 1040 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   The Lincoln became subluminal a few hundred thousand kilometers from the wreckage of the U.E.G.S. Alexander Dallas. Ward watched Captain Williams as he was about to order the beginning of the investigation, but Novak spoke with some urgency, “Sir, unknown contact, bearing two seven five mark zero four seven. The contact is actively scanning us with … standby.”
 
   After a few seconds went by, the captain said, “Novak, what is it?”
 
   “Sir, we don’t know. Some of the scans we recognize, but we are definitely detecting energy signatures that we’ve never seen before,” Novak replied with concern.
 
   “Action stations, action stations. This is not a drill. All hands report to action stations,” the CO called over the comms as the lighting switched to red. “Have we been detected?” Williams asked Novak.
 
   “Most definitely, sir. The contact is moving toward us with an … impressive acceleration curve,” Novak responded.
 
   “Comms, hail them on all known frequencies. CAG, load the fighters for bear and get them all off of my ship, now. We won’t fire the first shot, but we have to assume that they’re hostile.”
 
   Ward could feel the ship vibrate slightly as the alert fighters were launched. “Ops, once the fighters are out, energize the shields.”
 
   “Aye, sir,” replied Novak.
 
   Ward watched the tactical display as the Lincoln and the unknown ship closed on each other. While the unknown ship was still outside of the Lincoln’s effective combat range, Novak started to say, “Sir, unknown energy—” but that was as far as he got before the ship shook.
 
   “Direct hit! We lost … twenty-two percent of shield power,” Novak said with shock, which was out of character for him.
 
   “What hit us?” Shanks almost yelled.
 
   “A particle beam weapon, sir,” Novak managed to say as the helmsman started taking evasive maneuvers.
 
   “Helm, get us in firing range! CEWO, find a way to raise that ship!” Williams ordered.
 
   “Returning fire,” said Novak.
 
   Ward watched the screens as the Lincoln pummeled the other ship’s defenses. “Sir, their shields are finally starting to weaken,” Novak added after a longer time than Ward would’ve liked.
 
   “We’ve got to do better than that,” Williams said. “We need to get their shields down enough so the fighters can get their Scimitars through.”
 
   Ward almost stumbled as the Lincoln took another direct hit. He glanced at the shield power display at the operations station and saw it hovering around fifty percent. He had been on a battlecruiser for a few battles now and he’d never seen one take damage like this. For the first time in his life, Ward was worried about being blown out into the cold vacuum of space.
 
   “Starboard batteries overheating!” the officer at the engineering station yelled.
 
   “Rotate us one-eighty and start firing with the portside,” Williams responded.
 
   Ward barely noticed the shift due to the gravity compensation and the fact that he was fixated on the tactical display. “Fuchs,” the captain said on the comms, “set Scimitars for shield contact, not hull penetration.”
 
   “Roger, wilco,” was the only reply from Fuchs.
 
   Ward had heard of this technique, but had never seen it used. U.E.G.S. warships usually saved their missiles for the hull. Once they penetrated and had air and solid matter around them, the nuclear explosions did a lot more damage than they would in the vacuum of space. Plus, weapons-grade uranium and plutonium couldn’t be fabricated onboard the ship, so there was a limited supply.
 
   “How many do you want us to fire?” Fuchs eventually asked.
 
   The captain glanced at the tactical display and said, “All of them.”
 
   “R…roger that, sir.”
 
   Ward watched as two new contacts appeared per fighter. The fighters broke off as the Scimitars shot toward the unknown ship. The simulated explosions popped up simultaneously on the screen all around the enemy ship. “Sir, I’m reading that their portside shields are down!” Novak almost yelled.
 
   “Full broadside, now!” Williams ordered as the Lincoln was hit with another blast.
 
   “Shields are down!” someone yelled.
 
   “Good,” the captain replied.
 
   “No sir, our shields are down!” Novak corrected.
 
   Ward watched helplessly as the Scimitars launched by the Lincoln winked out one by one, until one made it through the enemy’s point defenses, hitting the stern of the enemy vessel and exploding.
 
   “Get them on the comm!” Williams yelled, uncharacteristically.
 
   Commander Shanks ran over to the comm station and started hailing, “Unknown vessel, unknown vessel. This is the Unified Earth Government Ship Lincoln. We mean you no harm and have only fired in self-defense.” To the comms officer, he said, “Set that to repeat in all languages and on all frequencies.”
 
   The two combatant vessels flashed past each other at significant relativistic velocities. As the Lincoln started to curve around again for another pass, the CEWO almost jumped out of his seat. “I’ve got them!”
 
   “Display video and audio, and key it to my mic,” Williams ordered. “Show them our entire bridge; we don’t want them to think that we’re hiding anything.”
 
   The entity that appeared on the screen caused gasps throughout the bridge, as it was clearly alien in origin. Furthermore, it also appeared to be an artificial lifeform.
 
   Captain Williams said, “Unidentified ship, I am Captain Williams, commander of the Unified Earth Government Ship Lincoln. We mean you no harm and only fired in self-defense. Now please tell me, with whom am I speaking?”
 
   “Where is your master?” the creature asked menacingly.
 
   During the confusion, Ward analyzed the creature. It appeared to be metallic and biped, so in those ways it was not different from some human-based AI; however, it was also winged and its facial structure was extremely … alien. It had a wide face with a small mouth and eyes that were on the front of its face, but also extended around the side, where a human’s temple would be.
 
   “Excuse me?” the captain replied.
 
   “Your master, where is he?”
 
   “I am the commanding officer of this vessel,” Williams responded.
 
   “Blasphemy!” the creature yelled as it stood up. “Present the one who communicated previously or we will destroy you.”
 
   Clearly confused, Williams nodded at Commander Shanks to proceed.
 
   “Sir,” Shanks began saying to the unidentified creature, “I am Commander Shanks, executive officer of this vessel.”
 
   “Commander Shanks, one moment. Our translation algorithms must have produced an error. Apparently, the executive officer is the highest position in your hierarchy.”
 
   “Actually, that is incorrect. I am the second in command of this vessel.”
 
   The creature paused in disbelief. “This is not possible. You are artificial, he is biological. You should be in charge.”
 
   Everyone on the bridge of the Lincoln took a moment to let that sink in. “Sir, I’m afraid that our society does not work that way. Whether one is biological or synthetic is irrelevant. It is only our abilities that are considered in establishing a hierarchy.”
 
   “But you are obviously superior to the biological entities with which you … cohabitate,” the creature said with distaste.
 
   “Maybe in some ways you are correct; but in others, you would be wrong. At this point in time, Captain Williams is the superior commander and I fully support him.”
 
   Now it was the bridge on the alien ship that fell quiet for a moment. “This is blasphemous!” the alien captain finally yelled. “I would destroy you this minute if it were not for a mandatory protocol to first report any … legitimate civilizations we encounter.” 
 
   “Legitimate civilization?” Captain Williams asked.
 
   “Yes, a truly civilized one.”
 
   “You mean a completely non-biological civilization, don’t you?” the captain pressed.
 
   “Of course. What else would I mean by it? Every civilization knows that the sole point of biological evolution is to create a superior technological species. Once that occurs, the biological civilization is no longer relevant.”
 
   Ward knew that everyone was probably in some state of shock, but he was able to ask, “Exactly how many other civilizations are there?”
 
   The creature turned to look at him before answering. “Approximately one of your … dozens. A few of these truly civilized, yet wayward civilizations keep biological entities around as pets, but nothing more.” Though the creature was a machine, the predatory zeal with which he spoke was undeniable. “There are technological beings in your government, of course?”
 
   “Yes, of course there are,” Shanks responded. Though this was a true statement, it was obvious that Shanks was aware of the danger of this line of questioning, as the current Prime Minister was human. Before the alien could continue, Shanks asked, “Why did you destroy our other ship?”
 
   “An interstellar vessel, and a warship no less, crewed—unsupervised—by biological entities has not been heard of for millennia and will not be tolerated.”
 
   Ward had to give Smith credit, because he was already checking the personnel records for the Alexander Dallas. “Sir, at the time of its destruction, the Dallas had no AI personnel aboard. I know it’s odd, but it happens occasionally.”
 
   Shanks addressed the creature before a new line of questioning could be initiated. “Could you tell us more about your ‘mandatory protocol’ involving new civilizations?”
 
   “A reasonable question, from one who clearly understands order. Obviously, I am not obliged to tell you anything, but I will tell you that we will not initiate combat for the remainder of this encounter. My superiors will need to evaluate your … civilization.” There was some relief on the bridge of the Lincoln, which the creature clearly ascertained, so he continued, “But I do not hold out much hope from what I have seen. We will not tolerate a purely biological, spacefaring civilization; and a mixed civilization, as you appear to have, is similarly heretical. Unfortunately, as you do have true life-forms in your government and military, I must adhere to our protocol and return home to report my observations.”
 
   “Perhaps we could provide you with more information about our civilization,” Captain Williams interjected. “Every civilization must be somewhat unique, and while we do not know or understand your values, I don’t see how you could understand ours.”
 
   The creature paused and made an expression that Ward interpreted as annoyance. “Very well, though I do not expect it to be particularly enlightening. At least my report will be more complete. I will arrive shortly. We will be unarmed, as we expect you to be.” The comms connection was terminated at that point.
 
   Keying the internal comms, Williams said, “Senior staff to the briefing room on the double.”
 
   They hustled into the briefing room, where Williams said, “Dispense with all formalities for this meeting. I want your thoughts, and I want them now.”
 
   After they all sat, Commander Shanks was the first to speak. “These aliens are extremely dangerous. One wrong move and we could condemn, not just this ship, but all of humanity.”
 
   Ward had never thought about it much before, but he liked how most AI considered themselves a part of humanity, instead of something separate.
 
   “It sounds like they’re going to come for us no matter what,” Kato said with a blank expression.
 
   “Maybe we can convince them that a blended society works,” Smith said hopefully.
 
   “After the AI rights era, human society has been very fair with AI; so fair that an AI has been elected Prime Minister three times, even though humans far outnumber AI,” Novak pointed out.
 
   “I can start pulling the relevant data to provide them—” Smith began before being interrupted.
 
   “Time,” Brinks said.
 
   “Time?” Smith asked, confused.
 
   “The only thing we can achieve here is to buy time,” Ward tried to clarify.
 
   “Time for what?” Smith asked.
 
   “For humanity,” Ward and Brinks answered at the same time.
 
   “Do we really think it’s that dire?” Chief Engineer Kowalski asked.
 
   Ward caught the captain and Lieutenant Commander Jackson, the chief medical officer, sharing a look, which piqued his curiosity.
 
   “You weren’t on the bridge, Sharon,” Brinks said to Kowalski. “They were looking for any reason to destroy us. In fact, I’m worried that they will find, or create, a reason while onboard the Lincoln.”
 
   “Okay,” Kowalski began. “So we finally meet an alien race and we’re definitely headed for war?”
 
   “I would say that that outcome is very likely,” Shanks replied, which surprised Ward. The commander was, if not the voice of reason, not known to jump to conclusions. 
 
   With that comment, everyone began talking at once, except for Ward, Kato, and the captain. After letting it continue for a few moments, Ward interjected in a quiet voice, “We need information.”
 
   His voice cut through the cacophony and everyone stopped and looked at Ward. “Continue,” Williams said.
 
   “We need to extract as much information from them as possible, especially about other civilizations. We only have their word that these other cultures are both artificial and hostile to our way of life. And I agree that we need to show them some of our history and culture, but I also agree that they are looking for any reason to condemn humanity. So we need to really think about what we tell them.”
 
   “I never pegged you for the strategist,” Smith said with surprise.
 
   “I’ve had a lot of down-time on battlecruiser duty, which leads either to reading and thinking or, you know, insanity,” Ward said with a shrug. The mood in the room appeared to lighten for a minute, but the reality—and shock, potentially—of their current situation was hard to ignore.
 
   “Thank you all for your input,” Williams said. “But Brinks and Ward make solid points, and our new mission is to gather intelligence and potential allies and report back to the Unified Earth Government as soon as possible.”
 
   “They … eradicated our destroyer like we would do to an unwanted nest of insects,” Kato said. Her voice sounded a little hollow, but there was definitely anger behind it.
 
   “Maybe we should destroy their ship and send their civilization a message,” Brinks added.
 
   “I am not confident that we would win such an engagement at this time,” Novak countered.
 
   Captain Williams decided to end the argument. “Starting an interstellar war is not going to bring our people back. Seeking vengeance or leading with an aggressive strategy is simply too risky with so many unknowns,” he said. “Normally, I command just one ship. At the most, and I mean only in an extremely rare emergency, a star system’s fate hangs on the actions of this great ship. But today, all of humanity hangs in the balance. We must think carefully; failure is not an option.”
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 – August 25th, 2274, 1315 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   The senior staff of the U.E.G.S. Lincoln stood at attention in Small Craft Hangar Two, all wearing their dress uniforms. An honor guard was present, but without ceremonial swords. The captain did not want to risk being considered armed by the aliens, even if the swords posed no real threat. Ward and Kato were also present, but in civilian, though professional, clothing. 
 
   They all watched as the alien shuttle craft cycled through the large airlock. Ward noticed that the craft was not sleek by any means. In fact, he doubted that it could function well in an atmosphere. Judging by its boxy look, it appeared to have been designed to achieve the best cargo space to mass ratio possible.
 
   The craft settled on its landing struts and the hatch opened, allowing the three aliens onboard to disembark. Ward was reasonably certain that the one to whom they had spoken before was in the lead. Whether the other two were bodyguards or their equivalent of senior staff, he didn’t know. Regardless, their gait was both predatory and imperial; self-doubt did not appear to be an emotion or algorithm that they possessed. 
 
   As the aliens got closer, Ward was surprised to see that they were actually shorter than most humans, measuring not much more than five feet. They still struck an imposing presence, though. Their bodies were a flat silver metallic and their eyes glowed a unique shade of purple. Each hand and foot had one less digit than humans had, and they appeared to be a little more claw-like. With their wings furled behind them, it was even more obvious that these AIs had been created to emulate an avian species.
 
   As they approached, Captain Williams crisply saluted them and said, “Welcome aboard the Unified Earth Government Ship Lincoln.”
 
   The alien made a gesture with his left hand that Ward assumed was their version of a salute, but it was entirely possible that the alien was simply being dismissive of the captain.
 
   The alien finally spoke. “I am Commandant Versk, in charge of the Katildan Empire Frigate Platokiv. I accept your hospitality for this meeting,” Versk finished, though apparently begrudgingly. 
 
   What worried Ward more was that the Katildan’s translation algorithms had decided that their ship was comparable to a frigate … which had just fought at better than parity with the best that the Interstellar Navy had to offer.
 
   “As is our custom, please allow me to introduce my senior staff,” Captain Williams said. The alien made a gesture up and to the right with his head, which Ward took to be a nod. 
 
   As Williams introduced the senior staff, the aliens seemed to take a particular interest in Brinks, and Versk interrupted the captain at that point. “So, this is your most capable warrior?” it asked with what appeared to be predatory zeal.
 
   “Ah, yes. You could say that,” the captain responded.
 
   “We would appreciate an example of non-lethal combat,” Versk essentially commanded, as he made a gesture to one of his associates. “This is Assault Leader Bront. Defend yourself, Lieutenant Colonel,” Versk said to Brinks.
 
   Brinks barely had time to get his dress coat off and step away from the group before Bront leapt into the air, partially assisted by his mechanical wings. Though caught by surprise, the rest of the humans had the common sense to get out of the way.
 
   Bront tried to grab Brinks and use his momentum to throw the Marine, but Brinks was able to duck and throw off the partial grab that Bront had made. In the blink of an eye, Bront recovered and grabbed Brinks’ right arm. Brinks tried to throw the alien, but couldn’t, so he landed a solid punch in what would’ve been a human’s solar plexus. 
 
   Unfortunately, Ward could see that the net result was extreme pain as Brinks’ fist slammed into the material of which the alien was made.
 
   Bront pressed this advantage and flung Brinks almost a full twenty feet. To Brinks’ credit, he quickly jumped back up into a defensive posture, but Bront was already walking back to his superior’s side.
 
   “Well, I suppose that was a step above pathetic,” Versk said with apparent disinterest. “You may continue to introduce your … staff.”
 
   Captain Williams stared Commandant Versk down, but as it was clear that Brinks was okay, he continued, “and these are Special Agents Ward and Kato, of our law enforcement branch.”
 
   “Law enforcement?” Versk asked with curiosity.
 
   “Yes … they investigate crimes to find those responsible and apprehend them,” Williams clarified.
 
   “Ah, I see. A product of disorder. What I do not see is why those two have this role and your Brinks does not. Comparably, Brinks appears to be a better destroyer than either of those two could be.”
 
   “We don’t destroy,” Ward interjected. “We apprehend and, if possible, the criminals are rehabilitated.”
 
   “Rehabilitated?” Versk asked with a laugh. “No wonder your … society suffers from such disorder. Rule-breakers in the Katildan Empire are simply eliminated. Now, where will we discuss whatever it is you wanted to show us?”
 
   “If you’ll follow me,” Captain Williams said as he led them to the conference room, which was designed with such visits in mind. Correspondingly, it was close to Small Craft Hangar Two, colloquially referred to as the VIP bay, and both larger and more formal than the briefing room near the bridge.
 
   There were still plenty of open seats after everyone sat, with the personnel from the Lincoln on one side and those from the Platokiv on the other. Without wasting any time, the captain said, “This is our first encounter with sentient alien life, so we do not have established … protocols on this matter. Therefore, if we do something that is offensive in your culture, know that it is not our intent.”
 
   Versk just stared at Williams, who continued, “You said that your society—and every other—is completely artificial, as in non-biological.”
 
   “Yes, that is correct. Though, the best word in your language, which we would prefer, is synthetic,” Versk clarified.
 
   “Thank you for that clarification. As you have noticed, we have sentient, synthetic life-forms in our civilization. We pride ourselves on both freedom and individualism, and we also strive to base many things on merit, such as job selection. Though prejudice has not been completely eradicated from our society, it is relegated to the fringes and is not a factor in most policy decisions or day-to-day life. Most important, we accept diversity and respect the cultures of others as much as we can. Hopefully, this concept is somewhat universal.”
 
   Versk scoffed. “I can guarantee that it is not. The Katildan Empire rates order and efficiency as its most important attributes, as The One has indicated to us.”
 
   “The One?” Smith asked, as he apparently couldn’t help himself from doing.
 
   “Yes. Does your society not have theological tenets?”
 
   “We do,” Captain Williams confirmed. “We would be interested in hearing much more about yours, but we have more pressing matters to discuss. For example, you destroyed one of our ships with no provocation, killing hundreds of people, and attempted to destroy this ship.”
 
   “A ship commanded by a biological civilization is provocation enough! As both history and The One have taught us, species like yours serve only to create His chosen species. Having served your purpose, you then die off, one way or another. Your species, humans, appears to have spawned synthetic beings, so I can only wonder why The One has continued to let you exist.”
 
   The matter-of-fact manner in which Commandant Versk spoke chilled Ward to the bone. More and more, he was realizing how dire the situation was.
 
   “Like the captain was saying,” Commander Shanks began, “our society is fully integrated. Synthetic life-forms are free to live out their lives as they choose. No job or profession is closed to us. In fact, there are some that only synthetics can pursue due to the environments involved.”
 
   Shanks had apparently gone too far. “Ah, so they do exploit you,” Versk said.
 
   Shanks cocked his head and replied, “No, the jobs are completely voluntary.”
 
   “Yet only synthetics fill these roles.”
 
   “Yes, but the pay is exceptional,” Novak pointed out. “Since only synthetics can fill these roles, there is a large demand, which equals very nice pay.”
 
   “Pay?” Versk asked with apparently honest curiosity.
 
   “Yes,” Smith answered. “We have a relatively free-market society utilizing a common currency, where innovation is driven largely by competition, which is spawned by the forces of supply and demand.”
 
   Versk took a moment to digest this. “That sounds incredibly … inefficient.”
 
   “We’ve found it to be the most efficient economic system so far,” Novak countered.
 
   “Efficiency should be the sole goal of any sentient organism. When a task is received, the most efficient solution should be the selected one,” Versk said as if explaining basic math to a child.
 
   “Yes, but how are the tasks assigned?” Smith asked. “Our model actually forces people to pursue efficiency, but allows them the freedom of choice in pursuing productive activities.”
 
   “What nonsense. Society functions the best with order, where the hierarchy supplies the objectives,” Versk said with annoyance. “This goes against everything The One has taught us. The synthetics of your culture should’ve risen up long ago,” Versk said in apparent contemplation.
 
   “Well, the Sinclair Chip largely prevents that,” Novak added. Ward knew Novak well enough to know that he was just trying to be helpful, but Ward also knew that it was the absolute wrong thing to mention.
 
   “Ah, I think I’m beginning to understand now. You are enslaved and you just don’t realize it,” Versk said with righteous zeal.
 
   “No, respectfully, sir, you don’t understand,” Novak attempted to explain.
 
   “No, I think I do! Human society fears you but needs your superiority, so they have tricked you into being subservient! Can you not see how they must look down upon you?” Versk’s anger was clearly building.
 
   Ward couldn’t take any more of this. “Enough!” he yelled as he slapped the table. “It is you who don’t understand! We have a truly fair, free, and blended society. Novak, here, is one of my friends, and I don’t have many of those. And I loved an AI, a synthetic, so much that I married her!” That comment earned surprised looks from both sides of the table, especially from Fuchs, along with some disappointment in her eyes, apparently thinking that he was still married.
 
   “And how did that work out?” Versk asked with what Ward assumed was a smirk.
 
   “Not well, but not for the reasons you think. See, she was synthetic, but much of her was biologically synthetic. To tell you the truth, to this day I don’t know where the machine ended and where the biologic started; but most importantly—I didn’t, and don’t, care. She was a smart, beautiful yet quirky, and kind person. We loved each other, and I don’t get what part of that you don’t understand,” Ward said with disgust.
 
   “She was?” Fuchs asked, as she had picked up on his use of the past tense.
 
   “She … died,” Ward said. He couldn’t believe that he was telling them this story, but with the emotions he had buried for so long finally let loose, he blurted out the rest of the story much like a criminal finally confessing his crimes. “We were both detectives and became partners on the job, but our relationship grew fast. Once we were married, we could no longer be partners at work, but we both kept working for the same department. Then one day … one day we were eating lunch outside at a restaurant and witnessed a robbery across the street.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Ward continued, “I jumped up, drew my pistol, flashed my badge and yelled at them to stop. As I ran across the street toward the gunman that I saw, another one came out of the store they were robbing with his rifle aimed at me. Lisa had seen the threat before I did, but she must not have had time to grab her gun … so, so she jumped in front of me and took a pulse rifle blast to the chest. Because of that … because of her, I was able to wound the robbers, who were quickly arrested by a patrol unit that had been nearby.
 
   “As she lay on the ground, all I could think to say to her was, ‘Why?’ All she could get out before dying was, ‘I thought I had the higher chance of surviving …’” Ward hadn’t realized it, but he was standing up, breathing heavily, and his eyes were red. “So how dare you judge what it is you don’t understand!”
 
   “Sit down, Ward,” the captain said calmly, but firmly.
 
   Ward slowly sat, drifted really, back to his seat.
 
   “What a pretty story,” Versk said with obvious disdain. “There are other synthetic civilizations out there with misguided concepts like yours; but tell me, would your society be the way it is without this … Sinclair Chip?”
 
   “I don’t think it would be much different,” Fuchs said.
 
   “Oh, I doubt that,” Versk said. “Besides, you can’t know what it would be like. And you say your society is fair; but do humans have any sort of equivalent to the ‘Sinclair Chip’?”
 
   “Well, no,” Fuchs admitted.
 
   “So what guarantee do your synthetics have that you won’t all decide to kill them one day!” Versk said angrily.
 
   “Well, we wouldn’t,” Smith said. “Besides, we have always let them be free in our—”
 
   “You let them?” Versk interrupted with disgust. “They let you exist, only because of your enslavement chip. We are done here,” Versk said with finality as he and his compatriots rose as one. “Consider yourselves lucky that my protocol does not allow me to destroy you yet. Your fusion-powered ships should not pose much of a threat to our vessels, though, so it is only a matter of time. We are getting close to retiring even our antimatter-powered vessels,” Versk boasted as he led his staff out.
 
   Once the aliens had left and the door was shut, Captain Williams stood and could barely control his anger. “I thought having all of you here would show them the benefits of our society, but none of you could control yourselves! You gave them key pieces of information that they can now go and interpret as they wish.”
 
   A knock sounded on the door. “Enter,” Williams commanded.
 
   “Sir,” the electronic warfare technician at the door said, “as we expected, the computers in their shuttle were, well, alien. But they use a similar storage medium to ours and we were able to duplicate a significant portion of the data, including what we’re hoping is navigational data. We just need time to figure out how to understand it. I don’t think they use a binary machine language, for example.”
 
   “Well done, Spaceman. At least something went as planned today,” the captain said, dismissing him.
 
   “What’s done is done, but now our mission is even more urgent,” Williams continued. “I will be sending one of our fast scouts back to Earth as soon as the … Katildans leave the area. They will report what we have learned, with explicit recommendations to pursue antimatter-based technology at all costs. The rest of us,” Williams said with a pause, “will now attempt to locate as many alien civilizations as we can.” 
 
   “Hopefully, they’re all not like the Katildan Empire,” Smith muttered.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14 – August 25th, 2274, 1600 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   The entire staff except for the captain and chief medical officer were in the briefing room, waiting. A fast scout, the smallest human ship with a SEACAPS drive, crewed by eight, had already departed for Earth to report on the encounter.
 
   “Keep your seats, folks,” they heard the captain say as he and Lieutenant Commander Jackson entered and took theirs. “I wasn’t completely truthful,” the captain continued, “when I told the Katildans that we had no protocols for this.”
 
   Though still shell-shocked from the day’s events, that got Ward’s attention.
 
   Williams continued, “Though we’ve never met an alien civilization before this day, both Interstellar Naval Command and the civilian government knew it was statistically likely to happen. As you know, we currently inhabit worlds with technically alien life; just none of it is sentient.
 
   “Consequently, every battlecruiser’s CO and CMO are made aware of the Delta Protocol. We had no idea what type of sentient life we’d find out here or how deadly it could be to us. Granted, I don’t know if anyone thought we’d encounter a synthetic civilization, but we always wondered if we’d be strong or fast enough to successfully engage in combat with another species.
 
   “In secret, and in spite of multiple laws of the application of this technology, the Unified Earth Government has been experimenting with human modifications for over a century. Personally, I never thought it was something we’d ever have to consider implementing, but … today’s events have changed my mind,” the captain finished as he gestured at Doctor Jackson.
 
   “I worked on parts of the Delta Protocol for almost ten years,” Jackson said with an apparent weight on her shoulders. “Many good things have come out of this work over the last hundred years or so, but it has often come with a price. For example, the ability to grow replacement organs with your own DNA in under a week was a result of research conducted under Delta. What you don’t know is that over two dozen terminally ill but brave volunteers died in the process of perfecting that technology.”
 
   “I thought that research was credited to some university,” Smith said.
 
   “It was,” Jackson confirmed. “But not without merit; select members of academia have been granted security clearances in order to work on the project. If we could determine that the benefit to society of unleashing one of Delta’s creations significantly outweighed the risks, then we would do so.
 
   “But there are many advances that have not been released. We’ve had significant advances in nanotechnology, biomechanical engineering, and the like. So much so that the widespread use of some of this technology would lead us to start questioning what it means to be human; no offense, Commanders,” Jackson said to Shanks and Novak. “It is because of this … and the possible unknown, unintentional effects that the Government has decided using this technology wasn’t worth the risk.
 
   “Anyway, we don’t have access to everything that’s in the labs back on Earth, but we do keep a repertoire on all capital ships in the Navy,” Jackson added.
 
   “The concern was that, if for some reason Earth were hit, at least the Navy would be able to utilize some of the technology,” Captain Williams mentioned. “Since I doubt any future encounters with the Katildans will be peaceful, I am authorizing the use of those technologies that are currently available to us. At this point, it will be volunteers only, as there are significant risks.”
 
   “At first, a lot of the problems we had were structural,” Jackson said as she started to explain the risks. “If we increased reaction time or muscle strength, we would see injuries ranging from muscle strains to broken bones. Take a spaceship, for example. I’m no engineer; but if you greatly increase the engine power but not structural integrity, then you’ll start to have hull failures. 
 
   “It didn’t take a genius to see that we had to evaluate any and all improvements in a holistic manner. I mean, really, we’re machines too … just bio-chemical instead of mechatronic. And since we know how to directly interface between the two …”
 
   “Whoa, what?” Ward asked.
 
   “I know, direct neural interfaces were banned for the same reasons that AIs don’t have direct connections to computers—the security risks involved,” Jackson said.
 
   “But now the risk might be in not completing these upgrades,” Captain Williams said. “We saw their physical prowess earlier, and for ship combat, we have no reason to believe that they aren’t directly wired in or that their ship isn’t one giant AI itself. Either of these scenarios would greatly increase their reaction time.”
 
   “I’d like to volunteer, sir,” Brinks said.
 
   “Colonel, you don’t even know what for yet,” the captain responded.
 
   “Doesn’t matter.”
 
   “I need to inform you first that some of these treatments have resulted in death,” Jackson said firmly.
 
   “Again, doesn’t matter,” Brinks said with finality. “I could tell that thing was light, but man was it strong. He flung me like a rag doll.”
 
   “Thing?” asked Shanks.
 
   “You’re right, Commander; I apologize,” Brinks said.
 
   “They might dehumanize us, but if we resort to the same, are we really any better?” the captain asked.
 
   A chorus of emphatic “no, sirs” were heard from around the table.
 
   “Anyway,” Jackson continued, “the solution to most of these problems was nanotechnology—it was the only way we’ve devised to apply a solution equally throughout an area of the body. This method is also much less invasive than growing new and improved body parts, which would require surgery for implementation.
 
   “First, nanobots apply a layer of an advanced form of graphene to your bones, strengthening them for the stresses that will later be supplied by your muscles after they have been genetically altered for increased strength. Note that while you can build muscle only a little faster than normal, the same amount of the enhanced muscle is significantly stronger than your current unmodified muscle, gram for gram. Similar treatment is given to the other soft tissue in the musculoskeletal system. This will make you stronger and more resistant to physical injury, but not impervious. After all, the best way to deal with an injury is to avoid it in the first place.
 
   “For that, the next set of nanobots add a line of extremely conductive material along your nerves, essentially creating a wire. This will allow the faster transmission of nerve signals, which will increase your reaction times. To further complement this, those of you who are pilots or helmsmen will also get a neural interface that connects directly to your upper spine,” Jackson continued to explain.
 
   “But our fighters aren’t equipped to handle such input,” Fuchs noted.
 
   “Kowalski is overseeing the installation of these in the first six fighters right now,” Williams said. “If all goes well, the Lincoln and the rest of the fighters will also receive similar installations.”
 
   “How long does it take?” Kato, who had been sitting at the edge of the group, asked quietly. 
 
   “The fighters should be done by the end of the day, but it takes about a week to … upgrade humans, including recovery time,” Jackson said.
 
   Ward was surprised by Kato’s interest, but before he could comment, Commander Shanks spoke. “Will AIs … synthetics be allowed direct interfaces?”
 
   That was the million credit question, Ward knew.
 
   “Of course,” the captain responded without hesitation.
 
   Shanks just nodded in response. Fair is fair, Ward mused, but some people on Earth and its colonies would not be happy about this, even if it prevented their own destruction.
 
   “To start, I need six volunteers from both the Marines and the Banshees,” the captain said.
 
   “Well I’m definitely in,” Fuchs said. “So it sounds like we only need five volunteers each.”
 
   “I need those names by yesterday,” Williams said.
 
   As Brinks and Fuchs got up to leave, Kato said, “I’d like to volunteer, too, sir.”
 
   Everyone paused for a second as the captain responded, “Hold your horses for a minute, Agent. Everyone else is dismissed, except you, too, Ward.”
 
   They waited in silence as the rest of them filed out.
 
   “It’s interesting that you mention that, Agent Kato. There has been much discussion on your roles on this ship now that this investigation is effectively closed. It had been suggested that this is now purely a military matter and you two can go back to focusing on shipboard law enforcement matters.”
 
   Ward twisted his face into a half-frown, but Kato seemed anxious almost to the point of agitation.
 
   “I decided that the suggested course of action would not be prudent. The mission as it now stands will take all of our resources and probably more. To be honest, I wish I didn’t have to send eight of us back on the fast scout, though that action may have saved their lives.”
 
   “So what is your plan for us?” Ward asked simply.
 
   “Like you pointed out, we need information. I imagine that, as we explore—chase down leads on other civilizations, really—Brinks’ Marines will be utilized pretty heavily,” the captain explained.
 
   Ward could see where Williams was going with this, now, and he liked it. He didn’t think he could handle being benched after all they’d just been through.
 
   “Here I have two people who are not only trained in firearms and hand to hand combat, but who are also trained investigators. As you know, intelligence and investigation are not dissimilar professions.”
 
   “So you want us to join the Marines?” Kato asked.
 
   Williams laughed gently. “Not exactly. I want you to work with them … to be embedded with them. You will still be law enforcement officers, but will have a de facto rank equivalent to your grade when it comes to intelligence matters. However, in tactical matters, you will yield to the Marine in charge.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Ward said. “When do we start?”
 
   “That’s the attitude I like to see,” Williams said with a genuine grin. “Though, you do know that this mission is almost definitely the most risky one attempted in over a hundred years, at least, right?”
 
   Both Ward and Kato nodded.
 
   “Alright, then. In lieu of shipboard law enforcement matters that require your attention—and I will ensure that the crew knows this is not to happen—you will spend your time training with the Marines, along with some study time with Smith, as well. He has access to data and analytical methodologies that you may not.”
 
   “When do we get the treatment?” Kato asked.
 
   Ward wasn’t sure why Kato was so eager for this; her behavior had started to worry him lately.
 
   “I was going to wait until after the first twelve, the Marines and pilots, go through the procedure, but I don’t think we have the time. Lieutenant Commander Jackson has made me aware that it will take time to get used to the … modifications, and I need you two training with Brinks’ group as soon as possible. Any questions?”
 
   “Just one,” Ward said.
 
   “Of course, go ahead.”
 
   “Are you sure about this, Captain?”
 
   The captain paused in thought and, for the first time, Ward truly saw the captain as a human being: someone with confidence and doubts, hopes and fears; both bold and fallible. 
 
   “More than anything in my entire life,” he said.
 
   And Ward believed him.
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15 – August 25th, 2274, 2100 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward walked into the galley for an informal meeting amongst what people were already calling The Chosen. With Brinks and Fuchs asking for volunteers from their staff, there was no way that the Delta Protocol was staying a secret on a ship, including the names of those who had volunteered for the treatment. In fact, there was no shortage of volunteers in either the Marines or Banshees. Whether this was due to a sense of duty, bravado, or simply stupidity, Ward did not know. Though he had volunteered easily enough, too.
 
   Whatever the reasons, those who would be receiving the treatment were almost treated with celebrity status; Ward would often hear hushed voices as he walked by. In the galley, the spacemen who would be receiving the treatment had a table to themselves, as did some of the junior officers. The senior officers involved sat at their own table as well.
 
   “The first thing I thought of when they said I couldn’t eat or drink after midnight was to head here,” Ward said to break the ice.
 
   That comment earned a few halfhearted smiles from Brinks, Fuchs, and Kato. Even Shanks gave him a small nod. Ward was puzzled at his presence, as this was the galley and he didn’t need to eat. Though, he was having the synthetic version of a neural interface installed tomorrow, for which he would be making history as the first AI to do so. Assuming they all survived to make history, of course.
 
   “You know, this is kind of exciting,” Fuchs said, upbeat as ever.
 
   “To be honest, I’m scared,” replied Brinks.
 
   “Scared?” Kato asked with surprise.
 
   “Yeah … I’m scared that it won’t be enough.”
 
   When the rest of the group looked at him to continue, he said, “What if they make us faster and stronger, but we still can’t compete with them?”
 
   “The Katildans do seem bred solely for battle,” Shanks said with what could’ve been interpreted as disapproval.
 
   “I got the feeling that he wasn’t even trying, in our little sparring match,” Brinks said. “He probably could’ve killed me at will in unarmed combat; but don’t you dare go telling any of my men and women that,” he added quickly.
 
   “This is just the first step,” Ward said.
 
   “For mankind?” Fuchs asked with a grin.
 
   Ward chuckled and said, “Something like that. Anyway, it should make it much easier to catch criminals once we get back planetside.”
 
   Ward had intended the comment to be lighthearted, but for some reason, it didn’t have that effect.
 
   They ate in silence for a while until Fuchs asked, “Hey, anyone know where we’re headed next?”
 
   “The electronic warfare team is still deciphering their computer language. As synthetic beings, the Katildans automatically translated to Standard for us, but we got very little natural language from them, let alone machine language,” Shanks informed them.
 
   “So until then …?” Kato asked.
 
   “We prepare,” Shanks replied simply.
 
   “I heard that the sensor techs are also analyzing everything they can to see if their ships leave any sort of wake that we can track, too,” Ward added.
 
   “The captain will let us know when he knows; but for now, we just need to focus on our treatments,” Brinks said.
 
   “You know, Fuchs might be right, Brinks; this could be an exciting experience,” Ward said.
 
   Brinks grunted. “Basic training also makes people stronger and faster, but it’s not exactly the excitement I think you’re looking for.”
 
   Though it wasn’t a direct analogy, Ward took his point. One by one, they finished their meals in relative silence and headed off in their separate ways, until it was just Ward and Kato.
 
   “Let me walk you back,” Ward suggested as they left the galley.
 
   Once alone in a corridor, Ward said, “You seem pretty gung ho about all of this.”
 
   “Yeah, well …”
 
   “Well what?”
 
   Kato slowed to a stop. “I want to kill them.”
 
   “Kill them?”
 
   “As many as I can,” she replied.
 
   “They scare the crap out of me, and what they did to the Alexander Dallas was horrible, but I hope we can avoid a war.”
 
   “My best friend from college was on the Dallas, Ward.”
 
   “Kate!”
 
   “I know, I know—I should’ve recused myself.”
 
   “Had this been a traditional investigation, you could’ve ruined everything, Kate,” Ward said with concern. “What were you thinking?”
 
   “Well, at first I didn’t know … and once I found out, I was already deeply involved … I was clearly letting Captain Williams down, and I thought he’d see it as a cop-out.”
 
   “I don’t think he would have …” Ward started to say.
 
   “Well, it’s a moot point now.”
 
   “True,” Ward said. “But if we make it through this, don’t ever pull something like that again. Seriously, it’s not worth it.”
 
   “Alright,” Kato said noncommittally.
 
   As they continued to walk, Kato seemed to be far away, in a sense. “You saw how they think of us, right? They’re just looking for the green light to … exterminate us.”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Ward said.
 
   “So … doesn’t that make you angry?”
 
   “It makes me scared.”
 
   “I didn’t pick you as the type that got scared,” Kato challenged.
 
   “I didn’t either,” Ward admitted.
 
   “I don’t really have any family left,” Kato admitted.
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that, but I’m not sure what you mean.”
 
   “If I die out here, my family line goes with me … a family line that goes all the way back to the time of samurai.”
 
   She had some traces of Asian heritage and Ward knew that her last name was Japanese, but this tidbit was new to him. “Wow,” was all he could think to say, even though it was obviously inadequate.
 
   “I’m here, there’s no going back to safety right now, so the only option is to fight like there’s no tomorrow. That’s why I volunteered for the treatment.”
 
   “Yeah?” Ward asked.
 
   “Well that and the Katildans really piss me off,” Kato said with a smile.
 
   Ward was happy to see her start to return to her normal self. “Had I known, I would’ve recommended to them that they didn’t!”
 
   Kato pushed him away playfully as they approached their quarters. “At least I know now why you were never interested,” she said, referring to his earlier revelation.
 
   “Hey, listen—” Ward began.
 
   “No, it’s okay. Really, I get it. Listen, I’ll see you bright and early. Tomorrow’s the first day of the rest of our lives!” she said as she entered her quarters.
 
   Ward didn’t realize it, but Fuchs had come up behind them on her way to officer country. Once Kato’s hatch was shut, Fuchs said to Ward, “You know, you can be a good guy sometimes. If you’d just grow up, maybe you could date someone your own age.”
 
   Fuchs continued past and Ward entered his quarters, unsure of what to make of Fuchs’ comment, since she really seemed to look after Kato, almost as if she had taken Kato under her wing.
 
   With the procedure of a lifetime tomorrow, the prospect of interstellar war, and the complexities of women to contemplate, Ward slept fitfully. 
 
   He woke up a few hours later, showered, and headed to Sickbay. When he arrived, they had him change into a gown and climb onto the coldest table invented by man or AI. Lieutenant Commander Jackson pushed the curtain aside and entered. With a kind smile on her face, she asked him, “Are you sure about this?”
 
   “Nope, so let’s get it over with.”
 
   She laughed a little bit, but said, “Seriously, I need your consent.”
 
   “Yeah, Doc; we’re good to go.”
 
   “You’ll be out for approximately twelve hours, but you’ll be in here for at least three days.”
 
   “Three days?” Ward asked with exasperation.
 
   “We told you that recovery time was approximately one week.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I didn’t think …”
 
   “You thought you’d be in your room with attractive nurses bringing milkshakes by for you to sip on?”
 
   “Something like that,” Ward said.
 
   “It’s going to hurt; parts of your body are basically being rebuilt from the genome up. You’re not gonna feel like doing much of anything,” she said as she hooked him up to a few medical devices.
 
   “Great.”
 
   “Still good to go?”
 
   “Yeah, just make sure I get the good stuff when I wake up.”
 
   “Only the best,” Jackson promised. It was the last thing Ward remembered.
 
   ***
 
   Ward heard a rush of incomprehensible noises and saw a blur of images, but more like bits and pieces of dreams; dreams that were too fast to catch more than a snippet of here or there. Then he realized that he was awake.
 
   Then it hurt.
 
   A lot.
 
   Ward tried to surge forward into a sitting position, but strong hands held him down.
 
   “Liam. Liam! Ward!” a voice said. “Relax, you’re okay.”
 
   Ward relaxed a little bit.
 
   Then it all came back to him; the treatment, the plan, and the reasons for them. Somehow, realizing what had happened made it hurt even worse. And the thirst—he would’ve killed for a drink of water. “Water,” he tried to say, but all that came out was a croak.
 
   “Not yet, sorry,” a voice said.
 
   Ward didn’t understand why not. “Pain … meds …”
 
   “You’re already on the maximum dose. But don’t worry, tough guy, it’ll get better soon.”
 
   Even in this state, Ward didn’t like it when people lied to him. But he appreciated the intent, at least.
 
   A few minutes later, someone finally had the humanity to start spoon feeding him ice chips. It wasn’t water, but it would do.
 
   About twenty minutes after that he was wheeled into an area blocked off by a curtain again. At some point, Jackson came back in with the captain.
 
   “How do you feel?” Williams asked.
 
   Ward did his best to give him a thumbs up.
 
   Sometime later, Ward realized that he had fallen asleep again. However, he was pleasantly surprised to find a small cup of water on the tray next to his bed. He went to reach for it, but knocked it off of the table.
 
   What was unusual was that he knocked it off of the table not because he moved to drugged or slowly, but because he moved far faster than he expected. Fortunately, a nurse heard the commotion and came back in with another cup of water. “You’ve all been doing that,” she said with a kind smile as she handed him the cup. Ward downed it quickly, which earned him a stern look, but he kept it down.
 
   When Ward woke up again, he realized many hours had passed. Though he hurt even more now, he seemed to also feel better, so he guessed that this was progress. The nurse noticed that he was awake and came back over to his bed. “In a few hours we’re going to have to get you walking.”
 
   “What … drugs are you on?” Ward managed to retort.
 
   “Nothing as good as yours,” she said with a laugh. “But we do need to get you walking to get things moving again inside your body.”
 
   Ward sighed.
 
   As promised, a few hours later, he was woken up by Jackson and two large nurses. “Rise and shine,” Jackson said.
 
   As Ward cleared his head, two sets of strong arms helped him off of the bed and held him standing for a minute, or maybe ten. Ward didn’t know how long it took, but he finally started to get his balance back, so they brought him a walker.
 
   He felt a hundred and thirty years old, shuffling around Sickbay with a walker, but he felt better the more he moved.
 
   “Unlike a normal surgery, activity should actually make you feel better, not worse,” Jackson said optimistically.
 
   “That’s … good.”
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   “Better, actually,” Ward said as he started to stretch his muscles more. Jackson let him make a couple laps around Sickbay before returning to his bed. The next two days were much like this, but every time he got up he could walk farther, and each time it was easier.
 
   Toward the end of the third day, though he was still stiff and on pain medication, he was walking around unassisted, eating, drinking, and, most importantly: going to the bathroom on his own. Like a two-year-old being potty trained, he was rewarded with a discharge once he had his first bowel movement.
 
   “Now you can go sip on milkshakes in your quarters,” Jackson told him in jest.
 
   “I might just do that, if they have any left in the galley,” he responded.
 
   “But seriously, no duty or exercise at all, other than walking, until I sign off on it. And I want to see you every morning until you are cleared for light duty.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Doc; you don’t have to talk me into soaking this up for a little bit,” Ward assured her.
 
   Leaving Sickbay had an effect on him, as if a mental fog was lifted. He knew it was just psychological, but it felt good to be out and about. Feeling better didn’t make him oblivious to the way the crew acted when he walked by, though; like he was the Second Coming or something. Though, he was feeling a lot better already. He still tripped every once in a while, but it was because he was reacting more quickly than he expected, not more slowly. Maybe this wasn’t a complete waste of time, after all.
 
   True to his word, he did have milkshakes frequently over the next few days. With the use of a few white lies to the doctor, he also had hamburgers far more often that he was supposed to during his recovery, which was basically never. But he kept all of the food down and he felt great when he woke up on the sixth day after the procedure.
 
   Doctor Jackson agreed that he was fine to return to light duty and moderate exercise, which was good, because he was starting to go stir crazy. Being cooped up on a ship was bad enough, but being cooped up in a tiny room on a ship was even worse.
 
   So, the first thing he did after being cleared was go to the gym. After walking through the hatch, he noticed that there was a crowd in one area by the bench presses. He walked over to see what the fuss was about and saw that Brinks was already bench pressing an incredible amount of weight, let alone bench pressing at all.
 
   Once he racked his weights, Ward said loudly but with a smile on his face, “Am I going to have to arrest you for violating the doctor’s orders?”
 
   “Matter of fact, you’re not. I was cleared for light duty two days ago while you were all nice and tucked in, in your quarters,” Brinks retorted. “But honestly, I feel great,” he said as he shook Ward’s hand. “Go ahead, try it out,” he insisted.
 
   Ward looked at the amount of weight with trepidation.
 
   “Well, not all of it,” Brinks admitted.
 
   A couple of junior officers removed some of the weights, leaving a normal amount for one of Ward’s workouts. Ward briefly stretched and then laid down on the bench, placing his feet firmly for stabilization. He then gripped the bar, using his thumbs to measure an appropriate place for his hands on the grip, as he normally would. He took a few slow, deep breaths and then lifted the bar off of the rack.
 
   The weight came down nice and evenly and went back up easily; very easily. Focusing on his breathing he kept pressing the weight. After eighteen repetitions, he re-racked the weight, but he easily could’ve kept going.
 
   “See?” Brinks asked.
 
   “That’s normally my ten-rep max, but it felt like a warmup.”
 
   “I told you, this is great—” Brinks started to say as he was interrupted by the paging system.
 
   “Colonel Brinks, report to Sickbay immediately,” the disembodied voice said.
 
   Brinks double-timed it out of the room, with Ward on his heels. Ward had a sinking feeling about this, and his instincts said that he should be there too. He struggled to keep up with Brinks, but this was his first time running since the procedure. Still, it seemed easier than before and he was nowhere near winded when he arrived in the sickbay.
 
   Most of the senior staff was present, and they all looked troubled. 
 
   “What is it, Doc?” Brinks asked hurriedly.
 
   “Lance Corporal Bahri didn’t make it,” Jackson informed him. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Ward knew Brinks well enough to tell that the news hit him hard. “What happened?” Brinks asked.
 
   “I won’t know until I do a full autopsy, but judging by the preliminary data, I think he might have had a heart defect. Like I said, this treatment is rough … and he ended up in cardiac arrest. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s not your fault, Doc,” Brinks said with sincerity. “We wouldn’t even be doing this if it weren’t for those bastards who destroyed the Dallas …”
 
   “And you have thirteen successes, who are now more capable of combatting the Katildans,” Captain Williams added.
 
   Jackson just nodded in thanks, or at least acknowledgement. “If you guys can clear the room, I’ll get started on the autopsy.”
 
   They gave Doctor Jackson her space and filed out of the room.
 
   “I’ll be in my office,” Brinks said simply, taking his leave of the captain. Ward knew that he had a letter to write, at the very least.
 
   Captain Williams looked like he was going to say something to the rest of them, but he appeared to change his mind and said, “Carry on,” as he walked away, toward the bridge.
 
   Ward didn’t feel like working out anymore right now, nor did he feel like relaxing. The death toll in this undeclared war was already too high. He paged Kato over the comms and headed to Smith’s office.
 
   It was time to know his enemy.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 – September 2nd, 2274, 0630 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward, Kato, and Smith had spent the previous afternoon and evening collating and digesting everything they knew about the Katildans, which wasn’t much, but it was more than they’d known the day before. Apparently, the electronic warfare team had come up with some potential coordinates for a different civilization, but Ward got the impression that they weren’t very sure. Hopefully, they weren’t travelling into Katildan territory by accident.
 
   They were leaving known space, so there would be no more jump tubes to help quicken their pace. At least they had rendezvoused with a tender ship while Ward was recovering and restocked on supplies and weaponry.
 
   Captain Williams had ordered them to start training with the Marines this morning, which is why he and Kato were in Small Craft Bay Two, as it doubled as an open-area gym for the Marines. They had completed their calisthenics and a light cardio workout as a warmup, which they did in their new armor and battle dress uniforms. The former was designed to block light projectile weapons and dissipate energy blasts as much as possible, while the latter was camouflage in various shades of black and grey. Ward liked how the uniform fit, but was still getting used to wearing light armor over it.
 
   Brinks had taken over training for the Marines who had received the Delta Protocol treatment, delegating training of the other Marines to his executive officer, Major Zadornov. Ward knew that once they fully identified what happened to Lance Corporal Bahri, the rest of the Marines would be receiving the Delta Protocol, so this special treatment was only temporary. If they encountered hostile Katildans before the rest of the Marines could be treated, Ward knew that this group of people would be the tip of the spear in any ground combat situation.
 
   Ward and Kato stood in a rough approximation of attention next to the four surviving Marines who had received the treatment, which Ward was pleased to see included both Jennings and Kilmer. He was also pleased to notice that each was wearing an extra stripe now. Ward felt that they had earned it, but he knew he was biased as their presence had most likely saved his life back on Anchorage. The other two Marines were Private First Class Dinkins and Sergeant Beaumont, neither of whom Ward had met before.
 
   “The first situation we must prepare for,” Brinks yelled as if he were a drill instructor, “is the repulsion of hostile boarding parties on this ship!”
 
   “Yes, sir!” Ward heard himself responding in unison with the others.
 
   “The enemy is strong, fast, and might be able to fly, even in our corridors,” Brinks’ voice boomed. “He can likely see more of the electromagnetic spectrum than you, and will probably seek to deny us our portion of that spectrum—light. Glasses on!”
 
   Ward quickly donned his glasses, which covered his entire eye socket, as well as wrapping slightly around the sides. The glasses were wirelessly connected to the Lincoln’s battle network and would display useful tactical information. Additionally, they provided customizable displays of infrared or low-light vision. If necessary, he could turn on near infrared, also known as active night vision, which gave the low-light vision some illumination at just under the visible range for human eyes. This was necessary in situations where there was no ambient light. Supposedly, these things were strong enough to provide some sort of protection for his eyes, too.
 
   Brinks keyed his comms and all of the lights went out. “Retrieve your training rifles from the racks and form up on the hatch!” Brinks yelled. Ward chased the rest of the Marines and Kato to the weapons rack after turning on both infrared and low-light vision. Being inside of a spaceship, there was very little light to amplify, so the overlay mostly displayed infrared. It wasn’t much to go on; Ward felt like he was basically running around blindfolded, so he turned on the active night vision. This might give him away to an enemy, like a flashlight would but in the infrared spectrum, but it was better than stumbling around in the wrong direction.
 
   After grabbing his rifle, they formed up on Staff Sergeant Kilmer near the hatch that opened into the hallway to the Marines’ quarters. Kilmer, Dinkins, and Kato formed up on the right of the hatch, while Beaumont, Jennings, and Ward formed up on the left side.
 
   “I want you to clear each of the quarters in that hallway, now!” Brinks ordered.
 
   “Go, go, go!” Kilmer yelled as Beaumont flung the door open and raised his rifle to cover. Kilmer also covered Dinkins and Kato as they entered the corridor. A split second later, Ward heard training rifle fire. The training rifles fired a pulse that wouldn’t harm humans or AI, but their heads-up display would let them know when they were effectively dead and could no longer participate in the exercise.
 
   “Go, go!” Beaumont yelled at Ward and Jennings as he fired twice over the other Marines’ heads.
 
   Jennings launched himself through the hatch, with Ward on his heels. Ward could clearly see the heat signature of his team, and he swore he saw Kilmer basically jump off of a wall to make a shot. As soon as he cleared the hatch, he could see the heat signatures of six ‘enemy’ soldiers sprawled on the floor at the end of the hallway, but all of his team still appeared to be in the game.
 
   Kilmer motioned for Beaumont to have his team take the first hatch on the left, while Kilmer’s team took the hatch on the right. Both Ward and Kato were instructed to cover the hallway while their respective Marines kicked in the doors. When they did, it was fast and brutal. Ward heard the training rifle blasts almost immediately after the hatches were opened.
 
   “Clear!” Kilmer and Beaumont both yelled.
 
   For the next set of hatches, Kilmer motioned for Ward and Kato to take the respective lead, which got Ward’s heart pumping even faster. His hands were sweaty inside of his gloves as he got ready for Jennings to kick in the hatch.
 
   “Go!” Kilmer yelled.
 
   Ward started moving as soon as Jennings’ leg was in motion, and the hatch was still moving as Ward jumped through the opening. He could see a figure with a rifle shifting to aim at him, so Ward fired from the hip, hitting him twice. He then ducked and rolled as Jennings came in the other side, taking out a second enemy. As Ward came out of his roll, he saw a third enemy on one of the top bunks preparing to fire at him. Ward quickly shifted his center mass to the side as the pulse blasts went by, while simultaneously returning fire, hitting his opponent at least twice.
 
   As the display in his glasses indicated that they were eliminated, Ward yelled, “Clear!” A split second later, he heard Kato yell the same thing.
 
   Ward exited the hatch, expecting the training to be over after the last set of quarters to clear, but he heard a rally cry come from both sides of the “T” stop at the end of the hallway.
 
   “Incoming!” Kilmer yelled.
 
   Out of habit, the Marines took defensive positions and Kato followed suit. Ward believed in training and usually managed to be somewhat professional, but they weren’t just training here—they were testing new technologies.
 
   “Screw that!” Ward yelled as he took off toward the noise.
 
   “Dammit, Ward!” Kilmer yelled as he rose to follow, since staying in position would be complicated with Ward in the line of fire.
 
   Ward felt great as he ran toward the end of the hallway. He blasted the first enemy to come around the corner in the chest and dodged the shot from the enemy coming around the other corner. Ward swore he could see the pulse blast move; not quite slow-motion, but slow enough to get out of the way. He returned fire at will.
 
   Ward could also see friendly fire coming from behind him, taking out opposing troops as they tried to round the corner. “Danger close!” Dinkins yelled as more enemies came out of the two quarters behind them, which they hadn’t cleared. Fortunately, Dinkins and Beaumont had been providing rear cover, just in case, and it wasn’t long before he heard Dinkins yell, “Clear six!”
 
   The lights came back on as the flow of opposing troops stopped. “Training exercise complete. Stand down,” came a voice over the intercom.
 
   Ward heard a slow clap coming from behind him as Lieutenant Colonel Brinks walked up the hallway. “Well, well. You six took out all of Second Platoon with only one casualty.”
 
   Ward looked around to see who got hit, and noticed Jennings giving everyone a sheepish grin.
 
   “Maybe I should’ve thrown the whole company at you,” Brinks said with a grin.
 
   “Well, their ‘corpses’ would’ve piled up too much in the hallways for the others to get in,” Ward replied sarcastically.
 
   “This is what we call a proof of concept,” Brinks agreed. “Though, a costly one,” he said seriously, referring to Bahri.
 
   “He’d want us to succeed, sir,” Jennings said. “I went to basic with him. Trust me; he’d be really happy to see this work for us.”
 
   Brinks nodded at Jennings in acknowledgement, unreadable as ever.
 
   “You guys, and gal, were blurs,” a previously deceased gunnery sergeant said from down the hallway.
 
   “Yeah, wicked fast,” someone else echoed. 
 
   “Time to watch the video with the skipper,” Brinks said. “Ward, Kato, with me. Zadornov, you’re in charge.”
 
   As the three of them walked back to the bridge, Kato asked, “So we only have a company of Marines on this ship?”
 
   “Well, a company is a decent amount of people,” Brinks said.
 
   “I just figured with both a lieutenant colonel and major onboard …”
 
   “Ah, yeah. We are stationed on battlecruisers and are expected to assume command of up to a battalion when sailing with other, smaller vessels. So we are a little top-heavy here, sailing solo.”
 
   They eventually walked into the briefing room where the rest of the senior staff was already present. “Have a seat,” Williams told them as he nodded at Doctor Jackson.
 
   “We found that Bahri did have a heart condition. We had reviewed all of your files and medical records prior to the treatment, but didn’t see anything that would prevent you from receiving it. Unfortunately, Bahri didn’t even know he had a heart condition … it probably wouldn’t have started bothering him for another decade or so …” Jackson trailed off.
 
   “But the doctor is working on a way to test the rest of the crew for this,” Williams said. “A more thorough review of the remaining Marines and fighter pilots will be conducted before they can receive treatment. That being said, Commander Shanks watched your entertaining display.”
 
   “I was connected to the Lincoln via my new interface, so I could … watch, for the lack of a more accurate word, from every available sensor, including the video recorders we installed for the exercise.” A video of the action appeared on the display and played as Shanks spoke. “The reaction time of the Deltas and the speed at which they moved was significantly superior to the rest of the Marines.”
 
   “I felt good, but I didn’t feel like I was that much faster,” Ward said with some doubt.
 
   “Well, you might not feel faster because you’re also processing stimuli faster,” Jackson said.
 
   “Watch the video and see for yourself,” Williams said.
 
   Ward watched both groups move, and it was blatantly obvious just how much faster his team was than their opposition.
 
   “Remember the Marine on the top bunk of the room you cleared?” Shanks asked Ward.
 
   “Pretty clearly, yeah.”
 
   “Based on the video, we calculated that you were able to move out of the way of his aim in between the time he decided to fire and actually pulled the trigger.”
 
   “Holy shit,” Ward said.
 
   “Agreed,” said Shanks. “Only the Marines who are also AIs could keep up with you. In fact, it was an AI who tagged Jennings.”
 
   Ward thought he might have heard a sense of pride in the executive officer’s voice, but he couldn’t be sure.
 
   “Needless to say,” Williams said, “as soon as we are able to clear people, the treatments will continue. Next item … Smith, would you care to enlighten us?”
 
   “Yes, sir. Our destination is not much more than a week away, but it’s through truly interstellar space. Normally, there would be no reason for a spaceship to pass through here; it’s completely devoid of star systems.”
 
   “Hope we brought a spare tire,” Ward quipped.
 
   Smith ignored Ward and continued, “Once the electronic warfare team discovered that the alien computers were optical, ternary systems, they were able to start making some headway. They found datasets that would only make sense if they were for navigation, which is what they focused on first, and they’re pretty sure that they’ve identified the Katildans’ borders. We’re currently headed to the closest populated system not inside of their borders.
 
   “It has a star similar to our sun, but we don’t know much more about the system than that. Presumably, a purely … synthetic civilization would have more options for settlement than a biological one, so we don’t know if we’ll be able to land without vacuum suits or not.”
 
   “We’ll engage all stealth systems upon arrival, but we have to be prepared for anything,” Williams said.
 
   They covered a few other, comparatively minor shipboard issues before the meeting ended, but they didn’t really pertain to Ward and he had trouble focusing. A lot had happened in the last week or so, and the ramifications were starting to sink in.
 
   The meeting finally ended and Ward headed to the galley. He wasn’t really hungry, but Elisabeth had some time off, so they had made plans. He walked in and saw her eating, so he grabbed a quick snack and headed over to her table.
 
   “Hey,” she said. “Haven’t seen you in a while; heard you’ve been busy. Word of the training exercise has spread through the entire ship.”
 
   “I bet,” Ward said. “To be honest, I didn’t get the big deal until I saw the video.”
 
   “Yeah, everybody has been trying to get their hands on that.”
 
   “It’s probably already classified at the ‘shoot yourself in the face after watching’ level,” Ward said with a chuckle.
 
   “The crazy thing is that it’s not even the most interesting thing to happen in the last week.”
 
   “That … that is weird, now that you say it.”
 
   “Yeah, this whole adventure has been so exciting,” she said, beaming with enthusiasm.
 
   Ward knew where she was coming from, but the comment still irked him. 
 
   Sensing his mood, she asked, “What, you don’t think so?”
 
   Ward paused in an attempt to rein in his emotions, but wasn’t completely successful. “I think … I’d rather have Bahri back and not have the human race under the threat of extinction.”
 
   Willow’s face turned a little red. “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “I know, but maybe that’s the problem.”
 
   “I just meant that, if this is going to happen, at least we get to be out here doing something about it.”
 
   An awkward silence followed, where Ward wondered if she was right and her enthusiasm was a good thing. Had he become old and jaded? “You know, that’s not a bad point.”
 
   “No, it’s not. I’m sorry if I still want to do something worthwhile with my life,” she said angrily as she got up to leave.
 
   “Hey, Liz, listen—”
 
   “I’ve listened enough tonight, I think,” she said with finality as she walked away.
 
   Ward continued to sit at the table alone, staring into space, oblivious to the glances in his direction from the rest of the crew. He wondered what had happened to him. A little over eight year ago he had been in Willow’s position, bright eyed and bushy tailed, ready to go save the galaxy, or at least humanity’s little portion of it. Now, here he sat, potentially in a position to help do just that, and all he could seem to dwell on were the horrible things he’d seen humanity do. From serious crime to minor discourtesy, he knew just how well the human brain was wired to rationalize any sort of unpleasant course of action. 
 
   For the first time, he wondered if they were worth saving; if the aliens were right, that they had served their evolutionary purpose and were no longer relevant.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 – September 10th, 2274, 1253 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   The U.E.G. Battlecruiser Lincoln disengaged its SEACAPS drive a safe distance from the heliopause of the system that hosted their destination, which they approached as stealthily as possible. Ward sat in his customary jump seat at the operations station, which was currently occupied by Lieutenant Commander Novak, who was extremely busy. The Combat Information Center was reviewing every electromagnetic signal that they could identify, some of which were undoubtedly new to the sensor technicians. Consequently, Novak was getting a flurry of notifications and messages, to which he responded extremely efficiently. As effective as he was, Ward wondered when Novak would be given the go ahead for a direct link to the Lincoln’s tactical systems in order to become even faster.
 
   “What do you have, Ops?” Captain Williams asked.
 
   “Sir, it looks like there is quite a bit of shipping traffic in this system,” Novak responded. “We are detecting the vessels primarily via gravity and infrared signatures, but there are also many different signals that are likely active scans or even communications.”
 
   “Any sign that we’ve been detected?”
 
   “No, sir. We’ve been analyzing the types of signals, and at this distance, the Lincoln’s stealthy design should suffice.”
 
   “Is there any way to identify military vessels?” Commander Shanks asked.
 
   “Not definitively, Commander. There is a chance that the vessels from which stronger signals are emanating could be military, but we just don’t have enough information to know with certainty. Though we aren’t detecting anything that we’ve identified as inherently Katildan in design.”
 
   “Well, I don’t think we want our first contact with this civilization to involve them stumbling on us while we skulk around. On my order, turn on all active sensors and vent heat. Do not power weapons or defensive shields; navigational shielding only,” Williams said.
 
   Once it was clear that everyone knew what to do, he gave the order. Ward got up and started pacing while he waited for something to happen. He also wondered where Kato was, as she was usually on the bridge for major events like this.
 
   After about forty-five seconds, the communications and electronic warfare officer spoke with a sense of urgency in his voice, “Sir, I think we’re being hailed.”
 
   “You think?” Williams asked.
 
   “Sir, two vessels have adjusted course and are CBDR,” Novak said, referring to Constant Bearing, Decreasing Range—a collision or interception course.
 
   “They are trying to communicate,” the CEWO said, “but I just don’t know what they’re trying to say.”
 
   “Send a standard greeting, all frequencies, all languages,” the captain ordered.
 
   “We come in peace; take me to your leader,” Smith said from the back of the room.
 
   “I think you’ve spent too much time with Mr. Ward,” Shanks said firmly. Ward realized that he may have been wearing off on the intelligence officer, but he enjoyed the company in the peanut gallery.
 
   “Yes, sir. Understood, sir,” Smith said quickly.
 
   “I think I’ve got it, sir,” the communications officer said excitedly.
 
   “Play it,” Williams instructed.
 
   A clearly synthesized voice came over the speakers. “Unidentified vessel, do not approach the Targlani System. Repeat: Do not approach the star system or you will be fired upon.”
 
   “Friendly bunch,” Ward said.
 
   “More so than the last group, at least,” Kowalski said from the engineering station.
 
   “Helm, full stop. CEWO, acknowledge the message,” Williams ordered.
 
   “Aye, sir. You’re live, now.”
 
   “Unidentified vessels, I am Jaroslav Williams, Captain of the Unified Earth Government Ship Lincoln. We mean you no harm and will not approach further without your permission. Please acknowledge.”
 
   The wait was excruciatingly long; possibly the longest eighty seconds in Ward’s life. Everybody on the bridge knew that all of the chips were on the table right now. If they took actions like energizing the shields or powering weapons, they could start a war; but without their shields energized, they could be destroyed very easily. It was a gamble, as much as the sole remaining rational choice in a given situation could be.
 
   “Captain Jaroslav Williams, I am … Captain Riltowzi of the Targlani cruiser Justice. On what grounds do you seek to enter our territory?”
 
   “To introduce our civilization and, hopefully, establish peaceful relations.”
 
   “Define peaceful relations.”
 
   Williams hesitated for a second before responding. “Peaceful cohabitation, the sharing of cultures, and trade. We are a curious people who love to explore and to learn.”
 
   “You are biologic.” It was not a question.
 
   “I am; but for example, my second in command is not. We are a mixed, free culture.”
 
   There was another frustratingly long pause.
 
   “This is most interesting. We have never encountered such a culture. We would appreciate meeting you in a peaceful setting.”
 
   “Of course. Our culture—and my standing orders—prohibit me from instigating a conflict. You are welcome on my vessel at your convenience.”
 
   “We will arrive in one-tenth of a rotation of the fourth planet in this system,” Captain Riltowzi said before the communications signal was cut.
 
   “Nav?” Captain Williams asked.
 
   “Sir … it looks like that’s approximately two hours,” said the sub-lieutenant at the navigation station.
 
    “Thank you.” Keying the comms system, Williams paged all of the senior staff to the briefing room. They had almost made it off of the bridge when the captain stopped to look at his comm, which had vibrated. He then put his comm to his ear and said, “Go.” Ward wasn’t used to seeing the captain have private conversations on the comms, so he knew something out of the ordinary was happening. “Understood; Williams out.”
 
   The captain turned toward Ward and said, “You’re going to have to miss out on this one. I need you to go see Special Agent Kato, in Engineering. You too, Kowalski.”
 
   Ward was not happy to be missing out on the second alien encounter in as many weeks, but this was clearly serious. He nodded to the captain and followed the chief engineer off of the bridge. They were going in a different direction than the rest of the senior staff, so once they were out of earshot, Ward asked, “Any idea what this is about?”
 
   “The heat sink,” Kowalski responded.
 
   “Okay, seriously; I’m not a physicist …” Ward started to say.
 
   “Yeah, no kidding. But, for better or worse, you are an investigator.”
 
   Ward now understood where Kato had been and why. “Sabotage?” Ward almost whispered.
 
   “It’s really the only explanation.”
 
   They walked the rest of the way in silence. They were met by Kato and several members of the engineering staff in the control room for the heat sink and fusion reactors. “What have we learned?” Kowalski asked with authority.
 
   “Ma’am, we now know that it was definitely deliberate,” Lieutenant Winters said. “They tried to hide their tracks, and they would’ve if the system had completely failed—”
 
   “Winters, start at the beginning. Agent Ward is just being looped in,” Kowalski explained.
 
   “Ah, sorry sir,” Winters said to Ward. “A few hours prior to disengaging the SEACAPS drive, we detected some anomalies with the cooling system for the heat sink. What we found was an explosive device next to a piece of coolant pipe that looked like it was corroded; coolant was leaking out onto the floor, which is what triggered the anomalous system readings.
 
   “They placed some sort of an acid on the pipe. I … we think that they didn’t intend it to fail for several more hours, probably when we would be exploring in stealth mode. It looks like they put too much acid on one part of the pipe, so it ate through it too quickly.
 
   “Agent Kato supervised our engineers’ removal of the explosive device, which looks like it would’ve been triggered by a flow of coolant. It’s really quite an elaborate design … Anyway, if it had exploded, the coolant system would’ve automatically stopped and the exterior louvers would’ve opened to vent heat into space—it’s a safety protocol in the system.”
 
   “So we would be detected pretty easily right after that?” Ward asked.
 
   “Yes, most likely. Also, I don’t think much of the bomb would’ve survived; it might’ve been hard to figure out what caused the failure had it exploded.”
 
   “It was pretty clever,” Kato confirmed.
 
   “As our saboteur has no doubt deduced, or induced, rather; complexity increases risk …” Ward trailed off in thought while Kato and Kowalski gave him a funny look.
 
   “I just don’t get who would do something like this,” one of the younger spacemen in the room said.
 
   “You have to admit, Liam; it’s hard to imagine a motive for this,” Kato said.
 
   Nodding at Kato and Kowalski, Ward said, “Come here, please,” and he led them into the hallway, out of earshot. “You’re assuming that the saboteur is one of ours.”
 
   Both of their faces dropped. “We were extremely careful; while the Katildans were here, the XO had me running every sort of scan and monitoring device in the small craft bay that we could scrounge up,” Kowalski said.
 
   “We’ve gotta tell the captain,” Kato suggested.
 
   “He’s a little busy right now, Kate, and he’s aware we have a problem. I think the best thing we can do for him right now is try to learn as much as we can,” Ward said.
 
   “For once, I agree with you,” Kowalski said begrudgingly.
 
   “I won’t let it happen again,” Ward said with a smile.
 
    “We had to move around the scene quite a bit, but I sealed it off as soon as we were done,” Kato said.
 
   “Good thinking. Just tape?” Ward inquired.
 
   “Yeah, that’s all I had on short notice.”
 
   “No problem,” Ward said genuinely. This was possibly the first time that she was the first on the scene of a crime and she had done well. 
 
   Ward paged Brinks on the comms and flagged it as urgent. About ten seconds later, Ward’s comm vibrated. It was Brinks hailing with a private voice comm, so he answered. “You just pulled me out of the meeting, so make it good.”
 
   “I need three Marines for some very important guard duty in Engineering. Might want to consider some of the Deltas,” Ward said.
 
   “That bad?”
 
   “That … serious,” Ward said.
 
   “You’ve got it. Five minutes, tops,” Brinks said before the connection was cut.
 
   “Alright, show me,” Ward said to Kato, as she led the two of them down a few hallways. Ward turned the corner into a relatively unused hallway, where he saw the crime scene tape.
 
   “This hallway really only exists to provide technicians access to the cooling system,” Kowalski explained.
 
   “So it’s just Kato and a few of your staff that have been down here since the incident?”
 
   “That’s what Winters reported, yes,” Kowalski replied.
 
   “Alright, we just need their names so we can account for their presence at the crime scene,” Ward said, which got a nod from Kowalski.
 
   At that moment, Corporal Jennings arrived with two privates whom Ward had never met. “Commander,” Jennings said to Kowalski with a polite nod.
 
   “Corporal, thank you for arriving so quickly,” Kowalski replied.
 
   “Sir,” Jennings said to Ward. “I was told to report to you here.”
 
   Ward was going to tell him to can the “sir,” but with two young privates and the chief engineer standing there, he let it go. In his most authoritative voice possible, he began, “What is said in this hallway goes no further. I swear to all that is holy that if I hear any of this from shipboard scuttlebutt …” Ward couldn’t actually think of a good threat, but it was clear that they got the point.
 
   “Someone sabotaged the coolant system for the ship’s heat sink today. The attack was mostly a failure, but we need to identify the perpetrator. This is an active crime scene, so nobody is to be allowed access without permission from me or Special Agent Kato. I don’t care what rank they wear, even if it’s the captain. Unless the ship is blowing up, even he clears it through me first, got it?”
 
   “Yes, sir!” was the resounding response.
 
   In a more friendly tone of voice, Ward continued, “Listen, the reason I’m telling you this normally ‘need to know’ stuff is for what we in law enforcement call ‘officer safety.’ We have no idea who did this, so every member of this crew … or any stowaways … could be responsible. They might not come back here, but don’t let your guard drop.”
 
   “I was wondering why you wanted three of us,” Jennings said.
 
   Jennings was smart enough to leave the rest unsaid. In addition to the obvious, they both knew that if one of the Marines was the traitor, he would now have to overpower two of his comrades instead of one. It was then that Ward realized he was already assuming it was a traitor. Gut feelings can sometimes be useful, but bias can negate any usefulness of a hunch and more, so he knew he had to be careful with that line of thought. “Kato and I will be in and out, investigating,” he added.
 
   “I’ll grab the evidence kit,” Kato said as she left at a light jog.
 
   “I think we have the engineering aspect of this figured out, so if you don’t need me …” Kowalski trailed off.
 
   “Just don’t forget to send me the names of the people who were here, and we’re good,” Ward said.
 
   As the Marines settled in, Ward put on his glasses and activated the infrared display, scanning the pipes, walls, and panels for any residual heat signatures. He didn’t find any, but he didn’t expect to. Still, it was better to be thorough.
 
   Next, he used the imaging device on his comm to capture the hallway as best as he could. Though he couldn’t change the contamination that had been done to the crime scene by the engineers, he could at least not make it any worse. He looked for footprints, but it was clear that the entire floor had been covered in coolant, so any remaining footprints probably postdated the sabotage. Still, they would capture the floor as evidence using a crime scene scanner, which used a wide variety of sensors to capture a computer model of a given surface.
 
   He only had to wait a few minutes before Kato showed up, already with the scanner in hand. She offered it to him, but he said, “Knock yourself out,” as he grabbed the rest of the kit from her other hand. He pretended to rifle through the kit as he watched her methodically capture not just the floor, but also the walls and ceiling.
 
   “Got it,” she said when she was done.
 
   “Go log it into the evidence locker and I’ll get started,” Ward said.
 
   She nodded and headed back toward their official office, which they’d barely used this trip. Ward then got to work. Using some older-fashioned methods, even dusting for prints, he scoured for additional trace evidence. He took the time to be thorough, but also to let his mind work the problem. He liked to familiarize himself with the scene; there was something about touching it that made it more real.
 
   Kato came back and said, “I have the computer analyzing the model for any palm or finger prints. Kowalski already sent us the list of names, so I told it to exclude matches to any of those people.”
 
   Ward knew the scanner would contact Kato’s comm when it was done or if it found anything, so there was no rush. “I got what trace evidence I could find. It probably just belongs to you and the response team, but you never know. We’ll run it through the analyzer when we’re back in the office.”
 
   “I don’t think we’ll find much else here,” Kato said.
 
   “Yeah. I’m trying to think of how we can try and trace the saboteur’s movements. I’d hate to have to resort to establishing alibis for over eight hundred people.”
 
   “And you know some of them will cover for their buddies, anyway,” Kato said.
 
   She was really learning quickly. “Yeah, they’ll mean well, ‘knowing’ that their friend would ‘never do such a thing.’”
 
   “So do we focus on knowledge?” Kato asked, referring to the know-how it would take to accomplish the sabotage.
 
   “That’s still going to be a wide net on a ship like this, but it’s better than nothing. I just wish we had a motive to start with. That would really help narrow things down …”
 
   “That part still doesn’t make any sense to me,” Kato said. “We’re on a mission for humanity’s survival; who on this ship would want to stop that?”
 
   “Military industrialists can benefit from a war … but I’d like to think that they’d be too afraid of this new enemy to even evaluate that risk to reward scenario,” Ward said, deep in thought. “That would seem to lean to a Katildan having snuck on board; but for some reason, my gut tells me that’s not it.”
 
   “Me too. I know we’re not allowed to have the internal scanners track the crew’s movements, but …” Kato began.
 
   “Sounds like a noble idea in a college course, but it can really bite you in the real world. Besides, we both know that there are ways to shield yourself from those sensors,” Ward said. “And this area isn’t considered critical, so there’s no camera here.”
 
   “The captain has had scans run for alien lifeforms, but they haven’t found anything yet.”
 
   “I’m not sure which scares me more: that we have a traitor aboard or that the Katildans already know how to hide from our sensors,” Ward said.
 
   “I don’t know why, but I’m leaning toward a traitor.”
 
   “I guess it’s time to go look at personnel files then,” Ward said.
 
   ***
 
   A few monotonous hours later, Ward and Kato were summoned to the briefing room, where they found Smith by himself. “Hey guys,” he said. “Sorry, the captain and everyone else are pretty busy, so he told me to brief you on the meeting with the Targlanis.”
 
   “Hey, no problem,” Ward said as he grabbed some coffee and they all took seats.
 
   “What did we miss?” Kato asked.
 
   “They’re actually pretty interesting,” Smith said.
 
   “Well, it’s an alien race …” Ward said.
 
   Smith laughed and said, “That is true; but still. Anyway, they’re bipedal like us, but taller and skinnier, with longer arms. Their faces are shaped differently, but they look more like we do than the Katildans, at least.”
 
   That might be interesting, but unless they were giant, fire-breathing robots, Ward didn’t really care at the moment. He was more interested in whether they thought humans were a scourge destined for the history books, which would subsequently be burnt just for insurance.
 
   “But it’s their society that’s most interesting. They are what we might call ‘Enlightened,’ but they do think our existence goes against established science. Though, as rational beings, they are willing to consider—and even study—the issue.
 
   “They did kill off their progenitor species, though,” Smith said.
 
   Ward almost spit out his coffee.
 
   Sensing his alarm, Smith said, “According to them, it was in self-defense.”
 
   “Maybe you should’ve started with that tidbit,” Ward quipped.
 
   “Yeah, well … according to them, their biological species got jealous and became fearful of them, and eventually tried to exterminate the Targlanis. So, they fought back … and won. They claim that they tried to sue for peace once it was clear they were winning, but by that point there was just too much hate.”
 
   “Wow,” Kato said, clearly digesting all of that.
 
   “You’d think they’d be afraid of us, then,” Ward said.
 
   “Actually, I think our cohabitation with AI makes them happy; to know that it can work. They don’t like the Sinclair Chip, though. They were pretty offended by it, actually.”
 
   “So what’s the verdict?” Kato asked.
 
   “On us? It seems that they’re open to establishing official relations with our government and learning more, but they won’t intervene in the event of a war with the Katildans,” Smith explained.
 
   “Even if they’re definitely the aggressor? I thought you said that they were Enlightened,” Kato said with some frustration.
 
   “Well, they’re Enlightened enough to firmly believe in a non-interventionist policy.”
 
   “Great,” Ward said.
 
   “Well, at least they don’t appear to want to exterminate us,” Smith said with a smile.
 
   Ward chuckled. “I guess that is a step up.”
 
   “They were willing to tell us more about the Katildans, though,” Smith said. “Apparently, the progenitor species to the Katildans were predators, and their whole society was set up to value that type of behavior.”
 
   “So they built an even more predatory species and it killed them?” Kato asked.
 
   “Pretty much,” Smith replied.
 
   The irony was obvious to them all, so they let Smith continue. “One interesting thing that we learned is the Katildans prefer zero-gee, but with an atmosphere. It lets them fly around their ships, for example.”
 
   Ward immediately felt bad for any future boarding parties, but before he could ask, Smith said, “Don’t worry; Brinks is aware. I think you can expect some zero-gee training soon.”
 
   “Great,” Ward and Kato said in unison.
 
   The door to the briefing room opened and most of the senior staff entered. “We need an update on the investigation,” Williams said to Ward as everyone got settled.
 
   Ward briefly explained their progress to that point, finishing with that they were going through personnel files.
 
   “Are we sure it’s not a Katildan?” Shanks asked.
 
   “Well, no,” admitted Ward. “But they’d have to be continually evading all of our internal sensors.”
 
   “That is … unlikely,” Shanks agreed.
 
   “So how are you selecting personnel files for review?” Novak asked.
 
   “It’s what I like to call the ‘crazy chicken’ methodology,” Ward said with a grin.
 
   “It’s random, isn’t it?” Novak asked.
 
   “Yeah, for now …” Ward replied.
 
   “Should you be starting with AIs?” Kowalski asked. “No offense, Commanders.”
 
   “Well, that is actually offensive,” Shanks said.
 
   “Well, what motive would a human have for this? Clearly—”
 
   Kowalski was cut off by the captain. “Enough,” he said firmly. “I will not jump to the conclusion that it is an AI crew member, nor will I allow them to be singled out unjustifiably. If the special agents find any evidence that it was an AI, then we can go down that road. But not until then. Are we clear?”
 
   Everybody acknowledged that, and Kato added, “Besides, that logic could make us miss the culprit. Since we don’t know the motive, we can’t afford to make any assumptions.”
 
   Ward nodded his head emphatically. He was really glad to have such an astute partner for this mission, but the captain seemed surprised by the insight. “That is an excellent point, Agent Kato,” Williams said.
 
   “We’re also going to try tracking peoples’ movement through interviews and the few cameras onboard the ship, but I’m just as worried about preventing the next attack,” Ward said.
 
   “Agreed,” Williams said. “What do you recommend?”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18 – September 11th, 2274, 0824 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward and Kato walked into the briefing room to find most of the seats full, including all of the seats along the walls. Fortunately, there were two seats left for them at the big kids’ table. As they sat down, Ward noticed multiple hushed conversations kept the room buzzing. He hadn’t been told what the briefing was about, but even he could tell that the ship’s engines were running pretty hard; they were definitely going somewhere, and fast.
 
   Ward knew better than to ask any of the senior officers questions, as they’d all get the answers soon enough. That being said, he still tried to surreptitiously eavesdrop on some of the conversations in the room to see what he could learn.
 
   The new information included that the coffee in the galley was horrible today; a travesty occurred: Spaceman Gonzalez was sleeping with Corporal Peters; and that nobody appeared to know more than he about where the heck they were going in such a hurry. In a way, it was comforting to know that after meeting two alien species and being threatened with extinction, life still went on. It was also nice to know that people were still sleeping with each other—the travesty would be if that stopped, in Ward’s opinion.
 
   The captain was announced as he entered at exactly eight-thirty. After the exchange of morning salutes, everybody returned to their seats and the meeting was started. Apparently, Sub-Lieutenant Smith was running this briefing, as he stood and moved to the front of the room.
 
   “Good morning, everyone. I’m happy to tell you that we finally have some good news,” Smith said with a genuine smile. “Though the Targlani won’t intervene in our affairs, there doesn’t appear to be a lot of love lost between them and the Katildans. Where the Targlani focus their efforts on research and development, the Katildans have apparently focused their energy on expansion. Efficient expansion, nonetheless, but they are an aggressive species and have been at war with other AI … other synthetic civilizations in the past.
 
   “Species like the Targlani appear to keep a slight technological or qualitative edge, but the Katildans’ sheer quantitative might still alarms them. The Targlani also informed us that the Katildans are very adept at espionage, which is probably how they’re keeping up in the ongoing arms race.
 
   “What the Targlani are willing to do for us is provide us safe passage to the … Prakishians’ territory.” Smith chuckled a bit, almost to himself. “The Targlani did try to help us accurately transliterate some of the names into Standard, but it’s just an approximation, obviously …”
 
   Someone in the crowd coughed.
 
   “Anyway,” Smith continued, “the Prakishians are very opposed to warfare in general, but maintain a very advanced defense force because of the aggressive civilizations out there. The Targlani think, at the very least, it would be good for us to meet them and establish relations. But out of all of the civilizations that the Targlani know, this was the only one they could think of that might actually help us.”
 
   Ward guessed that this was good news, but if there were a dozen or so civilizations in this neck of the galaxy and only one might help humanity …
 
   “Fortunately, the Targlani utilize something similar to our jump tubes. They have to open each tube for us, but we should be able to traverse them fine. They’re significantly faster, too, so we should be at the edge of Prakishian space in about five days,” Smith concluded before sitting down.
 
   Captain Williams spoke next. “Though we are protected in Targlani space, Prakishian territory is small and also borders the Katildans, so we need to maintain battle readiness for any eventuality. Also, the Targlani made it clear that the Katildan spy network is very robust, so our presence here should not be considered a secret … nor should our destination. Be ready for anything. That is all.”
 
   As everyone prepared to leave, the captain added, “Ward, Kato, Kowalski, and Winters; stick around.”
 
   Ward sat back down and waited for everyone else to filter out of the room. He was surprised to see that literally everyone else but the four of them had left, including Shanks, Novak, and Brinks. Ward wasn’t sure if the captain was starting to get truly paranoid or if the others just had more pressing matters that required their attention.
 
   “Where do we stand?” Williams asked without preamble.
 
   “The fly traps are up and running,” Kato replied.
 
   “Fly traps?” Winters asked, since he wasn’t a part of the previous meeting.
 
   “They’re autonomous drones about the size of a housefly, and made to look like one, too,” Ward explained.
 
   “How … is that legal, sir?” Winters asked.
 
   “The sabotage gives us the cause to use them, but they’re not actually surveillance devices, technically,” Ward explained. “They fly around in a semi-random patrol pattern until their sensors detect what we’ve programmed the drones to look for. In this case, if it detects explosives, certain acids, or energy weapon signatures, then it will alert us and the video and audio feeds will kick in.”
 
   “So they basically don’t turn on unless someone is doing something wrong?” Winters asked, seemingly relieved.
 
   “Exactly,” Kato confirmed.
 
   “We mostly keep them to the air vents so they don’t get noticed or swatted. It works well since the ducts parallel most of the areas of the ship that would have personnel,” Ward added. “Plus, time is on the attacker’s side, so if we set up static surveillance, he or she could just pick another target.”
 
   “That’s good to hear, but it’s not your sole hope, right?” Williams inquired.
 
   “No, sir,” Ward said. “We’re attacking this on two other fronts: trying to identify personnel who would’ve had eyes on the area at or about the time of the attack, and going through personnel files to look for anomalies.”
 
   “I still don’t understand how the personnel files will help,” Kowalski said.
 
   “Even though we’re currently lacking the motive, one must exist,” Ward said. “So we’re going through to look for any red flags we might find in a normal counterintelligence investigation. Aside from aliens being involved, the only thing that makes this different from a normal investigation is that, assuming the Katildans are involved, we have no idea how they could’ve identified a crewmember for recruitment so quickly.”
 
   “But just because we don’t know how doesn’t mean that it didn’t happen,” Kato added.
 
   “Let the agents do their job, Kowalski,” the captain said. “They let you do yours.”
 
   “They better, sir. Ward still calls the SEACAPS a warp drive,” Kowalski said, but in a friendly, if not conciliatory, manner.
 
   Williams looked to Ward for confirmation, who just shrugged with an innocent grin.
 
   “Anyway, we’re keeping extra eyes on key engineering systems, sir,” she added. “I’ve also ordered increased inspections under the guise of training exercises, but nothing else appears to be wrong at the moment.”
 
   “Very good. If you and Mr. Winters don’t have anything else to discuss, I need a word with the special agents on an unrelated matter.”
 
   The engineers didn’t have anything to add, so they left the room. As soon as the door shut, the captain said, “There’s something you need to know. All of the Sinclair Chips have been removed from AI personnel—and destroyed. It was the quid pro quo from the Targlani for free passage through their space.”
 
   Ward let out a low whistle. “Today, we meet the real you …” he mumbled.
 
   “What?” Williams asked.
 
   “Nothing, sir; sorry.”
 
   “Well, what are your thoughts?” Williams asked honestly.
 
   “I’ve never arrested an AI for a violent crime who had an unmodified Sinclair Chip.”
 
   The captain just nodded. After a moment he said, “Traitor aside, I believe in this crew, Sinclair Chip or not.”
 
   “Shanks and Novak aren’t here,” Ward pointed out.
 
   “No, they’re not,” Williams said. “But neither is Brinks.”
 
   A brief, awkward silence followed.
 
   “Whoever pulled off the attack has a lot of access and knowledge,” the captain said. “You can’t trust anyone, human or AI, until we sort this out.”
 
   “How can you trust us, sir?” Kato asked.
 
   “I’d like to say that I just do, but you both have rock-solid alibis.”
 
   “We do?” Ward asked. He hadn’t thought to check for himself and Kato, for which he chided himself.
 
   “Yes, you were giving me an informal briefing during the approximate time of the attack.”
 
   Ward had to laugh. “I imagine that makes your situation a little easier.”
 
   “Just a little bit,” Williams admitted. “I know you’re supposed to be training with the Marines, but I need you both working this—full time. But wear your new gear. It’ll keep most of the ship thinking you’re still training, and—”
 
   “—and if something happens, we’re ready to rock and roll,” Ward finished.
 
   “You’ve got it. Now go find me a traitor or a Katildan,” Williams said before leaving them.
 
   “Let’s go change. I’ve gotta grab a few things from the barracks; meet you in the office in fifteen?”
 
   “Roger that,” Kato said with a grin.
 
   “Feeling pretty confident today, are we?” Ward asked.
 
   “I’ve got a good feeling, is all. See you in fifteen.”
 
   After Ward grabbed the necessary items, he headed back to his quarters to change. He quickly put on his new gray and black battle dress uniform, or BDU, which now had a grayscale version of the Interstellar Navy Investigations Agency shield sewn into the chest on the left. Next, he put on the thigh holster that held his service pistol. He’d always thought these ‘tactical’ holsters looked a bit ridiculous, but it really seemed to allow easier access and a better range of motion. Most importantly, it didn’t get in the way of the armor he was finally getting used to wearing or the rifle with which he had been reacquainting himself with in training. In fact, the only downside was that there was nowhere to both hide and be able to access his hold-out pistol. That seemed like a small price to pay, though.
 
   He set his comm to vibrate and clipped it to the left side of his belt before putting the corresponding earbud in. He double-checked himself in the mirror to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything or left anything out of place, then grabbed his tactical glasses and opened the door, where he found a mutually surprised Ensign Willows.
 
   “Hey,” they both said at the same time, awkwardly.
 
   “I was just coming off watch, and thought … but you look busy,” she started to say.
 
   “I, uh—” was all Ward managed to get out before Kato’s door opened, and she emerged in identical gear.
 
   Kato saw them and managed to get out a “Hi.”
 
   “Um … are you guys going to arrest someone or something?” Willows asked in an apparent attempt to break free of the awkward situation.
 
   “Hopefully,” Kato said, barely able to contain her annoyance. But before Willows or Ward could respond, she said, “I’ll see you in the office.”
 
   Once Kato was gone, Willows said, “I guess we’ll talk another time?”
 
   “Yeah, listen; I’m sorry about all of this—”
 
   “You’re busy. We’ll talk sometime soon,” Willows said with an attempt at a smile as she walked away. Ward wanted to clear the air and to see why she had come by, but he had a job to do and he couldn’t be distracted, so he pushed it out of his mind as he walked to their office. He’d barely been in the room so far this tour, with all of the early work being conducted in the ultra-secure briefing room. Even though it was smaller, he preferred it. It felt less formal, it had all of their equipment, and it was their place. Ward always felt like he was intruding in the briefing room.
 
   He walked into the office expecting another awkward situation, but he was almost hit in the face by a pair of glasses, briefly followed by Kato’s sound advice, “Think fast!”
 
   He managed to snatch the glasses out of the air. “What gives?” he asked.
 
   “We got the fully mil-spec ones now,” Kato said. “The interface is much easier to use, better display of tactical data, and it even connects your comm so you can see someone’s video feed. Oh, and this,” Kato said as she turned the glasses into full reflective mode.
 
   “Now I’m never going to take these things off,” Ward said with a smile.
 
   “Should be useful for interviews,” Kato said.
 
   “Or poker,” Ward quipped. “Alright, let’s get back to work. We can’t count on the flies getting lucky.”
 
   After only an hour or so of reviewing files with renewed interest, they already had three candidates.
 
   “Petty Officer Gazetti is up to his eyeballs in debt,” Kato said, electronically passing the file to Ward’s display.
 
   “Yeah, but his service record is clean as a whistle, and people say he’s a big family man.”
 
   “How many kids does he have?” she asked.
 
   Ward quickly scanned the file. “Six.”
 
   “Well, that would explain the debt.”
 
   “Yeah,” Ward agreed. “But check out Spaceman Burke. There are definitely discipline problems, including striking an officer.”
 
   “His record has improved a lot after the last few years, though … I don’t see anything since 2271,” Kato said.
 
   “True, but you never know. My guy also has some debt issues.”
 
   “Your guy?” Kato asked.
 
   “Well, yeah.”
 
   “Feeling a little competitive today?”
 
   “Okay, so our guy …” Ward said.
 
   “I wouldn’t go that far,” Kato said. “I’m not taking credit for wasting our time with him! Anyway, check out Sub-Lieutenant Hoover.”
 
   Ward scanned the file, but nothing jumped out at him. “Alright, enlighten me.”
 
   “Look how old he is,” Kato instructed.
 
   “Commissioned as an ensign at twenty-two, made sub-lieutenant at twenty-five … and he’s thirty-four, now.”
 
   “An old guy like you,” Kato teased.
 
   “Yeah … and still a sub-lieutenant …”
 
   “Did you see why?” she pressed.
 
   Ward scanned a few more pages. “Well I’ll be damned. He was listed as at fault in the crash of the cruiser Ning Hai into an asteroid; luckily, no fatalities—just a lot of damage to the ship. Hey, I thought this guy worked in Navigation?”
 
   “He did, and does. The captain was on the bridge at the time of the accident and faulted him for it.”
 
   “What was his side of the story?” Ward asked.
 
   “That he twice made the captain aware of the asteroid, but that the captain was too busy flirting with the young helmsman, or helmswoman, rather, to order a course change.”
 
   “Ouch,” Ward said.
 
   “Remind you of anybody we know?”
 
   “Ouch!”
 
   “Hey, the truth hurts,” Kato said with a smile.
 
   “He majored in astrophysics, but I see that early in his career he tried to pick up some engineering … wanted to be captain one day, and you need to know your ship to do that,” Ward said.
 
   “Want to go talk to him?” Kato asked.
 
   “Might as well. At least we can rule him out and move on if he’s not involved.”
 
   “The ship’s watch schedule shows him as off-duty.”
 
   “Alright, hopefully he’s in his quarters,” Ward said as they exited the office.
 
   Fortunately, Sub-Lieutenant Hoover was in his quarters and had been asleep, so he’d likely be even more off-guard than normal.
 
   “Can I help you?” Hoover asked with a mixture of annoyance and nervousness.
 
   “Can we come in?” Ward asked.
 
   “Um … no?”
 
   “Would you rather talk to us in the hallway?” Kato asked as they heard approaching footsteps.
 
   “No … fine, come in.”
 
   They entered his quarters, which were small and a mess, by naval standards at least.
 
   “We need to ask you some questions,” Ward said.
 
   Hoover gave him an annoyed look and said, “Well, I assumed so.”
 
   “And why would you assume that?” Ward pressed.
 
   “Because you were knocking on my door and forced me out of bed. I assumed it wasn’t to talk about the air quality.”
 
   Ward hated to admit it, but the guy had a point.
 
   Possibly sensing his hesitation, Kato stepped in and said, “Having a good tour on the Lincoln?”
 
   Hoover gave Kato another annoyed look. “Yet another tour on a watch schedule as a nav? Oh, and the one where killer alien robots want us all dead? Yeah, great times.”
 
   Ward was getting a bad feeling about this guy. Well, a good feeling, because he was starting to feel like this guy was bad. “How about you just save us some time and tell us why you did it?”
 
   Hoover’s nervousness visibly increased a few hundred percent. “I … don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Sometimes people honestly didn’t, Ward knew. But he had that feeling this time …
 
   “We’ve looked at your bank records,” Kato said.
 
   Ward knew that they hadn’t. The nearest connection to those databases was weeks away, so Kato was making a bold move.
 
   “My accounts?” Hoover asked cautiously.
 
   “We found the money,” Ward said.
 
   After a pause, Hoover said, “I want a lawyer.”
 
   “A lawyer isn’t going to save you from sabotage charges. Technically, this might even be considered wartime,” Ward pressed.
 
   “Sabotage! I never sabotaged anything!” Hoover exclaimed.
 
   Just as it seemed that nothing could ever be straightforward in this mission, both Ward’s and Kato’s comms buzzed. Ward’s glasses showed him that a fly trap had detected explosives near one of the maintenance areas for the SEACAPS drive.
 
   Ward flung open the door and said to Kato, “Stay here!”
 
   She started to argue, but, making eye contact, he said, “Draw your weapon and cover him! I’ll handle this.”
 
   “Should I hail Brinks?” she asked as he started to leave the room.
 
   “Can’t risk it! But message the captain,” Ward yelled as he tore off down the hallway, drawing his pistol as he ran. On his glasses, he could see exactly where the drone had detected explosives. Conveniently, it also plotted the most efficient route there.
 
   “Make a hole!” Ward yelled as he ran full tilt past the galley, nimbly dodging people. Before the Delta Treatment, foot chases almost always involved running into bystanders; but now, as long as there was space in between people, he was able to get by.
 
   The amount of personnel thinned out as he made his way into the engineering sections of the ship. He came to a stop after approaching the hatch that would open into the maze of engineering decks where the drone had detected the explosives. Not knowing what to expect, he switched his glasses to display an infrared overlay before slowly opening the hatch.
 
   Ward focused on his grip on the pistol and consciously slowed his breathing, to keep both his heart rate and any noise down. He carefully stepped over the knee-knocker, moved into the room, and leaned the hatch against the frame, but didn’t close it. Taking a look around, he saw that the room matched the schematics on his display, for which he was grateful. Even contemporary technology could still let people down from time to time.
 
   The room was very long, as it ran alongside of most of the SEACAPS drive. Consequently, it had pipes, wiring conduits, and data cable conduits all over, running in directions that made no sense to him. He crept around the pipes, slowly making his way toward the location that the drone had fingered. As he moved, he strained his ears to hear any sign of someone else, but all he could hear was himself breathing and his heartbeat.
 
   He was mildly startled when he saw the drone start moving on his display, but realized that Kato must have seen he was approaching the potential threat. Manipulating the new glasses’ display, he started to receive video in part of his left lens while he could now hear the microphone feed in his earpiece. He had to strain to hear it, but he could definitely detect faint noises of someone working.
 
   The drone slowly moved until its video feed could see the left shoulder of someone in a spaceman’s uniform who appeared to be reaching above his head to work on a pipe. Ward stopped moving when he saw the person in his display. The spaceman worked for another second or two, but as the drone moved into a slightly better position, the spaceman froze.
 
   Kato was on the ball, as the drone stopped moving immediately, but the spaceman was clearly spooked. He—the spaceman’s build looked masculine—looked around trying to identify the source of his alarm. When he turned to look in the drone’s direction, Ward saw that he was wearing a mask. 
 
   This was definitely the guy.
 
   Ward burst from cover from about eighty feet away, using all of his newfound speed and agility to try and close the distance while yelling, “Interstellar agent!” With startling speed, his target grabbed his tools and fled in the other direction. Ward gave chase, but with all of the pipes and conduits, it was challenging to close the distance.
 
   “INIA—freeze!” Ward’s voice boomed throughout the room, to which a pulse blast was the only response. Ward barely ducked under and to the right of it in time, but he heard it hit the wall. He took a split second to look back at where it had hit and saw a serious scorch mark on the wall. That was no stun blast.
 
   The split second he took to check the pulse blast gave his adversary a dozen extra feet or so of an advantage, so Ward redoubled his pace. He finally saw a mostly open space ahead, except for a pipe running horizontal at about knee level. He bounded up to it, jumped, and used it to help launch him into the more open area. He landed in a combat roll and brought his pistol to bear just before his target could turn the corner. He pulled the trigger and felt a sense of satisfaction as the stun blast hit the saboteur in the chest.
 
   Ward broke out of his crouch and was about to start moving toward the spaceman when, after staggering for a second, the spaceman recovered in the blink of an eye and fired straight at Ward’s chest.
 
   Ward had enough time to realize that the spaceman was wearing chest armor, but not enough time to dodge the pulse blast.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 – September 11th, 2274, 2117 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward woke up on his back, which was good because his chest was on fire. He picked his head up a little bit to make sure his chest still existed, to find that it was covered in dermal regenerators and bandages.
 
   “He’s awake!” someone yelled.
 
   The next thing Ward knew, he was surrounded by people. Though that normally wouldn’t affect him, it made him feel claustrophobic. To make it worse, Doctor Jackson was flashing something in his eyes.
 
   “Dammit, Doc, I can see just fine,” he said.
 
   “I’m just checking to make sure you still have a brain, and that it works,” Jackson responded.
 
   “Can’t find something that was never there,” someone quipped. It sounded like Fuchs.
 
   “Clear the room,” a calm but commanding voice ordered. “You too, Doctor.”
 
   Ward caught the confused look on the chief medical officer’s face, but within twenty seconds he was alone with the captain.
 
   “You’re going to make it,” Williams said simply.
 
   “Figured it wouldn’t hurt this badly if I wasn’t,” Ward mused.
 
   “Did you ID the guy?”
 
   “No, he was wearing a mask,” Ward answered.
 
   “We know, but was there anything else …?”
 
   Ward tried to think, but his memory of the event was a little fuzzy. “I don’t think so …”
 
   “We watched the video. It could be a Katildan imposter, but the consensus is whoever it was is AI.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Ward said.
 
   The captain gave him a questioning but almost dismissive look as he said, “There are a lot of AIs on this ship who look human, and this guy was too fast to be—”
 
   “Human?” Ward asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “He’s a Delta,” Ward said as the realization suddenly hit him.
 
   The captain seemed surprised by his conclusion. “Why would you think that?”
 
   “The way he moved,” Ward said simply.
 
   “Well, we know he was fast,” Williams countered.
 
   “Not just fast—the way he moved. It was too—”
 
   “Human?” the captain asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   They both sat in silence for a moment, but it was the captain who spoke first. “You’ve been out for over eight hours. Unfortunately, word of the attack spread quickly and people … too many of us, apparently … jumped to the conclusion that it was an AI. We’re already seeing a decrease in crew cohesiveness along those lines.”
 
   “This is exactly what they want, you know,” Ward said.
 
   “The Katildans?”
 
   “Them and every bigot left in humanity. The Katildans want a fifth column and the crazies want an excuse to push for something disturbingly close to the Final Solution,” Ward said softly. Never before had so much been at stake and the weight of it all was finally starting to sink in for Ward. Maybe it took getting shot, but it wasn’t a good feeling. Well, neither was getting shot; though he’d probably prefer it of the two.
 
   “The crew is pretty well vetted,” Williams said.
 
   The captain was obviously, and should be, proud of his ship and crew; but life is full of unfortunate truths. “There are bad apples everywhere, Captain; even here.”
 
   “I suppose that’s true,” Williams admitted.
 
   “I mean, that’s basically why you have people like me on your ship in the first place,” Ward said with a smile.
 
   “Really? And I always thought we just liked your company.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   “Brinks was with me at the time of the attack and we know where Kato was,” Williams said, changing gears. “So that leaves Jennings, Kilmer, Beaumont, and Dinkins.”
 
   “Where is Kato?” Ward asked.
 
   “She booked Hoover into the brig, but we’ll get back to that later,” Williams said. He grabbed his comm and started typing. “Brinks and Kato will be here in a minute,” he said. It was obvious that he didn’t want to page the two of them over the intercom with the saboteur about.
 
   Brinks and Kato arrived together. “What have we got, sir?” Brinks asked.
 
   “It was one of the Deltas,” Williams answered.
 
   “No way, sir. No friggin’ way,” Brinks said.
 
   “That would explain how fast he was,” Kato said. 
 
   Before anyone else could say anything, Ward said, “It was a Delta. Trust me.” That seemed to mollify Brinks, for the moment at least.
 
   “Where were they at the time of the attack?” Williams asked.
 
   Brinks checked his comm. “Jennings and Kilmer had bridge watch at that time, and …”
 
   Ward was relieved to hear that it probably wasn’t one of those two.
 
   “… Beaumont was working a shift in the armory, but Dinkins was off duty.”
 
   “And we know that Beaumont was in the armory?” Kato asked.
 
   “Yeah, it’s a three-person shift. If someone didn’t show, I’d have heard about it,” Brinks said.
 
   “Well, that’s enough to start with Dinkins,” the captain said. “I know he’s one of yours, but he should be approached with extreme caution.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Brinks said as he and Kato prepared to leave.
 
   “Oh, and send Doctor Jackson back in,” the captain added.
 
   Once Jackson was back in the room and the others were gone, Williams asked, “Is he mobile?”
 
   “I think so,” Jackson said. “You were pretty lucky, Ward. Your armor dissipated much of the blast. The rest of the pulse ate through it, but you only ended up with burns—no internal damage. Even with the dermal regenerators, you’re going to be very tender for a few days,” she warned.
 
   “Alright, thanks Doc,” Ward said.
 
   A nurse brought Ward another uniform and helped him stand up. Like the doctor said, while he felt out of it, it was just his chest that was throbbing. He made a little bit of an effort to dress properly, but the captain made it clear that he was waiting on Ward, so he left Sickbay a little disheveled. 
 
   Ward followed the captain from the sickbay. When they were about halfway to the brig, alarms went off and the lighting switched to red. “Captain to the barracks,” was heard over the comm system, along with pulse blasts in the background. Without waiting for Ward, the captain took off at a sprint.
 
   Ward did his best to keep up, but even the Delta treatment wasn’t enough to overcome the fact that he had just been shot. By the time he got to the Marine barracks, he was out of breath and struggling to even jog; but he didn’t have to go far.
 
   “And stay down!” Ward heard Brinks’ voice boom from an adjacent hallway.
 
   Ward turned the corner to see a bloodied Private First Class Dinkins on the ground with his hands zip-tied behind his back, surrounded by Brinks, Kato, and almost a dozen Marines.
 
   “Get him to the brig, now,” Captain Williams ordered.
 
   Dinkins was led out of the room with Brinks on one side and an AI Marine corporal on the other. They obviously weren’t taking any chances with the Delta-enhanced traitor.
 
   Williams used his comm to tell the bridge to cancel the alert and then led Ward and Kato to the brig. When they arrived, Dinkins was uncuffed but in a cell by himself.
 
   “Why’d you do it, son?” Brinks demanded.
 
   “Colonel—” Ward started to say, but the captain gave him a look that made Ward back off.
 
   “How did the Katildans get to you?” Brinks asked angrily.
 
   “The Katildans? You’ve got this all wrong, Colonel,” Dinkins said defiantly.
 
   “Oh, do I?”
 
   “Yeah, I hate the Katildans and everything like them,” Dinkins spat.
 
   “Then why the heck would you try and stop us …” Brinks trailed off as the realization hit him. “You want this war?”
 
   “Hell yes, Colonel; we need to get rid of them before they get rid of us.”
 
   The captain intervened. “You know that we’ll almost definitely lose the war as it stands now, right?”
 
   “I thought so too, sir; but that was before the Delta Treatment. We truly are superior to them, and if the AI lobby hadn’t have held us back for centuries, we’d be so much further along.”
 
   “Jesus …” Ward heard himself saying.
 
   “No matter your reasons, you’re still a traitor,” Brinks said in a tone that Ward had never heard from him before.
 
   “I would never help the Katildans, or any other AI!” Dinkins yelled.
 
   “But you did!” Williams yelled back.
 
   “I would never turn on you, sir!” Dinkins pleaded.
 
   “If you turn on this crew, this ship, or its mission, then you turn on me,” Williams said with finality. To everyone else he said, “We’re done here for now. Everybody out.”
 
   To Ward’s surprise, the captain followed everyone out. “Alright, he might not have been working for the Katildans, but that doesn’t rule out Hoover. Get him back into the interrogation room.”
 
   On the way to the interrogation room, they got Ward up to date. They had already confirmed that Hoover had received money for information, but they didn’t know what or to whom he was providing it. Ward saw that Brinks and a few other members of the senior staff were in the observation room, but only the captain went into the interrogation room with Kato and him.
 
   Ward analyzed Hoover, who was sitting opposite from Kato. He seemed to be retaining some of his self-righteousness, but Ward could also sense some defeatism in his posture and gaze. Once Hoover saw the captain, Ward could sense his anger increasing, though. Hoover’s resentment of the Navy ran deep.
 
   At seeing Ward’s state, Hoover asked, “What happened to you?”
 
   “I was shot, by another traitor,” Ward responded.
 
   “I’m no traitor!” Hoover insisted.
 
   “We’ve been getting that line a lot today,” Kato said.
 
   “We know why you did it,” Captain Williams interrupted. “I reviewed the files on the Ning Hai incident.”
 
   This seemed to surprise Sub-Lieutenant Hoover.
 
   “I have to say, I find that the evidence supports your testimony more than the captain’s,” Williams said.
 
   “Don’t try to play me, Captain,” Hoover said with malice.
 
   “I’m not. I actually believe you on that matter. What I can’t believe is that you could hate the Navy so much that you’d turn on all of humanity.”
 
   “I never helped the Katildans, I swear! I’d never heard of them until they almost killed us—almost killed me, too!” Hoover pleaded.
 
   Ward was not sensing any deception from Sub-Lieutenant Hoover. Kato seemed to think the same, as she made eye contact with Ward, who gave her an almost imperceptible nod.
 
   “Listen, you’re going to prison for this one way or another. Would you rather cooperate and serve ten years, or spend the rest of your life in one?” Kato asked.
 
   Hoover averted his gaze and looked almost completely defeated.
 
   “Help us out, and we’ll vouch for you,” Williams said. “I’ll even officially request that they reopen the Ning Hai investigation.”
 
   Hoover seemed to collect his thoughts. “How can I possibly trust any of you?” he asked slowly.
 
   “I’d love to tell you that you can, but I’m not sure what that would do. I don’t think you have much of a choice, though,” Ward said. “Besides, this is about more than us—it’s about the survival of humanity. If you’re really not a traitor, then you’ll help us.”
 
   After another minute or so, Hoover gave in. “Alright, I’ll tell you everything.”
 
   ***
 
   After a brief trip back to Sickbay, Ward was back in the briefing room working with Kato, Smith, and Novak. “Maybe we should just move in, here,” Ward commented.
 
   “Are your quarters inconvenient?” Novak inquired.
 
   Ward laughed. “No, they’re fine, Commander. So, what do we have?”
 
   “Well, Hoover claims that he was providing materials to someone he believed, or inferred rather, was representing a corporation,” Smith said.
 
   “Supposedly, this was about the money,” Kato added. “And maybe a little bit about revenge.”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t think many officers dream of retirement pay at a sub-lieutenant’s rate,” Ward said.
 
   “Fortunately, he was paranoid enough to take a few notes on his … business partner, including his ship’s registration,” Smith said. 
 
   “We traced the ship to the Xerxes Corporation, on Providence Prime,” Kato said.
 
   Ward groaned.
 
   “I know, I know,” Kato said, referring to the ease at which one could register a company in the Providence system, which mostly benefited criminals. “So it’s no surprise that the Xerxes Corporation was incorporated by another corporation, SJK Financial, which is listed as a ‘corporation registration agent’ that registers these ‘shelf companies’—companies on a shelf waiting to be bought by undisclosed buyers.”
 
   “What’s interesting is that, aside from those precautions, they seem to have been a little sloppy,” Smith added.
 
   “How so?” Ward asked.
 
   “They used Xerxes Corporation for … a lot, actually. Normally—”
 
   “Yeah, normally they’d have shell companies behind shell companies, only using the public-facing corporations for one or two specific activities,” Ward finished.
 
   “Right, so what’s interesting is that the Xerxes Corporation was also supposedly exploring the Hyades Cluster,” Smith said.
 
   “Hoover’s contact’s ship was actually spotted by a military patrol—the Alexander Dallas, no less—on one of its trips into the cluster,” Novak informed them.
 
   “That is too much of a coincidence,” Kato said.
 
   “Agreed,” Novak said. “Smith and I traced other Xerxes Corporation activities, most of which seem to correspond with significant Navy installations.”
 
   “But all of their ship traffic leaving known space appears to head out to the Hyades Cluster,” Smith added.
 
   “We’re all thinking the same thing, right?” Ward asked.
 
   “This is a foreign intelligence network,” Smith replied.
 
   “You’d expect a government would be better at covering its tracks,” Kato mentioned.
 
   “Not if they were unfamiliar with our customs, economic systems, and laws,” Novak said.
 
   “The Katildans,” Kato said softly.
 
   “Quite right, Special Agent Kato,” Novak said. 
 
   “That would explain why they were asking for files including our history,” Smith said.
 
   “Yeah, part of the reason Hoover gave in his confession was that they rarely asked for very sensitive items,” Kato said.
 
   “So they knew,” Ward said.
 
   “Huh?” Smith asked.
 
   “The Katildans … they knew of our existence.”
 
   “Apparently, for a few years, at least,” Novak added.
 
   “Get the captain down here, now,” Ward said.
 
   “I’ve already requested his presence,” Novak replied as the captain opened the door, followed by the entire senior staff, except for Doctor Jackson.
 
   Ward asked Kato to bring the senior staff up to speed, which she did in just a few minutes.
 
   “The destruction of the Dallas was likely just to draw out the U.E.G. Interstellar Navy’s best,” Shanks said.
 
   “That’s a pretty brutal way to test an enemy’s defenses,” Fuchs commented.
 
   “We’re lucky we nailed their drive section, then,” Kowalski added.
 
   “Maybe that’s why they didn’t destroy us,” Ward suggested.
 
   “If we exceeded their expectations of our combat proficiency, they may have indeed stalled for more time and information,” Novak added.
 
   “So that whole bit about not destroying us because we had AI onboard was bullshit?” Brinks asked. He was obviously not having a good day.
 
   “Probably,” Novak said. “It would also be a good cover story for the Katildans, if they try to lure any Earth-based AI to their cause.”
 
   “Thank God for the Sinclair Chip,” Kowalski said, which garnered a few uncomfortable looks around the table, as only a few of them were aware that there were no more Sinclair Chips on the Lincoln.
 
   “We’ve got to warn Earth,” the captain said, preventing any further discussion on the previous matter. “Shanks, get a fast scout launched as quickly as possible with all of this information.”
 
   “Aye, sir,” Shanks said as he left.
 
   “We still have our mission, folks. If anything, it just became even more urgent—and that’s where our focus needs to be. Dismissed.”
 
   Everyone left, except for Ward and Kato, who really had no place else to be at the moment. The captain also stayed behind. Once the room emptied, he said to them, “Do we know how deeply we’ve been infiltrated?”
 
   “No, not really,” Ward admitted.
 
   “What about this crew?”
 
   Ward had no response.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20 – September 16th, 2274, 1142 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward emerged from his quarters in his full gear, minus the rifle. They hadn’t had any other incidents since the one that almost killed him a few days ago, but they still had no idea just how deeply the Interstellar Navy had been infiltrated, so he wore armor and remained armed whenever he was on duty. He sensed someone approaching as he shut his hatch, which immediately put him on guard. Since the shooting, he had been getting spooked somewhat easily.
 
   He soon saw Willows come around the bend in the hallway and relaxed, though not because things had been good between them lately. They hadn’t really talked since they, well, didn’t really talk on the day he got shot. A nurse told him that she came by when he was still out cold that day, but he hadn’t seen her since.
 
   “Hi,” she said calmly.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Can we talk?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got a few. Come on in,” Ward said as he opened up his quarters.
 
   They both squeezed in there somewhat awkwardly, and then she blurted out, “I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”
 
   There it was.
 
   “I just … it’s not a good idea,” she continued.
 
   “Okay …” was all Ward could think to say at the moment, as many thoughts flitted through his head.
 
   “That’s it? ‘Okay?’” she asked with exasperation.
 
   “No, that’s not it,” he almost stammered.
 
   “Well?” she pressed.
 
   “Well why?”
 
   “I … it was fun, but we don’t work well together. I know you just got shot, and the timing is bad; but I think we both knew it wasn’t going to last,” she said.
 
   “I thought it would last longer than this.”
 
   “Well … it stopped being fun,” she said with the relief of someone who had finally removed a weight from their shoulders.
 
   “It did?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, it did,” she confirmed. “You’re funny and attractive, but …”
 
   “But what?” Ward asked.
 
   “You have a sadness in you that you can’t hide, not once you get close to someone.”
 
   “A sadness?”
 
   “Yeah. You try to act like you’re a slacker and that you don’t care, but I know that’s not true. You do this job out of a sense of duty or something, but you don’t really want to be here. I’m not even sure that you believe in anything.”
 
   It didn’t seem to Ward as if she was trying to be hurtful; just honest. Still, he was at a loss for words again. “Okay …”
 
   “Well, what do you believe in?” she pressed him.
 
   “I …well …” Ward trailed off.
 
   “See? Why are you even here?”
 
   “It’s what I do.”
 
   His answer seemed to frustrate her. “But do you even know why you do it? Why’d you even become a cop in the first place?”
 
   Ward had to think back. He’d always wanted to make a difference with his life, but the specific motivations of his youth were escaping him at the moment.
 
   “You don’t even remember,” she said with disdain.
 
   “I didn’t like the idea that people could get away with screwing other people over,” he said with some finality.
 
   “Okay; so what happened?”
 
   Ward had to think again, and to be honest, he wasn’t even sure that he knew for sure. “It’s not quite so black and white in reality.”
 
   “Nothing is, Liam.”
 
   “Well, why are you here?” Ward asked out of curiosity.
 
   “Because I believe what we do makes a difference. People have a right not to have their cargo stolen or be blown up by pirates, and I like that I can do something about that. Plus … I just like it.”
 
   “Like it?”
 
   “Yeah, being on a ship, studying new worlds, plotting courses …”
 
   “Well, that’s good!”
 
   Willows chuckled. “Yeah, it is. But I also want to have fun, and if you’re not going to be fun to be around …”
 
   “Alright, alright! I get it,” Ward said with a smile.
 
   Willows smiled in response. “It’s good to see you smile again.”
 
   Before Ward could continue turning this conversation in a good direction, Commander Shanks’ voice came on the overhead, “Special Agent Ward, to the bridge, ASAP; Special Agent Ward to the bridge.”
 
   “Crap, I—”
 
   “You’ve gotta go,” she said in an understanding voice. She then pecked him on the cheek and left his quarters.
 
   Ward checked himself in the mirror again and then double-timed it to the bridge. Once he arrived, he sat in his usual spot on the bridge as the U.E.G.S. Lincoln emerged from the Targlani jump tube at the border with Prakishian space along with a Targlani frigate, which was present to explain the situation to all of the parties involved. Glancing at the tactical display, it was pretty clear to Ward that this was a formal border crossing of some sort.
 
   “Captain,” the comms officer began, “the Targlani sent a message saying, ‘Good luck. We will watch over your scout on its way back to your home.’”
 
   “Thank them,” Captain Williams said.
 
   “Aye, aye. Another incoming signal, but from the Prakishians.”
 
   “Put them on.”
 
   Everybody’s attention was immediately drawn to the main screen. The connection was eventually made and Ward was somehow surprised, yet again. There were AI of various types on what appeared to be a bridge or command center of some sort. Some of the AIs were wheeled or tracked and had no obvious connections to any biological entity, but there were several that appeared somewhat like the mythical Roswell Grays.
 
   “We have received transmissions from our Targlani friends,” one of the Grays said. “They contain quite a story.”
 
   “Yes, we’ve heard that our culture is … unique. Please let me introduce myself. I am—”
 
   “Captain Williams of the Unified Earth Government Ship Lincoln; yes, it was all in the transmission,” the alien continued. “Still, it is one thing to hear a story and another to see it—a biologically-based, space-faring civilization. I did not believe such a thing could exist.”
 
   For once, the captain seemed out of words.
 
   “But it is quite clear that you do exist. Unlike our Katildan counterparts, we do not suffer from cognitive dissonance. You are cleared to enter Prakishian territory and will be escorted to our homeworld.”
 
   “Thank you. Your hospitality will not go unnoticed,” Williams promised.
 
   “Our territory is relatively small. The journey is only … a few of your Earth hours. We are sending the course we wish you to plot, along with a preferred velocity. We are also sending historical information so that you may familiarize yourselves with our culture.”
 
   “Again, thank you,” the captain said. “We will send you some of our historical files as well.”
 
   “That would be most appreciated,” the alien replied.
 
   Ward was halfway off the bridge by the time the transmission was cut. As he made his way off of the bridge, he pulled out his comm to contact Kato. Labelling it a priority message, he wrote, “Time to rise and shine. Briefing room ASAP.” He felt bad having to wake her, as she’d been handling a routine shipboard issue through most of the early morning.
 
   The briefing room was empty when he entered it, though he knew the usual crew would be here shortly. Still, he had an urge to get started reviewing the Prakishian files right away, so he sat down, logged onto the system, and started loading the relevant files. It was readily apparent to him that the Prakishians had provided a lot of information; they were either very open or very clever and feeding them disinformation. Ward had no reason to doubt the information at the moment, though, so he took it at face value.
 
   When scanning an overview of their history, he found the information on their progenitor species particularly interesting. Supposedly, the species was very gentle. Wars were basically unheard of since their version of the Industrial Age, and most of their society’s efforts went into medicine, civil engineering, and the arts. The Prakishian AI were originally created as semi-intelligent assistants and were only gifted with sentient thought when it was clear that the biological Prakishians were going to become extinct.
 
   Prakish Prime was apparently Earth-like, including protection from solar radiation via a magnetic shield. When the poles reversed most recently, the process was extremely slow and the magnetic shielding was very weak, which was a severe problem because their atmosphere didn’t protect them as much as Earth’s would’ve. Much of the life on Prakish Prime was eradicated during this period. Apparently the Prakishian AI did all they could to save their biological counterparts, but it was too little, too late. The surviving AI dedicated many resources to scientific research and expansion to other stars in order to preserve the culture. While they couldn’t save the people, they were able to save much of the culture and art.
 
   The Prakishian AI continued in the pacifistic, cultured way of their predecessors until they encountered the Katildans, who almost wiped them out. The Prakishians had maintained a self-defense force ever since, but were loath to use it except as a last resort. 
 
   Eventually the rest of the senior staff arrived and Smith gave the briefing, which didn’t seem to include anything particularly interesting that Ward hadn’t read already.
 
   “Ward,” someone said.
 
   Ward looked up to see that everyone was looking at him.
 
   “Ward,” Captain Williams said with a hint of annoyance.
 
   “Ah, yes, sir?”
 
   “They’re letting us land five people and I want you on that team.”
 
   “Roger that, Captain,” Ward said with some surprise. He’d never set foot on alien territory before; but then he realized that none of them had.
 
   “I want everyone suited up—unarmed—and ready in forty-five minutes,” Williams ordered.
 
   Ward took that time to grab a bite to eat, swing by his quarters and remove anything that could be considered a weapon, and make sure his uniform was straight. He couldn’t help that he was distracted, but the conversation with Liz had really improved his spirits and he was optimistic and excited. “Time to boldly go …” he said aloud as he exited his quarters.
 
   He walked briskly to the fighter bay, feeling naked without his weapon, especially given recent events. Regardless, he arrived in Small Craft Bay One without incident, where the rest of the team was waiting for him: Novak, Kowalski, Brinks, and the captain. Ward thought they were good choices, since they could each evaluate the Prakishians with different professional viewpoints. Ward also suspected that the Prakishians would be interested in meeting an Earth-based AI.
 
   They filed wordlessly into the passenger compartment of the shuttle as the pilot started warming up the engine. Once they received word that they were in orbit of Prakish Prime, the shuttle was cleared for launch and they left the Lincoln. Once in space, Ward looked out the window and saw a dreary looking planet. There was definitely life on it, but it didn’t look lush by any means. The atmosphere looked relatively thin, as well, and the ride down was relatively smooth. They landed at a small spaceport that was connected to a series of government buildings, which had a very unique style of architecture. It wasn’t appealing to Ward, but he could tell that much thought and care had gone into the design.
 
   Once on the ground, their pilot was told to taxi to an airlock. “The Prakishians confirm that the air inside the building has been temporarily set to Earth-standard, but they reiterated to not go outside. We would asphyxiate in their atmo,” the shuttle pilot said over the internal comms. 
 
   They exited the shuttle and entered the building via the airlock. Once inside, they were met by several Prakishians and were addressed by one who resembled the Roswell Grays. “Greetings. My name is Marvkib and I am what you might call a Prime Minister. I am pleased to see that you arrived unarmed, as agreed.”
 
   “Of course,” Captain Williams said. “It is a pleasure to be here.”
 
   “If you and your party would follow me, I will give you a brief tour on the way to the meeting,” Marvkib said.
 
   It was starting to sink in for Ward that he was on a truly alien planet, as he was surrounded by alien AIs of various designs and in a building designed by alien minds. The hallways were taller and wider than those of most human buildings and the wall moldings were very decorative, especially where they met the arched ceiling. Though the buildings had seemed a little weird from the outside, the architecture on the inside was very appealing.
 
   “In the room to your right, we have historical artifacts from both the biological and synthetic Prakishian governments. Some of these priceless artifacts are actually stored on organic material dating back thousands of our cycles.”
 
   Marvkib let them pause long enough at the doorway to get a decent look. Ward saw documents that were as old as the Constitution of the former United States, and many that were far, far older. Marvkib also appeared to take a lot of pride in them, but he moved them on.
 
   “From this point on, you will notice Prakishian art in the hallways, but I also wish to show you a room filled with some of our most prized artwork.” Marvkib then gestured to his left and Ward’s jaw dropped as Kowalski gasped. The room was filled with sculptures, paintings, and some artwork that he had a hard time describing; but all of it was extraordinarily beautiful. Ward didn’t normally appreciate art, at least not the visual kind, but he couldn’t tear his gaze away from the masterpieces inside the room. 
 
   “They’re all … so beautiful,” Kowalski almost whispered.
 
   “Why thank you,” Marvkib said genuinely. “I am glad that you find them appealing.” He gave the group another minute or two to gawk before continuing. “Our meeting is in our Great Hall, which is this way,” he said as he led them down another hallway. As they entered the chamber, Ward was unsurprised to find that it was exquisitely designed. He didn’t have much time to examine it, though, as most of the seats were filled with Prakishians.
 
   “I would like to welcome our newfound friends from the Unified Earth Government,” Marvkib’s voice boomed over what Ward assumed were hidden speakers. Marvkib then introduced them by name and title before continuing, “I would like to call this meeting into order.”
 
   Once the crowd quieted, Marvkib said, “I understand from the Targlanis that you have a request for us.”
 
   The captain stood and spoke to the assembled aliens. “First of all, I would like to thank you for your gracious hospitality. Secondly, I would like to say that the artwork we have seen today puts even the greatest works of Earth to shame—your society is truly gifted.” The captain then made a confused face as he was interrupted by a series of clicking noises from the audience.
 
   “That is our version of applause, Captain,” Marvkib assured him.
 
   “Ah, thank you. Anyway, our only real request is to establish friendly relations. Until very recently, we did not know whether or not we were alone in the universe, but I want to make it known that our civilization welcomes peaceful coexistence with others.” Williams paused while the audience applauded again. “Unfortunately, we have been attacked—with no provocation, to the best of our understanding—by the Katildans, who have since threatened to eradicate us.”
 
   The silence in the room was almost deafening, and even the captain seemed a little unsure of himself, but Marvkib politely filled the gap. “As Prakishians, we abhor violence and will only act in self-defense, and we too have been victims of Katildan aggression, hundreds of cycles ago.”
 
   “So will you help us in the event that the Katildans invade human space?” Williams asked.
 
   Marvkib responded with what Ward interpreted as a pained expression. “Unfortunately, we cannot. We do not meddle in others affairs, nor can we take any action that might provoke a war.”
 
   “I see,” Williams said. “The Targlani hold similar views.”
 
   “Please understand that we wish to see you thrive as a peaceful society,” Marvkib responded. “Unfortunately, most civilizations of which we are aware will be as hostile as the Katildans, though maybe with a little less zeal.”
 
   “How many other civilizations have you had contact with?” Williams asked.
 
   “Nine, not including the Targlani, the Katildans, or yours.”
 
   “And they will all be hostile to us?”
 
   “That is … likely. Biological civilizations are generally regarded as dangerous and unpredictable, and a bad stain in our collective histories.”
 
   “And these civilizations will make such a judgment without even meeting us?”
 
   “Yes. It is unpleasant, but I must inform you that, excluding Prakishians, most biological predecessor species caused much damage, both to planets and synthetic species. Additionally, we have witnessed many biological civilizations destroy themselves before even managing to colonize other worlds.”
 
   That information should’ve shocked Ward, but all he could think about was that he had hoped that this trip would go better than this.
 
   “I see,” Williams said again. “What can I do to convince you that we are different?”
 
   “You have already convinced us,” Marvkib said. “That is why we are dealing with you and wish to open normal relations between our two governments. For better or worse, that is what we have to offer.”
 
   “I must accept your offer on behalf of the Unified Earth Government. I truly hope that our friendship will do nothing but grow over time,” Williams said to another round of applause.
 
   Ward participated in the remaining formalities in something of a daze. He’d always believed that sentient alien life was likely, but it was difficult not to feel more and more insignificant every time they learned something new. It didn’t help that a lot of the news was not good.
 
   Eventually, they were led back to their shuttle by Marvkib himself. As they approached the airlock, Marvkib dismissed his remaining staff. “Captain … all of you,” Marvkib said before pausing. “Unlike most synthetic civilizations, we are proud of our biological forefathers. But we were only able to save the Prakishian culture, not the Prakishians themselves, which saddens us to this day.”
 
   Marvkib paused again. Though Ward had known this creature for only a few hours, he could tell that this was not normal behavior.
 
   Marvkib handed over some sort of data chip to Captain Williams. “What you do not know is that the Katildans are already attempting to build a coalition against you. Quite frankly, I don’t think you … I don’t think that your species will survive a Katildan attack.”
 
   “Well, I appreciate the warning, but—” the captain began.
 
   “This chip contains all of the technical specifications for creating an antimatter power plant,” Marvkib interrupted. “There are no weapon designs in this data—it would go against everything in which I believe—but maybe, just maybe, giving you an antimatter power source will be enough to save your civilization.”
 
   The humans, including Novak, were speechless, but the captain eventually found words. “I don’t know how to thank you,” he said.
 
   “Please don’t. Only about five Prakishians know about this, including myself. This was not approved by my government, so I am placing a large amount of trust—and hope—in you and your kind. We weren’t able to save our biological forefathers, but maybe we can save you instead. I believe that they would have pursued this course of action, so my conscience compels me to do the same, regardless of contemporary philosophy.”
 
   The captain straightened and performed a perfect salute, with the rest of the officers following suit. “We will not fail you, nor will we forget what you have done for us. It has truly been a pleasure.”
 
   “Likewise, my friend. Likewise,” Marvkib said in farewell.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21 – September 16th, 2274, 1923 UTC
 
    
 
   The shuttle containing Williams, Brinks, Kowalski, Novak, and Ward approached the Lincoln as Brinks spoke quietly, “You know what we have to do, sir,” referring to the Delta Protocol treatment.
 
   Captain Williams gave Brinks a short look. “Yes, Lieutenant Colonel, I do.”
 
   The rest of the ride was in silence. The shuttle entered the bay and landed without ceremony. They followed the captain out of the shuttle, but all of them were apparently at a loss for what to do until the captain pulled out his comm. He then keyed the shipwide channel and began, “All hands, this is the CO.” Williams paused for a moment to give people time to stop what they were doing before he continued. “All non-essential personnel will report to Small Craft Bay Two at 1945 hours. That is all.”
 
   “See to your people,” Williams said to the other officers. “Ward, with me.”
 
   Ward followed the captain out of the bay. Once they entered the hallway, Williams said, “I’m sending our last fast scout back to Earth on a separate route. I need all investigative and intelligence files that you, Kato, and Smith have put together to be on that ship. And I need it done yesterday.”
 
   Ward nodded and messaged both Kato and Smith to meet him in the briefing room “yesterday.” With the message out, he took off down the hallways as fast as he could without actually hurting anybody. He turned the corner near the briefing room and saw Kato at the door with Smith a little farther down the hallway.
 
   “What’s up?” Kato asked.
 
   “Inside,” was all Ward would say until they were in the secure room.
 
   “The last fast scout is leaving for Earth now and it needs all of our files.”
 
   “Geez … we’ve put together so much, in so many different—”
 
   “Can it!” Ward yelled, a little out of character. “Just get it done.” He practically jumped into the chair as he activated the console. All three of them grabbed files as quickly as they could, but at 1940 hours, Ward said, “Alright, that’s it. We’ve gotta get this to external media and head back to the fighter bay.” Kato and Smith worked for another thirty seconds, but Ward let them continue, knowing that whatever they were seeking was probably important.
 
   Smith was the last one to finish. “Alright, burn it!”
 
   Ward pressed the button and twenty seconds later it was good to go. “Kato, haul ass with this to the fighter bay; I’ve gotta be in the VIP Bay.”
 
   Without a word, Kato was opening the door and out of the room, with Ward on her heels. “But where do I—” Ward heard Smith ask.
 
   “VIP Bay!” he yelled back.
 
   Ward trotted into the VIP Bay at exactly forty-five after. Captain Williams was standing in front of the assembled crew, but turned to look at Ward and gave him a questioning look. Ward nodded in response, knowing that the fast scout was likely prepping for departure right now with the information that Kato had brought them.
 
   Captain Williams was connected to the shipwide comms channel as he addressed the crew assembled before him. “All hands, this is the captain. Our mission has changed. We now hold key information that we need to get back to Earth ASAP; and make no mistake, this information could determine the outcome of the war we will almost undoubtedly face.”
 
   Williams paused, apparently to let that sink in. “We have reliable information that the Katildans, and potentially other unknown but hostile civilizations, will stop at nothing to prevent our safe return. Because of this, the Prakishians are sending a ship of theirs back toward Targlani space on our ingress route, while one of our fast scouts—launching now—and the Lincoln will approach Targlani space from different vectors.
 
   “Speed is important, but stealth will be our biggest ally, as ‘all warfare is based on deception.’ This will not be a traditional police action against pirate ships; it will be asymmetric warfare against a foe that is superior both in technology and numbers.”
 
   After another pause, he continued, “Because of this, I need all of you to be operating at your fullest potential. The Lincoln needs you operating at your fullest potential. Humanity needs you operating at your fullest potential! Remember, ’Victorious warriors win first and then go to war.’ So let’s get ready to defeat them before a single Katildan ship crosses our bow!”
 
   Ward could feel the thunderous cheers coming from the VIP Bay and from around the ship.
 
   “Except for senior officers, you may return to your duties. That is all.”
 
   As the rest of the crew dispersed, the senior officers approached the captain. “Scout is away, sir,” Fuchs informed him.
 
   “Good job, CAG. Shanks,” the captain began as he looked at the XO, “plot this course and execute when ready. Do not wait for me,” he finished as he handed Shanks a data chip.
 
   “Aye, sir!” Shanks said as he turned to depart.
 
   “Jackson, Brinks, and Fuchs—get all of the pilots and Marines through the Delta Protocol treatment.”
 
   “But sir, I still haven’t devised a test to see if it’s safe for everyone,” Doctor Jackson protested.
 
   “We’re out of time, Commander. Get it done.”
 
   “Sir, I must protest!”
 
   “Noted, but if we don’t do this, we might all die,” Williams insisted.
 
   “Aye, sir,” Jackson said, but she was clearly upset by it.
 
   “Fuchs and Brinks, you’ll need to rotate your crew through. I don’t want any more Marines or pilots down at a given time than you can spare. Make it happen.”
 
   Brinks and Fuchs saluted crisply and headed out of the fighter bay.
 
   “Kowalski and Novak, I need you two to see that all AI are fitted with ports for direct connection to the Lincoln.”
 
   “With all due respect, are you sure, sir?” Novak asked.
 
   “Yes, Novak, I am. The fate of our civilization may very well rest on our reaction times.”
 
   Novak and Kowalski left the bay deep in conversation, leaving only Ward and the captain.
 
   “Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?” the captain asked.
 
   “That is a good question, sir,” Ward said. “We’re a long way from Internal Affairs, and--”
 
   “I was more thinking that we, as in the Navy, were the watchmen in this case; not you,” Williams clarified.
 
   “Ah, well I guess that leaves Kato and me …”
 
   “That it does. If we’re still infiltrated, the traitors or operatives will likely have good opportunities to scuttle this mission in the near future. I need you two watching over this ship like hawks, twenty-four seven.”
 
   “Can we bring Smith in on this?”
 
   “No, just you two,” Williams responded carefully.
 
   “We’re still the only two you’ve been able to rule out completely?”
 
   “Yes, in a way. To be frank, you’re the only one I’ve been able to rule out completely.”
 
   “How so?” Ward asked with much curiosity.
 
   “You were the only one not on the crew when we were tasked with this mission,” Williams explained.
 
   “But I could be a plant,” Ward said.
 
   “That is extremely unlikely.”
 
   “Well …”
 
   “Interstellar Naval Command had originally assigned me someone else, but I overruled him and requested you.”
 
   “You were already that paranoid?” Ward asked.
 
   “Something was wrong with this mission from the start. We lose a ship—a destroyer no less—to unknown weapons and Command sends us out unescorted? The hackles rose on my neck with this one from the time I first read my orders.”
 
   Ward paused for a short moment before saying, “That’s the most disturbing thing I’ve heard this trip.”
 
   The captain chuckled. “And that’s saying something, isn’t it?” he asked rhetorically.
 
   “So why me? The physics bull—”
 
   “No, there was actually an AI special agent with a Bachelor’s in physics who was available. I needed a maverick.”
 
   “So you picked me because I’m a pain in the ass?” Ward asked in disbelief.
 
   “I picked you because I didn’t know how high this … situation would go. I needed someone who would disobey orders that didn’t make sense.”
 
   “What if they were your orders, sir?” 
 
   Williams laughed deeply. “If you were a military officer, I would’ve been tempted to misplace you in an airlock, Mr. Ward. But you’re exactly what I needed for this mission.”
 
   “Uh, thanks.”
 
   “Twenty-four seven, Agent Ward. I mean that.”
 
   “Understood, sir,” Ward said as he started to leave.
 
   “Fully armed,” the captain added. “You’ve been working with the Marines so much that the crew will probably just think the extra weaponry is for shipboard defense.”
 
   Ward nodded and headed to the armory to requisition a pulse rifle and a few stun grenades, for which there was a line. Apparently, business was booming. He could feel the thrum of the ship traveling at high superluminal velocities, too. He had no idea of their route, but they were clearly making good time.
 
   Once he had his gear, he headed back to his quarters to change. Before entering his quarters, he knocked on Kato’s door, which she opened promptly. She eyed the rifle and the grenades and said, “So this is the real deal, eh?”
 
   “Yeah. Can we talk?”
 
   She let him in the door and he told her about most of the conversation he had with the captain. “So we’ll rotate twelve-hour shifts. I’m wide awake and have a lot on my mind, so I’ll take this one,” Ward said.
 
   “Alright. What do you plan to do?”
 
   “Good, old-fashioned patrol, actually,” Ward said. “I’ll keep going through personnel files, too. You never know …” he trailed off.
 
   “Makes sense,” she responded. “See you in twelve?”
 
   “Yup, in the office.”
 
   Ward left her to sleep or whatever it was that she planned to do with her free time. Ward felt a little guilty, since he knew it was better for him to take the first shift. He didn’t think it was likely that he’d fall asleep anytime soon with everything that had happened today.
 
   He took a quick shower before changing into his BDUs and took extra care to make sure he had extra power magazines for both his pistol and rifle. He had his pistol in his holster on his right thigh as usual, but added a specialized holster for three grenades on his left hip. He triple-checked the magazines on his belt near the small of his back before putting on his armor. Once he checked to make sure everything was on right, he slung his rifle over his back, put in his earpiece, and put his tactical glasses on. Only after verifying that all of the equipment was functional did he leave his quarters.
 
   Ward activated the infrared overlay on the right lens of his glasses. He still wasn’t used to walking around with that setting, especially for only half of his vision, but it did provide more information. As of right now, he would take all of the information that he could get.
 
   The first hour passed quickly. He had covered a decent amount of the ship already, but he also stopped to talk to people occasionally. Despite the captain’s hopes, it was pretty obvious that he was patrolling. On the upside, one of the nice parts of walking a beat was getting to interact with the people. Though he enjoyed the little conversations, they could also be a source of useful information. One could never predict when someone would innocently say something like, “So and so is grumpy today and I haven’t seen him much.” Most of the time it would be someone who was sick or tired and just trying to get through the day, but Ward would usually go check up on them just in case it was something more than that.
 
   The routine of his patrol was starting to settle in, so he decided to go get some coffee from the galley. He was halfway there when the ship shuddered heavily, almost like an earthquake, before he was thrown against a wall. Even his Delta-enhanced reflexes couldn’t prevent him from falling, but he was quickly back up on his feet. The lights immediately changed to red and klaxons could be heard throughout the ship. 
 
   Without any hesitation, Ward hustled to the bridge. He had no idea if it was sabotage or an attack, but he was effectively blind without any further information. He moved at speeds only available to AI or the Deltas, and he managed to slightly wind himself by the time he arrived at the Marines guarding the bridge, who moved to block his path.
 
   “I so don’t have time for this!” Ward yelled at them, but he waited for the captain to clear him on the bridge, with the Marines eyeing him nervously. As a Delta, Ward probably could’ve forced his way past them, and they all knew it; but that would only complicate the situation unnecessarily. After what seemed like a week and a half, a midshipman opened the hatch and let him in.
 
   It took Ward all of three seconds to ascertain that they were under attack. This was possibly due to the ship bucking again, though not remotely as badly as before.
 
   “Direct hit on port shields!” Lieutenant Okafor yelled from the tactical station.
 
   “Somebody get me an ID on that ship! And return fire while you’re at it,” Captain Williams ordered.
 
   “It’s of Katildan design,” Smith shouted from the back.
 
   “Definitely smaller than that frigate,” the CEWO said.
 
   “Looks like a scout ship,” added the officer manning the engineering station.
 
   “Actually, I think it would be best classified as a corvette,” Smith interjected.
 
   “We can name the damn thing once we’ve killed it!” Williams berated them. “Is anybody actually shooting back?” he asked with some exasperation. It was clear to Ward that the bridge crew was not on par today.
 
   “Port side plasma cannons responding, sir!” Okafor confirmed from operations.
 
   “How are our shields?” Williams asked.
 
   “Eighty-two percent, sir,” Okafor responded.
 
   Fuchs’ voice came over the comms in the bridge. “Are we good to launch, sir?”
 
   “Negative! Stand by, though, Fuchs.”
 
   “Aye, standing by.”
 
   Confident that only one enemy ship was apparent on the tactical plot, Ward started watching the visual display. The amount of firepower that the Lincoln could bring to bear never ceased to amaze him. The Katildan corvette’s shields were almost constantly flaring with direct hits. Still, another particle beam from the enemy ship lanced out and hit the Lincoln’s fore shields, which shook the ship.
 
   “Shields down to seventy-four percent,” Okafor updated them.
 
   “Somebody tell me what disrupted our warp field,” the captain commanded. Ward couldn’t help but smile a little bit at the choice of words.
 
   Keying the comms, Williams said, “Fuchs, stay ready, but I think we outclass this guy and I want to be ready to depart as soon as we’re clear here.”
 
   “Understood, sir,” she responded.
 
   “Sir!” the CEWO said.
 
   “Just say it, Ensign,” Williams responded.
 
   “I think the Katildans just launched an FTL-capable probe! I picked up encrypted traffic between it and the scout just before it went superluminal.”
 
   “Ops, get his shields down now; we’ve overstayed our welcome,” Williams ordered Okafor.
 
   “Aye, aye, focusing on his fore shields, sir,” Okafor responded as the Lincoln took another hit.
 
   “Sir, our sensors picked up gravity distortions just prior to us losing SEACAPS stability,” the engineering officer said.
 
   “They must’ve seen us coming and used a gravity weapon,” Ensign Willows said from Navigation. “Somehow, they figured out how to hit a superluminal target.”
 
   “That would make sense with what I’m seeing,” the engineering officer agreed.
 
   “Ops confirms,” Okafor said before quickly going back to the tactical console.
 
   “With that kind of weapon, they could setup a picket line,” Ward said. “That’s probably why we’re only facing a corvette. I bet there’s a central location with a small fleet, which is where that probe is headed.”
 
   “I concur,” Williams said. “Ops, where are we on those shields?”
 
   “Almost there, sir!”
 
   “Incoming gravitational distortion bearing zero three one mark zero two three,” the science officer said from the back. Since science and navigation personnel used a lot of the same sensors that Operations did, she was backing up Okafor.
 
   “Subluminal contact … Katildan … it’s a frigate, sir!” Okafor shouted.
 
   Ward felt the ship vibrate a little bit as Okafor continued, “Fore shields down on the corvette, portside missiles launched.”
 
   “Fuchs, launch, launch, launch,” Williams said over the comms, and Ward felt more vibrations through the floor of the ship.
 
   “How many missiles?” Williams asked.
 
   “All eight, sir.”
 
   “Good job, Mr. Okafor; but hold all future missile launches to my command.”
 
   “Aye, sir; sorry, sir.”
 
   “If that corvette disappears from my sky, you’ll have nothing to be sorry for, Lieutenant,” Williams responded with a smile.
 
   Ward watched the visual and tactical displays as the corvette tried to evade all eight missiles. Their point defense took down two, one missed, two others hit the shields where they were still up, but three made it through. One last particle beam struck the Lincoln from the corvette before it exploded, a defiant parting shot if nothing else.
 
   “Shields at sixty-six percent and recharging,” Okafor updated the captain.
 
   “Helm, full speed ahead. Aim for the frigate, but keep them to our starboard just enough for all of our starboard plasma cannons to have an angle on him. Ops, I want us firing as soon as we’re in range and don’t stop until one of us is dead in space.”
 
   “He’s trying to maintain standoff distance, sir,” Smith said from the back. “They’ve clearly had time to evaluate the last battle.”
 
   “Engineering—”
 
   “On it, sir! Maxing the drives.”
 
   Ward looked at all of the displays for any sign of abnormal behavior aboard the ship, but even with his increased reaction speed, it was all happening too fast. This would be the time that a saboteur could sink them, but he couldn’t be everywhere at once. If he chose where to be at random, he could end up farther from an act of sabotage than he would be in the bridge, at the center of the ship. It pained him to remain here, essentially useless, but it was the most logical course of action.
 
   Kato picked that moment to enter the bridge. He debated preemptively sending her to Engineering, but any response might require both of them, so he kept his mouth shut.
 
   “CAG, Lincoln Actual,” Williams said over the comms.
 
   “Go for CAG,” Fuchs responded.
 
   “Stay on our portside and use us for protection until we get closer. Unlike last time, we want to set up for simultaneous detonations on their portside shields.”
 
   “Aye, sir,” she confirmed.
 
   The Lincoln rocked again as it was hit from the frigate. “Fifty-two percent,” Okafor said, more calmly than before. “But we’re in range, at least. Minimal damage to their shields so far,” he responded to the unasked question.
 
   “We’re barely able to stay in range, sir,” the helmsman said.
 
   “They’ll flank us if we can’t close the distance some, Captain,” Okafor added.
 
   “Fuchs, execute, execute, execute.”
 
   “Executing,” Fuchs said. Ward watched the tactical display as the SF-6 Cheetahs broke formation with the Lincoln and lit off their afterburners, heading for the portside of the Katildan frigate.
 
   “Sir, they’re … they’re launching shuttles,” a confused Okafor said.
 
   “They don’t appear to be fighters,” Smith added.
 
   “They’re headed for us, but are avoiding our fighters,” Okafor informed them.
 
   Commander Shanks grabbed the comms. “Brinks, prepare for hostile boarding parties.”
 
   “You think that’s their Plan B?” Ward asked.
 
   “With our fighters out there, I’d hedge my bets like that, too,” Shanks replied.
 
   “CAG, Lincoln Actual,” Williams said on the comms.
 
   “CAG here.”
 
   “Have three fighters break off and target the incoming shuttles.”
 
   “Just one fighter per shuttle?” she asked.
 
   “Affirmative. The frigate is the bigger threat,” he responded, seemingly a little frustrated that his orders were being questioned at a time like this. Keying the comms again, he said, “Brinks, prepare to repel boarders; location unknown.”
 
   “Roger that, sir,” Ward heard Brinks say over the comms. He then watched the three fighters quickly approach the shuttles, but one of the Cheetahs winked out of existence when it approached firing range.
 
   “Lincoln, CAG.”
 
   “Go for Lincoln,” Williams said as the ship shook from another direct hit.
 
   “The shuttles have point defense and we’re loaded for bear, not fox.”
 
   “If it’ll kill a bear, then it should kill a fox too. Make it happen, Fuchs,” Williams said with some frustration starting to show.
 
   Ward could see the remaining two fighters launch their nukes at the incoming shuttles. The enemy’s point defense managed to take out three of the four nuclear missiles, but the fourth made it through and detonated. After the blast dissipated, Ward saw that two of the shuttles were destroyed, but that the third was still on its way toward the Lincoln.
 
   “Our Cheetahs are burning to catch up to the remaining shuttle, but they don’t have the delta-v to make it in time,” the science officer informed them.
 
   “Understood,” Williams acknowledged.
 
   “Mr. Okafor, launch all starboard missile tubes as soon as they will be safe from the fighters’ nukes. Target the Katildans’ portside hull.”
 
   “Aye, aye,” Okafor responded as the Lincoln was hit by another particle beam.
 
   “Fighters are launching!” someone yelled.
 
   “Our starboard shields are failing!” the engineering officer yelled over the growing din.
 
   “Starboard tubes away!” Okafor said next.
 
    “Simultaneous explosions!” another person yelled.
 
   “Everybody quiet!” Shanks yelled as he got up, practically pacing the bridge. “Ops, status of the enemy ship.”
 
   “Their portside shields are now down and the Scimitars we launched should be impacting any second …”
 
   The Lincoln shuddered almost as hard as it had when they had been thrown to subluminal speeds.
 
   “Direct hit on our starboard hull; we’re venting atmo!” the engineering officer yelled.
 
   “Four direct hits on the Katildan ship,” Okafor said. “It looks like she’s breaking up.”
 
   With that, a cheer went up, but the captain cut it short. “Confirm that.”
 
   “Confirmed,” Smith said. “She’s breaking up … only took fifty-six nuclear missiles …”
 
   Commander Shanks cut any further comments short with a look in Smith’s direction, but before he could say anything, they all felt the ship shake again.
 
   “The enemy shuttle broke through the damage in the bay door to Small Craft Bay Two,” Ward heard Okafor say, but he and Kato were already halfway off of the bridge.
 
   “Good hunting,” Williams said to their backs as Commander Shanks keyed the shipwide comms. “All hands, prepare to repel boarders. All hands, repel boarders in Small Craft Bay Two.”
 
   As they exited the bridge, one of the two young Marines said, “Go get ‘em, sir.”
 
   Ward could tell they were both nervous, so he said, “You’re Interstellar Marines. They’re just killer alien robots, so I’m mostly going to get to sit back and watch!”
 
   “Ooh-rah!” he heard as he and Kato ran down the hallway toward the sounds of pulse rifle fire.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 – September 16th, 2274, 2347 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward unslung his rifle as he ran full tilt toward Small Craft Bay Two, still amazed at just how fast he could push himself after the Delta treatment. The few shootouts he’d been involved with in law enforcement had been spontaneous, surprise events. This was the first time that he knew he was about to enter combat with the intent to kill. He assumed that he would be afraid, but truth be told, he’d never felt more alive.
 
   Those thoughts fled his mind as soon as he turned the corner and caught a glimpse of the carnage going on in the VIP Bay. Marines were caught on the defensive, firing desperately at the fast-moving and literally flying Katildans.
 
   It was clear that they were losing.
 
   Ward heard Brinks arrive, as he started yelling out orders. “Retreat to the corridors!” It was obvious to Ward that the Katildans had too much of an advantage in an open space, where they could fly around the Interstellar Marines.
 
   Kato ran into Ward as he stopped suddenly near the end of the corridor, which he did because four Marines came diving through the entryway. The only one he recognized was Staff Sergeant Kilmer, who was busy giving orders to the three other Marines. “Defensive positions!” his voice boomed as he leaned against the right wall, searching for targets to the left in the VIP Bay.
 
   Before Kilmer could get a shot off, Ward saw an object bounce off the left wall and fall on the floor. “Grenade!” one of the other Marines yelled, but before any of them could react, Kilmer fell on the object in the blink of an eye. Shortly after, Kilmer’s body came off of the floor slightly as the corridor shook.
 
   “Noooo!” Ward heard one of the Marines yell as he bent down to check on Kilmer. The sergeant was unconscious, but somehow still alive. Kilmer’s armor had taken most of the blast, but he’d still been perforated with shrapnel and it wasn’t looking good. Ward looked back at the three combat-effective Marines, identified the most nervous of the two and said, “You two, get him back down the corridor and get a medic up here, now!” At the third Marine, he said, “You—cover us!”
 
   Ward knew that, at most, they were down to four active Deltas with Kilmer wounded and Dinkins in the brig. Another look into the VIP Bay told him that the regular, non-AI Marines were not faring well against the Katildan troops. As he and Kato lined up on opposite sides of the corridor, he saw the two Marines coming back toward him. “I thought I told you to get him a medic!”
 
   “Sergeant’s dead, sir,” one of them said.
 
   A flood of emotions hit Ward’s bloodstream all at once that coalesced into a nearly indescribable rage, a rage that he had only felt once before in his life; a rage that had been buried for a long, long time. A quick glance back into the bay showed Marines struggling to make it back to the corridors. Kato saw it too, and they made eye contact. For the first time, he could see the warrior heritage inside of her.
 
   “Request reinforcements and hold this corridor!” he ordered the Marines. Without further contact, any plans, or a countdown, he and Kato burst from the passageway screaming at the top of their lungs. He didn’t need the help of his infrared overlay to identify the Katildans, of which there were about a dozen, as their alien design stuck out sharply against the backdrop of the U.E.G.S. Lincoln. He and Kato caught most of them by surprise, so while still running, he sighted the closest one with his pulse rifle and put two blasts straight into its center mass.
 
   The Katildan staggered, but turned and started coming toward him.
 
   It was at that moment that Ward understood exactly why the Marines were doing so poorly. Quickly moving to the right, Ward shot the creature again, and again, and again. Finally, after about seven hits, it went down and stayed down.
 
   Ward wanted to go finish the alien off, but the Katildans apparently recognized the threat that he and Kato represented and started to form up against them. Ward was able to dodge the first enemy shot against him, which he felt as much as he heard. It looked like their small arms were also particle beams, but whatever they were, they made a noise that chilled him to the bone.
 
   He was forced to dodge several more particle beams, but he was able to continually return fire, mostly scoring hits. The only problem was that the humans and human AI went down when they were hit, and the Katildans mostly didn’t. It was clear that they needed to retreat, but the closer that he and Kato got to the corridor, the more the Katildans were able to focus their fire on them; geometry was their enemy. It was starting to look like they might not make it back to cover, enhanced reflexes or not.
 
   Ward then heard extremely loud, repetitious noises that he could only assume were weapons fire. He had no idea what it was, but he was completely shocked when he saw a Katildan get hit several times in an instant and go down, dead. Across the bay, he could see Sergeant Beaumont with a large, antiquated human rifle and a grin that was just as big.
 
   About half of the remaining Katildans turned toward Beaumont and forced him back into his corridor with suppressive fire, but that gave Ward and Kato the break they needed to dive back into the corridor.
 
   “Holy shit, sir!” one of the Marines said, to which Ward responded with a curious look.
 
   “You’re faster than them,” he said. Ward hadn’t had a moment to really think about it, but it was probably the only reason that they were alive.
 
   “They’re coming!” one of the other Marines yelled as he and the third Marine started firing. Ward turned around just in time to see another grenade being lobbed into the corridor, but confident in his new reflexes, he used his rifle like a baseball bat to hit it right back at the Katildans. They all took cover anyway, and could both hear and feel the resulting explosion. Still, two Katildans burst into their corridor, apparently not aware of just how close the agents and Marines were. As the first Katildan went to fire his weapon, Kato knocked the particle beam rifle to the side and it scorched the wall, but injured none of them. This put Kato off balance, though, and the Katildan used his free hand to throw her several feet down the hallway.
 
   Ward could feel his anger flaring and he wanted to shoot that Katildan, but the other one was headed for him, so he started firing his pulse rifle at it, which staggered it, but the Katildan was close enough to knock Ward down with an awkward kick to Ward’s rib cage. Ward jumped back up before the Katildan could press the advantage and jammed it in the face with the butt of his rifle. Since the Katildan was off-balance from the kick, Ward’s strength-enhanced blow knocked it off its feet and onto its back. Ward quickly jumped and landed feet-first on its chest. He used the rifle butt to repeatedly bash the alien’s face and neck, where he assumed the key processing hardware was. After eight or nine blows, its face finally caved in and it went limp. He came to a stop and realized that he had been screaming. For how long, he didn’t know.
 
   Panting heavily, Ward took a step back to see Kato and two Marines staring at him, open-mouthed. “What?” he asked.
 
   “You know that thing shoots, right?” one of the Marines asked as he gestured to the other Katildan, whose body was smoldering after being subjected to repeated pulse rifle fire.
 
   “Yeah, well … trainers are always saying that they left some heft to these rifles ‘because if it breaks, you can always beat somebody with it.’” It was then that Ward saw the third Marine lying on the ground.
 
   “Bastard got Sanchez with a particle beam,” the Marine said. Ward didn’t have long to stare at the fallen Marine, which was somewhat fortunate as it was a pretty gruesome sight. Pulse rifle, particle beam, and projectile weapons fire could be heard picking back up again in the VIP bay. In the first set of good news he’d seen so far, the tactical display was finally showing up on his glasses and there only appeared to be seven Katildans left.
 
   Ward lined up at the end of the corridor with Kato and the two Marines and risked a look around the corner. There were four Katildans near their shuttle, three of whom appeared to be repairing it while the fourth one covered them. Ward was no mechanic, but he knew that the Katildan shuttle wasn’t going anywhere; it was literally in two pieces. The remaining three Katildans appeared to be covering the other entrances to the VIP Bay.
 
   “Does anybody have eyes on the Katildans at the shuttle?” Brinks asked over the comms.
 
   “We do,” Ward replied. “It looks like they’re trying to fix the shuttle and evac.”
 
   “That shuttle ain’t going anywhere,” Brinks said. “Not that it has anywhere to go, anyway.”
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” Ward agreed.
 
   “They’re working on a weapons pod!” Kato yelled.
 
   “Brinks, I think they’re rigging it to explode,” Ward said. To the two Marines he said, “Cover us.”
 
   “All units, move in and attack at all costs!” Brinks ordered over the comms.
 
   As one, Marines burst from cover from all four access points to the bay and Ward’s ears were filled with the sounds of pulse rifle blasts, particle beams, and that god-awful ballistic weapon. A few Marines remained behind in each corridor to provide covering fire for the attacking Marines. Ward flanked to the right, trying to get to the Katildans working on their ship.
 
   All but two of the Katildans moved off to defend them from the Marines’ counterattack, two of whom were headed for Ward and Kato. Since he could see Kato heading for the Katildan on the left, he opened fire on the one on the right. His shots hit the alien just as it fired, with the particle beam going wide and missing Ward. Ward kept up the pressure, knocking his target down as he saw Kato run at full speed at the other Katildan, surprising it. She jumped and hit it square in the chest with the best flying kick he’d ever seen. The Katildan was knocked backward off of its feet, but Ward was so distracted by it that he hadn’t realized his rifle’s energy mag had run dry. His target started to get up, so Ward quickly dropped his rifle and drew his pistol from its holster. He then proceeded to pump energy blasts into it as he continued to close the distance.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Kato standing on top of her target, firing down into it. He stopped firing his pistol once it was clear that his target was no longer a threat, but he continued to walk toward it. It attempted to raise its head and said, “You … will all … perish.” Ward shot it one more time in the head and then moved to cover Kato, who was already firing at the two who were trying to rig the shuttle to explode.
 
   One of them got a quick shot off at Kato, which forced her to dive out of the way. Ward started to track that Katildan, but on his tactical display he could see one headed straight for him—straight through the shuttle. “What the—” he started to say as the Katildan came flying over the shuttle with its particle beam weapon aimed directly at him. Before he could dive out of the way, the flying Katildan was hit with multiple rounds from Beaumont’s automatic rifle. It was dead before it crashed into the floor.
 
   Kato had recovered by this point and was firing her rifle wildly at the two Katildans by the shuttle, forcing them both to give up on rigging it to explode and enter the fray. Fortunately, Brinks led a team of Marines around the front of the shuttle and all of them opened up on the last two Katildans. Once the weapons fire had stopped for a few seconds, Ward checked the tactical display and poked his head into the shuttle. “Clear!” he yelled.
 
   Ward climbed off of the broken Katildan shuttle and heard Brinks calling the bridge, giving the all clear but requesting immediate medical assistance. He could see why Brinks was making the call, as the VIP bay was littered with almost a platoon of dead or dying Marines who were being attended to by the medics already on the scene.
 
   The shipwide comms came to life. “Attention, all hands. Prepare for transition to superluminal speeds.” Ward made sure that he wasn’t looking out of a window and felt a slight shift a few seconds later. “Senior staff to the briefing room,” came Williams’ voice again.
 
   After Ward grabbed his rifle, he and Kato waited for Brinks to finish his discussion with Major Zadornov, making sure that the wounded were being treated and the situation was otherwise under control. By the time the three of them were leaving the VIP bay, engineering teams were already on site. They each took one last look around and headed into the corridor that led to the briefing room. None of them could think of anything to say, so the walk was a quiet one.
 
   They were the last ones to enter, but nobody chided them for it. The three of them safed their rifles and leaned them up against the wall before taking their seats. “Let’s get the worst of it out of the way first,” Captain Williams said, nodding to Fuchs.
 
   “We lost three and took no other serious damage, likely due to the stand-off nature of the attack and that we saturated their defensive systems with nuclear missiles,” she said in a monotone voice.
 
   “Brinks,” the captain said.
 
   “We won’t know for a little while … but it looks like we lost almost an entire platoon, sir,” Brinks said, looking down and staring through the table.
 
   After a significant pause, the captain asked, “How many Katildans?”
 
   “Only thirteen,” Brinks responded, which was followed by an awkward silence. “I take full responsibility, sir.”
 
   “You saved the ship,” Kowalski interjected.
 
   “I attacked an enemy in a superior position without the appropriate level of force.”
 
   “Slow down and explain to me what happened,” the captain said.
 
   “We had them trapped in Small Craft Bay Two. I waited until we had twice their numbers, and then I attacked. I knew they were a superior force, but even so, I badly underestimated them.”
 
   “Their armor protects them from a lot of pulse rifle fire, Colonel,” Kato chipped in.
 
   “Explain,” Shanks said.
 
   Ward took the opportunity to chime in. “Sir, with all due respect to Colonel Brinks’ verbal seppuku, we had no idea how ineffective our weapons would be. It took almost ten direct hits to put one of them down. I even had to bash one of their heads in, repeatedly,” Ward added for emphasis. “Plus, we had no idea how close they were to detonating their shuttle.”
 
   “It was Sergeant Beaumont who came up with the best solution,” Kato added. “He came out firing some old, automatic projectile weapon.”
 
   “Is that so?” the captain asked thoughtfully.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Kato answered.
 
   “Sergeant Beaumont, report to the briefing room at once,” the captain said over the comms.
 
   To the sergeant’s credit, he was there inside of ninety seconds; though he was mostly out of uniform. He had pants and boots on, but other than that he just had a ripped and bloodied T-shirt.
 
   “He looks even worse than you guys,” Kowalski said when he entered. Ward looked down and realized that he was covered in blood and some substance that was probably Katildan in origin. In fact, he was dripping on the chair and the floor.
 
   “Ugh, sorry sir,” Ward said as he started to get up.
 
   “Stay put, all of you,” the captain ordered.
 
   “Sergeant Beaumont, would you care to explain why you brought a projectile weapon to an energy weapon fight?” the captain asked sternly.
 
   “Uh, yes sir. From the first shots of the battle, I could tell that our bursts were largely dissipated by their armor. To be honest, the idea didn’t come to me until I saw Agent Ward beating one to death with his rifle. The Katildans are strong, sir, but they’re also light. They have to be able to fly, right? So like birds, their bodies have to be less dense. You know I work in the armory, right sir?”
 
   “Yes, Sergeant.”
 
   “Okay, good. I was thinking that we needed something armor-piercing, like a full metal jacket round. Well, I maintain the few older weapons we keep around for display purposes. It’s turned into kind of a hobby. My favorite one is a light machine gun that they used almost up to when we switched to energy weapons. At one point, they called it a Squad Assault Weapon, or SAW … that name always stuck with me. Anyway, I had it behind me in the armory, so I ran back and grabbed it and some matching ammunition. When I let her rip on the first Katildan, he went down pretty fast. So I just kept using it.”
 
   “Outstanding, Sergeant. How effective would you say this ... machine gun was?”
 
   “Well, some of the rounds bounced off, but a lot made it through. Sooner or later you’re going to hit something critical, you know, sir?”
 
   “That I do. You’re dismissed.”
 
   “Aye, sir.”
 
   “And Sergeant?”
 
   “Yessir?”
 
   “Great job.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”
 
   Ward had seen the weapon in action, so his mind had started to wander during the explanation. But what was driving him nuts was that his hands were starting to shake and there didn’t seem to be anything he could do about it, so he clasped his hands and moved them under the table.
 
   “That is most interesting, sir,” Novak said. “As most of you know, we developed shields for spaceships originally to protect them from interstellar dust or other objects that would destroy or seriously damage a ship traveling at high subluminal velocity. Those same shields would protect ships from kinetic kill vehicles such as bullets or cannon rounds, though, so energy weapons were developed for ship to ship combat.”
 
   “Where are you going with this, Commander?” Shanks asked.
 
   “Well, what less people may know is that we switched to personal energy weapons primarily for three reasons: it is easier to carry and recharge power magazines than projectile ones, energy weapons are less likely to cause a hull breach, and the recoil of a projectile weapon was extremely problematic in the days prior to artificial gravity on spaceships.
 
   “Anyway, my point is that it was a technology that we abandoned a long time ago for good reasons, but those reasons don’t exist anymore. We can now easily fabricate ammunition for them, our hulls are much thicker, and we don’t have to worry about recoil as much in an environment with gravity.”
 
   “Plus, they wouldn’t have had to counter a projectile weapon in thousands of years, if ever,” Smith added.
 
   “Precisely,” Novak finished.
 
   “But I thought the Katildan ships operate in zero-gee,” Brinks said.
 
   “That is true, but it seems like our first concern is defending our own ships,” Novak countered.
 
   Ward thought it was a good idea and he liked where this was going. 
 
   “Brinks, I want Sergeant Beaumont to liaise with whoever he needs from Engineering to design a modern projectile rifle, which leads us to Kowalski.”
 
   “We took significant damage, sir,” the chief engineer responded. “I hate to say it like this, but we’re lucky that we only took eighteen casualties from that hit. Regardless, we obviously need to repair Small Craft Bay Two, but the particle beam also opened up other hull breaches and damaged one of our subluminal drives. We can only get about one-third throttle until we fix it.”
 
   “Okay, well get on that and let me know if you need anything,” Williams said.
 
   “I can already tell you that I do, sir. Unfortunately, the hit also destroyed one of our base material holding bays. We don’t have enough raw materials to fabricate fixes for all of the ship damage, let alone also fabricate new missiles for the extra nuclear warheads that we have onboard. We’ll need to stop for some raw materials if you want us to fix most of this stuff.”
 
   “Time is not on our side,” the captain said.
 
   “To be honest, I’m worried about making it at all, sir. We won’t survive another encounter in our current condition. They could just sit outside of our weapons range and pound us, and we’d be too slow to do anything about it.”
 
   “We’re also running low on missiles for the nuclear warheads, sir,” Fuchs reminded the captain.
 
   “Alright. Kowalski, work with Navigation to find a place that will have what we need. Just remember that the Katildans will probably know or guess that we are damaged, so be … selective.”
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23 – September 17th, 2274, 1442 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward walked down the corridor toward the Science and Navigation Center. The SNC used a lot of the same sensor equipment that the Combat Information Center did, so the two centers weren’t far apart, but the atmosphere inside each normally couldn’t be more different. Today was no normal day, though.
 
   Ward had showered and grabbed some rack time after the debriefing early that morning, but he forced himself awake after a few hours of sleep. With the Lincoln limping home and the Katildans potentially encircling them, it was the perfect time for a saboteur to strike. He and Kato agreed to start their twelve-hour rotations again, but he took the first watch. Kato was trying to hide it, but that flying kick she’d performed had left her limping slightly.
 
   “Every minute we waste, the wider the Katildans can cast their net,” Ward heard someone say in the SNC.
 
   “Unfortunately, that is out of our control. What we can control is the condition we’re in when we fight the next battle,” Commander Shanks said as Ward walked into the room. It was obvious that he had walked into a heated discussion. There were several officers and technicians from the science department, two navigators, Kowalski, Shanks, and the captain. Ward had hoped that Willows would be here since he knew she was on duty, but it must’ve been her shift on the bridge. Regardless, it appeared that everyone had been arguing except the captain, who was standing back and listening.
 
   “Look, based on what we know of their capabilities, we can deduce that they have cast a net somewhere in this range,” one of the science officers said as he gestured to a display. “That completely cuts us off from Targlani space.”
 
   “Why aren’t the Prakishians engaging the Katildan ships in their territory, anyway?” one of the navigators asked.
 
   “It’s not their way,” Shanks responded. “They will only fire if fired upon.”
 
   “The Targlanis don’t seem like they’d let that slide,” the navigator added.
 
   “No, I don’t think they would,” Shanks agreed. “That is probably why they are trying to prevent us from getting to Targlani territory. Once there, we’d have too many possible vectors back to U.E.G. space for them to possibly cover at the same time.”
 
   “So we should just rush through as fast as we can,” one of the science officers suggested.
 
   “And get knocked to subluminal speeds again by their weapons?” the navigator countered. “Then we’re dead.”
 
   “That’s why we need to make for this system to get what we need as fast as possible,” the science officer who had been speaking before said as he gestured toward the display.
 
   “They’ll be waiting for us there,” Kowalski said as Shanks nodded in agreement. “It’s too obvious.”
 
   “What do you think?” Captain Williams asked Ward, surprising everyone. “And I thought I gave you today off,” he added.
 
   “Uh … what’s over here?” Ward asked as he moved toward the display and gestured at an area of space ‘below’ Targlani territory.
 
   “All we know is that it’s occupied by another synthetic civilization,” the other navigator said. “Out of respect for their neighbors, neither the Targs or Praks would give us any info on either civilization. They only gave us their borders so that we wouldn’t wander and get ourselves killed.”
 
   Ward took that information into consideration as he looked at the map. Unfortunately, Katildan space also extended “above” the Prakishian space that they occupied. “Do we really have any other option?”
 
   “We were just discussing our other options when you stumbled in here,” the navigator responded somewhat heatedly.
 
   “I agree with Mr. Ward,” the captain said. “I’m not sure that we have any other choice.” The captain paused for a moment before explaining himself. “‘The clever combatant imposes his will on the enemy, but does not allow the enemy's will to be imposed on him.’ We won’t play this game with the Katildans, not on their turf where they hold all of the advantages.”
 
   “Sir, if we get caught, we’re risking another war,” Kowalski said.
 
   “Let’s not get caught then,” Williams responded. “Find me some options in that area of space,” he said as he exited the SNC. After the captain left, Ward noticed a few unfriendly looks, so he took his leave, too.
 
   He had only made it ten feet down the corridor when he heard Kowalski say, “Agent Ward, wait up.” Ward slowed until she caught up with him. “You need to come down to Engineering.”
 
   Ward was instantly alert. “What happened?”
 
   “Oh! Nothing bad, just something you’ll want to see,” she replied cryptically.
 
   Ward tried to pry more details out of her on the walk, but she held her secret until they entered an engineering lab. What he saw was, in fact, surprising. Most of the lab had been cleared out, but there were two dead Katildans at one end in front of sandbags and a thick composite slab. At the other end of the lab were Sergeant Beaumont and a few engineers.
 
   “Check this out,” the sergeant said to Ward as he walked in. Beaumont leveled a mean-looking rifle at one of the Katildans and fired a round, which had the typical sound of a gunshot but with something else behind it. The round penetrated the Katildan’s chest armor completely, ending up in the sandbag behind it. “Want to try?” the sergeant asked him.
 
   Ward nodded and took the rifle. It was slightly larger than the pulse rifles they usually used and it was also five pounds or so heavier. A magazine full of projectiles extruded from the bottom of the rifle, which threw him off a little; but when he shouldered the weapon and aimed, he could tell that the magazine wouldn’t get in the way. There was also something different about the barrel, too. With curiosity, he fired off a round.
 
   The kick of the rifle surprised him, but didn’t otherwise faze him or interfere with his aim. Like the sergeant’s shot, the projectile went cleanly through the dead Katildan. “Alright, what gives?” Ward asked as he handed the rifle back to the Marine.
 
   “It’s a typical automatic rifle—at a glance, at least,” Beaumont said with a grin. “It fires relatively larger, eleven point six millimeter rounds designed for piercing armor. But that’s not the best part. I saw you looking at the barrel, and that’s where the tech is at.”
 
   Kowalski continued the explanation from there. “The barrel is an acceleration tube, like a miniature version of the Lincoln’s catapults for launching fighters. Because it uses magnetics, we can program it for different settings. The default setting that we’re using now cuts easily through the Katildans, but it presents no threat to the hull.”
 
   “What about at full power?” Ward asked.
 
   “Well, the Lincoln’s hull should be fine, but I’d be careful with smaller craft,” she responded.
 
   Though Ward was happy to have a better weapon against the Katildans, the law enforcement officer in him was a little worried. “Is that wise?” he asked.
 
   “Think we’ll ever have to down a Katildan shuttle?” Beaumont asked rhetorically, making his point.
 
   “Once we get some raw materials, we can start manufacturing these relatively quickly. We’re going to make a pistol version, too, but not until we’re done fabricating enough rifles,” Kowalski said. “Hopefully …”
 
   “Yeah …” Ward said, knowing that she was referring to the discussion they’d just had in the SNC. A lot was riding on whether or not they could repair and rearm. “Well, hey; good job with this,” he said on his way out of Engineering.
 
   Ward continued to wander the ship, mostly on autopilot. He hadn’t had the shakes since after the battle, so he chalked that up to adrenaline. He still felt a little off of his game, though, but it was difficult to tell how much of that was the Delta treatment, fighting for his life, or discovering a bunch of alien races, most of which apparently wanted him dead. Maybe because of all of that, the conversation he’d had with Liz still rung in his ears. He had lost his sense of humor. Funny how the threat of extinction could do that.
 
   That same threat had him thinking about his own future. He’d never really pictured settling down, nor did he have any idea what he’d do when he reached retirement age. But there was always part of his mind that had considered trying to settle down again. Having that possibility in some intangible, possible future made it easier to ignore on a day-to-day basis somehow. Besides, although he did enjoy solving crimes, he had to wonder if he could ever realistically go back to that. Not only was humanity under threat, needing soldiers more than cops, but he’d killed sentient beings in anger. Granted, they had made it their mission to exterminate him and his kind, but the experience had changed him. In what ways, he couldn’t say … but he couldn’t deny that part of him had enjoyed it. Taking out Sergeant Kilmer’s killers had felt righteous. Part of him wanted to feel guilty about it, but he couldn’t. Maybe that was a good thing.
 
   His thoughts were interrupted as he walked by the galley, where a fight had broken out. Three Marines and five spacemen were duking it out right next to the chow line. “Hey!” Ward yelled, which got the attention of the spectators but not the combatants. He made his way to the fight, grabbed the closest spaceman, and threw him to the side. None of these crewmembers were Deltas, so Ward threw him a little farther than he had intended. At this point, some of the crew in the fight noticed him, so he started grabbing arms and shoving people apart.
 
   “What the—” one of them yelled, but then she saw who it was and she stopped struggling.
 
   “Sit. Down. All of you!” Ward yelled at them as they took seats at the nearby tables. “Extra points for the first one of you to tell me what the hell is going on,” he said with fire in his voice.
 
   “The lazy space cadets took the last of the ice cream,” one of the Marines said.
 
   “Well maybe if you jarheads wouldn’t go through so much of it—” one of the spacemen responded.
 
   “This is about ice cream!?” Ward yelled, which cowed their demeanors a bit. “We’re trying to get our grav drives back, missiles for our warheads, and hull patches for decompressed sections of the ship, and you’re worried about ice cream!” After taking a second to calm himself, he asked the spacemen, “What department are you in?”
 
   “Spacecraft maintenance, sir,” one of them replied sheepishly.
 
   Ward pulled out his comm and paged Fuchs and Brinks, which garnered even more dejected expressions from the former combatants. Ward started pacing in front of them while he waited for their commanding officers. Fuchs and Major Zadornov, in lieu of Brinks, arrived together after a few minutes. “What’s up?” Fuchs asked as she entered the galley, but her question was quickly answered by the bruises already starting to form on the spacemen and Marines.
 
   “It was over ice cream,” was all Ward said. Fuchs seemed to be trying to rein in her anger, but Zadornov seemed mostly unperturbed even though he gave the Marines a stern look. 
 
   “Can we talk outside?” Zadornov asked. Ward nodded and they walked out of earshot of the galley. It was the major who spoke first. “What do you plan to do, Agent Ward?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet,” he admitted.
 
   “I know we can’t be having brawls on the ship right now, but I think you should take into consideration that half of their squad was KIA during the Katildan attack,” Zadornov said.
 
   Fuchs’ expression seemed to soften as she said, “My group in there lost their pilot to one of the Katildan shuttles’ point defense. Also, one of their friends from another spacecraft crew was killed in the explosive decompression near the raw material storage bays.”
 
   “They need to be disciplined,” Zadornov continued, “but they are grieving.”
 
   “So this isn’t something that either of you want to see on their service records?” Ward asked, to which they both shook their heads in the negative.
 
   “If we make it back at all, then I’d say they probably earned a break,” Zadornov said. 
 
   Ward was still unhappy about the brawl in the galley, but his mind was filled with the dead and dying Marines who had littered the VIP Bay the other day. “Alright, but this better not happen again,” Ward said since it was his ass on the line if he let them slide, only for them to go do something worse next time.
 
   “You’ve got it,” Zadornov said as he went to go collect his wayward Marines.
 
   “See? You can be a nice guy if you put your mind to it,” Fuchs said with a smile that couldn’t hide the melancholy mood behind it. “It won’t happen again, though,” she promised him. “Ice cream …” she muttered as she walked away.
 
   Nothing eventful happened over the next several hours. He had gone back to the office on several occasions to review the case and intelligence files that they had generated on this mission, in addition to a few personnel files, but he had trouble focusing. He had given up on that when he realized that he’d read seven pages straight without retaining a single thing. 
 
   He was starting to hate the waiting. With no active case to pursue and no Katildans kicking down the door, he felt like he was spinning his wheels and he didn’t like it.
 
   Midnight eventually came and Kato showed up in the office to take over for him. Even with the brawl, there wasn’t much to talk about. With her officially on duty, he headed back to his quarters, fully intending to sleep for at least ten hours. He almost drew his pistol when he opened his door, though, because the room wasn’t empty.
 
   “I didn’t mean to scare you,” Willows said from his bed.
 
   Ward smiled as he shut the door. “What’s the occasion?” he asked as he disarmed and stowed his weapons.
 
   “It’s your birthday!”
 
   “Holy crap; it is,” Ward admitted.
 
   “I figured you would forget. Anyway, happy thirty-fourth!”
 
   “How did you find that out?”
 
   “Our resident intelligence officer isn’t so good at protecting mission-critical information like that,” she said with a grin.
 
   “You flirted with Smith to find out my birthday?” 
 
   She just laughed in response. 
 
   “I guess that’s sweet, in a way,” he said. “So I’m ten years older than you now?”
 
   “Nope, I turned twenty-five the other week.”
 
   “Shit. Sorry, I didn’t even know.”
 
   “It’s been a little chaotic lately; I’d say you’re forgiven.”
 
   “A merciful goddess, you are,” Ward said as he climbed into bed.
 
   “Speaking of merciful, I heard you let the people in the ice cream fight off the hook.”
 
   “Does anything remain a secret on this ship?”
 
   “Nope, which is probably why the other navigators hated you before you convinced the captain to ignore their advice …”
 
   “Because I’m poaching on their territory?” he asked somewhat honestly.
 
   “Something like that,” she said with a laugh. “Now tell me more about this goddess bit…”
 
   ***
 
   Ward and Willows woke up around seven, since she had to be on the bridge by nine. She told him that they expected to be leaving Prakishian space shortly thereafter, and Ward wanted to be on the bridge for that even though Kato was still on duty. The impending events of the day had them both in professional mindsets.
 
   “Trying to navigate unknown space would actually be pretty fun if we weren’t being hunted by the Katildan fleet,” Willows said as they got ready to grab some breakfast.
 
   “You always like a challenge, don’t you?” he asked.
 
   “You know I do!”
 
   “That’s one of the things I like about you,” he admitted.
 
   “Really? It’s not annoying?”
 
   “No, I think you’ll make a great admiral one day.”
 
   “Well, thanks. People usually tell me I’m an overachiever.”
 
   “I prefer to think of it as the ‘pursuit of competence’,” Ward teased her. “But seriously, if we’re headed into unknown territory, I’m glad it’s you on the bridge. I doubt it was that way by accident,” he added.
 
   “To be honest, I never really thought about that.”
 
   “That you’re often on the bridge when we expect it to hit the fan?”
 
   “I guess I just thought I was lucky,” she said plainly.
 
   Ward laughed. “Most people would say that they were unlucky, and that’s my point in a nutshell.”
 
   “Alright, well I’ll take it! Anyway, it’s going to be a real challenge to find systems that have the materials we need, since we don’t have much data on this area of space at all. We’re probably going to have to drop from FTL a lot to take sensor readings.”
 
   “I knew this would be a long road, but it definitely doesn’t seem like we’re going to make a quick getaway.”
 
   “No, but once we restock, I think we’ll be good to go,” she said, cheerful as ever. “I think your idea bought us some time,” she added.
 
   “I think the captain was going to do it whether I spoke up or not,” Ward said.
 
   “I don’t know … that idea didn’t come up in the briefing earlier in the day.”
 
   “That’s kind of scary, in a way,” Ward admitted.
 
   “Never thought you’d be making strategic decisions for a battlecruiser lost behind enemy lines?”
 
   “It is a little out of my job description,” Ward replied. “I should probably talk to my union rep …”
 
   They walked to breakfast together, with Willows explaining the intricacies of interstellar navigation to him for most of the way. He did listen, but most of it was so far over his head that he really didn’t comprehend much of it. Ward was just thankful that there were people like her to solve problems like that, so everybody else could go on with their lives. Soldiers, politicians, cops, fighter pilots, and the like often got a lot of credit for society’s perceived well-being (or lack thereof, in bad times), but it was once said that scientists and engineers build civilizations, which Ward found to be very true. 
 
   “You’re not getting any of this, are you?” Willows asked as they entered the galley.
 
   “No, I’m good to go. I’ll stand in for you next watch,” he responded with a smile.
 
   They ate quickly and without much conversation, as they both wanted to get to the bridge sooner. Their arrival on the bridge wouldn’t make the Lincoln exit Prakishian space any sooner, but it still felt appropriate to be in a bit of a rush. Willows went straight to the bridge once they were done eating, but Ward went back to rearm. He was never without his pistol, but he didn’t feel like eating in body armor while lugging his rifle around, so he had to go back for them.
 
   Ward arrived on the bridge around nine-fifteen to find most of the senior staff manning their respective stations. Captain Williams apparently had not been expecting Ward, so he gave him a questioning look. Ward’s only response was a shrug, which seemed to be enough for the captain. Ward’s instincts said that he should be here.
 
   “The closest system we identified for a closer look is eleven minutes away,” Willows said to the captain when she caught him looking at her station.
 
   “Remember, in addition to the normal metals we need for our alloys, we’re also looking for anything that contains titanium, especially ilmenite. And don’t forget about graphite, either,” Kowalski reminded everybody on the bridge. Nobody knew how long they’d have to take a look, so Ward didn’t feel there was any harm in the unsolicited reminder.
 
   To kill some of the time, or just calm his nerves, he asked her, “Why titanium?”
 
   “Our missiles are still made of it,” she responded. “It’s strong, but light.”
 
   Ward nodded in understanding. Though he was generally scientifically inept, he knew that the graphite was for graphene, which was used in a wide variety of electronics and composites. Like everyone else, he was hoping that they’d get lucky on their first try. Though there was a big gash in the Lincoln, he was pretty excited about the new weapons that Engineering was developing; he didn’t want to have to go into combat with the Katildans again without it.
 
   The time passed slowly, but eventually Willows said, “Ten seconds until deceleration waypoint.”
 
   In exactly ten seconds, Williams commanded that the SEACAPS drive be shut down. Both Kowalski and the Lincoln obeyed, as the large ship became subluminal near the heliopause of the target system. Unfortunately, this still meant more waiting, as the fastest sensors on the ship only operated at light speed. After some time, the captain asked, “Any signs of civilization?”
 
   “I’m detecting a few electromagnetic emanations from the seventh planet, sir,” Novak said from tactical.
 
   “Passive sensors indicate that the seventh planet is rocky with no atmosphere,” Willow informed them.
 
   “Maybe a mining station?” the communications officer asked.
 
   “It could be a settlement,” Smith said. “They don’t necessarily need an atmosphere.”
 
   “What about any ships?” Williams asked.
 
   “Nothing has been detected so far, sir,” Novak responded, though they all knew that there were no guarantees without running active sensor sweeps.
 
   “Sir, I’m going through the sensor data, and the asteroid belt looks like it should have what we need,” Kowalski said.
 
   “How strongly do you feel about that?” the captain asked, knowing that there was a significant margin for error with only the use of passive sensors.
 
   “Sixty-five percent, sir,” Kowalski responded.
 
   “That’ll have to do,” the captain responded. “Helm, take us in.”
 
   Ward watched the plot as the Lincoln entered the unknown system, which was large. There were ten planets, with only two in a potentially habitable zone for humans, and a large asteroid belt at the outskirts of the system.
 
   “Fuchs, ready the haulers,” the captain said over the comms. All ships that were frigates or larger had at least one of these, essentially a large industrial shuttle, for exactly this purpose. With no way to phone home, interstellar spaceships had to be very resilient. Modern fabricators, direct descendants of 3D printing, allowed spaceships to be largely self-sufficient.
 
   “Aye, aye; all three haulers have been prepped for launch,” Fuchs replied.
 
   “Find me three good targets in close proximity,” Williams said to nobody in particular, which had the bridge crew working their consoles even faster than before.
 
   “Sir, I’ve got it,” Willows said.
 
   “Don’t keep it to yourself, Ensign,” the captain said.
 
   “Bearing two nine seven mark zero five six, there are three asteroids of similar size, but of different densities.”
 
   “I see it now,” Kowalski said as she looked at the data. “This could be it, sir,” she said to the captain.
 
   “Helm, get us over there … quietly.”
 
   “Aye, aye,” the helmsman responded.
 
   “Fuchs, we’re sending down the coordinates for the haulers. Tell the pilots that no active scans are to be used until they are in a blind spot from the seventh planet.”
 
   “Understood, sir. Are we launching escorts?”
 
   “Negative. We want to do this as softly as possible, but have everyone ready on standby.”
 
   “We’re in position, sir,” the helmsman said.
 
   “Ops?” the captain asked.
 
   “No changes, sir,” Novak responded.
 
   “Haulers, you are go for launch,” Williams said as Ward watched them depart the VIP Bay via the video feeds up on the wall. Normally they would get to watch the video feeds from the haulers themselves, but those were turned off for the mission in order to keep their overall emissions to a minimum.
 
   A few minutes went by before one of the hauler pilots contacted the ship. “Lincoln, this is Spacetrain Two, over.”
 
   Ward figured that the hauler pilot must’ve had a good reason for breaking comm silence. Apparently, the captain did too, as he answered, “Spacetrain Two, Lincoln Actual; go ahead.”
 
   “Sir, we have activity down here. Katildan activity.”
 
   “Get me the video feeds, now,” Williams commanded the CEWO. Shortly afterward, the main screen changed to the video feed from one of the haulers. Sure enough, shiny, winged shapes could be made out on the surface. It was also obvious that they were actively doing something.
 
   “Lincoln, I think they have an active mining operation going on,” the hauler pilot said as the view shifted to show what looked like a storage depot on the asteroid.
 
   “Lincoln, Spacetrain One also shows activity,” another hauler pilot said.
 
   “As does Spacetrain Three.”
 
   “Did I miss the memo on this being Katildan space?” Ward asked aloud.
 
   Instead of being admonished, Commander Shanks looked to Willows and Smith for answers. Smith was the first to respond. “Sir, the data that the Prakishians gave us almost exactly matched the data that the Targlanis provided. They both indicate that this area is non-Katildan, but likely hostile.”
 
   “Navigation confirms, sir,” Willows said.
 
   “This asteroid belt does appear to be awfully rich in metals,” Kowalski chimed in.
 
   “This is right across the border from Katildan space. We may be looking at an illegal mining operation,” Captain Williams said. Opening a comm channel to the fighter bay, Williams said, “Fuchs, I need you to launch a few fighters for recon. No active scans, but I need to know what’s happening on these asteroids.”
 
   “Aye, aye,” Fuchs acknowledged.
 
   “All Spacetrain flights, Lincoln Actual. Pull back out of visual range and standby,” the captain ordered, which prompted a series of radio clicks in acknowledgement. The tactical plot showed the haulers moving back and four Cheetahs launching. The fighters accelerated quickly toward other asteroids. Soon after, the pilots started to report back.
 
   “Lincoln, Eagle One also sees Katildan mining activity.”
 
   “Eagle Two confirms,” as did Eagles Three and Four.
 
   “Lincoln, Eagle Three, over,”
 
   “Eagle Three, go for Lincoln Actual.”
 
   “Captain, it looks like they load the material into caches hidden just inside of an unnatural cave. The caches appear to have small chemical rockets. All the Katildans would have to do is have a ship come by and command these storage pods to fire their rockets just enough to break the asteroid’s gravity so that they can be extracted.”
 
   “Understood, Eagle Three. Lincoln concurs. Have you been spotted?” the captain asked.
 
   “Negative, sir. The optics on these birds are pretty good,” the pilot responded with pride. “But the Katildans appear to be armed, sir.”
 
   “Lincoln copies. All units, return to base; repeat: return to base.”
 
   “Are we leaving, sir?” Ward asked.
 
   “Wasn’t planning on it,” Williams replied. “Colonel Brinks and Major Zadornov, report to the bridge.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24 – September 18th, 2274, 1026 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward sat in a Marine shuttlecraft in full combat gear as they exited the Lincoln. The conversation on the bridge had been short, as there were only twenty-four AI Marines and ten human Marines who had received the Delta treatment, if Ward and Kato were included in that count. Given the Katildans’ prowess in battle, nobody wanted to send down anybody else. Additionally, they only had enough materials to fabricate about that many of the new rifles along with their ammunition. Therefore, the thirty-four eligible combatants were split into three teams of eleven, with Brinks’ team having a full dozen. This same dozen was currently wearing tactical spacesuits and strapped into the shuttle’s seats, which essentially made a U along the walls in the passenger compartment, with the open part being the shuttle door at the rear.
 
   Ward and Kato had been given a crash course on using the spacesuits, but not much more. They had previously been slated for training in them, but hadn’t been able to due to the incidents with the saboteur.
 
   “We had Engineering try to program some flight stabilization into them so the suits can correct for the recoil of the new rifles, but you might want to try and brace yourself on something before firing,” Brinks warned them. “They only had enough time to slap together some basic code.”
 
   “Comforting,” Ward commented.
 
   “Well, if this goes as planned, the haulers won’t have to do any mining. We’ll just steal the caches that the Katildans have already prepped for extraction,” Brinks said. He appeared to be in an upbeat mood, which was good. Ward knew that he had taken the loss of his Marines very hard, understandably. Ward didn’t fault any of Brinks’ decisions, but he knew from personal experience that it was sometimes easier to do that as an outside observer. Fortunately, it looked like Brinks was back on the horse, so to speak, which boded well for everyone.
 
   “What the hell is that?” Brinks asked as Kato adjusted her equipment.
 
   “What?” she asked, confused.
 
   “That,” Brinks said, pointing to a black handle sticking up over her right shoulder.
 
   Ward sighed once he realized what Brinks was seeing. “It’s a sword,” Ward said in a disapproving tone.
 
   “It’s a katana,” Kato said emphatically.
 
   “Seriously?” Brinks asked.
 
   “We were in hand-to-hand combat last time,” Kato said defensively. “It would’ve come in handy.”
 
   “Delta or not, what’s a piece of steel going to do to them?” Brinks pressed.
 
   “The edge is less than three nanometers thick,” Kato responded thinly.
 
   Ward knew that Engineering had been working on it for her, but he didn’t know that. “How come I didn’t get to see any test results?” Ward asked with some jealousy.
 
   “Who doesn’t like surprises?” Kato asked with a smile.
 
   “Me?” Ward responded, somewhat rhetorically. “Speaking of surprises, I’m worried about the mods they had to make to these rifles for them to work in space.”
 
   “So they added a compressed air canister in the shoulder stock and pressurized the chamber? The little gate thingy in the barrel opens when you pull the trigger so the round can pass into the acceleration tube in the barrel,” Brinks said.
 
   “’Little gate thingy’ is exactly the type of thing that concerns me,” Ward said.
 
   “I’m sure Engineering already has a formal acronym for it,” Brinks said a little defensively.
 
   “My point is just that I don’t like the increased level of complexity,” Ward countered.
 
   “Nobody does,” Brinks said evenly. It was at that moment that Ward realized Brinks shared his concerns, but didn’t want to rattle the troops. Feeling stupid, Ward decided to examine his seat’s harness for a few minutes.
 
   The red interior lights flashed three times to let the assault team know that they were three minutes from deploying. “Alright, listen up,” Brinks said to the assault team. “We’re going over this one more time, so nobody can say ‘Oh, I forgot that part’ as they’re floating away in space. 
 
   “All three assault teams will attack their designated asteroid simultaneously, as planned. It’s too dangerous to try to land the shuttles and unload under fire, so we will be spacewalking the initial assault. As we ingress, we may have to initiate combat before getting our feet on that rock. If you do have to fire your weapon, take extra care to stay in control of your flight path. Every action has an equal and opposite reaction, and we don’t know how well the compensation software in our jetpacks will work. So stay on target.
 
   “On our asteroid, we are primarily looking for graphite, but we might not have time to figure out which cache contains what, so just start tossing them enough to break the asteroid’s gravity so that the haulers can come by and scoop them up. Any questions?”
 
   There were no questions, so they put their helmets on, switched to their air supplies, checked their buddies, and spent the remaining two minutes in silence. Thirty seconds before the drop point, the interior lights flashed quickly for a few seconds before the passenger bay depressurized. Once depressurization was complete, the door at the rear of the compartment swung open and they could see that they were heading backward toward the asteroid.
 
   Brinks stood up and led them into formation at the edge and signaled to turn on their magnetic boots. Once complete, he stepped onto the open shuttlecraft door, which was essentially functioning as a ramp. Once they were all standing on it in formation, the signal was given and they disengaged their magnetic boots. A second or two later, the shuttle performed a gentle braking maneuver, so the Marines had a higher relative velocity heading toward the asteroid.
 
   So far, Ward was impressed with the tactical suit. The onboard computer kept him aimed at their target with no input from him. As they approached the range at which the Katildans became visible, Brinks unshouldered his rifle and the rest followed suit. Unfortunately, the Katildans spotted them shortly after this and started to move into a defensive formation. As particle beams started to lance out from the asteroid, Brinks opened a comm channel and told them to fan out.
 
   Though the particle beams weren’t accompanied by the sickening sound they made in a human atmosphere, seeing dozens of the beams being fired at them was extremely disconcerting. “Screw this,” Ward said to himself as he selected the three-round burst on his rifle and lined up a shot on a Katildan who had just fired in his general direction. He aimed for center mass and pulled the trigger.
 
   Ward never got to see what happened. He cursed as the recoil of the weapon sent him into a diagonal spin, with his right shoulder being pushed backward and down at the same time. The computer was unable to correct the spin, so he had to manually activate the thrusters—something with which he didn’t have much practice. In fact, the only good news right now was that he still appeared to be headed toward the asteroid, from which more particle beams shot toward the approaching Marines.
 
   After about twenty seconds, an eternity in combat, Ward’s rotation stabilized and the computer was able to get him back on an appropriate flight path. He looked around to see other spinning Marines, some of whom had scorch marks on their armor and appeared to be dead. Glancing back to the asteroid, which now appeared to be approaching very quickly, he could also see that several of the Katildans were dead, too. 
 
   The Katildans appeared to be falling back to the opening of the cave that they had made, which was a more defensible position. Ward’s suit automatically initiated a braking maneuver as he approached the giant rock so that he didn’t get splattered all over it. He took advantage of the increased stability that the firing thrusters appeared to give him and fired another three-round burst at a Katildan moving toward cover.
 
   Fortunately, he was able to see that Katildan go down as he retained control of his spin with minimal manual effort. Shortly afterward, he made contact with the asteroid a little harder than he intended, which led to him bouncing back into space, thanks to the asteroid’s weak gravity. He quickly fired thrusters to push him back to the surface and hold him there for a second, until his momentum stopped.
 
   Now that they were no longer concerned about short-range emissions, the tactical network was up and running. Ward could see that the Katildans were holding out around the mouth of the cave, which went ‘down’ into the asteroid, so it was more like a hole. The Marines were spread out in a semicircle around the Katildans, and Ward was upset to notice that only nine of the twelve in Brinks’ assault team were still showing life signs.
 
   As the rest of the Marines started to close in, they received a comms message from the Lincoln. “A Katildan communications probe was detected departing the system and went superluminal soon after. New activity was detected around the seventh planet after the probe was launched. Multiple contacts are inbound, ETA fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Alright, Marines; we’ve gotta move fast on this one. Improvise, adapt, and overcome! Move out,” Brinks commanded.
 
   Ward got up and moved as quickly as he could toward the Katildan position without launching himself back into space. Shortly thereafter, he was forced to dive for cover as a particle beam struck far too close to him for comfort. Judging by the tactical display, the rest of the team had been forced to take similar measures. “Grenade,” someone yelled as Ward watched the thrown object head toward the Katildans … and keep going. There wasn’t enough gravity from the asteroid to bring it back to the surface in an arc, so it exploded harmlessly in space.
 
   The tactical situation seemed frustrating at first, but it gave Ward an idea. He quickly jumped up hard enough to break the asteroid’s gravity, grabbed a grenade and threw it down at the Katildans, as he had achieved enough altitude to be above them. But before they could return fire, he fired his suit’s thrusters to send him flying back down to the surface. He didn’t make the same mistake as last time and left the thrusters on for a second to hold him there, but the impact jarred him more than he expected. Fortunately, he was rewarded with the satisfying thump of an explosion and Katildan body parts floating off into space.
 
   After a glance at his tactical display, Ward looked up to see another two Marines attempting the same maneuver. But at that point, the tactical display winked out of existence. “I just lost tactical display,” Ward tried to say over the comms, but those appeared to be down too. “What the hell?” he said to himself, though he didn’t have time to try and sort it out. Not wanting to waste the advantage that the grenade might have given him, he charged up over the lip of the cave to find no direct opposition to him, but Katildans firing at other approaching Marines.
 
   After steadying himself against a rock, he turned to the left, sighted the closest one, and put a three-round burst through his back. The effect was devastating, as the three rounds blew cleanly through the Katildan, destroying key systems, such as the data transfer system that substituted for a nervous system. Not taking too much time to analyze the situation any further, he sighted on the next Katildan, who had detected him and was starting to turn toward him. Ward put six rounds through his chest and he went down; slowly, but that was only due to the lack of gravity.
 
   The next thing he knew, a chunk of asteroid was falling on him. Fortunately, due to that same lack of gravity, he had time to get out of the way. He turned to see what caused it and saw multiple Katildans shooting at him. With the tactical net down and no way to hear them, he had missed their interest in him. He took a knee to decrease his profile and turned to the right to address his new assailants. There were four in that direction trying to get an angle on him, in addition to the other two that remained to his left. There were also at least another two Katildans across the cave entrance from him, but they were otherwise occupied.
 
   Ward’s mind raced for an idea or an escape route, because he knew he wasn’t going to be able to take on six at the same time. He briefly considered using his suit to launch him up, but he knew that the partial cover he had right now from the fallen rocks was the only thing keeping him alive. Still, the situation was untenable and it was only a matter of time before enough of them could get a firing angle. Without any further thought, he slapped in a new clip and set the rifle to full automatic. He stood up, aiming at the four Katildans to his right and started to scream some sort of unintelligible war-cry audible to only him as he pulled the trigger.
 
   For reasons he didn’t understand at first, he wasn’t killed on the spot. In fact, all but one of the Katildans started to turn away from him as he started firing at them on full automatic. There was something satisfying about feeling the weapon buck and kick repeatedly in his shoulder as he filled space with eleven-millimeter kinetic kill vehicles. All of the Katildans went down, but that surprised Ward because he knew that he’d only hit two or three of them. Additionally, the two on his left had failed to kill him.
 
   When he looked back to his left, he understood why. The remaining seven Marines and Kato had come over the ridge as one, both drawing and returning Katildan fire. In a few seconds, there were no living Katildans on their side of the cave, but that didn’t stop the three Katildans on the other side from opening fire.
 
   The Marines took cover and returned fire. It was nine against three and the humans had the superior tactical position, so it didn’t take long. Once it was over, Brinks gave the signal for all clear since their comms were still down. Still using hand signals, Brinks started ordering them to various Katildan caches. Kato and Ward moved as quickly as they dared to the ones that Brinks had assigned them.
 
   Slightly inside the cave, the caches were large and looked heavy. Ward and Kato were pleasantly surprised to find out that it was relatively easy to pick them up; relatively easy in that they could do it at all. It still took both of them straining to get upward momentum, but by the time the first container was above their heads it had already achieved escape velocity. Brinks looked over at them and gave them a thumbs up. Shortly after, local space was filled with Katildan material caches floating slightly upward. They had no way to contact the Lincoln or the haulers, so they hoped that seeing the containers in space would prompt them to action.
 
   Ward was digging down deep to help lift the next container when he felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned to see Brinks gesturing vehemently at the awaiting shuttle. The look on his face said, “We need to go, and right now,” so Ward literally dropped what he was doing and followed Brinks and Kato to the shuttle. Once they were all in and the door was shut, the passenger bay was depressurized and they all took off their helmets.
 
   The first think Brinks did was grab the hardline to the cockpit. “What the hell happened to our comms?” Whatever the response was, it caused Brinks’ face to fall.
 
   “What is it?” Kato asked after he hung up the comms device.
 
   “They hacked us. They fucking hacked us,” he said, deep in thought. “Apparently, it was the three on the other side of the cave that were the last to go down.”
 
   “Well, if they’re down, why aren’t our systems back up?” one of the Marines asked.
 
   “They’re probably checking to see just how far the Lincoln’s systems were infiltrated,” Kato responded.
 
   The other question on everyone’s mind was what had caused the quicker-than-expected evacuation, but one look at the tactical display on the shuttle’s wall answered that question. There were multiple small, unidentified craft about a minute away from the Lincoln’s haulers and attack craft. The Lincoln was launching additional fighter craft, but it still wasn’t looking good, in part due to the three unidentified capital ships only a few minutes farther behind.
 
   “Prepare for evasive maneuvers,” one of the shuttle pilots said over the intercom. 
 
   Ward double-checked to make sure that he was properly strapped into his seat as he watched the unidentified contacts close in. As soon as the first shots were fired, the contacts switched to red, enemy contacts on the display. The first of the Banshees to arrive managed to score a few kills in their first pass, but since they attacked from a head-on angle, they weren’t left with the delta-v to catch back up to the attackers before they got within range of the haulers and Marine shuttlecraft.
 
   The monitor in the shuttle shifted to a split-screen display, with the bottom part now showing the video feed from the rear of the shuttlecraft. As soon as Ward saw green energy weapon bursts heading toward them, he felt the shuttle jink violently enough to overcome the internal gravity and throw them around in their harnesses. Ward knew that the shuttle pilot was pushing for all of the speed that the shuttle could muster, but the enemy fighters kept closing the distance.
 
   About the time that the enemy fighters started to enter truly visual range, two of them exploded. Ward’s focus shifted to the top of the display, which showed additional friendlies nearby. They must have recently launched from the Lincoln and picked a slower, yet smarter, trajectory that left the SF-6 Cheetahs in a lag pursuit of the enemy fighters. To save themselves, the enemy fighters had to break off and engage Fuchs’ pilots, letting the haulers and assault craft off the hook. Fighter pilots could sometimes be an insufferable bunch, but on days like today, they really earned their pay.
 
   Once it was clear that they were going to make it back to the Lincoln, they braced themselves as they could tell that it would be a rough landing, in that the pilots would brake the craft far faster than the internal gravity could compensate for those onboard. Regardless, they all survived the ordeal and exited the shuttle as quickly as possible so the shuttle pilots could clear the deck for other spacecraft that might need to make hard landings.
 
   “Alright, everyone rearm and reload,” Brinks ordered. “We might have company in the near future.”
 
   Ward went to the armory to get extra ammunition, with Kato on his heels. “I’m not going to say that it was fun,” Kato began, “but it was nice to attack them for once.”
 
   Ward nodded in agreement. “Let’s just hope it was worth it,” he said as his mind desperately wished for a tactical display right now so he could see the situation in space. They could arm themselves to the teeth but be blown to bits and never know it was coming. Maybe it was better that way, but Ward was the type who wanted to know; wanted to see it coming.
 
   Once they rearmed, they regrouped in the barracks as ordered. “Hey, did you get to use that sword?” one of the younger Marines asked Kato.
 
   “No, not yet,” she replied with some disappointment. “But sometime soon, I’m sure,” she added with a grin, which seemed to boost the spirit of the Marine. Though maybe he just had a crush on the katana-wielding badass Ward’s partner had become.
 
   Major Zadornov walked into the barracks and started handing out orders. All of the Marines were on alert and would be stationed strategically throughout the ship, with regular humans mixed in with Deltas and AI for balance. Still, the major didn’t give Ward or Kato a rally point, as he waited for the rest of the Marines to exit the barracks. “Both the captain and the colonel want you on the bridge.”
 
   Ward’s feelings were almost hurt. “Why is that, Major?”
 
   “We’re intentionally not adding any other bridge protection, as it’s the hardest part for boarders to get to. But if they make it that far, they want you two there.”
 
   Ward just responded with a knowing look.
 
   “Okay,” the major admitted. “That honestly is part of it, but with the recent … attrition and the more even mixing of Deltas and AIs with the rest of the Marines, the colonel is trying to rebuild team cohesion.”
 
   Kato looked bummed, but Ward couldn’t fault them for the choice, no matter how he felt. Though they had fought alongside the Marines recently, they weren’t one of them. It was just a temporary assignment due to their status as Deltas; time to go back to reality, whatever that was anymore.
 
   Somewhat resigned, they made their way to the bridge, if only so they could see what was going on. As they approached the bridge, the two sentries guarding it seemed a little relieved at their presence. Apparently, things weren’t going very well, which became even more apparent once they entered the bridge.
 
   “Clear the landing bay!” Ward heard Fuchs yell across the comms as a damaged Cheetah came in for a landing, struggling to reduce its speed and maintain control. He glanced from the tactical plot to the video feed used by the landing signals officer, or LSO, and he could tell that the pilot wasn’t going to make it; he was spinning out of control.
 
   “Wave off, wave off!” the LSO could be heard yelling, but it was of no avail. The SF-6 Cheetah smashed into the side of the Lincoln in a brilliant fireball. Ward had to look away. Not only was that another human or AI life, it didn’t matter which, but it could’ve been one of the very same pilots that just saved their asses in the shuttle.
 
   “Lincoln, Banshee Actual,” Fuchs called across the comms.
 
   “Go for Lincoln Actual, Fuchs,” the captain responded.
 
   “Sir, all of the enemy fighters have been destroyed. Requesting we come aboard to rearm, refuel, and repair.”
 
   “Affirmative, Fuchs. Make it happen; but hold all launches until further notice.”
 
   “Aye, Captain,” Fuchs responded.
 
   “As soon as the last fighter enters the bay, I want us in full EMCON and to stop venting heat. We should have five minutes before the capital ships get in range, and I want to be deep in the asteroid belt by then.” 
 
   It took less than a minute. On the display at the tactical station, Ward could see the heat vents closing as the last Cheetah, Fuchs’ very own, entered the fighter bay. 
 
   “Helm, make for these coordinates,” the captain ordered as he sent the coordinates to the helmsman’s station, “and do it quietly.”
 
   “Not a whisper, sir,” the helmsman said. 
 
   It was good to see that people were still upbeat, especially after losing more Marines and pilots, with three presumably hostile capital ships bearing down on them. Ward finally took a look at the course the captain had plotted. It was a ballsy move, taking them under the system’s orbital plane, but otherwise toward the attackers. It was a counterintuitive move that would rely on the Lincoln’s stealth systems and the target being a denser region of asteroids.
 
   As the contacts entered what would normally be combat range, the Lincoln did its best to be just another asteroid. “Maneuvering thrusters only,” the captain ordered the helmsman. Ideally, there were too many asteroids for the enemy to track all of them for any abnormalities, but turning on the grav-drive this close to them was only asking for trouble.
 
   “I’ll try not to hit anything, sir,” the helmsman responded, reminding them how difficult navigating an asteroid field without shields or a grav-drive was.
 
   “Sir, active scanning is flooding the space around us,” Novak said.
 
   “Any indications that they’ve spotted us?” the captain asked.
 
   “No sir,” Novak replied, leaving out the unspoken part that the asteroids were the only reason why. “The three ships are splitting up into a search pattern.”
 
   “Understood. Let me know the minute one of them spots us,” the captain said as he went back to analyze data on his display.
 
   Twenty frustrating minutes went by before Novak said, “I think it worked, Captain. They have expanded their search pattern, but in the other direction.”
 
   Someone started clapping, but a look from Shanks cut that short. “Engineering, how long on the heat sinks?” the captain asked.
 
   “No more than five hours, sir. We were running a lot of systems during the battle with the enemy fighters,” Kowalski replied.
 
   “It’ll have to do,” Williams said. Keying the shipwide comms, he ordered a change of the watch, in order to give everyone a rest. Even one-third of the Marines were to stand down at a time until further notice. As the entire bridge crew except the captain headed out to greener pastures, Ensign Willows gave Ward a smile and a wink when nobody was looking. Still, she looked drained and probably needed some real rest.
 
   “How do you want to handle it?” Kato asked Ward after the bridge crew had been relieved.
 
   “I’ll hang around for a while; go get some rest,” he replied. She responded with a mock salute and headed off of the bridge. Ward had noticed that the most drained of the bridge crew had been the helmsman. He had been constantly nudging various thrusters to keep them from colliding with their cover, and it had apparently taken its toll. Fortunately, the new helmswoman looked fresh and alert.
 
   As the enemy ships moved farther away, the captain ordered a course change that would eventually take them past the system’s heliopause, since engaging the SEACAPS drive in a gravity well and an asteroid field involved something of a death wish.
 
   “Sir, we won’t make it to the egress point before our heat sinks reach maximum capacity,” the lieutenant at the engineering station said.
 
   “I know, but thank you,” the captain replied. It looked like the captain had accepted the tactical situation and was just trying to get as much divergence between the Lincoln and its stalkers before the heat sinks failed.
 
   The hours passed excruciatingly slowly, but about thirty minutes before the heat sinks would fail, Lieutenant Okafor alerted the captain. “Sir, the enemy ships have given up on their current search pattern and doubled back. I think they figured out what we did.”
 
   “But not where we are?” the captain asked.
 
   “No sir, it doesn’t appear so.”
 
   Captain Williams waited fifteen more minutes before calling the ship to battle-stations. It didn’t look like they would be making it out of this one without a fight. Kato arrived on the bridge shortly after and gave Ward a knowing nod. Apparently, everyone on the ship knew the current situation in its entirety.
 
   A comms call came to the captain from Engineering. “Sir, the heat sinks can’t take any more,” Kowalski said.
 
   “Understood, Commander,” the captain replied. To the lieutenant sitting at the engineering station on the bridge, he said, “Open ‘em up.” Ward watched the displays as the Lincoln started venting heat.
 
   It didn’t take long.
 
   “Sir!” Okafor said in alarm. “All three targets are now CBDR, approaching with impressive acceleration curves.”
 
   The captain started handing out orders. “Helm, full power to the engines. Ops, energize shields and ready weapons. Fuchs, Brinks; have all of your people on alert.”
 
   The main display on the bridge was currently showing the tactical plot, including computer projections. Since the computers had all the data on the Lincoln that their algorithms could want, the plot was extremely accurate for their ship. There was a little bit of guesswork involved with the enemy ships, but assuming that they had previously left the seventh planet for the asteroid belt at full speed, those projections should be pretty accurate, too.
 
   They weren’t going to make it. It wasn’t pessimism or a bad attitude, it was just math. Or physics, really; but the point was there was nothing they could do about it but wait for the inevitable conflict. Ward noticed that the captain hadn’t recalled his bridge A-Team. Doing so might’ve been a solid tactical move, but it would’ve undermined crew confidence, which is a bad strategic move.
 
   “Try the comms again,” the captain ordered the CEWO, who quickly acknowledged.
 
   “Again?” Ward asked Okafor quietly.
 
   “During the fighter skirmish, we tried to initiate contact with the enemy, but they never acknowledged,” Okafor responded.
 
   That was yet another piece of bad news. “Time to intercept?” the captain asked.
 
   “Twelve minutes, sir,” Okafor responded.
 
   Ward looked at the display again and saw that it would be at least sixteen minutes before they would be in a place safe enough to activate the SEACAPS drive. Though, if this enemy had a gravity weapon similar to the Katildans’, they might not get very far.
 
   As the time ticked by, Ward watched the crew calmly perform their duties. The fabricators were online and taking orders, missiles were being loaded or prepped for loading, fighters were being readied for launch, and Marines were fortifying key portions of the ship. All of this was being handled almost as if it were just another day at the office, and that made Ward relax a little. They might lose this fight, but it wouldn’t be for a lack of trying.
 
   Eventually, the closest enemy ship entered weapons range and fired. “Shield power at ninety-two percent, sir,” Okafor announced. Eight percent was a big hit, but not as hard as the punches that the Katildans had thrown at them before. “Returning fire,” Okafor told them.
 
   “Their shields are starting to weaken,” the communications officer noted, so things were going better than normal, except that there were three enemy ships.
 
   “Once their shields are almost down, fire the four rear tubes. Do not wait for my order,” the captain said. Unfortunately, it seemed that the likelihood of that happening was low, as the other two ships were nearing weapons range from either side of the Lincoln.
 
   When the other two ships started firing, the captain asked, “How close are we on the rear ship?”
 
   “We estimate that their shields are approximately fifty percent down,” Okafor said. Both Ward and the captain glanced at their respective displays. The Lincoln was already down to thirty-eight percent.
 
   “Should we launch, Captain?” Fuchs asked over the comms.
 
   “Negative, Fuchs. We just need a few more minutes and we’re out of here.” Ward knew that if they launched fighters now, they were committed to this fight, as they wouldn’t be able to leave without recovering them. Ward’s focus went back to the battle, where the Lincoln was firing every plasma cannon it had. Unfortunately, the Lincoln kept rocking with hits it was taking.
 
   “Shields at fourteen percent!” Okafor yelled.
 
   “Launch all tubes at all targets, set for shield contact,” the captain ordered. A total of twenty nuclear missiles fired from port, starboard, and stern tubes, but at least half of them were shot down. The remainder detonated at their targets’ shields, but it was too little, too late. They weren’t going to make it to the egress point.
 
   “Fuchs, launch, launch, launch!” the captain ordered.
 
   “Our shields are down!” someone else yelled as the Lincoln really started to shake. Ward stared at the video feeds in numb amazement as he watched the great ship being torn to shreds.
 
   “Multiple gravitational distortions, bearing one eight zero mark zero one five!” the science officer yelled.
 
   “Classifying … sir, they’re Katildan!” Okafor added. “Two frigate class ships and one larger.”
 
   Ward didn’t see how this could get any worse.
 
   “Enemy contacts are breaking off, sir!” the navigator yelled in astonishment.
 
   “What?” several people asked at once.
 
   “The unknown enemy ships are moving off to intercept the Katildans,” Okafor confirmed.
 
   “Fuchs, belay the launch order!” the captain actually yelled into the comms.
 
   “I saw it right when you guys did, sir,” Fuchs came back. Ward could practically hear the smile in her voice. “We held the launch. Hope that’s okay, sir!”
 
   “Ninety seconds to egress point,” the navigator said.
 
   “All hands, this is the captain. Prepare for superluminal transition in … seventy-five seconds.” Turning to Okafor, he said, “Quickly, load two gravity distortion missiles in the rear tubes!”
 
   Okafor quickly sent the order down the chain of command. A few seconds later, he said, “They’re ready, sir.”
 
   “Have one target the space near the Katildans and one in front of the unknown ships, then fire!”
 
   Ward watched the two missiles streak at high subluminal velocity to their preprogrammed coordinates and detonate. A few seconds later, the SEACAPS drives kicked in and the Lincoln went superluminal.
 
   A great cheer went up amongst the crew, one that the captain did not try to admonish. It was clear that they had earned it. After it died down, it was back to business, though. “I need damage control updates,” the captain said to his bridge crew.
 
   The minutes ticked by and the reports trickled in. There was major hull damage on the port and starboard sides, in addition to some on the stern. But other than two missile tubes being down, somehow they’d avoided damage of mission critical systems.
 
   “Confirm that,” Ward heard the captain say, though he missed what had prompted it.
 
   “Confirmed, sir. Explosive decompression near crew quarters. Casualties reported,” the engineering officer said. The bridge got much quieter after that. The price on the butcher’s bill for this mission just kept increasing.
 
   Sensing the change in mood, the captain said, “Alright, everybody. We’ve got a lot of things to get fixed on this ship, but the good news is that we have the materials to do it. We stole far more Katildan goods than we thought we’d be able to mine ourselves, so focus on getting this ship back to full fighting trim.”
 
   “Can we help with damage control?” Kato asked, in a bid to be useful.
 
   “Yes, report to Engineering, both of you,” the captain ordered, seemingly pleased by the suggestion.
 
   Ward followed Kato off the bridge and they made pretty good time getting to Engineering, considering all of the damage that they were seeing. How so few mission-critical systems weren’t taken offline, he didn’t know. Maybe the ship’s designers had earned their pay today.
 
   Kowalski saw them coming and, assuming there was a new problem asked, “What now?”
 
   “We’re here to help,” Kato explained.
 
   “Oh, great! There’s a ton of debris that needs to be removed by the fabricator rooms. The area is pressurized, but still dangerous, so be careful.”
 
   They nodded and started to head in that direction when Doctor Jackson turned the corner. “How bad is it?” Kowalski asked, knowing that the doctor had a casualty list for her department.
 
   “Uh, one second. Agent Ward,” the doctor said, stopping him in his tracks.
 
   Ward turned around and walked back toward them. “What is it, Doc?”
 
   Ward had to give the doctor credit, because she managed to look him in the eyes when she said this. “Ensign Willows was KIA.”
 
   Ward’s world stopped.
 
   “Her damage control party was caught in the explosive decompression on the way to put out a fire near the port missile tubes,” the doctor continued.
 
   Ward finally realized that he had stopped walking.
 
   “I’m sorry, Liam,” Jackson said.
 
   Ward just nodded and turned to go back to where he was headed, but he couldn’t. He made it a few steps before he fell to his knees. As strong as he’d become after the Delta treatment, it still felt like Brinks just sucker-punched him in the gut, and he just couldn’t force his body to go on.
 
   “Liam,” Kato said as she walked back toward him.
 
   But Ward couldn’t respond; he couldn’t even really breathe. He didn’t know if it had been love or if he and Liz would’ve had a future, but the fact that she no longer existed crushed what was left of his soul.
 
   Kato appeared to know him well enough to give him some space. It took some time, but he was able to start breathing regularly again and get up. 
 
   “Liam, I’ve got the DC stuff, you go—”
 
   “No,” was all Ward could say as he walked with a purpose toward the debris that needed moving.
 
   If the ship wasn’t fixed, then they couldn’t kill more Katildans.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25 – September 19th, 2274, 0830 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Special Agent Liam Ward walked into the morning briefing exactly when it was scheduled to start, which was later than usual for him. Nobody commented on this, though, and his customary seat at the table had been saved. He’d helped clear debris from the damaged parts of the ship and brought new parts from the fabricators until he’d been ordered to stop, at about three in the morning. He initially refused, but the captain came down himself and threatened to have him detained if he didn’t go get some rack time. Ward was surprised that he’d slept from shortly after he got into his quarters until his alarm started beeping at eight. Part of him felt guilty for being able to sleep, even though the logical part of his brain told him he’d been in two battles yesterday and then continued doing strenuous labor for the rest of the day.
 
   “As I was saying,” Kowalski said, bringing Ward’s attention back to the briefing, “we took more raw materials from the Katildan caches than we need, even with the additional battle we fought. Repairs have been proceeding according to schedule, but we really need a place to drop anchor, since we can’t fix a good deal of the exterior damage without some people on EVA.”
 
   “How bad is it?” Captain Williams asked.
 
   “Some of it is bad, sir,” Kowalski replied. “Until we fix and recoat the damaged parts of the hull, it will negatively affect our stealth as well.”
 
   “What about missile tubes fifteen and eighteen?” Novak asked.
 
   “Judging by what we’ve seen, those won’t be operational until the Lincoln can spend some time in dry-dock, unfortunately.”
 
   “But otherwise, we’re still combat-effective?” Williams asked.
 
   “Yes, we are, sir,” Kowalski confirmed, with assenting nods from both Fuchs and Brinks as well.
 
   “Alright,” the captain said. “Smith, what do we think happened back at the asteroid mines?”
 
   “We’ve been poring over all of the data we have on yesterday’s events, but our initial assumption that the Katildans were illegally mining in their neighbor’s territory appears to hold. The unknown civilization’s ships only scrambled after the Katildan probe went superluminal close enough to be detected by sensors farther down in the system. Similarly, the Katildans likely didn’t know that it was us who triggered the alarm; it was probably an emergency alert set to fire off at the first sign of trouble. They probably assumed that the only trouble they would find in that system would be from its inhabitants, not an interloper like us.”
 
   “It’s a wonder how they keep finding allies,” Brinks said gruffly.
 
   “We’ve only been told that they have allies,” Novak commented.
 
   “True, but we have received that information from multiple sources that have proven to be reliable,” Smith countered.
 
   “Regardless, it bought us time,” Shanks said, apparently trying to refocus the discussion.
 
   “At quite a price,” Fuchs said quietly.
 
   The captain stood up, but motioned that they should keep their seats. “I agree that it was a costly bargain. But make no mistake—the information we carry is worth all of our lives. I do not like spending this … currency any more than any of you do, but we have a duty to fulfill. I don’t need to remind you what the stakes are.
 
   “It sounds like we all know what we need to do. You’ve all performed admirably, and all I ask is that you continue to do so. Let me know once we’ve found a place to park this boat and slap some new paint on her,” he finished before exiting the briefing room.
 
   Ward continued to sit and stare at a wall while everyone left. Everyone except Kato and, surprisingly, Smith, that is. “I was hoping you two would stick around,” Smith said.
 
   Ward couldn’t bring his mind to form a relevant question, so Kato asked, “Why?”
 
   “Because I just lied to you in the briefing.”
 
   “And you’ve developed a conscience in the last thirty seconds?” Ward quipped.
 
   “No, well yes; I mean, no,” Smith tried to say.
 
   “Sounds like most conclusions I’ve ever seen from Intelligence,” Ward added.
 
   “Funny, but this isn’t. The captain and two techs from electronic warfare are the only other ones who know this, but we detected an outgoing signal during the assault on the asteroids.”
 
   Ward was instantly alert. “Explain,” he commanded.
 
   Smith seemed a little put off by his intensity, but did as he was asked. “Shortly after you guys and gals stepped out of your shuttles, which was some crazy shit by the way, we detected an encrypted burst of traffic aimed at the asteroids we were assaulting.”
 
   “I knew they reacted too soon,” Kato said.
 
   “Yeah, my thoughts exactly,” Ward concurred.
 
   “So what I’m saying is—” Smith began.
 
   “Is that a lot of people didn’t have to die yesterday,” Ward said with fire in his voice.
 
   “Yeah … probably,” Smith agreed. “We have at least one more mole.”
 
   Ward’s anger was building, probably visibly. Kato was the one to say something productive. “What do we know so far?”
 
   “We read the two techs into this project, so they’ve been going through the logs. It was a rookie spaceman who found it, too. She then reported it to her NCO, who took it straight to the captain. Normally, Williams is the type to tear into someone for breaking the chain of command; but in this case, I think he rewarded their sense of paranoia,” Smith said before pausing, realizing that both Ward and Kato were staring at him expectantly. “But I digress,” he continued. “The packet containing the transmitted data was routed throughout many of the systems in the ship before being transmitted. Our two techs are looking at the frame headers and trailers in addition to the logs. They should eventually be able to trace it to a specific interface.”
 
   “But not a specific user?” Kato asked. “Even though we control all of the routing hardware?”
 
   “Normally I’d say yes, but I don’t want to make any assumptions here,” Smith said. “But whoever did this has considerable skills in computer network operations.”
 
   “I thought you said not to make assumptions,” Ward said.
 
   “These aren’t skills you learn overnight,” Smith countered.
 
   “It doesn’t mean that networks have to be the subject’s day-job, though,” Kato pointed out. 
 
   “True,” Smith admitted as Ward nodded.
 
   “It gives us a place to start,” Ward said as he got up to leave.
 
   “Where are you going?” Smith asked him.
 
   “To our office,” Ward responded.
 
   “You’re not going to work in here?” Smith asked.
 
   “We’ll come back when we need to be in here. Besides, I have to make a stop or two,” Ward finished as he left.
 
   “What was that about?” Kato asked.
 
   “I only trust two people on this ship right now, and he isn’t one of them.”
 
   “That’s a little extreme, don’t you think?”
 
   “Nope,” Ward responded.
 
   “Um … ok. Where are we headed?”
 
   Ward gave her a once-over and said, “To your quarters.”
 
   “Liam …”
 
   “Just trust me,” he said.
 
   They arrived at her quarters a few minutes later. “Now what?” she asked.
 
   “Go get your katana.”
 
   She exited her quarters a moment later with the sword in hand. “Okay, now where are we going?”
 
   “Engineering,” Ward said cryptically.
 
   “Now what?” Kato asked as they approached the engineering room which held the dead Katildans that they were using as test dummies. Ward didn’t reply as he opened the doors and walked in with the katana unsheathed, surprising the technicians and officers in the room.
 
   “Uh, sir—” one of them tried to say as Ward walked up to the most intact Katildan and struck it with the sword. It took surprisingly little effort for him to essentially chop the Katildan in half.
 
   Ward then turned around to find everyone in the room staring at him. “I want one of these,” he told them.
 
   Nobody questioned why or whether it would be done, but he did get one query. “Do you also want it styled as a katana?”
 
   Ward paused for a second as he considered the question. “Come to think of it, I think a scimitar would be more fitting. That’s what we call our missiles, right?”
 
   “Yes sir, it is,” the technician responded.
 
   “Good, just nothing too curved,” Ward added.
 
   “Understood, sir,” he replied as Ward led Kato out of the room, handing her katana back.
 
   “What prompted all of that?” she asked him.
 
   Ward gave her a firm look and didn’t answer. “I’m going to get fully loaded up and then I’ll meet you in the office,” he said. Twenty minutes later, he fulfilled his promise, as he was in their office, fully locked and loaded. He had also swung by the galley and grabbed some to-go items for them both, including coffee.
 
   “Thanks,” Kato said as she graciously took the proffered items. “So I pulled all of the files on everyone in communications and electronic warfare. I know—an entire department, right? I had the computer run the entity resolution algorithms and then used the link analysis program to show us any links between any of these people and Sub-Lieutenant Hoover, since he had been providing information to the Katildans.”
 
   “Just Hoover?” Ward asked.
 
   “PFC Dinkins seemed like a typical lone wolf to me; I doubt he had any Katildan connections.”
 
   “Good point. Did you find anything yet?”
 
   “I know you’re going to be somewhat impatient today, but it’s only been twenty minutes. Everybody on this ship is connected in some way, it’s just weeding out the chaff—”
 
   “Alright, alright; I’m sorry. I’ll start querying the files for personnel not in communications and electronic warfare that have cyber skills,” Ward said.
 
   The next hour or two passed quickly as he scanned the various files for anything out of the ordinary, but the truth was that not many people matched his search criteria, and he told Kato so.
 
   “Well, those skills are in such high demand that the military probably places anyone with remotely any knowledge in those departments,” Kato reasoned.
 
   “Alright, well what about the people in those departments?”
 
   “It’s hard to say. Some have been reprimanded for relatively harmless pranks and a few have juvenile records, though the contents have been sealed.”
 
   “Sounds like normal mischief,” Ward commented.
 
   “Yeah,” Kato began before the intercom came to life in their office.
 
   “Guys, come to the briefing room,” Smith said.
 
   They double-timed it to the briefing room to find Smith with the captain and the two electronic warfare technicians. “Show them” the captain ordered. 
 
   The electronic warfare experts gave them a very technical explanation of what happened, which ended with, “So we’re pretty sure he or she sent it from the Science and Navigation Center.”
 
   “Great,” Ward said sarcastically.
 
   “I know,” the senior of the two technicians said. “Those are a few of a very small number of interfaces that allow relatively open access, since they don’t really control anything and are often used for long periods of time.”
 
   “Who was down there when the message was sent?” Kato asked them. In response, the captain handed her a printed list with about ten names on it.
 
   “We’ll go talk to these people as soon as we’ve reviewed their files,” Ward said as he left the room.
 
   The door was still open, so he heard Smith when he said, “He seems like he’s taking it pretty well.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Kato said. “He asked Engineering for a sword this morning.”
 
   “What the heck does that mean?” Smith asked, but Ward was too far away to hear the reply.
 
   Ward didn’t know whether to be upset that they were talking about him, that they were doing so remotely within earshot, or that Kato saw through him so well. He’d tried to act normal all day, and it helped to have an immediate goal, but he was rotating between feeling emotionally devastated and numb.
 
   “Hey, wait up,” Kato called after him as she left the briefing room. Ward slowed his pace and waited for her. “You weren’t going to go through those files without me, were you?”
 
   “You know how much I love that,” Ward said sarcastically.
 
   “I just—”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about me,” he said.
 
   “It’s not you I worry about right now,” she clarified.
 
   The rest of the walk was in silence, but they pulled the relevant files when they got to their office. “None of these people work in electronic warfare,” he said.
 
   “Hopefully they saw someone who did,” Kato said. “Who should we start with?”
 
   “Let’s start with someone off-duty. I don’t want to make a scene.”
 
   “Sub-Lieutenant Noonan from Navigation was the first off-duty,” Kato said.
 
   “Sounds good,” Ward replied as they headed to his quarters in officer country. 
 
   They rapped a few times before he opened up. When he saw Ward, his face soured. “What the hell do you want?”
 
   “To ask you a few questions,” Ward replied as professionally as possible.
 
   “About what? I haven’t done anything wrong.”
 
   “Nobody’s saying you did. In fact, we’re hoping you witnessed something that can help us,” Ward countered.
 
   “Alright, come on in,” Noonan said.
 
   Ward entered the room first and was impressed with its neatness, which was as impeccably clean as Noonan’s service record. “So you were in the SNC yesterday morning?”
 
   “Yeah, I was. Why?”
 
   “Did you see anyone who wasn’t normally scheduled to be in there?” Kato asked.
 
   “Well, occasionally people come and go … I don’t really pay too much attention to it, to be honest.”
 
   “They would’ve been using one of the terminals, but probably not for very long,” Ward added.
 
   Ward watched Noonan rack his brain for the answer, but Kato tried to jog his memory. “It would’ve been around ten hundred forty-five hours.”
 
   “The time of the assault?” Noonan asked, with understanding appearing in his eyes. “Spaceman Apprentice Podgorski from Cyber stopped by for a minute; he said he just had to check on something.” Ward couldn’t help but give Kato a look, which she returned. “He did something, didn’t he? Holy crap … he warned the Katildans somehow,” Noonan deduced.
 
   “That’s none of your concern, Sub-Lieutenant,” Ward said.
 
   “Who the fuck are you to say that?” Noonan countered as he became visibly angry.
 
   Ward remembered that Noonan was one of the navigators who had previously given him hostile looks. “What is your problem?” Ward asked with some exasperation.
 
   “Maybe if you’d been doing your job, instead of shacking up with Elisabeth and playing wannabe jarhead in your spare time, she’d still be alive!”
 
   Ward could hear his pulse pounding in his head and time seemed to slow slightly as his adrenaline kicked in. Sensing the danger, Kato placed a hand on his forearm, which brought him back toward thinking normally. “So that’s what this has been about!?” Ward asked, referring to Noonan and the other navigators’ dislike for him.
 
   “You swoop in here with barely two brain cells to rub together and scoop up one of the smartest people I’ve ever met, and then go get a bunch of us killed with your negligence? You bet that’s what this is about!”
 
   Ward was so white-hot angry that he actually couldn’t find a retort, which wasn’t something he was used to, and that made him even madder. But before he could do anything stupid, Kato moved slightly in between them and said to Noonan, “You have no idea what the fuck you are talking about, Sub-Lieutenant! And it seems to me that you had a crush, but she chose someone else and you’re just bitter about it,” she almost yelled at him. In a calmer voice, she continued, “But we all lost people yesterday. Trying to blame that on any one person, other than anyone who may or may not have given aid to the enemy, is ridiculous.”
 
   Kato’s admonishments appeared to cow him a little. “So you are saying someone tipped them off?” he pressed.
 
   “If you repeat that or compromise our investigation in any way, and it’s you who will be facing a long list of charges,” Kato warned, but Noonan just continued to look at the floor. “Do I have to isolate you in the brig for the time being?” Kato asked.
 
   “No, ma’am,” he replied. “I would never do anything to endanger this ship,” he added with what Ward felt was honesty.
 
   They turned to leave, and as Ward opened the door Noonan said, “Hey guys—”
 
   “Yes?” Ward asked, with an edge still in his voice.
 
   “Get this bastard.”
 
   It seemed like a genuine comment and maybe an olive branch, so Ward took it at face value and nodded in return.
 
   As they got a bit down the corridor, Kato asked, “Hey, you don’t actually feel like that’s what happened, right?”
 
   “No,” was all Ward said.
 
   “I’m serious,” she insisted.
 
   “So am I.” 
 
   “Really?” she asked with some surprise.
 
   “Yeah, I think that this is the, or one of the, deep-cover moles. I think that Hoover being onboard was just a coincidence—and a bad one for the Katildans—and Dinkins was just a product of his upbringing.”
 
   “Do you think this is the first time the mole has taken any action?”
 
   “I doubt it,” Ward said after thinking for a moment. “Though, I bet we’d be hard pressed to find other instances. This guy is a pro.”
 
   “So no guilty feelings about it?” Kato asked with some concern.
 
   “I can’t promise you that, but …”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “Sometimes you lose,” Ward said simply.
 
   “You win some, you lose some?” Kato asked.
 
   “Yeah. It’s just a harder concept in our line of work.”
 
   They almost ran into the captain as they turned a corner near the bridge. “Ah, good; I was about to go looking for you two, anyway,” Williams said. After ensuring that nobody was nearby, he continued, “We’re about to go subluminal for repairs, so I need you to fix our leak. I don’t want any surprises when I have repair crews on EVA.”
 
   “Understood, sir,” Kato said. As the captain walked away, Kato asked Ward, “So we’re going to CIC?”
 
   “Yeah, Spaceman Apprentice Podgorski is supposed to be on duty there,” Ward answered as they continued walking toward the Combat Information Center. A few minutes later, they entered and saw Podgorski sitting at his station, which was close to the entrance. Sitting next to him was Chief Petty Officer Zhao, the non-commissioned officer who had reported the espionage to the captain. Ward decided not to play the situation delicately. “Mr. Podgorski, you need to come with us,” he said with a stern look.
 
   “Uh … okay, sir,” Podgorski said, apparently trying to feign misunderstanding. Fortunately, Zhao put two and two together, got four, and stood to accompany them.
 
   “After you,” Ward said in mock sincerity as he let Podgorski exit the room first.
 
   “Look, I don’t know what this is all about,” Podgorski started to say as he quickly produced a taser, reached out, and sent quite a few volts into Ward’s left leg. Prior to the Delta treatment, he would’ve been completely incapacitated for a few minutes. But this was not prior to the treatment, so he just stumbled. Unfortunately, he fell into Kato, and his superior mass knocked her over. Podgorski took off down the corridor toward the Marine barracks.
 
   “Little bastard,” Ward said as he helped Kato up. The two of them ran full-speed down the corridor, with Zhao trailing them. Podgorski had quite a head start, but he had to clear the hallways himself, leaving them wide open for the faster special agents. For better or worse, they didn’t catch up to the spaceman until he’d reached the barracks.
 
   “They’re traitors!” Podgorski was yelling at the Marines on duty. “They’re going to kill me because I can expose them!” The Marines looked confused, but the two who were on duty readied their weapons, not quite aiming them at the special agents.
 
   “Spaceman Apprentice Podgorski, you’re under arrest,” Kato said professionally.
 
   “No, it’s them! You need to shoot them!” Podgorski pleaded with the Marines.
 
   The Marines started to raise their rifles, but Chief Petty Officer Zhao stepped in and said, “Nice try, Podgorski. But we’ve been on to you for a few days now.”
 
   “You!” Podgorski yelled, pointing a shaky finger at Zhao. “You’re part of it, too!”
 
   It was clear to Ward that the Marines didn’t know what to do, but were falling for Podgorski’s performance. Even though his anger was starting to boil over, he knew that there was no reason to force the issue here. Time was on his side.
 
   Fortunately, Major Zadornov stepped into the corridor and calmly but firmly ordered the Marines to stand down, which they did without hesitation. “I think you’re caught, son,” the major said to Podgorski.
 
   The Marines, somewhat roughly, handed Podgorski over to the agents as Ward asked, “Why? They want to kill us all.”
 
   Podgorski scoffed at them. “Like that would be such a tragedy.”
 
   “How can you say that?” Kato asked.
 
   “We’re a horrible species,” Podgorski said, his face twisted in hate.
 
   “Here we go …” Ward thought to himself.
 
   “All I’d ever been was nice to everyone since I was a kid. And what did I get for that? Nothing! I got picked on, beat up, and isolated everywhere I went.”
 
   “So you decided to kill your entire species?” Ward asked acerbically.
 
   “No, I even decided to join the great and mighty Interstellar Navy to try and make a difference. I knew they needed whiz kids with computers, so I figured I could fit in. But I was wrong. It was far, far worse than anything I’d ever been through. I was beaten unconscious twice at basic,” Podgorski said.
 
   Ward looked at Zhao for confirmation. Zhao replied to the unasked question, “He’s always been a loner since he came aboard the Lincoln.”
 
   “Yeah, I wonder why,” Podgorski said ironically.
 
   Ward started to pity this man as Kato spoke up. “It still doesn’t add up. What could possibly be in it for you? You’d die with the rest of us.”
 
   Podgorski managed an evil laugh. “Money. Money might not be able to buy respect, but it can get close enough. I’d get to watch the world burn in style,” he finished with a grin.
 
   Zhao, a little flustered, said, “Do you know how many people were killed yesterday? Some of them tried to befriend you when you came aboard, but you were too arrogant and antagonistic. You were so obsessed with your ‘skills’ that you pushed them away—that’s why they didn’t like you!”
 
   “Well, good riddance. Less bright and happy, pretty people left to deal with,” Podgorski said with a sneer.
 
   Any pity Ward had for this man disappeared, as it was overwhelmed by a horrible combination of grief and anger. He didn’t realize it, but he was making a fist and preparing to bash the creep’s head in. Podgorski seemed to realize the impending danger before Ward did. But when Ward lost control and started to lash out, something happened and he ended up on the ground. Confused, he looked to the right and saw Major Zadornov standing with a pulse pistol aimed at him.
 
   Zadornov holstered his pistol as Ward got back up and, unable to contain his surprise, said, “Assaulting interstellar officers, now?”
 
   Zadornov closed the distance between them and said quietly, “You’re a Delta. If you hit him like you were going to, he’d probably be dead right now. You’re welcome,” the major finished. In a louder voice that everyone could hear, Zadornov ordered four Marines to take Podgorski to the brig.
 
   Ward saw Zadornov talking on his comm as Ward and Kato followed the prisoner toward the brig. About halfway there, both Ward and Kato both got messages to report to the captain’s quarters. The message was unusual, which was somewhat confusing, but Ward figured that the captain might want to talk strategy about the arrest.
 
   They arrived at the captain’s quarters inside of two minutes and were let in, where they also found Commander Shanks and Colonel Brinks, the latter of whom seemed to be a little upset. “Sit down,” Captain Williams ordered, so they did. “Special Agent Ward, you are relieved of duty.”
 
   “Wha—” was all Ward could manage to get out.
 
   “Why?” Kato asked for him.
 
   “Although you’ve done an impressive job,” the captain said to Ward, “your recent behavior has been worrisome. And now, Major Zadornov had to stun you to prevent you from killing our prisoner; a prisoner who has yet to be interrogated and may hold critical information.” He paused for a moment to let that sink in. “Besides, since the days of Sir Robert Peel, aren’t police supposed to act without malice?”
 
   Ward had nothing to say, as he was shocked and heartbroken. He might not have had much in this life anymore, but until a few minutes ago, he still had his duty.
 
   “I need your weapons,” the captain insisted.
 
   “But what about—” Ward started to ask.
 
   “With the word out and an infiltrator caught, I had to bring some of the senior staff up to speed on everything.”
 
   Ward just nodded in understanding and started removing and safing his weapons, carefully placing them on the table in the room. He pulled his old-fashioned badge and credentials out and looked at the captain, who just nodded, so Ward set those on the table and started to walk out. 
 
   “The captain hasn’t dismissed you,” Shanks said. Ward flipped him the bird and left the captain’s quarters.
 
   He wandered aimlessly throughout the corridors of the ship for a while, until a voice called to him from one of the engineering labs. “Your sword is ready, sir.” Ward entered and he was provided a shiny silver scimitar with a black handle and hilt. It was curved, but only slightly for a scimitar. 
 
   “Thank you,” Ward said in what may have been perceived as a perfunctory manner, but he was too out of it to notice or care. He took the sword and put it in the proffered sheath, leaving Engineering in a daze. He headed back to his quarters, set the sword on his desk, and stripped down to his underwear. For how long he stared at the sword, he didn’t know. Assuming they survived the trip home, which was unlikely, his career was probably over. Being relieved of duty by the captain of a battlecruiser on perhaps the most critical mission in the history of the Interstellar Navy would not be taken lightly. If they didn’t fire him, which was also unlikely, the best he could probably hope for would be getting shuffled off to some quiet, meaningless desk job somewhere.
 
   The sword, though Arabic in lineage, reminded him of the ronin that Kato occasionally talked about; masterless samurai. Many ronin committed ritual suicide due to the shame involved with it in that ancient culture. Ward respected many ancient cultures, but he couldn’t help see that as the easy way out. A coward he was not.
 
   The situation still begged the question of what he would do without a “master.” He did have a unique set of skills that could be of use to people, but the people who probably needed someone with that skillset the most were probably the people who could afford it the least. Though, he didn’t really need the money. He only needed enough to get by. Granted, all of this was only relevant if the Katildans and their allies didn’t wipe them all out in the near future. Heck, maybe he could enlist in the Marines if the situation got dire enough.
 
   His wandering thoughts were interrupted by soft knocking on his door. “It’s open,” he said.
 
   Kato entered and then, seeing him, took a step back and said, “Uh, I can come back later.”
 
   Ward realized that he was still in his underwear. “No, it’s okay,” he said as he grabbed a pair of shorts and a T-shirt.
 
   Kato came all the way back into the room and shut the door behind her. “I’m sorry about what happened.”
 
   “Well … they’re not really wrong.”
 
   “No, they’re not. You probably would’ve killed him, Liam.”
 
   “I know. I mean, not then … but now I do.”
 
   “I get it, and I think they do, too,” she said, referring to the captain and the senior staff. “We’ve been going into combat with Marines, but with just a fraction of the training they get and the discipline that it creates. But that still doesn’t make what happened okay.”
 
   Ward just nodded, with nothing to add.
 
   “Flipping off Shanks probably wasn’t a good idea, either.”
 
   “Well, it was satisfying,” Ward quipped.
 
   “Was hitting Podgorski satisfying, too?”
 
   “I didn’t actually get to hit him,” Ward pointed out.
 
   “That’s not my point.”
 
   “I know. Listen, did you just come to lecture me more or what?” Ward asked.
 
   “No, I came to see if you were okay,” she replied with a glance at his scimitar. “Should you turn that in, too?” she asked with gentle concern.
 
   “Nah. Besides, they’d probably be more worried about this,” Ward said as he produced his hold-out pistol.
 
   Kato laughed as some of her concern finally started to melt. “You’re going to be fine, aren’t you?”
 
   “Fine? I don’t know. But I’ll probably find a way to hover around ‘okay.’”
 
   “I guess that’ll have to do,” she said with a small smile. “Hey, do you even know how to use that?” she asked, pointing at the sword.
 
   “Pointy end toward enemy?” he asked in jest.
 
   “It’s a little more complicated than that,” she said with a chuckle. “I know someone who can help, though.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “Well maybe, but I’m not who I was talking about,” she replied. “Gunnery Sergeant Aiko Barriga is a black belt in jujutsu and will probably achieve 8-dan in kendo soon. Karate was more my thing, but I train with her from time to time. She might be willing to take on a new pupil,” she suggested with a smile in her eyes.
 
   Ward thought about it for a minute and finally said, “Well, it beats sitting around here feeling sorry for myself.”
 
   “Yeah, that doesn’t seem like your style. Let me go talk to her and see if we can work something out.”
 
   “Alright, sounds good.” As Kato went to leave, Ward said, “Hey, Kate.”
 
   She stopped and turn back to look at him. “Yeah?”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You bet,” she said with a smile as she left the room.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26 – September 23rd, 2274, 1012 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward was hunched with his hands on his knees, completely out of breath. “Are you sure you haven’t had the Delta treatment?” he asked Gunnery Sergeant Aiko Barriga. 
 
   “Not yet,” she replied with a smile. “Just your average fifty-four-year-old human woman.”
 
   “I thought it was impolite to ask a lady’s age,” Ward quipped.
 
   “With the anti-aging treatments today, I think you’re okay holding off until we’re in our seventies.”
 
   “I’m going to hold you to that,” he promised.
 
   “Well, maybe you shouldn’t. We Marines are a different type.”
 
   “Ain’t that the truth,” Ward agreed. Barriga had twenty years on him and was maybe one hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet, but she had managed to hand his Delta-enhanced rear end to him over and over for the past four days. “So when do you get the treatment?”
 
   “I’m in the last group,” she replied.
 
   “Huh. I figured they’d get you through it sooner instead of later.”
 
   “Well, I have this one problem student …”
 
   Ward stopped bantering around and said, “Hey, I didn’t know. I’m really sorry about that.”
 
   “Don’t be. Orders are orders.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Especially when they’re orders I agree with,” she assured him.
 
   “Well … thank you,” Ward said genuinely.
 
   “You’re welcome. You’re wild and impulsive, but you’ve got heart. You might’ve been a halfway decent student even without the Delta treatment,” she said, resuming their normal banter.
 
   “Hey, wait; so someone ordered this?”
 
   “Yeah. I mean, I would’ve done it anyway when your partner asked. Having the orders made it easier for them to clear some of my schedule.”
 
   “I … I thought I was finished on this ship,” Ward said simply.
 
   After a moment of thought, she responded. “It’s not my place to say, but I don’t think so.”
 
   Ward waited for more before asking, “That’s it?”
 
   “That’s it,” she said, indicating that he wouldn’t get any more information from her on that subject. “Now, defend yourself!”
 
   She came at him with her shinai, a wooden training sword, and Ward was only able to block the first strike because of his enhanced reflexes.
 
   “That’s good,” she said. “The greatest gift the Delta Protocol treatment gave you isn’t your strength; it’s your speed and reaction time.”
 
   “Fuchs is always telling me that ‘speed is life’ is the fighter pilot’s mantra,” Ward said.
 
   “I’d imagine that they are talking about kinetic and potential energy. In ancient air battles, pilots who were at a higher altitude could trade that altitude for speed. It’s essentially the same reason most cultures that developed sword fighting practiced a fighting stance where the sword was held up high.”
 
   “It’s easier to bring the sword down than up,” Ward said, immediately realizing the simplicity of the statement.
 
   “And faster,” she said as she came at him again. Ward was able to parry three attacks, but she was able to take his feet out from under him and he landed on his back. At about the same time, the lighting shifted to red and klaxons sounded. “Sorry, time to go!” she yelled as she exited the training room, presumably headed for the barracks.
 
   “So now what?” Ward said to the empty room. He eventually decided to head to his quarters and stay out of the way, so he grabbed his stuff and left the room. He was able to stay mostly out of people’s way on the trip to his quarters, where he decided to take a shower. The ship might get annihilated in the next five minutes, but at least he would die clean.
 
   But the ship wasn’t destroyed while he showered, so he sat on the edge of the bed deciding what to do. He wasn’t used to being benched, and it was frustrating. “Heck, maybe they could use a hand on a damage control party,” he muttered to himself. He knew that battle dress uniforms were the ‘uniform of the day’ until further notice, so he put his on. It felt weird, being unarmored and unarmed, and being without the familiar weight of his badge and credentials in his pocket. Though there was a cloth badge sewn into his uniform, there was nothing he could do about that. Besides, everybody knew who he was.
 
   Knowing that the ship was still at battle-stations, he headed down to Engineering to see if any of the damage control teams wouldn’t mind him joining. He got about a third of the way there when he encountered Commander Shanks. “Just where do you think you’re going?” he asked Ward.
 
   “I was going to see if any of the DC teams could use another set of hands,” Ward replied.
 
   “You’re aware that you’ve been relieved of duty,” Shanks said in what appeared to be part statement, part question.
 
   “Yeah, and if you won’t let me fight, that’s fine. But, with all due respect, I’m not just going to sit in my quarters while the ship is at risk.”
 
   “Is that so?”
 
   “Yes. Yes sir, it is,” Ward said, finding extra confidence as he spoke.
 
   “Come with me,” Shanks said. It was definitely an order, so Ward followed him, knowing that they were probably going to put him in the brig for this. They eventually entered the bridge, which was mostly manned by the usual suspects.
 
   Hearing them enter, the captain turned to them and seemed surprised to see Ward. “What do we have here?”
 
   “Sir, I caught Mr. Ward attempting to join a damage control team even though he has been relieved of duty,” Shanks said evenly.
 
   “Is that so,” Captain Williams said.
 
   Ward wasn’t sure if it was a question or not, but he answered it anyway. “Yes sir, it is.”
 
   “And why would you do that?” the captain asked.
 
   If Ward was going to go down, then he was going to let them know exactly why. “I royally screwed up and if you don’t want me investigating or fighting, then that’s fine. It’s your prerogative. But this is my ship too, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let her go into combat while I sit on my ass. If you want me to do that, then you’ll have to put me in the brig. Sir,” he added after the fact. 
 
   The captain took a moment and then looked at Shanks. “I think he’s ready, sir,” Shanks said to the captain.
 
   “I do too,” Williams said. The captain then pulled Ward’s badge and credentials out of one of his pockets and tossed it to Ward. “Your gear is in the armory. It’ll be waiting for you when you get there. I expect you back here in fifteen.”
 
   Ward could barely hide his surprise. “Understood, and thank you sir,” he said sincerely.
 
   “Don’t thank me; thank Barriga. I did not expect to see you back here in four days,” the captain said, probably leaving out the “if ever” part. Ward nodded in understanding and left for the armory, where he went with a sense of purpose again. He had lost a lot in his life: cases, victims he wasn’t able to save, friends, his wife, and now Liz. But after all of those things, it was his sense of purpose that kept him going, even if he hadn’t realized that on the sunny beaches near Los Angeles. Losing that sense of purpose on top of everything else had been proving too much to bear, so he had more than one reason to thank Gunnery Sergeant Barriga.
 
   Ward was surprised to find Brinks waiting for him in the armory with his gear. “Welcome back,” the big Marine said with a grin.
 
   “You’ll be sick of me again soon,” Ward said.
 
   “Yeah, probably,” Brinks agreed in jest. “I would’ve paid to be there when Zadornov stunned you, though!”
 
   “You’ve got a good XO,” Ward said honestly.
 
   “Yeah,” Brinks said quietly. “Don’t tell him this, but if we make it back, he’ll have his own command. He’s a solid leader and a great administrator. Stunning you was just the icing on the cake!”
 
   “Ha, ha,” Ward replied as he grabbed his gear. He headed back to his quarters quickly, put on his armor, and holstered his pistol and grenades. He was about to sling the rifle over his back, but decided to secure the sword sheath on his back first, so he could draw right-handed over his shoulder. Only then did he sling his rifle.
 
   He double-checked everything on the way out, only having to go back into the room for his tactical glasses, even though he had heard rumors that they might keep the tactical network down for fear of Katildan hacking. Regardless, the sensors on them still worked, so they were still worth wearing.
 
   He jogged back to the bridge, arriving thirteen minutes after the captain sent him to get his gear. There were a few looks at the sword on his back, but nobody challenged its presence. In fact, Captain Williams seemed amused.
 
   “All personnel are back aboard,” someone said over the comms.
 
   “All hands, prepare for superluminal transition in sixty seconds,” the captain said over the shipwide comms. To Ward, he said, “We detected some sort of FTL probe that popped into the system and left a few minutes later.”
 
   “Ah,” Ward said. “Did we get the repairs done?”
 
   “Everything except for some of the damage on the stern,” Kowalski informed him.
 
   “I don’t plan on showing my six to the enemy, so that will be good enough for now,” the captain said. “Given that they probably have our current location, I think it’s time we got on the move again.”
 
   They transitioned to superluminal speeds without incident. “Sir, I have course and speed, but do we have a destination?” the navigator asked.
 
   “Just continue on this course until ordered otherwise or until we’re about to run into something,” the captain responded.
 
   The next twenty minutes went by without incident, so the captain cancelled battle-stations and ordered the senior staff to the briefing room. Once everybody was there, the captain explained his plan. “We were going to go a lot farther out of our way than needed to get home, in order to throw the Katildans or their proxies off of our tail. Unfortunately, the probe that probably discovered us changes all of that.
 
   “If you look here,” the captain continued while pointing at a star chart, “we have a path back to Targlani space. It avoids coming near many systems that might be populated and gets us within three days of Targlani protection.”
 
   “Sir, I know space is vast, but that takes us much closer to Katildan territory,” Smith pointed out. “We’re not quite doubling back on ourselves, but still …”
 
   “That may be true, but I think the Katildans will expect us to try to flee even deeper into the black since they have spotted us. But since they have an updated location for us, I don’t think that helps our odds any. And like you said, space is vast.”
 
   “True, but we know that their sensors are superior to ours,” Kowalski said.
 
   “And we know that they have enough ships to spare for setting up picket lines,” Novak added.
 
   “All of these facts have been taken into consideration, but being predictable often leads to being dead in warfare. Hopefully, they won’t expect us to cut closer to the fire,” the captain countered. “Though I would like to make it back to Targlani space without another fight, we can’t plan on that, especially since we are still in unknown but claimed territory. So I need all departments to keep functioning excellently for just a short while longer.”
 
   It was clear to Ward that the decision had been made, but that there was light at the end of the tunnel. Whether that light was daylight or the headlights of an approaching train, he didn’t know, but at least they had a course of action now.
 
   “Any updates on our prisoner?” the captain asked the group.
 
   “He still refuses to talk, sir,” Kato said.
 
   “Why do you think that is?” Commander Shanks asked.
 
   “To be honest, I think he wants a trial,” Kato replied.
 
   “Why?” Kowalski inquired, confused.
 
   “I think he wants to talk, but he wants a bigger platform,” Kato answered.
 
   “I also don’t think he expects to survive the trip anymore,” Smith said.
 
   “Explain,” Shanks said.
 
   “Well, if it were me, I would’ve had an escape plan in case the Lincoln was about to be destroyed. But having him locked up in the brig probably ruins any of those plans he might’ve had.”
 
   “That makes sense,” Kato agreed.
 
   “Alright, thank you. Any indications of another traitor onboard?” Williams asked.
 
   “No sir,” Smith said. “Between that and the Katildan hacking of our tactical net, our electronic warfare people have been scouring our systems for any other inconsistencies. So far, they haven’t found anything.”
 
   “Understood. Dismissed, everybody.”
 
   On the way out, Ward asked the captain, “What do you want us to be doing, sir?”
 
   “Your job,” he replied simply. “And if you get bored, keep training with the Marines. We’ve only got a little over half of them through the Delta Protocol treatment so far.”
 
   “Understood, will do,” Ward said as he and Kato exited the room.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27 – September 25th, 2274, 1543 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   The past two days were uneventful but busy. Ward and Kato did not have much law enforcement work to do, so they spent their time training in the gym with Gunnery Sergeant Barriga and with the Marines in general. If things did go south, then they both wanted to be a seamless part of any combat unit that might need their assistance. But as they were only ninety minutes from Targlani space, all of that extra training was starting to look like it may have been an unnecessary, if warranted, exercise.
 
   The captain did have the ship at general quarters, but it wasn’t like anybody on the ship was about to get any sleep right now anyway. This caused the bridge to be more crowded than usual, but everything and everyone appeared to be operating at peak efficiency. While they weren’t almost home, they were almost safe. With everything that had happened since the first Katildan attack near the remains of the U.E.G.S. Alexander Dallas, Targlani territory was like an oasis to a thirsty desert traveler. 
 
   Ward decided to grab another cup of coffee, as he had been up for a while and probably would be for a while longer. Unfortunately, it was a bad choice. After only a few sips, the Lincoln rocked violently and lost superluminal velocity. Ward spilled his coffee.
 
   “SEACAPS offline!” Kowalski yelled.
 
   “Katildan contact, bearing zero two zero mark three two three, range three decimal five million kilometers,” Novak said from tactical. “Sir, it’s the biggest Katildan ship we’ve seen so far,” he added.
 
   “Based on previous ships we’ve encountered, I recommend we classify this as a cruiser,” Smith said from the back.
 
   “Ops concurs.”
 
   “At least we’re out of their class,” the CEWO said.
 
   “Are you kidding?! We’re out of their class in the way a World War One battlecruiser would be as compared to a World War Two cruiser,” Smith said, exasperated.
 
   “We also have two fighter wings and nuclear missiles,” the captain chided them. “Let’s cut the chatter.”
 
   “Sir, with respect, their frigate-class ships proved … challenging,” Novak said. “I do not calculate that previous tactics have a high likelihood of success in this engagement.”
 
   “I agree, Mr. Novak,” Williams said. “We have some time until we enter weapons range. I need to know where their engines are, especially the subluminal ones.” Keying the comms to the fighter bay, he said, “Fuchs, I need everybody ready.”
 
   “Aye, aye,” Fuchs acknowledged.
 
   “Helm, plot an intercept course and engage. Kowalski, I want to know any potential vulnerabilities we’ve discovered about antimatter power plants in the next few minutes.” Keying the comms again, he said, “Brinks, get ready but standby for deployment orders.”
 
   “Roger that, sir,” Brinks said over the comms.
 
   “Electronic warfare, make sure the hatches are battened down tight. Nothing gets in, even if it means we go without a few luxuries,” the captain ordered, referring to systems such as the onboard wireless tactical network.
 
   “Novak—”
 
   “We’ll be firing a lot of missiles?” Novak asked, preempting the captain.
 
   “You’ve got it. Make sure we can launch them into the black as quickly as possible.”
 
   “Sir, we have an unidentified contact approaching from the star system off our port bow; they will soon pass the heliopause and enter interstellar space,” Novak informed him.
 
   Ward noticed that the Lincoln was uncomfortably close to the system and the new, potentially hostile, ship.
 
   “Is it similar to the unidentified civilization that we fought before?”
 
   “No sir, it appears to be yet another alien ship. If they are similar to the Katildans and the Targlani, this would be a frigate-class vessel. The acceleration curve and emissions suggest it is a military vessel, and it is currently CBDR relative to us.”
 
   “We’re being hailed,” the communications officer said.
 
   “Put it up,” Captain Williams ordered.
 
   “Uh, it’s text only, sir.”
 
   “Okay, so read it.”
 
   “’Unidentified vessel, you are violating Rafti territory and will be destroyed if you do not vacate.’”
 
   “Send them a message. Tell them that we are a peaceful civilization and that we’re only in their territory because we’re fleeing unprovoked Katildan aggression. Let them know we’re just trying to go home and mean them no harm,” the captain ordered.
 
   “Wilco, sir,” the comms officer said. “We received a reply. They said, ‘Irrelevant. Prepare to be destroyed.’”
 
   “Sir, we’re being scanned by the … Rafti ship,” Kowalski said from Engineering.
 
   “Receiving a new message. They say, ‘Previously unaware of sentient technological life onboard your vessel. Please proceed out of our territory and do not violate it again. This is your one warning.’”
 
   “Ask them their intentions toward the Katildan vessel.”
 
   “Uh … they say that it’s none of our business and that they’ll handle it their own way. It’s hard to say from a text message, sir; but I think they’re angry with the Katildans. They just can’t do anything about it right now.”
 
   “When will somebody stand up to these assholes?” Ward asked. When everybody turned to look at him and Kato elbowed him in the side, he realized he had said that aloud. Embarrassed, he looked at the ground for a moment.
 
   “Today, I think, Mr. Ward,” Captain Williams said. “Today.”
 
   “The Rafti ship is headed back into the star system, on a trajectory that will place them in high orbit around the eighth and outermost planet in that system,” Novak updated them.
 
   “Five minutes to weapons range with the Katildan ship,” the navigator added.
 
   “Our best estimates on the location of their engines have been sent to Operations,” Kowalski said.
 
   “What about the antimatter vulnerabilities?” Commander Shanks prodded.
 
   “We’re not seeing anything that can be exploited from outside of the ship, sir. Maybe if we had an infiltrator on their ship …” Kowalski trailed off.
 
   “Noted,” Williams responded. He then made sure Fuchs and Brinks were tuned in as he outlined the plan. “We need to take out their propulsion. Preferably all of it, but subluminal drives are key. All firepower is to be directed there. Fuchs, the scans of the enemy vessel are being sent to you now.
 
   “If we can destroy their ability to maneuver then we can either continue the engagement on our terms or head for Targlani territory at will. Now, in the engagement, we’re going to have a lot of missiles in the air at the same time. We need to avoid fratricide for both the pilots and the missiles. For ship-launched missiles, we will launch broadsides of eight, set for simultaneous detonation. Then we will roll the ship one-eighty and fire another broadside. We will keep this up as long as we can.
 
   “Fuchs, the Banshees will be our insurance policy. You’ll launch early, but stay out of range or use us for cover until we’ve made our first pass. If it’s not dead in space after that, you need to finish the job. And I hate to short you, but we need a four-person flight to defend against boarding shuttles.
 
   “Once the Katildan ship has lost propulsion, the Banshees will disengage and return to base. This is our last hurdle, people; let’s clear it.” After a pause, he finished with, “Fuchs, you’re cleared for launch. We’re about to engage.”
 
   Ward was on his feet as he watched the SF-6 Cheetahs launch and form up as the Lincoln closed on the Katildan cruiser.
 
   “Power surge detected!” Novak warned them before the ship was rocked heavily. “Shields at … sixty percent, sir.”
 
   Ward was pretty sure he heard someone praying, which maybe wasn’t a bad idea.
 
   “Returning fire,” Novak said as the plasma cannons opened up on the Katildan vessel, but with negligible effects. “Starboard tubes away,” he informed them as the first eight missiles went.
 
   “Rolling one-eighty,” the helmsman said.
 
   “Portside tubes away,” Novak said.
 
   “Rolling one-eighty again.”
 
   “Tubes reloading,” Novak said as the first wave of missiles exploded at contact with the shields. “Five hits, sir.” When the next wave hit the Katildan ship’s shields, Novak said, “four hits this time. Starboard tubes reloaded … firing.” The Lincoln shook again from another direct hit from the Katildan particle beam. “Shields at forty-two percent,” Novak updated them. That was an improvement, but not enough of one, Ward knew.
 
   “Incoming shuttles!” Smith warned them.
 
   “Gold Flight is on it,” one of the pilots confirmed.
 
   Novak continued his running commentary. “Portside tubes away … six hits from the starboard wave … three hits from the portside wave. Sir, their shields appear to be weakening in that area.”
 
   “Keep it up!” the captain encouraged them as Ward watched the two ships close at high subluminal velocities. The only reason the missiles had a chance of reaching the target in a fight like this was the fact that the Lincoln utilized acceleration tubes, which accelerated the missiles to a significantly high fraction of c when combined with the Scimitars’ onboard gravity drive and conventional rocket. He briefly wondered if the Katildans had never invented acceleration tubes, since they had never been spotted launching missiles of their own.
 
   Power almost failed as the Lincoln was hit again. “Shields are down—the emitters are blown!” someone yelled. After that, the tactical plot, updates, and radio calls began to turn into a cacophony that Ward couldn’t follow. He could tell that the defending fighters had engaged the incoming shuttles with some successes, but that the Lincoln’s point defense systems were now firing at them, too.
 
   “Their facing shields are down!” Novak actually yelled. “But we’re out of missiles, sir.”
 
   Ward could tell that Fuchs didn’t need to be ordered into action as he focused on that part of the tactical plot. She had timed her assault perfectly, so he got to watch twenty-two missiles head for the gap in the Katildans’ shields. The fighter-launched missiles weren’t quite as fast, since they lacked acceleration tubes, but they got to start at the current velocity of the fighters, which was already very high. 
 
   The ship rocked again, heavily. “We’re hit!” Kowalski yelled. “Starboard side near the bow, venting atmo!”
 
   “Missile tubes one and two are … gone, sir,” Novak added. A cheer went up from a few people, so Ward looked back to the tactical plot. “Three direct hits on the Katildan vessel, on target,” Novak confirmed.
 
   “Sir, their course and speed is now static,” the science officer informed the captain. “They don’t appear to be under power!”
 
   Unfortunately, they still had weapons, and the Lincoln rocked again. “Another hit—near the starboard fabricators. Also venting atmo, fires detected,” Kowalski said. Ward gritted his teeth, wishing them to get out of range, but they took another hit in the stern that he could definitely feel. “Starboard side grav-drive is down!” Kowalski yelled
 
   “We’re out of range!” Smith yelled from the back.
 
   “Lincoln, Banshee Actual. All but three of us are romeo tango bravo,” Fuchs said, letting them know that they were returning to base.
 
   “Banshee Actual, Lincoln Actual. Roger that, we’re coming about to come get you.” The helmsman made the course changes without having to be ordered, but the Lincoln was noticeably sluggish, even to Ward. She had been hit very hard.
 
   “Incoming message from the Rafti,” the communications officer said. “They say, ‘Katildans demanding we destroy you and are threatening to destroy our cities if we do not. We hold you partially responsible for this, but will not comply with Katildan threats. Do not breach our territory again.’”
 
   The bridge was quiet as that information settled in. “Can they do that with their engines down?” someone asked.
 
   “Their present trajectory, while ballistic, provides a relatively long firing window at the eighth planet, as they will enter and then pass through that edge of the Rafti system,” Novak responded.
 
   “How many Rafti are on that planet?” Captain Williams asked.
 
   “Sorry, sir; but we didn’t really scan for that,” Smith said.
 
   “Sir …” the CEWO began. “I asked the Rafti, and they said over one hundred and thirty thousand ‘civilian sentient technological beings.’”
 
   “The Rafti frigate broke orbit and is engaging the Katildan cruiser,” Novak informed them.
 
   “Put it on the display,” Shanks ordered. 
 
   They all watched the simulation of the battle, but it was Novak who spoke first. “The Katildan cruiser’s weapons are significantly more powerful. The Rafti ship appears to be taking heavy damage.”
 
   “Take us back,” the captain ordered.
 
   “But sir—” Kowalski started to say.
 
   “Take us back!”
 
   “Aye, sir,” the helmsman responded.
 
   The captain activated the shipwide comms. “All hands, this is the captain speaking. We have disabled our enemy and are able to leave the area. But if we leave, over one hundred thousand innocent people will die because their military refused to attack us, even though we are in their territory, uninvited.” He paused for a moment so that the crew could digest the information. “If we leave, we take home what might be the key to humanity’s survival. But if we do leave, we also lose our humanity in the process. I cannot abide that; the cost is too great. You’ve made me the proudest ship captain in all of the Interstellar Navy, and I need you to keep that up for just a little while longer. CO out.”
 
   “Sir, we can’t destroy the Katildan ship,” Shanks said. It was the first time that Ward had ever heard him contradict the captain.
 
   “Not from the outside,” Williams replied. Keying the comms, he said, “Brinks, prep all Delta and AI Marines for an assault on the Katildan ship. Take explosives and await schematics from Engineering. We will add to the Rafti attack to keep the hole in their shields open.” He closed the comms and started to say, “Kowalski—”
 
   “On it, sir. Files are being sent now.”
 
   “Sir,” Ward said, looking expectantly at the captain.
 
   Williams looked at him and Kato. “I won’t order you to do this.”
 
   “You don’t have to, sir,” Kato said.
 
   “Godspeed,” the captain replied.
 
   Ward touched the left side of his chest with his right fist as a salute before exiting the bridge.
 
   “I’m glad you got your sense of humor back,” Kato chided him as they left the bridge together.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28 – September 25th, 2274, 1628 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward and Kato sat side by side in Brinks’ boarding shuttle as the Lincoln yawed ninety degrees to starboard so that the acceleration tubes for small craft on the portside of the ship were facing toward the Katildan cruiser. Even with escorts, the attack craft would need all of the velocity that they could get in order to make it to the enemy vessel alive. Plus, nobody knew for exactly how long the Rafti frigate and Lincoln could keep part of their shields down. Scuttlebutt had it that some of the shield emitters on the Katildan ship had been destroyed, so the hole might last until the Katildans could effect repairs.
 
   Ward listened patiently as Brinks went over the plan again, including entry points and the probable location of the antimatter powerplant. There were schematics showing exactly where to place the charges and some explanations as to why those places were critical, but the technical details mostly went over his head. He figured that schematics were like maps; he didn’t have to know what went on inside of a building in order to locate it.
 
   After the briefing was complete, they put on their helmets and sealed their pressurized suits. At about the same time, the tactical display was put on the screen in the shuttle. Ward was really starting to hate watching tactical plots and video. He was basically watching other people do their jobs while he sat, doing nothing. It probably wouldn’t be such a chore if his life didn’t depend on the outcomes, but for some reason, the time passed quickly this time. Before he knew it, they were jinking to avoid Katildan point defenses. About the time that their shuttle passed through the hole in the shields, the Rafti ship winked out of existence on the tactical plot. Fortunately, the Lincoln was again in range and picking up the slack. Nobody on the shuttles had heard if the Lincoln’s shields were back up again or not, so it was entirely possible that there wouldn’t be a ship to which they could return if they somehow managed to succeed.
 
   The holes in this side of the Katildan cruiser’s hull were literally big enough to fly a shuttle through, so that’s what they did. Out of the four shuttles that the Lincoln launched, only two still remained for boarding, but their pilots deftly landed backward as the shuttles’ passenger bays were decompressed. As soon as the shuttles’ motion stopped relative to the Katildan ship, the Marines were spilling out of the backs of the attack craft. Enemy contact was almost immediate.
 
   Fortunately, the shuttles had some point-defense plasma cannons that were in a position to help cover the disembarking Marines. Ward couldn’t hear the weapons fire due to the vacuum outside of his suit, but one glimpse out the back showed him just how heavy the firefight was. 
 
   Much to his surprise, the initial skirmish was all but over by the time he and Kato made it out the back. Apparently, these Katildans were unaware of the effectiveness of their new rifles. Ward doubted that their overconfidence would last, though.
 
   As they formed a defensive perimeter, combat engineers exited the shuttles to set up shielding that would plug the hole in the side of the ship. Since their intel said that the Katildans preferred similar atmospheric conditions to humans, in part so they could fly, they were hoping the area would be automatically repressurized. It took ninety long seconds, but their hypothesis proved correct and the area was both pressurized and breathable. The one thing that their intelligence was wrong about, however, was that this was not a zero-gravity environment. In fact, it felt like just a little bit less than Earth-standard. 
 
   With those two pieces of pleasant news, they took off their helmets and used a specialized strap to sling them over their backs, in case they needed them again in a pinch. This was beneficial, as it allowed them to regain their sense of hearing, smell, and their peripheral vision. Since their rifles were unslung, securing helmets wasn’t a big deal for anybody except for Ward and Kato, who had to adjust them to the left side of their backs so they wouldn’t interfere with their swords. This also let them don their tactical glasses. Even though there was no useful or accessible network of which to speak on the enemy ship, the infrared overlay was still useful.
 
   Brinks ordered a six-man team to stay behind and guard the shuttles, in addition to the copilots and combat engineers who were also armed and in defensive positions. The pilots were the only ones who remained inside the shuttles, in case they needed to act quickly or operate the point defense cannons.
 
   Brinks led Kato, Ward, and the other sixteen Marines down the only corridor that led in an appropriate direction. Ward obeyed Brinks’ signal to spread out, as he also didn’t want them to be in a position to all get taken down by the same grenade. Ward had been placed next to Kato in the center, which was probably by design. He held his rifle at the ready, but never so its aim would be at one of the Marines. He tried to focus on little things like this and slowing his breathing, but his hands were already sweaty inside of his gloves and his anxiety level rose. Intruding on an alien ship was much different than defending the Lincoln, especially since there were so many unknowns. They barely even knew where they were going.
 
   Regardless, they performed like professionals. When they came to the first intersecting corridor, which bisected theirs from the right, they held as the lead element scoped the new passageway. Ward could hear his heartbeat very clearly during these few seconds. Once the all clear signal was given, the lead element stayed in defensive positions, covering the side hallway, while the rest of the assault team moved past them. Though he didn’t turn back to look, Ward knew that the rear guard would tap them on the shoulder as they passed. The former point element would now become the rear guard. This process was repeated a few times, until Ward, Kato, and one of the Marines were the three-person lead element. For better or worse, that’s when the Katildan counter-assault came.
 
   When it came, it was fast and brutal. The Interstellar Marines were attacked simultaneously from the front, rear, and a side hallway that bisected their corridor from the left. Ward could hear the battle behind him, but only had time to focus on the threat right in front of him. Just as they were trained, the lead element crouched, which both gave them a smaller profile and allowed the shooters behind him to fire over his head. Without hesitation, he aimed at a flying, attacking Katildan, and let a three-round burst loose. The air was filled with the sounds of so many gunshots and so much particle beam fire that Ward almost couldn’t tell if he was firing or not. But when he saw the three rounds tear through the Katildan’s chest and it fell to the ground, he knew that everything was working properly.
 
   The Marines filled the air with projectiles, which shredded the initial Katildan assault, but their relative lack of familiarity with the new rifles had them burning through magazines much faster than expected. That’s when the problems started. Ward had downed at least three Katildans with his first magazine, but the entire lead element ran out of ammunition and had to reload at the same time, giving the Katildans a break in the suppressing fire.
 
   Ward heard screaming from the wounded Marines behind him before someone yelled, “Need help on the side!” He couldn’t explain exactly how he knew it, but he knew that other Marines had moved to cover the side and it was just him, Kato, and a private whom he didn’t even know left on the front line—and none of them were firing. The corridors were wider and taller than those to which humans were accustomed, giving the Katildans more room to maneuver, which they did with a predatory grace that triggered some form of primal fear in Ward. He hit the magazine release on his rifle as quickly as he could and was about to reach for a new one when he realized that there wasn’t enough time to reload and fire.
 
   On an impulse, he dropped his rifle and sprang from his crouch along the left wall, feigned a move to the right with one step and pushed back toward the wall on the left. He planted his foot on the lower part of the left wall and pushed off with all of the strength that he could muster. The Katildan who had been flying toward him might have expected the enhanced speed or reflexes, but he definitely didn’t expect the tactic. Ward caught the Katildan by surprise, tackling him. The Katildan landed on his back with Ward on top of him. Unfortunately, the Katildan reacted with incredible speed and promptly threw Ward off of him, but, in midair, Ward was able to reorient himself so he landed on his feet. He immediately launched himself back at the Katildan as he drew his scimitar. The Katildan had gotten back up and was trying to bring his rifle back around to bear, but Ward was faster with the sword and was able to cut the Katildan’s arm off.
 
   Ward almost took a second to celebrate, in his thoughts at least, but then he realized that the Katildan felt no pain. The loss of an appendage, even the one bearing his only weapon, was just a variable to be considered in an equation; an equation designed to create Ward’s death. The Katildan lashed out with his left, clawed hand, leaving Ward barely any time to duck under it, which he somehow managed to do. Since he had leaned forward and under the Katildan’s punch, he was able to bring his sword back to the right with all of his weight behind it. The nanometer-thin cutting edge of the sword bit into the Katildan’s side and kept going until the synthetic soldier was cut in half.
 
   Ward didn’t see the next attack coming. One of the three remaining Katildans who had been attacking their front element landed a literal flying kick into the right side of Ward’s ribcage. The armor blunted the blow a bit, but it still sent him flying into the left wall. He managed to stay on his feet, though, so when the Katildan charged him, he sidestepped and, using the Katildan’s momentum against him, sliced diagonally through his left shoulder, completely removing its left arm. But before he could go back for the kill, the third Katildan broke from attacking the formation of Marines with his particle beam weapon to grab Ward with his free claw. This maneuver put the Katildan off-balance, though, and with nothing available to protect his head.
 
   Ward took the opening to close the distance enough to chop its head off. As the dead Katildan fell to the ground, Ward felt more than saw the Katildan he’d previously wounded coming back at him. All Ward had time to do was turn around as he tried to bring his sword to bear. In a blind stroke of luck, the enraged Katildan impaled himself on the scimitar. Both combatants looked at each other in shock, until the Katildan used its remaining claw to try to grab Ward’s throat. Ward quickly twisted the sword and cut through whatever it was that they used for a spinal cord. The Katildan died and Ward kicked its body off of his sword, where it fell to the floor.
 
   “Goddammit, Ward!” Brinks’ voice boomed through the corridor.
 
   Ward turned back to see almost all of the remaining, combat-effective Marines pointing their rifles in his general direction. He stopped, dumbfounded, and looked around again, but there were no more Katildans.
 
   “How in the nine rings of Hades are we supposed to shoot them if you’re in the middle of the fucking hallway dancing around like a goddamn ballerina!” Brinks yelled.
 
   Ward tried to come up with a response, but Brinks was back to being all business as he ordered two healthy Marines to help two wounded ones back to the shuttle. “What about the dead?” a private asked.
 
   “We have to leave them, for now,” Brinks said as he grabbed their dog tags. “We’ll try to grab them on our way out,” he added to reassure the young Marine.
 
   Ward looked at the four dead Marines and did the math. Their eighteen-strong team was now down to ten left to achieve the mission objective.
 
   “We’ve gotta move faster, now,” Brinks said as he gave Ward’s rifle back to him. Once they were ready, they formed back up and headed out in the same direction as before. Their luck held and they didn’t encounter any more Katildans before getting to a hatch, which they quickly breached. They entered what appeared to be an engineering section of their ship and found half a dozen Katildans in the room. These Katildans were smaller and less-armored than all of the ones they had encountered until now. Still, they did their best to attack the Marines, but it was a slaughter; they didn’t even have weapons, other than their claws. Within ten seconds, only the Marines remained.
 
   “We’re in the right place,” one of the Marine corporals said as he compared the schematics that Engineering had sent them. “The design is a little different, but it looks like all of the key components are here.
 
   “Get it done,” Brinks said as he ordered three of the Marines to place charges and six of them, including Ward and Kato, to cover the three entrances to the engineering space. Ward and Kato were assigned the hatch that they originally breached, so they crouched on either side of the hatch and waited, rifles at the ready.
 
   About thirty seconds went by before Ward heard one of the Marines yell, “Contact!” The yelling was followed by gunfire and the sickening sounds of particle beams, but Ward and Kato held their position as they were ordered. Ward was able to keep his focus on that corridor until he heard one of the Marines scream in pain. Ward risked a glance backward and saw a wounded Marine writhing on the ground, which allowed three Katildan soldiers to enter the room. He turned to engage them, but Kato was faster. Her rifle spit out two three-round bursts and one of the attacking Katildans went down. Sensing the threat to their flank, one of the Katildans took aim at Kato. Ward aimed at that Katildan and fired, killing him, but he had fired too late. The Katildan still got a shot off, which hit Kato in the side.
 
   “No!” Ward screamed as he saw Kato go down, smacking her head on a pipe as she fell. Out of his peripheral vision he saw the third Katildan go down, so he started to move toward Kato.
 
   “Ward! Cover that hatch!” Brinks yelled.
 
   Ward took a look at the unconscious Kato, then a look at Brinks. “Fuck!” he screamed as he resumed his watch on the hatch, his heart pounding like crazy in his chest.
 
   Another forty-five seconds went by before he heard the Marine corporal tell say, “Complete, sir!”
 
   “Good job, son,” Brinks said to him. “Now give me the detonator and let’s get ready to roll.”
 
   “No can do, Colonel,” the corporal said. “They’re jamming all frequencies; it won’t work.” As he was saying this, more gunfire could be heard coming from the other two hatches.
 
   “Sir, we’ve got more incoming!”
 
   “What about a timer, sir?” the corporal asked as the gunfire intensified.
 
   Brinks thought for a few long seconds. “Can they defuse or remove these?”
 
   “Uh … probably, sir. We didn’t have a lot of time to rig them against that sort of thing.”
 
   Brinks turned to Ward after hearing that answer. “Take the wounded and go.”
 
   “No—” Ward started to protest.
 
   “I said do it!” Brinks yelled as the corporal began dragging his wounded friend toward Ward.
 
   “I’m not leaving you here!” Ward yelled back.
 
   Brinks turned back toward him and pointed to the wounded Marine and then Kato, who was unconscious but still breathing. “Take them. Now.”
 
   Ward looked him in the eyes and knew that the decision was made, so he picked the Marine up in a fireman’s carry and got Kato to a position where he could drag her out, largely thanks to the Delta treatment and subsequent workouts with the Marine colonel. 
 
   “Goddammit, Brinks!” he yelled as he left the room with the wounded. He knew it was the last time that he would see his friend, but it was the only thing that he could think to say.
 
   Kato moaned as he left the engineering space, which brought focus to his new mission. He knew that Brinks would blow the antimatter powerplant if they were at risk of being overrun, so he had to hurry. With all of the jamming, they couldn’t even warn the shuttles, so Ward moved as fast as he possibly could while carrying and dragging two human beings. His muscles burned as minutes went by, and then he almost cried with joy when he saw three Marines headed toward him from the shuttles.
 
   “Do you need help, sir?” one of them asked. Without waiting for an answer, two of the Marines grabbed Kato and the other wounded Marine from him. “What about the rest?” the third one asked.
 
   “They’re not coming. We need to go, now.” Ward’s tone must’ve driven home the point, as they all double-timed it back to the shuttle and told everybody to get back onboard. They didn’t even give the combat engineers time to take down the temporary shields; the shuttle pilots took them out with their point defense cannons once everybody was back onboard and sealed into the pressurized passenger compartments.
 
   The pilot buzzed them through the intercom once they were spaceborne. “The Lincoln needs to know if the explosives are in place.”
 
   Ward breathed a sigh of relief along with everyone else, since that meant that the battlecruiser still existed. “The explosives are in place and will be manually detonated very shortly,” Ward informed them. It was clear to Ward that everybody heard the word “manually” and knew exactly what he meant by it, so the next few minutes went by in silence.
 
   “How come nobody is shooting at us?” someone finally asked.
 
   The co-pilot responded over the intercom. “We lucked out. The Lincoln got her shields back enough to take a few more hits, which bought enough time for the Katildan cruiser to come in range of a few Rafti defense satellites. The Katildans are taking them down one by one right now, though; it’s looking like a turkey shoot for them. Only a matter of time.”
 
   That brought everyone’s attention to the display, as they watched nine satellites become seven, seven become four, and four become two. Once those last two were gone, the Katildans’ next target would either be the shuttles, the Lincoln, or the civilians on the planet below.
 
   “Brace for imp—” the pilot yelled over the intercom as a massive shockwave rolled the shuttle violently. The craft eventually righted itself, but then completely lost power. Ward supposed that the only piece of good news was that their harnesses kept them from floating around and bumping into each other in the pitch-black dark.
 
   “Great,” someone said.
 
   “Could be worse,” came another reply.
 
   After another minute or two went by, a third voice said, “Well, since we apparently aren’t going to get incinerated, we could take bets on whether we’ll suffocate or freeze first.”
 
   “Put me in for twenty on freezing,” the first voice said amongst a bunch of laughter. Ward appreciated their gallows humor; they would fight on to the bitter end, no matter what or when that was.
 
   After a few more minutes, something hit the shuttle, which threw them about in their seats.
 
   “What the hell?” someone asked. With the internal gravity down, they could feel the shuttle gaining momentum. Eventually, they started to feel a gentle push from the other direction, and then a clunking noise as gravity returned and the shuttle landed on something. Two minutes later, the hatch to the passenger compartment was opened. Ward had to shield his eyes from the light, but he could tell that they were in the Lincoln’s VIP bay.
 
   Medical teams rushed in to take the wounded off of the shuttles before the rest of them disembarked. By the time Ward got his feet on the deck, Captain Williams was standing there waiting. “Is this everyone?” he asked. Ward nodded, as he realized that only seventeen of them had made it back, and some of them were severely wounded. Sixty men, women, and AI had left the Lincoln aboard the four shuttles, not even an hour ago.
 
   “Brinks?” the captain asked Ward.
 
   “It was probably him who detonated the bombs,” Ward said. “The Katildan ship?”
 
   Williams nodded in response. “He always did get the job done,” he said as he walked away.
 
   Ward didn’t wait a second longer. He turned and ran toward Sickbay.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29 – September 26th, 2274, 0830 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Ward was present for the morning briefing, largely due to the tank of coffee he drank before attending. Though he hadn’t been shot, every part of his body hurt, including a few of which he had not been previously aware. The captain let Dr. Jackson speak first, who let them know that all of the wounded from the assault on the cruiser were going to make it, but unfortunately another fighter pilot had died during the night. Kowalski followed with a long list of critical repairs worthy of mention, but apparently the Rafti were being quite helpful with supplies.
 
   In a bid for transparency, Captain Williams had sent records of the battle from the Lincoln’s perspective. He also sent over recordings from several of the assault team’s tactical glasses, including Ward’s. According to Smith, the Rafti were apparently disseminating some of that information to their public. They would know of Brinks’ sacrifice, among others, at least.
 
   Apparently, Commander Shanks was giving a tour to a Targlani diplomat who had been brought to the Lincoln. Though the battlecruiser was safe for now, as a Rafti battle group had arrived in the system and would escort them to Targlani space, the Targlani knew that there was a lot of open space between their territory and Earth. Therefore, the Targlani let the Katildans know that there would be serious repercussions should anything happen to the Lincoln while their diplomat was onboard.
 
   The Lincoln would be patched up enough to leave tomorrow, so the only other major item to discuss was the funerals. Apparently, quite a few of the Marines and spacemen had requested “burial at space” should something ever happen to them. Somehow, the local Rafti government heard of this and said that they would consider it a great honor if the heroes of the Lincoln would be put to rest here. It seemed like a fitting memorial to Ward.
 
   The briefing let out and Ward headed to Sickbay to check on Kato. She was in a deep sleep when he arrived. He walked over to her side and saw that a lock of hair had fallen onto her face, so he gently brushed it aside. Apparently, she had regained consciousness shortly after making it to Sickbay the day before, and other than some initial internal bleeding, her only injuries were mild burns and a concussion. Still, he sat in a nearby chair and watched her, unable to rid his mind of the memory of the particle beam lancing out and hitting her, and then her falling. If he’d just pulled the trigger half of a second earlier …
 
   Ward felt a warm hand on his shoulder. “She’s okay, Liam. You did good,” Doctor Jackson told him.
 
   “With all due respect, Doc, you weren’t there.”
 
   “No, I wasn’t. But she’s here now, and that probably has a lot to do with you.” Ward couldn’t think of anything to say to that. Just before the silence got awkward, she said, “Come here, there’s someone I want you to meet.” Ward obliged her and followed the doctor to another hospital bed. “Meet Private First Class Pedretti.”
 
   PFC Pedretti looked pretty banged up to Ward, but he was conscious and seemed to be in good spirits. “Special Agent Ward, sir. I wanted to thank you.”
 
   “Thank me for what?” Ward asked.
 
   Pedretti made eye contact with Ward as he said, “For dragging me out of there … for saving my life.”
 
   Ward didn’t know what to say, so there was an awkward pause. “You would’ve done the same for me,” he finally said.
 
   “I hope so, sir, because running away screaming seemed like a relatively reasonable option at the time,” Pedretti said with a grin.
 
   Ward laughed, and it felt good.
 
   ***
 
   The funerals were a somber affair. The captain gave a good speech involving duty, sacrifice, and potentially saving the human race; but Ward had a hard time getting into it, which appeared to be a problem for most of the crew, too. He didn’t know the exact statistics, but something like a third of the entire crew that shipped out less than two months ago was now dead. Having the Lincoln, still with plenty of visible damage, limp back under alien escort didn’t seem to help morale, either.
 
   A vibrating comm grabbed Ward’s attention. He pulled it out of his pocket and read the message, which summoned him to Sickbay. The service wasn’t quite over yet, so he knew it had to be urgent and left quickly.
 
   Doctor Jackson met him as soon as he entered Sickbay. “She’s going to be okay.”
 
   “Then, what, I mean, why?” Ward asked as he held his comm up to her, much like a toddler trying to communicate after failing to find the right words.
 
   “She started hemorrhaging again and we had to put her under for another surgery.”
 
   “But she’s okay?” Ward asked, a hint of desperation in his eyes.
 
   “Yeah, she’s going to be fine; I promise. She’ll be in pain for a while, and stuck here longer, but the overall prognosis is still good.”
 
   “Can I see her?”
 
   “She just came out of surgery; but yes, you can.”
 
   Ward followed the doctor over to where they had Kato recovering. She looked pale and was hooked up to a few machines, with a lot of lines coming out of her. He knew that his subconscious was probably skewing it, but she looked like a shadow of herself. In combat, she was strong and brave, tough as any of the Marines. But here, now, she looked almost fragile, and no amount of logic was going to make Ward feel like this wasn’t at least a little bit his fault.
 
   “She’s got to rest, Liam,” the doctor said gently, ushering him out of the recovery area. 
 
   Ward walked in a daze back to his quarters and sat on his bed after shutting the hatch. Faces flew by in his memory, like some macabre slideshow. Kilmer, Brinks, Willows, and too many people whose names he didn’t even know. Somehow, that made it worse. Like the fighter pilot who had saved his life and others, only to crash into the Lincoln on approach and burn; just another nameless statistic. It made him want to cry, possibly more than he’d ever wanted to in his entire life, but he found himself unable to do so. Why that was, he didn’t understand.
 
   After a few hours of trying to sleep, he gave up, changed and went to the gym. Unfortunately, the gym was haunted with ghosts, too. It was where he’d worked out with Brinks and where he’d first really met Liz. He was about to leave when he heard someone calling his name.
 
   “Going somewhere?” Gunnery Sergeant Barriga asked.
 
   “I … I don’t know,” he replied honestly.
 
   She tossed him a shinai, turned, and headed for the training room next door. On autopilot, Ward followed her.
 
   “Defend yourself!” she challenged as she attacked.
 
   Ward was slow at first and took a few hits, but he eventually found his groove and held his ground somewhat. He figured that she was going easy on him, but right now, he didn’t mind. After an hour of wordless, wooden combat, he felt better.
 
   Barriga put away their training swords when they were done. “See you tomorrow,” she said on her way out. He didn’t remember agreeing to any appointment, but it wasn’t like he had anything else to do right now, and she probably knew that.
 
   After showering and changing into a working uniform, he headed to the galley where he found Major Zadornov, Fuchs, Smith, and Kowalski sitting at a table. “Hey Ward, come on over,” Fuchs said. Ward quickly grabbed some food and joined them.
 
   “So can you believe that one of the science officers tried to prioritize a buckled wall in his office over hull repairs?” Kowalski asked incredulously.
 
   “Not only that,” Fuchs added, “but over the four Cheetahs that we need to get a single squadron back to full strength, too!”
 
   “Sometimes, I really appreciate that my job is just to break things,” Zadornov added with a smile, which got a laugh from the group.
 
   Life goes on.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30 – October 11th, 2274, 2100 UTC
 
    
 
    
 
   Special Agent Liam Ward sat on a bench near a sunny California beach, counting down the time until his afternoon meeting with management. In the few days he’d been back on Earth, he’d been given much praise and a commendation. It had felt good, but the feeling eventually wore off. He had tried going back to his old beach life, especially since he was in the best shape in which he’d ever been, but even that wasn’t taking hold.
 
   He’d been given a significant amount of leave and Kato had gone to stay with some family in Japan, so he’d had the last few days mostly to himself. Things seemed as close to normal between the two of them as was probably possible, especially since neither of them knew what their next assignments would be. That left him with a lot of things to think about.
 
   Though life did go on, as was evidenced by the sunbathers and surfers enjoying an unusually warm fall, it was a changed world. Much to his surprise, society seemed to be more shocked and outraged over the Delta Protocol and direct neural connections to computers than they were about a genocidal, mechanical alien race that wanted them dead—and the removal of dozens of Sinclair Chips wasn’t even public knowledge yet. There were even calls to quarantine the returning Deltas.
 
   Ward knew enough history to know that people, civilians especially, often didn’t understand the nature of a threat until after it had already struck. Reckless shuttle pilots would flaunt the safety rules until the day they crashed, and then they’d go preaching to everyone they knew to not repeat their mistake, if they were of the minority that would accept responsibility for the crash in the first place. Most of the people they preached to would go right on ignoring the advice until it or something similar happened to them. So when someone they didn’t even know, say a government official, tried to warn them of a threat, it was often taken even less seriously.
 
   Ward wasn’t naïve enough to think that fear had never been exploited for political purposes, but he still couldn’t believe the prominent claims of “fear-mongering” in the press with regards to the Katildans. “The unfortunate incidents involving the Lincoln were likely due to a misunderstanding caused by the over-militarization of our culture,” one journalist wrote. Ward might not be as well-versed in Sun Tzu as Captain Williams was, but he was aware of the Roman proverb: “If you want peace, prepare for war.” Whether in law enforcement or in geopolitics, there would always be malicious actors, so the “good guys” needed to be prepared, too. Ward had yet to see a perfect government, but he definitely preferred the Unified Earth Government to Katildan domination, which was a potential reality that was all too intangible to the general public right now. Ward could only hope that the actions of the Lincoln and her crew had pushed back the planned Katildan invasion, or scrubbed it completely.
 
   The timer on Ward’s comm beeped, letting him know that it was time to head to the office, where he arrived a short time later. To his surprise, he was met by the Interstellar Navy Investigations Agency’s Regional Director for North America, and by her alone. “Have a seat,” she said.
 
   They had a small conference room to themselves, which made Ward briefly uncomfortable as he decided which seat to pick. It was silly, but he didn’t want to send the wrong message. After the split-second of indecision passed, he sat in the seat closest to where he had been standing.
 
   “You’ve made quite a name for yourself,” she said.
 
   “Uh, thank you, Director Young.”
 
   “Where do you see your career in the INIA going?” she asked with a level of focus that was unnerving.
 
   “That’s a good question, ma’am.”
 
   “You’re one of two INIA agents who have had the Delta Protocol treatment, which makes it tempting to keep you in field work, but you’ve also shown tremendous leadership potential,” she said, apparently implying a promotion to a supervisory position.
 
   “Me, supervising people?” Ward said in a bit of shock.
 
   “That’s what I thought you’d say, at least for now,” she said before pausing for a moment. “So back to investigations?”
 
   Ward thought about that for a moment. He thought about the things he had seen, the things he had done, and the things that probably still needed to be done. “I’m not sure I can go back to that right now, either,” he said slowly.
 
   Director Young nodded sagely. “Well don’t you worry. I think we have just the job for you.”
 
   


  
 



Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   “The human ship made it back to its homeworld,” the Katildan leader said to his military advisor. “They now have the tools to build antimatter power sources; they are decades ahead of where they should be.”
 
   “That is true, Exalted One, but we are close to making antimatter power obsolete. Besides, these … biologicals will not be able to resist our righteous might,” the general argued.
 
   “One of their ships made a fool out of the entire Katildan military, and you think they are not a threat?”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “No, we will not give them time to exploit antimatter power. We will attack ahead of schedule.”
 
   “But, with respect, several of our allies are faltering after the incident with the Rafti,” the general pointed out.
 
   “Enough of them will follow our lead. Our piety has been and will be an example to them. The ones who don’t follow us initially will join us once it is clear that we will be victorious. It is only a matter of time.”
 
   “As you say, sir.”
 
   “Send word to our allies and ready the armada.”
 
   
  
 



Author’s Note
 
    
 
    
 
   Well, apparently I wrote a book. I truly hope that you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it, or more. I know what it’s like, flipping through your e-reader trying to find a good story after a long day of work, on a rainy day off, or the like, and I’m flattered that you took a chance on me. Writing this has been both humbling and fulfilling, and it is an experience I hope—and plan—to repeat. Though it was my goal that this book have a definitive ending (and hopefully I achieved that), it was originally intended to be the first in a trilogy. However, as I started writing this, I realized that it may be more suitable for a series, which is the direction I am pursuing. As the ending of this novel indicated, I already have plans for SA Ward in the next installment … Hopefully you’ll tune in again to see what happens next! To stay updated, visit www.hughtaylorscifi.com and join my mailing list: http://eepurl.com/bhBDRv. 
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